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I


Mother and Child

There is that photograph, of course.

My mother: standing in front of a soldier, closer than anyone else would dare. Hair wrapped high in a blue doek. Mouth wide open, mid-shout. She leans in, her forefinger pointing between his eyes.

The soldier: a wide-eyed young man in army khakis, close-cropped hair, sideburn sweat. Shoulders up, head pulled back but he keeps his eyes on her. He has an AK-47 pushed up against his chest and he clings to the thing—his sole cover against my mother in front of him.

On her back, she cradles with her left forearm an infant wrapped in a white summer blanket.

That infant is me.

People know me as “the child.” I don’t know if anyone outside our family knows it was me. My mother has four girls and has been a fighter all our lives—so the matter of which one of us she carries on her back in that picture is immaterial to the world.

—

In a newspaper article from a foreign country the photo caption reads:

Mother and Child: A township woman attacks a soldier in the street.

It is a report on the unmanageable chaos in an unsettled settler state. Savagery. Trouble in the colonies.

—

My mother’s story does not begin with this photograph, but no account of her life can ever be told without it. If they’ve never met her in person, this is the image most people have of her: the Freedom Fighter or the Woman Terrorist, depending on who is talking about her.

She is wearing her kgakana, royal blue with white dots. A symbol of things nearly lost. Things we want to carry with us into the future. There is nothing out of the ordinary about a woman wearing a kgakana on any day, but because in this photograph it is my mother who wears it, I believe something extraordinary happens for people when they look: Instead of the kgakana, maybe they see military dress. Instead of the blue doek they might see a soldier’s beret. Perhaps they see a weapon in her hand. I don’t know exactly what people think when they see this photograph, but I do know that around the country they keep copies of it in their houses, in safe places where police can’t find it, along with many other banned images.

I have long understood that I will never comprehend the full extent of what my mother means to people outside our family—neither the depths of that meaning nor the tenacity with which they hold on to her.

—

The foreign reporter writes about the “insolence and violence” of locals in South Africa rioting against police. In reality it was the army and not the police, which in my mind is an enormously significant misprint—if that’s what that was.

—

Here is the thing. People may not know that it’s me on her back, but this is my earliest memory: my mother’s rapid heartbeat; her voice vibrating against my ears; her skin heating up. A blaze passing from her body to mine. Her sweat against my chest. All this, my mother’s fear turned rage, is my first memory of the world. Nothing else came before. I am bound to her: my sweaty, rapid-heartbeat shield.

—

I can never think whenever I look at that photograph. I can only experience this involuntary return to that moment and feel. My body gives in to panic and pain. Having no words for these feelings means I can’t share them with anyone. Instead, I’ve learned to sit with the many sensations and let the memory do what it needs to do, because I understand that I can’t, in fact, escape. I am trapped inside the white summer blanket and held in by the forearm tightening against my bottom; strapped to a body larger and braver than my own. I think even in those few minutes I must have known that the world might be frightening but it was safer with my mother in it. Safer still if you could be strapped to her.

Yet in my safety I could feel my mother’s terror.

I’ve hardly ever noticed the finger and the open mouth and the frightened soldier. I look closely at the baby, and every time I am stunned that she remains asleep, because in my body’s memory what she felt—her mother’s body betraying its own fright—couldn’t possibly keep a child in slumber.

—

I was six years old and on the cusp of venturing into the world of teachers, new friends and learning cursive when I found out that my mother was famous. I mean when I actually became aware of the fact, like an image coming into view when the fog clears.

I found out about my mother’s fame and it was in that same week that I learned we all had to be aware of the dangers that came with it and protect her. Perhaps it had come in small doses before, but when I discovered the photograph the fact of my mother’s standing in the world fell with a sudden thud and shattered the ground I stood on. I couldn’t say what it meant, exactly, but I knew it had something to do with how much I wanted to be apart from her.

—

I discovered the Mother and Child photo in a pile of newspaper clippings in my father’s study while I was looking through things I wasn’t supposed to be looking through, because none of my friends were available that lazy afternoon and I was bored. I think I was on the hunt for the thrill of finding things meant to be hidden from children, and risking being found out.

I told my grandmother about my discovery three days later in her bedroom while she sewed me a skirt. She was alone and without her sisters—the Mothers—which was rare. I held a bunch of red wool that had unspooled across the room, and as I tidied up I kept my eyes on her floor.

I saw a picture of Mama shouting at a soldier, I said, carefully trying for a casual tone—and because our grandmother never admonishes us, I trusted she’d forgive my snooping.

But she stopped licking the thread she was about to slip through the head of a needle, took off her glasses and held my gaze.

Don’t tell her you saw it, she said. She doesn’t need us asking her about these things.

Her eyes stayed on me as she waited for me to indicate that I understood.

Kelelo? she said, and I knew it was serious because my grandmother never calls me by my name. When I nodded, she went back to her needle and thread.

We have to keep her safe, she added, shaking her head.

I had never thought of my mother as someone who had to be protected, but in that moment I felt the rigid back and the arm under my bottom. The damp dress against my cheek, the vibration of the voice in my ear. It all came back with a sudden and raging flame in my body.

I know my mother’s fear because my mother’s fear is the very first thing I ever remember feeling in the world. I could tell by the look on my grandmother’s face that she and I knew the same thing. The thing we could never tell the world. The entire landscape of my mother’s discomfiture.

We have to keep her safe. I shut my eyes and nodded, willing my body to free itself of its own memory.

—

I try to stay away from her, my mother. Her constant sleep, her rage-filled days, her sobs in the middle of the afternoon. Stay away, because even as I know it is too late, I’d like to separate her feelings from my own.

—

This morning I walked into her bedroom to ask her a question about something—about anything, really. My sisters and I come in from time to time, especially when my mother is moving through her days like a ghost. Like she’s sleepwalking from her past to her future and back—never in the present, with us. We come in to see how close she is to waking and if there’s a possibility of her entering into the day with us.

As soon as I said Mam—, she pulled the covers over her head and turned her back to the door. To me.

My father walked into the room and rubbed my back for a moment. I’ll take you to school today, he said, and he shut the door between her and us.

—

I feel the tug of the cord between us tonight as I am standing in the middle of my father’s study, listening to my parents argue in the garden just outside the open window. I am in here because this is what I do, sometimes. I walk into my father’s study and stand, paralyzed, staring at the top-left drawer of the large mahogany desk. He keeps the photograph in there along with some other papers that should be hard to find. There’s a key and I know he carries it with other keys on a chain that is always on his person. I don’t want that key because I don’t want to open that drawer and go back into that summer blanket and feel the heat of the fearful body. So in that way my father keeps me safe; but even he can only do so much of that.

—

My parents don’t shout, but they do argue constantly. Even when they’re not speaking and only looking at each other, they are arguing.

I have to stay by her side, says my mother. What if…

With the tightest hold on patience, my father says, I’ll go to her every day. Your mother and your aunts will go.

But the hold escapes him and: Jesus. People can manage life…

I know the rhythm of my parents’ conversations. She is firm and stands her ground at first and he can stay patient. But when she starts to plead and looks at him a certain way, his switch from patience to a sharp tone is often instant.

I need you to—

Listen to me! he says.

From the street a car’s screeching wheels drown their talk. When the noise is gone my father clears his throat and a chair is scraping against the stone ground.

Though I am separated from my mother by a wall, I know she unclenches her jaw and pushes back a lump in her throat. Knowing the helplessness that comes next, I move to sit on my father’s large chair that swivels. I loathe the weight of my mother’s sadness.

She needs me, she pleads.

So do the girls! So. Do. Our. Girls.

The smoke from his cigarette wafts in through the study’s open window. I am holding on to the arms of the chair, eyes wide, like I am facing a teacher’s hot stare.

—

Oumama, my great-grandmother, has been in the hospital two weeks and two days. Our house reeks of sudden grief.

Yesterday morning, my father came into the kitchen, looking for his keys. He marched into the sitting room, up to his study and then back into the kitchen, patting and shoving his hands into his pockets. I had my bowl tilted, scooping the last of the cereal milk, as he did the march again. When my eyes met the set of keys at the edge of the kitchen table, he was back upstairs in his study. I knew not to call to him, that he would come downstairs when he was finished searching, that he would find the keys when he was ready. My father thinks as he walks. He pats his pockets like he’s tapping his hands to a steady rhythm: front pockets, back pockets, front pocket of his shirt. Again, then again. We know he’s not looking for the thing he says he’s looking for, so we wait for him to conclude his march up and down the stairs or around the garden. Or, on days when there is something about his businesses that he has to decide on, he leaves his car at home and walks—taking the long way to work.

I stood up to take my bowl to the sink. A second loop, then he was back in the kitchen where I was now wiping the dish I had just washed. I looked at him and our eyes locked.

When I halved the dish cloth and put it in its place by the side of the sink he came to kiss my forehead without saying a word. I could see his thoughts move past me and somewhere into the distance and I knew what was happening just then: My father had looked around and caught the pungent odour of sorrow that had permeated the house the past few days and he had come to a decision.

Finally, as if seeing them for the first time, he reached for his keys on the table and jogged out of the house.

—

This evening he came in late, just as we were sitting down to supper. He pulled his work tie from his collar as if fighting to free himself from the tight grip of something deadly. We know when he does this that two things are happening: He is desperate to peel himself away from his day, and what he says next will be followed by a conclusion he has come to after doing one of his marches.

He sat down and put his serviette on his lap and cleared his throat.

Take the girls away just for a few days. Wouldn’t you all like to get away!

It wasn’t a question.

To which my mother responded: I am not leaving when my grandmother is in the hospital. I am not going that far away from her.

—

Now, an hour after supper, I hear them in the garden, and I can tell that his decision is final. He wants us all out of the house.

I press my hand to the desk and swivel on the leather chair once, twice, then three times. I come in here for one reason: to stare at the locked-up drawer and see how strong my will has grown. How badly do I want to take an axe and smash the desk open, and torch the photograph? It depends on the day or the circumstances of the days we’ve been moving through. Today the temptation is strong. I don’t want to smash my father’s beautiful desk, but I still desperately want to be rid of the newspaper clipping.

If I had magic powers, the photo would disappear from the memories of everyone around us. No one would ever remember my mother as anything other than a mother. An ordinary neighbour with four children and a large, lush garden. This is something I dream of. It is something I let myself fantasize about secretly: an alternate reality where my mother is only our mother, not the Mother of the Nation.

—

When I hear the kitchen door shut after a while I know the discussion is over. We are setting off to the ocean—whether my mother likes it or not.

—

The next day as we load our bags in the car, I am weary of the trip before it starts. I see how very angry she is about being made to leave her grandmother—our Oumama. The person whom she speaks of as her first mother.

Yesterday she came home from visiting hours at the hospital and didn’t say a word to us. It occurs to me that when my father sat down and announced we were going on holiday, my mother’s response was the first thing she had said all day.

After a long bath earlier this morning, she sat in a towel at the edge of her bed looking down at her bare feet. I should remember to pack my new sandals, she said, but didn’t move at all. The line between her eyebrows deepened with each passing minute. I hoped she would do what she sometimes does, which is to start stripping herself of her clothes and crawling back under the sheets, because then we wouldn’t have to go. But she didn’t. She pulled herself off the bed instead and went to fix her makeup, combed out her hair in a full afro and slipped on her watch and rings. Then she stepped into her best heels and walked out to the car.

Dress every day the way you’d like to be found, if the world comes crashing, is my grandmother’s constant advice about clothes.

Her packed bag she left in the middle of her bedroom, and I didn’t pick it up, not trusting her to keep to the plan—still willing her not to. Tumane, my younger sister, came in and carried it as we followed our mother to the car.

Now she stands at the wide-open driver’s door and I can see her deciding if she will or will not step in. She fidgets with her keys. She keeps looking at her watch.

Beside our mother now stands my little sister Lona, holding her hand. Mama, let’s go, she says as she pulls. My mother turns her head and looks at her, her bright-eyed and excited youngest child, and I know what’s happening. I know it just by looking in her eyes: blank and disoriented, not adjusting to reality. She is looking at Lona as if she’s meeting her for the first time.

I already feel the tightness in my shoulders, the one that comes with feeling my mother’s panic—which is to say, my own.

So I offer something she needs: Should we stop by the hospital first? To see how Oumama is and let her know we’ll be away only for a little while?

She looks up at me and there is the gratitude I know so well. Her eyes suddenly back with us.

When we’ve all piled in, she reverses the car with the speed of someone fleeing a crime scene. Or rushing to someone’s rescue.


Freeway to Hellven

When the car breaks down, we are too far from home and nowhere near the beach. My mother throws her hands up in the air, and that’s about all she’s able to offer. As her hand goes up, her wedding ring nearly slips off her finger. She is not eating again. Her cheeks are more sunken in the past month, and I saw how loose her dress was this morning, even though she had used a belt to tighten the waist.

There is no air in Natal.

When you open the windows nothing happens; it’s not like back home where it’s cool in the shade and hot in the sun. Here there’s only thick, ripe air that clings to you, makes your clothes wet, like rain came and hung halfway down, forgot to pour like it should. So this is why everything is so green. The place reminds me of what the English talk and write about: rolling hills. Green pastures. Something I’ve only ever seen in picture books and on TV.

—

My mother has been driving, her knuckles reddening as her hands grip the steering wheel like any minute now we could go rolling over a cliff. Her driving is like her moods: You just never know. Two days ago, she spent forty minutes navigating the car up the winding ramp that joins the different floors of the underground parking garage in the mall. The ramp felt like a trap.

All five of us, my sisters and our mother, held on to each other as the cars behind us hooted like it was a Saturday afternoon wedding procession in the township. My mother’s skin is so light that it’s a canvas for all her feelings. When she gripped the wheel, the red of her perfectly manicured fingernails seemed to match the colour spreading over her face. A White man got out of his car and slammed his palm on the bonnet of ours, yelling: We shouldn’t let you people drive in the first place!

We all held our breaths, like that would save us—understanding that the extent of the offence travelled from our stalled car to our skin colour to us being alive at all.

When we finally drove out into the street the sunlight was like a painting meant to show you someone arriving in heaven.

The mall is like heaven but the garage was like hell, my older sister, Reatile, said as we began to breathe again. She was laughing because she turns everything into a joke and that’s how she makes it through all of this. Hellven, she said, sounding it out once more just before she found a tissue to wipe the tears streaming down her cheeks. She laugh-cries, always. So you can’t accuse her of only feeling one thing.

Today it feels as if there are angry men lurking somewhere behind the greenery, even if we can’t see them.

When I said goodbye, says my mother with a voice sounding like she’s recovering from a terrible cold, Oumama told me to be careful. She said, You’re a woman, and a woman with four girls. I really was more worried about her than us, but…

She shakes and shakes and shakes her head as she stares out the open window. I didn’t hear Oumama say this when we went to tell her we were leaving, but I did think she gave more kisses and her hugs were longer and tighter than usual.

I can’t leave her, says my mother finally, and I think if the car could turn back on the strength of our collective will, it would.

It didn’t help that our father couldn’t conceal his own delight when he saw us off. It’s only a few days, he insisted. Then added words of reassurance about Oumama: She was up and walking yesterday, she’s only getting better.

—

I have been looking at the clock on the dashboard and counting. I know we drove three and a half hours before the car refused to go any farther, as if collapsing under the weight of all my mother’s fears: murder, car accident, her own death, my father’s absence possibly never ending.

My sisters and I have been expecting doom since we left the house, with my mother describing how danger and death looms ahead on these roads, all the time repeating: Especially for a woman alone with girls.

A Black woman or all women? I asked.

No one said anything.

I’m the one whose imagination is in overdrive one hundred percent of the time, so I’ve seen us killed with machetes and rolling into the sea on several occasions on this trip, which is why it feels like the end of the world when our mother turns to me and says, You keep the doors locked and stay in the car. I’m going to find us help.

What’s wrong with the car? I ask.

It’s overheated, she says, and slams the door as a way of adding punctuation to that sentence.

—

Although my father loves to buy us new things, my mother has a particular attachment to this car. It was the first one they bought together, my mother likes to say. A vintage Mercedes with tan leather seats and a barely functioning cassette player. It overheats at least twice a month, and because she has some sentimental attachment to it, she says: All you have to do is fix it. Two weeks ago we ate fried chicken by the side of another highway while we waited for it to cool down. I didn’t ask whether travelling in it was still a good idea, because that’s the sort of question that has me on the outside of this mother-daughters circle.

—

Today on the hills of Natal we watch steam rise in front of us and it feels as if we’re just at the edge of a fire that does not spread. Our older sister brings down the bonnet and rubs her hands together as if she knows exactly what she’s doing, the way I’ve seen mechanics do with confidence. I remember you’re supposed to leave it open but I don’t say that because everyone is too scared and too tired to do anything the way you’re supposed to. My two younger sisters and I have not been allowed out of the car for our safety. In case a car or a lorry zooms by, says my mother. We stay in the back seat and stay close: our bodies pressed against each other.

My mother takes my older sister for—I think—the feeling of safety, and they disappear around the bend. You’re not supposed to walk here, it’s a freeway and meant only for cars, but this is our country, women and men walk along the freeway all the time, as if it’s a suburban sidewalk from an American TV show.

Silently, I think that my mother takes our older sister only because she’s her favourite and they’ve been together so long that if anything happens it should happen while they’re with each other. I don’t know. Maybe she could’ve taken one of my younger sisters. Just…not me. Sometimes I think time stopped when my mother had me, then started again after me. Her love skipped me the way a good gene can skip a generation.

—

There is nothing but green fields here, lush farms and large brick houses in the distance. Houses you can’t get to quickly on foot and uninvited. It means there is no one but White people here. White people and land means White people with guns, so when my mother and sister disappear I could bet money we’ll never see them again. I try to be very practical about next steps, like how will we contact my father? And will there be gold on their caskets?

My mother once spent an entire hot afternoon shopping for my older sister’s favourite watch and finally found it but only in silver. My sister was sullen when she finally saw her present: Michel Herbelin, yes, but not in gold? My mother set out the next day to find it in gold. My mother had her wedding band melded into another ring so she would have her finger full of gold. I decide both their caskets will have to be in gold.

—

I know about caskets too because death lies waiting at every corner of where we live and everyone is well acquainted with the details of burial rituals. Death is also the business of Mr. Dineo, a neighbour and fellow businessman of my father’s in the township. People wake him in the middle of the night, not just late evening but really the middle of the night, so he can go and fetch dead bodies from their houses and put them in the fridges in his morgue. You should never spend the night with the body of an ascended soul, everyone says. The Mothers—my grandmother and great-aunts—have told me that the dead must only sleep with the dead or they will take the living with them. My father’s friend can never be responsible for forcing a family to spend the night with a dead body, if he himself wants to rest.

On the weekends Mr. Dineo buries more people than you can imagine and then goes home to watch the football game in silence with a cold beer at his side. He calls round some weekends and I’ve overheard him tell my father about it: how large a corpse was. How he’d have to get a special casket for a body that size. Or how someone was paying a fortune for the best casket and wreath to bury their mother.

—

Or maybe I think of death too often. Maybe I see it as a wall all around our lives, instead of it being out there in a mortuary or a graveyard, because my grandmother and great-aunts are in constant conversation with the dying. They pray for their safe passage into the next world. They tell me there are two kinds of death: the bloodthirsty one and the kind one. The first is violent and the crossing over swift. The second is slow-moving and gives a chance for a longer conversation between the dying and the dead. Today my fear is that if someone hurts my mother and sister out there in the lush hills of Natal, they won’t have a chance to hear calls from the next world because their deaths will not be slow and they will not have my grandmother and great-aunts to help them go through a safe passage.

—

In the broken-down car I am in charge of the younger ones. Neither one of them seems to share my fears about being in a strange land and stuck in a broken car and potentially never seeing our mother and sister again. All they want is to take turns deciding which songs to rewind and which ones to fast-forward, and since there’s nothing else to do we throw all our attention to the cassette player. When the tape is rolling we’re quiet and patient, looking around us because the view from the top of the hill is new and stunning. Where we live people have to stand for hours chatting to neighbours as they water the lawn, and here the green seems to need no help growing.

Lona, our seven-year-old sister, keeps saying, I’m too hot. Tumane and I each roll down our window for her. I climb into the front passenger seat to do the same. But this is not enough for her. She wants to get out of the car and walk around, which I can’t allow, and I repeat instead the potential dangers our mother pointed to earlier.

We are stopped around the bend of a freeway. Speeding cars. Lorries. White farmers. For good measure, I add: There are lions here. We can’t get out.

There are no lions here, Tumane says with absolute certainty. There are no lions in the mountains, they’re all in the game reserves.

She’s three years younger and my mother says she’s a whole lot smarter than I am. Except she doesn’t say smarter, exactly. She only says: Now she is really smart.

Which I think amounts to the same thing.

It bothers me that I don’t know if my sister is right or not, but it bothers me more that I don’t know how to make Lona stop complaining.

I say: I hate the heat too but I think we’ll hate it more when we get attacked.

Who would attack us?

A farmer. They don’t like Black people walking around without permission.

Why do we need permission?

I have to think a little bit on this one. I have to decide exactly how to put my answer into words. The tape clicks and then Miriam Makeba’s voice starts to come through the speakers as she sings about Mandela in prison, which is when I realize we’re in danger on a few different levels here.

They took the land, I say, repeating my mother’s words. Now they own it, and Black people aren’t allowed to…trespass.

That’s a big English word, Lona says.

But it’s a really important word, I say, and we start trying to translate the word trespass into Setswana—but find there are no words in our language for this.

My father told me that a recent report said there isn’t more crime in Natal than in the north, where we live. It said crime is just more violent in Natal. I have, of course, imagined what “more violent” means, and it makes me wish even more for cool air when the window is down.

We listen to a mixtape that we made before we left, one that our mother wouldn’t let us listen to on the way down because she says it’s not real music. Only jazz is real, she always tells us. I think maybe the heat from the car engine has made its way into the back seat. I can hardly breathe, it’s so suffocating. Maybe if we just open the car doors we’ll feel something, I say. We open but then close them immediately. It’s like stepping off your bed in the middle of the night and being afraid something will grab your ankles.

—

I don’t know if I’m relieved or disappointed when my mother and sister return from around the mountain, chatting like there’s nothing to be frightened about; no limbs cut off from a single machete blow, no head blown off by a Boer shotgun.

A Boer helped us get water from his house, they tell us.

Did he have a gun? I ask eagerly.

Of course, my older sister says. They all do. His hand never left the rifle.

Neither one of them shows any sign of distress and we’re ready to get on with our holiday. Still, after the car has had its water and is ready to go, my mother’s hands cup her face and, long after I’ve heard it, her sigh stays echoing in my ears.

—

As we ride towards the beach, she turns the radio off and we’re glad for it. Between her bright-red skin and the unpredictable car, we know we’re tiptoeing along the edge of a cliff and need to pay close attention—like even breathing could send us over.

—

My father, as always, has booked us only the best hotel on the waterfront strip. We marvel at the high ceilings and the kind of service that, as my mother puts it, only comes when you give people a lot of money. Though we’ve been here before, each time feels like the first time—and each time I wonder if they can see we don’t look like the majority of the other guests. Once, in an awkward ride in the elevator with a couple who tried but couldn’t find enough distance between us and them, my mother laughed and said: We’re here, whether you like it or not. They pressed the next floor and stepped off.

The young woman at reception looks not much older than my older sister. Her smile fades when she sees my mother walk up to the desk. With an impatience she reserves only for White people, my mother gives her our surname. Sumaya, as her name tag tells us, starts looking through the papers on her desk for what I think is longer than makes sense, trying to find us a room. To speed things along as always, my mother steps back and then stretches her right arm and taps her fingernails on the desk. She has her other hand in a fist on her hip.

We come every year and we always get the best room, facing the water, she says without looking straight at the woman. She scoffs and says: Once, someone gave us a shabby room and my husband flew down the same day to…you know…to sort it.

When my mother comes alive like this, I often want to freeze time and keep this version of her.

Sumaya scrapes her hair with the tips of her summer-blue nails and tugs at her ponytail to make sure it’s in place. Firmly brushed back, the black hair is sleek with grease and tied up so neatly that there is nothing to fix, but this gives her time for one more breath. Don’t worry ma’am, she says without making eye contact. Here you go. She places the keys right beside my mother’s tapping fingernails. My mother looks from the key to Sumaya’s face and keeps her eye on her. When Sumaya finally steels herself to make eye contact with my mother, my mother turns to go and we’re swiftly on our way to the lifts.

Sometimes I think about how things might go more smoothly if people knew who my mother was, what she means to so many people. But she never brings up that part with strangers, and especially strangers who are not the same skin colour as us.

—

As soon as we step into the room, we run around taking it in, excited to open the windows and breathe in the sea air. Everything looks to be in its right place: the windows are open, curtains billowing. Two glasses turned upside down beside a teapot. The pillow on the armchair is fluffed. There is a large bed and a sofa under the window, which pulls out into a bed at night. My mother never lets us have our own room. She says it makes her anxious not to have us sleeping where she can see us at all times. Now she casts her eyes about, checking to see that it’s suitable enough for us to stay or if we need to switch into something better. Every time we enter a hotel we anticipate this moment, where we hold our breaths to see if it is, as she likes to say, immaculate or a disaster. We hold on to our breaths and the suitcases and wait. But she says nothing, like she can’t hold the thought too long, and sits down on the bed, her handbag still slung over her shoulder. It’s time to phone home, she says.

In the hotel with the phone at her bedside, she phones our father a lot and my grandmother less because my grandmother says very little except: Be there, not here. Oumama is fine. She’s up and walking and talking all the time.

But my mother wants more and, I can see, doesn’t believe this. There’s a sigh of utter exhaustion when she puts the phone down on the bed and we know it’s for one of us to pick up and place it up to our ear and talk. As usual, our grandmother has ended the conversation by asking to speak to us.

Next, my mother phones our father in a way that makes you think her fingers dial without her even thinking about it anymore. On the other side of the line the phone rings twice before his secretary tells us he is gone for the day.

It’s only noon, I point out. She gives me the sort of look that has me wondering which part of this is my fault.

A weary look passes between her and my older sister and we’re ordered to make our way to the pool without the two of them.

I’m in charge again.

—

My sisters and I walk our best, practiced cool-walk to the pool, all the time dreading how the other guests will respond to us.

We settle down on our pool chairs—carefully apart from the rest of the guests. Though I wish my mother would leave the room, I’m a bit relieved she’s not here with us. She’d have had us park ourselves right at the centre of where everyone else is sitting and ignore all the glares. I have a fear of getting too close, so I pull out the pile of magazines we always bring on holiday. I open my mother’s Femina and bring it up to cover my face.

Lona is too young to have anything but a good time. She jumps in and splashes, then instantly makes friends with an Afrikaner girl. They giggle and jump around each other in the shallow pool. Tumane, ever confident, strolls over, jumps in the deep end, and butterflies across the length of the pool. She backstrokes back, then crawls forward. Then she sits at the edge, face to the sun, thoroughly satisfied with herself. A flushed lifeguard trots over and says, loud enough for everyone to hear: Excuse me! Can you go to a chair? Guests are not allowed to sit at the edge of the pool!

I hold my breath and grip the magazine that’s now on my lap.

Without looking at the lifeguard, Tumane responds at the same volume: That’s a stupid rule! Then dives back in and floats right in the middle, a lot longer than I think is necessary. I bring the magazine back up and closer to my face.

Lona and her friend can’t get enough of the fun. The girl’s parents watch from a distance in horrified silence and I keep expecting them to cut in and pull her away. They don’t. I think when they book their next trip they’ll double-check with the hotel, make sure we’re not allowed in. I bet they thought this place was a safe bet—it being on the quieter side of the strip, right across the street from the cleanest beaches, with no street vendors nearby, and clear views of the sunset.

Lona runs over and asks if we can never go back upstairs because she’s having so much fun. Before they run back to the pool, she says: This is my friend Vuma!

Later we all laugh about the Afrikaner girl named Wilma, who doesn’t know Lona mistakenly gave her a Zulu name.

—

People think that my mother is scary because she points her finger at a soldier with a machine gun in his hands and he trembles. I think she’s scary because I can’t work out how to draw a sharp line between her emotions and mine.

—

On our first morning on holiday I decide to go for a long walk alone. Downstairs, crossing the bright lobby with its shiny blue tiles and light pouring in from everywhere, I feel as if I’m making my way through an obstacle course. White people in flip-flops and colourful towels go in and out of the hotel, feet quick as they step away from me, arms tight against their handbags.

My sisters and I have been watching The Wonder Years on TV after school on Fridays, and I’d rather be home doing that. I’ve had enough holidaying. On the beach I scoop sand with my toes, sandals in hand, and pine away for some imaginary boyfriend—a Kevin Arnold of my own. Someone who might want to jump on his bike in the early evenings and come find me just as the shadows are settling and my family has flown away to different corners of the house.

Now I feel like I’ve gone to another country and left my mother and sisters behind. Sharing a room with my sister at home means I never have time to myself, so time alone is new and refreshing. I see myself someday out of the house, as far away from my mother as possible. Maybe here, at a university by the coast. Maybe across an ocean. The thought lifts my mood.

Maybe it’s good that my father won’t join us, I think. He’d likely be agitated if he did, looking at his watch and wishing he could get up and drive to any one of his businesses and put something in order. My mother jokes and says his work is his mistress. It’s a bitter sort of joke. We know it’s meant to be funny but she never laughs when she says it.

—

When I was seven years old and in primary school, the girl I shared a desk with said, to a classroom full of rowdy and bored pupils: Who do you like more, your mom or your dad? And everyone, before I could join in, said: Obviously with you it’s your mom. I remember being glad they hadn’t let me answer for myself. I think about that question a lot and am afraid of what it would mean to people if I answered it honestly. How it would change so much of what they think about our family.

—

When the man hands me a bag full of rubbish I don’t realize what is happening until he shouts: There is the bin! And points to a large red barrel behind him.

It takes me a moment to realize that in my daydreaming, I’ve walked past the Europeans Only sign. I’ve crossed the line.

My eyes go from the bag smelling of chips and chicken to his hairy belly that hides his swim shorts, and then up to his nose, which he has smeared with a thick layer of sunscreen.

He says: Would you hurry up and take it?

I shake my head.

You people are useless!

To which I respond by pointing to our hotel and saying: We’re staying there! Wanting this to change things.

Well, you shouldn’t be, he says. Take this rubbish, go and throw it out for me, and go back to your side.

I think he might hit me, his face is so close to mine. The smell now hitting my nostrils is a mixture of the food, his sweat and the scent of the sunscreen. The bag of half-eaten food is now pushed against my chest. I step back and let it fall between us before I turn and run back towards the road and away from the fuming stranger.

—

Back in the hotel, my mother is horrified by the story of this man and wants me to never go near that beach again: You didn’t read the sign?! she yells. But with a hint of tenderness in her voice she adds: You don’t want to get killed.

—

So it’s back to sitting on the sofa that can be made into a bed, watching soap operas with my sisters. I’m tired of spending so much time hoping not to get killed on a holiday.

I want her to be with us, come to the beach or take us out to see things to point at and write about at the beginning of the school year in the “What I Did On Holiday” essays. But like so many other times, I’m not sure my mother is in fact aware of us—or even of the room she’s in.

—

From a safe distance I watch her not sleep, her eyes darting from the news on the TV to the phone that never rings, fingers wrapped around a cup of tea, hoping.

When she gets like this I wonder who this woman is. My mother, the former prisoner. My mother, the revered former child prisoner. Is she in the room with us now, or is she back in the life she had before she had us? I never ask, only wait for her to go to sleep so I can stop wondering where she is. My sisters and I try to make something out of this trip. We go in and out of the room without making a sound, carefully moving in circles around her, fetching things she asks for, some of them right next to her on the night table. She keeps saying, We’ll go to the beach tomorrow. We’ll go to see the aquarium tomorrow. I think I can see her try to make these plans work in her head, but the way she’s quickly on to something else—a magazine, the news on TV—it’s like we’re people she was speaking to on the other side of the telephone and she’s just said Hold on, but doesn’t come back to finish the conversation. Just plain forgets there is someone she’s meant to be talking to.

These days, between her hospital visits to our great-grandmother, she cries and sleeps and cries and rages and sleeps—and once in a while our father offers an explanation that never changes: She’s sad.

My mother sleeps her usual sleep and when she’s awake she writes in her diary and phones our father—at home, at work, at home, at work again—at all hours but never reaches him. I want to hear from you how Oumama is and I want you to phone me back now, she tells our answering machine at home. I think there’s a lot more she wants him to phone back about. I think it’s more than my sisters and I can understand.

When she is exhausted from the phone calls she sleeps, or eats away her sadness in the pristine and elegant restaurant where the colour scheme is a royal blue with touches of white. This large room where we sit carefully distanced from all the other patrons—being polite and not making it obvious that our skin is in such sharp contrast to theirs, especially now with the heat. We try to keep our attention on either our food or the ornate chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling. Though once in a while my own mind wanders and I feel curious about the lives of the other people in the room.

Our mother fusses over how we sit, how we eat, picking up the heavy glasses to demonstrate the proper way to hold them. Always saying: Oumama taught me. Or: Oumama would be proud.

How to smooth your skirt before sitting down. Yawn only behind your hand. Dab the corners of your mouth after every bite. She could run her own finishing school.

Now with her fork she stabs a sausage from her plate and places it on mine. Using her knife and fork she picks up food from her plate and redistributes it onto our plates. This is something we’re used to. In the times when she frets and loses sleep, she also empties her plate and insists, as she does now: I’m fine, you should eat. Keep your strength up.

We look down at our plates, and as always, I note silently that there is too much food for us and nothing for her. I try to remember the last time I saw her eat. If our father were here, he would tell her: There’s more than enough for all of us in this whole restaurant, to which our mother would respond by looking all around her as if she’s taking in her surroundings for the first time.

She stares at Tumane’s plate, puts her hand up to stop Tumane from taking another bite. She looks up and calls for the waiter, who hurries over because he can see the look of concern on our mother’s face.

Please bring us a fresh plate, she says to him with urgency. There was a fly in my daughter’s food.

Clearly panicked, the waiter searches the plate with his eyes. Then he says, Sorry Ma’am, before turning sharply and walking away.

I am familiar with the confusion on his face. He doesn’t see what she’s talking about, but he obliges anyway. This happens often, and when it happens I am embarrassed. I imagine the waiter and the chef combing through the food with forks, searching for the source of my mother’s anger.

Sometimes she says: There was a fly. Or simply: There was something strange crawling in that rice. Other times she lifts her plate to her nose and says: This is nearly rotten.

And we just trust that she can see or smell something other people can’t.

—

I really should be at the hospital, says our mother. She’ll be wondering where I went. She’s never spent a day there without me.

We say nothing, just cast our eyes around the room and wait for her panic to ease. Wait for it to find something other than Oumama to latch onto. I remind myself it’s not forever: We’ll finish our breakfast, be back outside, and she’ll go up to the room. I look forward to the separation. I look at other children my age and wonder if they too look forward to getting away from their mothers—if they even think about it at all, or if I’m the sole evil person my age who is ungrateful to have a mother who takes her on holiday when she could be at the hospital caring for her own grandmother.

A girl and her brother sit at the table across from us. She has so many dolls they need their own chair. She has a comb in one hand and now and then reaches over to run it through the long, straight hair of one doll. I’m mesmerized by the black comb smoothing out the tangles in the doll’s hair. She looks up towards our table but not directly at me, then takes the doll and cradles it in one hand.

I want to tell her I don’t want the doll for myself.

When the parents come the mother scowls at us or just at the air around us. Of course my mother doesn’t miss this.

She says in a voice that is barely above a whisper, just loud enough for the other guests to hear: We need to book better hotels. I keep telling your father this place is too cheap.

Talking to White people without talking to them directly is a skill she has perfected. It puts people on edge but they can’t confront her because she’s not speaking to them, she’s speaking to us.

A girl at my school once said: I heard you don’t really know how scary she is until you’re right next to her. Often, when people talk about my mother, I realize that what they’ve heard is true, but not true for them in the same way that it is true for me.

—

When I can’t sleep in the night I count how many days we have left, then count how many hours have passed since we arrived, then count how many of those I’d say we’ve enjoyed. I wonder—I think we all do—if our father will phone at least once; wonder if the car will break down again on our way back; wonder if my older sister can drive us home—if it comes to that. And what I can’t shake is this wave of sorrow and despair enveloping my mother. When I turn over and try to sleep I think: At least at home I can be in a different room. When I finally do drift off, I feel myself unable to fully move into sleep, and I know I’ve already had enough of this holiday that’s not really a holiday.

—

And then one morning, like the overheating car, our mother breaks down.

This begins with a spot of blood, and the blame lies squarely on me.

—

It’s strange, the feeling at my lower belly. It is unlike anything my body has ever felt: both an ache and a pulling, like my insides are being torn open. I stand up from my bed feeling dizzy and confused, wondering at the heavy and wet feeling between my legs.

Before I step into the bathroom, I don’t see the hand that reaches out but I hear the click of the switch, bringing blinding light to the white walls and tiles.

You need a pad, says my mother. Unfeeling. There’s some in my toiletry bag, she says, her left hand on my shoulder and slightly pushing me out of the way. The hand is gentle but the voice is of someone not quite here, so that I wonder if any of this is real. Why am I alone in a hotel bathroom with my mother? Am I dreaming or sleepwalking? Is she actually here or…

Use this, she says without looking me in the eye, reaching across me to fetch a glass and fill it with water.

I don’t know how, I want to say, but my voice seems stuck somewhere deep inside me, which puts a rubber stamp on the feeling of this not being real. But she leaves the bathroom and I am left alone, my eyes now well-adjusted to the light. Everyone is asleep. No one can see or hear me. I splash my face and both the warmth of the water and one look in the mirror tell me that this is in fact happening and I am definitely alone. I don’t know if I should take a shower now or get into the bath. I want to both get clean and be rid of the bellyache.

What do I do? I want to ask the girl in the mirror. I want my mother to come back into the bathroom and tell me what to do and what comes next, so I wait. I might as well be in the middle of the ocean whose view we take in in the mornings from the hotel room. I could be out there with those ships, looking to catch the flash of a lighthouse. What do I do? I ask the question too many times. There must be more to this, I say to the stunned girl in the mirror, who looks half asleep and half in shock. Surely there is a conversation?

But the door remains closed and I feel my mother has retreated to some faraway land—leaving me to work out the instructions of putting myself back together while my heart aches for a time—any time—before this moment. There is the feeling of abruptly entering a new world, of being pushed through some door and finding out the door shuts and locks behind you. You are now to make your way through and around strange surroundings and navigate new terrain, because you are no longer of the people behind the locked door.

My younger sisters, they get to live there a little while longer. But I also wonder if this now means I have entered the very closed world of my mother and older sister. Does this mean, since we’re all women now, that I will share in their tight bond?

I wait for my mother to tell me. I wait, until I realize there is in fact no one to wait for.

So I start a bath and sit inside and watch the water rise above my legs and all the way up to my breasts, which are suddenly also feeling tender. The pad is beside the sink. The walls of the bathroom close in. I want my mother and I don’t want my mother. I want, I think, a woman who will appear in the bathroom, sit at the edge of the bath and tell me things to hold on to. What? I don’t know. So I go through all the possibilities. She could, this woman of my fantasies, she could begin with what to do with this pad. She could then give me something for the pain.

The water helps. It’s nearly too hot, but it calms the aching. I lie back with my head on the bath and my legs open. Can I make the blood stop, if I will it? Can you say to your body: Not now. Wait until my mother is not sad. Maybe give it a year?

But I think, though I can’t see it from the closed-in bathroom, surely the sun is coming up, and I have to wade through my feelings and make my way back into that room, where my mother and sisters lie lost in their own dream worlds—my sisters oblivious to the fact of me having become a woman overnight and my mother having, what? Forgotten?

When I dry myself I see on the countertop my nightdress, the stain on it, shapeless like the scene of the night—like the exchange between me and my mother before she sauntered off to catch up with her dreams.

I am grateful for the carpeted floors when I go to retrieve my underwear and return to the soulless air of the bedroom. This is me now, I say to the girl in the mirror. I’ll have to follow closely the workings of my body because this part doesn’t come with a manual—or a mother.

—

The sun comes up and finds me on my back in the bed by the window. Beside me my family sleeps, but I feel as though they are away in another country.

At the end of the night when I returned from the bathroom, long before darkness began to lift, I opened the window slightly, looking for the scent of the sea breeze, reaching for familiarity. Sensing the rise of a thing that cannot be tamed: my mother’s mood. Even before she fully wakes. Having been distracted by all the newness in my body, I’m too late to catch it.

I hear her stirring in her bed, and in spite of the softness of sunlight in the room, I steel myself. Her agitation becomes more palpable with each breath she takes. I become more and more aware of her nervousness about all the same things that keep moving with her from one day to the next. Still, I choose not to get up. I wait for it to pass. Don’t people find it easier to settle their restless bodies on holiday? Isn’t that the point?

Hopefully, I let myself think that maybe she’s working out how to talk to me about last night. Maybe, even, I let myself imagine, today we’ll slip out of our separate lives and meet somewhere in those calmer waters where other mothers and daughters naturally meet.

It’s a most comforting fantasy: the possibility of us going off together. Maybe after breakfast we will run off, just the two of us, and leave my sisters behind. Going to the pharmacy, her pouring her knowledge into me—letting me know what to anticipate every month.

But what happens instead is that my sisters and I hear her slow breathing and know she is not coming to breakfast this morning. That this will be another day we have to navigate on our own.

And as always, more than anything, I find myself looking forward to being in my other home: the back bedroom in my grandmother’s house. I want to be ensconced in the warmth and safety of my grandmother’s bedroom, listening to the women’s—the Mothers’—easy talk, learning something new or laughing at a joke I’ve heard many times before.

—

When our mother does wake up, it is late afternoon. She shoots up from the bed: Pack your bags, she says urgently, but not with anger. More like she’s about to show us something grand that might disappear if we’re not quick enough. Pack your bags and get ready, we’re leaving.

My older sister points out that we were meant to stay two more days, but she only repeats: We’re leaving.

Possibly because she thinks our mother is still fretting about our father’s absence, Tumane asks if our father could be busy going from the hospital to his work, and poses the question to no one in particular: Could he just be so busy he hasn’t had time to phone? Maybe he’ll surprise us.

Please don’t talk to me about your father, my mother warns with menacing eyes.

I want to ask if she saw me or remembers seeing me in the night, but her heart is quickening and her thoughts are all in a shambles. She has barely glanced in my direction and I know better than to ask her to think of me. I’ve stuffed my nightdress at the bottom of the suitcase. This all could—must—be for later. I can and should wait for the moment she chooses to bring it up.

—

I stay curled up on the bed looking out the window, inhaling the sea air. I’ll be the last one out of the room, I tell myself. I’d rather stay here than find out where she is taking us, and, for a very brief moment, I want to pretend this is an option. The waves, the light on the tree leaves, the curl of the ocean spray—everything is so pretty that I want to float out over the ocean and never come back, never see my mother again. It terrifies me, being near her; I’m ashamed of how much I want to run away from her, because who would be on the other side to catch me? My mother is one of the fiercest women in the country. Everyone wants her protection.

—

When my thoughts catch up to my family I find of course that we are rushing.

Don’t make us wait, Kelelo! shouts my mother from the door.

And then we are downstairs in the lobby, doing a run-walk behind our mother and trying to keep pace with the sudden change in her mood.

All of a sudden she turns sharply to face me and demands, like she’s just now remembering: You’re fine, right? And I don’t know why this makes me feel I’m being asked to stick to an agreement. Then I see she’s not checking if I’m fine; she’s checking to remind me to be fine.

Why are you fine? Tumane asks.

I was sick in the night, I say, which prompts my mother to stop and sharply declare: You were not sick. She beckons us away from the busy sidewalk and towards her near the wall. Listen to me, girls! When you are menstruating, you are not sick. It’s not an illness. You don’t ever call it that!

It is my wave of shame that drops my eyes to the ground and away from my sisters’ curious glances. We are all waiting for more.

I spent many years in places where there was no time to treat this like a sickness, my mother says. You just carry on, you hear me? It’s never a reason not to carry on.

Then: We haven’t seen the dolphins! she says. Let’s go and see the dolphins!

So now we’re standing, jaws hung and bags on the ground.

Isn’t that what you liked last time we were here? she says.

We hardly know if we’re meant to respond.

—

I feel her cheering up, though only slightly, not quite coming up to the level I know she needs to come up to for me to trust what might happen next. I feel we haven’t left the edge of the cliff.

Bump! goes the luggage onto the pavement.

Let’s go see the dolphins, she says.

My breasts feel heavier and so do my legs. The dull ache at my lower belly persists. I would like very much to be lying down.

—

Still, it’s not surprising how quick it is, the rate at which my own mood changes for the better as we walk towards the aquarium. Years of experience have taught me to hold on to the highs and do what I can to not let the lows come. It becomes our duty, when she is like this, to swim before the tide rises and swallows us.

So I start to look forward to the childlike mammals splashing water all over the place. It may be just what everyone needs. I think I may not even mind the large crowds this time—even if they will probably be wondering about the luggage we bring with us.

This will be fun, I think, and remind myself about every ten seconds to enjoy it.

The problem is, I can’t sit still or pay attention—not even at feeding time or when the dolphins jump so high that those of us in the front row are drenched. We have the best seats, right in front. The show has barely begun and already we’re soaked. While all the White people enjoy the splash against the heat, we are annoyed with what the water does to our hair. All those hours relaxing it, lathering on our Black is Beautiful curl-smoothing cream, only to have the strands go limp and the curl return at the roots!

—

Sometime between the woman making the speech about how old each dolphin is and jumping into the water herself to demonstrate her close relationship with the mammal she calls Thuli, my mother turns to us and says: Okay, we’ve seen them, and starts marching us down the aisle and towards the glass doors. We don’t say but we all know it was hearing the woman give the dolphin an African name that annoyed her. It sometimes doesn’t take a lot. It can be just the mere sound of something she can’t stand and she moves on. So off we go, the five of us moving with the speed of people about to miss their train. Bags heavy in our hands, our sandals go clap-clap against our heels as we weave our way through the crowds and towards the parking garage of the hotel.

—

From the car window I look out to see the sun descending to meet the sea, ships still against the fading light.

I mouth the word: Hellven.

—

As we drive away from the ocean, I watch my mother closely from the back seat. I imagine that if they were knives my fingernails would pierce through the leather under my thighs. I think I see her grow calmer. The car co-operates as if under strict instruction from its new driver—a different version of the woman who drove it down to the seaside. It’s smooth, the car—doesn’t change moods and neither does our mother. She stays cheerful in a determined kind of way. Firmly in charge.

When we finally trust both my mother and the car we find ourselves singing along to a song she chooses. Later and closer to home she buys us all ice cream and we eat it just as we see signs for Transvaal, with the cooler northern summer breeze blowing through the windows.

The salty, fish smell of sea air is long gone, the sun’s colour is a warmer yellow just disappearing over the horizon, and if you were just catching us now you’d think we were at the Happily Ever After part of the story. And I could almost believe that we are, were it not for the warm damp feeling between my legs and my mother having flown far, far away from that bathroom—while I remain in there, stunned and confused under the glaring overhead lights.


Gather My Things

My grandmother’s house always remembered me. Each time I arrived it took me in with a swift embrace, gathering all of me and pushing out whatever cares I had before I stepped inside. It was the one place in the world where I always felt safe—the one place I still do even now as a mother to four girls, because I run back to it when nothing else can hold me.

—

There is no trace of the house now, of course. There is no trace of so many places we once called home—this entire country having been taken apart and rearranged the way tenants tend to do when they enter a new house, knowing it can never fully be their own but persisting, anyway, in trying.

Everywhere we go is something new, named something else in a language not our own. Now you point to patches of barren land or tall, soulless structures with mirrors for windows and claim There, there is the spot where something else used to be—and then of course you look unhinged, just for remembering.

—

Every day at the hospital, watching parts of my Oumama stand between this world and the next, I cling to each corner of that house and I remember the love affair I had with it. This place where I grew up surrounded by my grandparents plus my mother and her four sisters. Even if it remains only in my mind.

I tell my children about what we had and what we have lost, show them where the houses and the pawpaw trees stood. The houses built and the trees grown by people we knew. All of it razed to the ground to make room for this: new, large, and mocking homes belonging to strangers come here from other lands. They put us on the outskirts, where nothing grows. But the centre of the city is just on the other side, so we have to drive through where we used to be just so we’re reminded every day of what was taken. Some days, when remembering is too much, I poke the air with rage and tell my girls: This is what spite looks like.

I know spite so well. It is probably why I can say the word in every language I speak: spite, swele, enkane, swule. Then wreed in Afrikaans, which was the language of the bulldozers, during my childhood.

—

Our world is now set up in such a way that you can’t go back and pinpoint the exact spot where you slept in your childhood. You can’t say exactly where it was that you used to sit cross-legged on your front stoep while your aunt combed through your afro, pulling too hard because Looking smart is worth a little bit of discomfort.

You don’t see the place where you laughed and cried and brought home stories of your day because there is no trace of that place.

And because there is no trace of it, you can see your children try to make sense of you, when you try to bring it all back up. You see each one of them furrow her brow, and you know they all wonder if you speak of fancy—something from a long dream you’ve just had.

—

But in this place that holds nothing of its own past, I still know where our home stood. In my mind I can see the grey brick that was first painted blue then white—then blue again. It’s as if I could get up this very minute from my bed, put on my best dress and loud high heels—that pair my grandmother bought me when I got my first job—and just kwak kwak kwak my way back through that blue door that remained blue when the white came on around it. Just stroll right back into that kitchen. I can smell rosemary simmering on the stovetop. Freshly picked mint on the kitchen table. Camphor on my grandmother’s skin. Tobacco on my grandfather’s clothes, and in my mother’s and aunts’ rooms, musk and lavender.

—

Ask me what I loved most about the house and I’d find it impossible to say in a quick and smooth sentence. I’d give it to you in bits and pieces like this: It was sitting on the chair closest to the coal-burning stove, rubbing my hands together and watching Oumama scoop chunky soup into my bowl. It was coming in from the cold and feeling the heat radiating from the stove through every room in the house before even opening the door. It was her head raised in anticipation, her soft sigh when our eyes met, making me think she had been waiting and feeling the wait was too long. It was also the way she’d turn to me, ladle in hand, and smile her brightest, straight-teeth smile.

When she looked at me like that I could imagine what it must have been like to know her as a child, the smile was so wholehearted. And when I could imagine her as a child, in that house where everyone was at least two decades older than I was, I felt I had a playmate. I felt it made sense that we would always look at each other like this, sit with our heads together by the fire—sleep with our arms linked, holding on.

Most of all I think my love affair with that house came from seeing how very thoroughly it pleased my grandmother, how much it seemed to fill her with an all-encompassing, so-happy-I-could-fly sort of joy, to feed me. To read to me. To scoop me in her arms and raise me up to her lap even when I grew too long and too heavy for her, just to have me closer. How happy it made her just to have me at all.

—

Other children pick up a toy and their minds are transported to another world. For me, my big other world was the house. I knew its insides every bit as well as it knew mine. I could, I want to say, often feel it rise to meet my feelings even before I had a chance to express them. Sadness, for example: A stool was close to be held on to, a window taking in the midday sun’s glow just at the right angle in the seconds before some grief about a friend or a thing that happened at school began tugging at my belly.

Like right now, feeling like an outsider in my own life. Living in the house where I’m meant to be raising four girls—four! My marriage ending, or already ended. Separate holidays in the most beautiful parts of the country. A garden neighbours and friends come to see, just to look at a bird of paradise in bloom, put their noses to a carnation or reach for a lemon.

A life made less beautiful by the night terrors. The day terrors. The persistent dreams of children whose faces turn from familiar to strange in seconds and babies waking me from sleep as they cry for their mothers.

—

All those years I moved from dark cell to dark cell. Windows painted over to deny you a glimpse of the world outside and closed in behind steel doors. Even, or especially in those years, I let myself return over and over to my first home.

Or these days in the hospital, when I feel her stir in her sleep, her thin hands seeking warmth in mine. Her thumb caressing the back of my hand—caring for me in this small way even with her body struggling to come back to us.

As if knowing I need it, my grandmother’s house puts itself back together, makes itself whole, brick by brick, so I can walk back in, sit by the yellow stove and rest.

Everything—all that it ever was and all that it ever carried, remains with me. Oumama’s fish curry, for one. The way its aroma lingered in the space between the stove and the cupboards—or the way its heat stayed somewhere at the edges of my tongue, even if it was a plate of rice and lightly cooked cabbage and spinach I had just had. The way the scent of the curry’s spices called to me when I unhooked the latch at the gate, still many metres from the kitchen.

Your favourite! she’d say before I could take off my school jersey, before I could kiss her, before, really, I even walked through the door.

—

Oumama’s five daughters, my mother one of them, seemed not to be as attached to the house. They didn’t share the kitchen with us—nor the sitting room or even the deep-red, always polished and shiny stoep attached to the kitchen. In fact, they seemed to share no space at all with us—always outside when we were in or inside when we were out. Away all day—four of them schoolteachers, my mother the school principal. Their pupils their children. My mind insists none of them were ever in the house most days—save for faint sounds occasionally meeting my ear from other rooms. Part of the thrill of that house was that it was mine and my grandmother’s. The two of us and only the two of us. Always, just the two of us.

—

She’d chosen me, my Oumama. I was named after her when really I should have had a different name. My mother tells me—in the rare and quiet moments when she tells me anything—that it had been talked about and expected and Oumama had agreed that she would name me Serame, after my grandfather, her husband. But in the very first moment of my birth, before I had even been washed and made ready for the world to see, Oumama told my mother that she’d decided, just then, that I would be named Kewame. She said it, my mother insists, as if it had only come to her just then, blurting it out like it had been, for her, a sudden and urgent thought.

She’d waved away my mother’s surprise—which was really the only way my mother could show protest.

Anyway, she’d said in her low, commanding voice, that voice that made everyone stop whatever they were doing to listen. What little girl wants to be named after the changing weather?

Anyway. As if she’d already provided my mother with an exhaustive list of all her other reasons and this was the final one.

—

When I was safely back in her arms, my mother tells me, she tried to raise the matter of her father’s—indeed her own—plans and expectations about my name. But before the words could leave her mind, before they could gather in any meaningful way in her mouth, Oumama was at the door and welcoming everyone in with the announcement: She’s been named Kewame!

Her daughters and her husband heard the announcement before they got their first glimpse of me.

She’s been named, Oumama said. As if she’d heard it at the very same time as my mother and couldn’t help but obey whoever the announcer had been.

That was Oumama. Making things happen, arranging and rearranging her home, turning the dial up or down on the gathering noise around her and then going about her business like she’d had nothing to do with any of it.

My grandfather knew not to argue—really, not even to show surprise. Ao! Kewame na! he’d called out to me first, before any of his daughters could speak. If that was what his wife wanted then he would be the man she’d married and comply, the way he took care to honour every demand she placed at his feet. I’d witnessed his way of bowing to her, as I was growing up around them. It was done with a politeness matched only by my own towards my elders. Carefully practiced and submissive. Always unwavering. I think my grandfather must have watched his wife’s five daughters abandon her, the five of them born only a year or two apart but always behaving as if they were quintuplets. Speaking a language of their own. Always leaving the room when she entered. Possessing no gesture, no mannerisms or even talent of hers. Resembling only their father and never, not even a little bit, their own mother. He must have felt he had the bulk of the love from the children, so he gave his wife everything else. And I was part of the everything else.

—

I imagine she’d swept into the room where I was born knowing exactly what she meant to do. I imagine, because I like to think I know how her mind works, that she’d said nothing to them before because she needed to spare herself the protests, the gatherings—oh, the gatherings!—to decide together what I would be named. She hated the family gatherings because she knew the only place she could have was on the outside.

On the one side of the room there were the daughters, always so intent on pleasing the father. Always so determined to surround him with gifts of praise and obedience. On the other side, her preacher husband adoring and eager to please the girls—holding his wife in mind but taking care to give everyone equal say. A deep wound of an insult, the wave that crashed on their years before the girls and washed them away into the sea.

She knew they’d veto her wish. She’d spared herself. She’d decided, I reckon, that she would bestow the name when only she had my mother’s attention and everyone else was out of the room. She knew, also, that her daughters would forever have to call me Mami or Mame. I had their mother’s name. I would be the younger mother to them. And as they always do—all of us do—with tradition, they honoured their mother’s decision. They call me Mame to this day.

—

I picture this moment of my birth now, before my hospital visit, as I go through the cabinets and the drawers in my mother’s kitchen, in the house where my mother and grandmother now live together. I am looking for Oumama’s spoon and her bowl. She has been lying helplessly at the Blacks Only hospital and I have been tasked with coming back to the house now and then to bring her a few things. Today I am to bring the bowl she likes the most and the spoon she prefers. Her nightgown and her vase.

With fresh flowers, please! Maybe then I can stomach the thought…she said to me yesterday, waving at the disgusting smell of stale cooked food in the ward.

She is fading now: unable to finish thoughts, not quite getting to the ends of sentences, sometimes not even to the middle. Language has become all hand gestures and lips turned up or down. Eyes rolling and a firm shake of the head, whenever she can manage. It is life coming to an end naturally, plus the sedating effects of the medicine she is constantly ingesting.

I believe it is also her feeling absolutely despondent at the thought of leaving us. Or leaving my girls before they are grown women. Oumama could never stand to walk out of a room before completely putting it together, everything in its right place. I can see that leaving my daughters when they’re still at a young age eats away at her. She has lived quite a long life, watching the country change from one state to another, never once having cast a vote for those changes.

This was always called Gauteng and not Johannesburg, she’ll sometimes say. It was Tshwane before Pretoria.

But within her family she wants to have a hand in directing how we move to the next phase.

It’s not only that, though. It’s not only leaving them; it’s what she’s unable to give them, before she goes. She says: Take them back and give them the house. I tell her the house is gone. She says: Give them what remains.

I can’t. Where our house used to be there is now a new, yellow-like-bile one with a paved yard and a small lawn in the front. I gag every time. Its windows are much larger than ours ever were. Their sitting room is where our kitchen used to be. Their kitchen the sitting room. They sleep in the room facing west, where my grandfather’s face was set aglow by the afternoon sun as he planned his sermons. See? Rearranged.

—

The inhabitants know nothing of us and never will because all over the country there are signs pointing us and them in different directions. They have a daughter the same age as my youngest. Just one child. I’ve seen her sit on the lawn alone, licking the backs of her hands where her ice cream drips. I’ve seen the grandmother sit on a chair at the right corner of the house, a hat always shielding her face from the sun because her skin is not made for this light.

Our pawpaw tree they kept. Our garden is gone and theirs is much larger. I wonder if they’ve gone mad yet, because I imagine it would make me lose my mind: having seen people’s homes razed to the ground and then setting up your family in that same place, needing to pretend nothing violent happened before you arrived. For you to arrive. Claiming somebody else’s land as your own. Some days I drive by looking for signs of derangement around them: Will a vase fly through a window? Will someone mow the garden instead of the lawn? Will a grown man walk around naked, gun in hand, chasing a sound only he can hear? I wait.

Oumama says: My mother, your great-grandmother, planted that tree. Go back. Show the girls.

It’s not ours anymore, I want to argue. But she hushes me whenever I try.

—

How do I give her back the past—the house, the neighbours, the hospital? A hospital that was not…this. It was not mattresses almost touching floors. It was not yellowing walls and insects on those walls and it was not maternity wards with steel bunk beds.

It was a place of healing, with nurses in bright shiny shoes and hard-earned epaulets they showed off while walking past neighbours who watched with pride and awe. It was a place they went to strutting, chins up, like soldiers admired as they marched off to battle. That hospital, the one that is there but also no longer there, was not somewhere you went in with a flu or a cut and then caught something else—something like a sadness that took you apart so thoroughly that no one had a chance at putting you back together. It was instead a place of rest. An extension of home.

—

Look: It is not even gone—not the bare bones of it. And that’s the part that makes me stop and shut my eyes in panic because I must remember not only to breathe but also how. It’s still here, only closed because when the people with no hearts and large bulldozers came and razed everything around it, even they couldn’t bring themselves to destroy the beauty of it.

You can never predict what they will or will not take, you see, and not being able to predict is part of the taking.

—

There it still stands. Empty wards with knee-high weeds outside. An emergency room no one could get to in time, if they needed to. A building that mocks us, saying the rest of it exists only in my mind. Even as I can still see the large windows that let in glorious rays of light on easy Friday afternoons when I walked with my grandmother and turned back just as she went in for her evening shift.

Even as I swear I can remember the meticulously polished floors and her soft steps as she walked away from me, after giving me a sweet to soothe our parting.

—

There are days she’s wearing a simple summer dress and my eyes still see her shoulders adorned with colourful epaulets denoting her high rank in the hospital, the whole neighbourhood calling her “Sister,” because she had studied that much and reached that high a level of duty and respect.

Every day as I come to visit her, I drive by her old place of work, the hospital that is now nothing, a building that stands in the old neighbourhood that is now somebody else’s. A stretch of land I have to drive past as it is between where I live and the township where my mother’s home is. And everything that was erased comes back. Some days I want to take a hammer to the large locks or a brick to the windows and climb in, finding everything there just as it used to be. I want to run through the halls and smell the medicine and hear the nurses’ chatter and the patients laying out stories they hope someone can pass on to someone else, when the time comes.

Other days I steel myself and don’t look, keep my eyes only on the road. I gather the hospital’s insides, hold the details close, and swear to keep the memory of what it used to be—and I find that if I don’t look, it stays what it used to be, in the corners of my mind.

—

Yesterday when I brought the girls, she started waving away the putrid ward smell, talking about the spoon and the bowl and the vase and the nightdress she needed me to bring. She shut her eyes not because of her body giving in but because of the indignity of it all. A former senior nurse who was known for insisting on honouring her patients’ humanity—in wards with gleaming windows and fresh flowers, floors you could just about see your reflection on—she is bereft at the very idea of possibly dying in this place. She wants instead her pristine bedroom, where she can be surrounded by her things: brushes, scarves, a vase with fresh flowers. The bedroom with these things always meticulously arranged. The vase especially, which she always placed just right, so that the bouquet of flowers and their fragrance in the air were the first thing her body took in.

—

Gather my things, was her instruction, followed by a list that sometimes makes sense and sometimes doesn’t. Things I am to bring from the house. I take several minutes to sort through it, meet her somewhere in the middle, convince myself that I am softening the blow of the dirty hospital and the nearing of our parting. The blow of all of it. I approach the task like I am the only one who can stop the unravelling that may come with us letting her go—which will really be letting everything that is our own pasts go because that is what happens, with each departure: Pieces of what we had drift away when the ones who carry our stories pass from this world to the next.

I can bring the scarf—My blue-and-white one, please. The one I wore to Tiisang’s wedding!—but I can’t bring the long mirror—So I can smarten myself up. Imagine what my mother will say, me walking in looking like this?! All of them looking? I don’t want to arrive looking like I’ve never owned a mirror. I add to the list what she might have wanted but couldn’t remember.

I take my time standing in her bedroom in my mother’s house. The house they moved to around my final year in prison. I take my time speaking into its air all that I have ever wished for her. I let the room and everything in it—her scent and her belongings—hold me whole, the way I know my own mother is not prepared to do whenever the time comes for Oumama to take her last breath.

I want to linger a bit longer and I want to make peace with the strange thought that I have to say goodbye to my grandmother with my mother and her sisters around me, not at all by myself. If she is going, then I want to do the goodbye alone. I want, before leaving, to let the memories of my childhood pull me together as they always have—help me come to terms with knowing that my mother, the aunts and I won’t be doing this in the way we have done everything else: apart.

—

I have been aware lately of the Mothers, my mother and her sisters, suddenly being filled with the need to shower upon their mother the very adoration she longed for and had eventually completely given up on when they were younger. My mother and aunts have abandoned their other occupations and are, quite determinately, here in the present with me and my grandmother.

They are not where they were all my time growing up: in the classroom, where they spent their lives throwing sand at fires other people’s children brought to school.

I watch us in the hospital, lately. All of us constantly turning to one another and asking: Shall we…? Do you need…?

Yesterday, while I was washing the despair from Oumama’s body, washcloth going over smooth skin, I turned to my mother and said: Maybe we should talk to the nurses about what to do next. Bring her home, perhaps?

I caught the surprise and confusion in her eyes, her hand rising, hovering over her chest and then up, to rest at her neck, fingers grasping.

Mmmm…, she said, before: Let’s all discuss it.

Table it, is the message. If you sent sharp scissors flying in her direction, my mother would be the type of woman ready to simply swing her body away from danger, pick them up and neatly put them in a box. For later. Everything can always be discussed later. Wars, even, can be fought only when she’s good and ready. Which is really the root of all our problems.

—

I am nearly losing my mind at the unfairness, the strangeness and dishonesty of our sudden affection towards one another. And had I been raised differently, I’d have levelled all sorts of accusations at them days ago. But, always aware of the fact that one needs a modicum of intimacy to hurl accusations at family members, something my mother and I never had, I will do no such thing.

I told myself yesterday that I will instead express whatever I need to express only in the bedroom, at these bright white walls and to this like-new shiny wardrobe. I will say nothing to the Mothers, the way I have never said anything of substance to the Mothers.

Oumama wouldn’t want it any other way.

Shhh…she’d say to me when I saw them refuse to see her. Sometimes taking their plates to eat together outside instead of with her at the table. Other times sharing stories of their day only with each other and not with her.

Shhh…she’d say, one hand gently on my neck, a thumb’s soft stroke at my jawline, smoothing my unexpressed indignation.

Shh…and always: Shh…

And once in a while, when we were out of earshot, Shhh…would be accompanied by: I have you now.

A note passing between two co-conspirators. The paper carrying it making not even a bit of sound: I have you now. I have you, now.

—

I don’t mean to. I have never touched anything in this wardrobe, ever. My Oumama would send me and was always sending me to the shop, to the washing line, to the kitchen cupboards, to give this or take that thing from my grandfather. Fetch this, buy that, bring me this. She sent me everywhere, but never to her wardrobe.

Even if her head ached, if her feet pulsed with pain from having stood all day—because she always seemed to be standing all day, as if waiting and ready for something or someone—even if she couldn’t see her own hand in front of her in the dark, she would go into that wardrobe if going into that wardrobe was the thing that needed to be done. So I am careful, opening its doors. She has asked me to bring her nightgown but I almost feel I am doing something wrong—something the little girl in me is afraid of getting in trouble for.

—

The nightgown is not folded, of course. Oumama could never stand to see a single crease on her clothes—even if they were bedclothes. It stands straight and pressed at the shoulders of a black hanger, right behind the blue wedding dress that I know to be a wedding dress because she has shown me many pictures, many times.

I notice there is a round hat box at the very back, behind the blue dress. A lovely black box in pristine condition. I don’t go looking. You’d know the pull of that hat box if you’d ever seen Oumama’s hats, heard the neighbours marvel at them. The only time I have ever seen my mother and aunts look at their mother with such wonder—I mean really look, not vaguely glance at her—was when she was in one of those hats. Whenever there was a wedding or a funeral it was the thing to look forward to. Which hat will she wear? What colour? the neighbours would stand at fences asking. Children, especially, curious and as excited as when we watched drum majorettes in colourful uniforms and long hats with tassels marching down the streets. Which hat? they’d ask, doing a little dance at our gate, watching our house, each wanting to be the first to get a glimpse.

With all the guilt and fear of being caught, I go towards the box in one quick and swift move, as if saving a child about to fall.

—

You have to marvel at the resilience of the constantly displaced. The things we hold on to, even if those things are the root of our shame. Here is a hat box. Here are the things it held, older than any home my grandmother has ever known. Secrets as undeniable—and imposing—as the surrounding mountains. Ever present.

Did my grandmother want me to fetch this as well? Could this be the very first time my grandmother has sent me, with as much trust as she’d ever had in me, to bring something this important to her?

Gather my things.

It’s possible I am trying to justify my looking where I was not supposed to. It is entirely possible that I want to believe this is really what she wanted me to gather, though she gave me a list and the box was not on it. I feel alone both in the world and in this bedroom, not wanting to go farther into the dark enclosed space because now I am a grown woman with a past that has taught me to fear the dark insides of small spaces.

I pull out the box and sit on her bed, steadying my slightly trembling hands. There is a black leather bag inside, shiny and well-aged. Small but heavy when I lift it. When I unzip it, a stack of photographs falls out. And then, quite suddenly, I need to pretend I haven’t seen it. I put all the contents straight back inside, thinking with unreasonable desperation that no one must ever know that I have touched it—worried that she’ll come back and see my fingerprints on it and make me polish the brass handles on her poster bed as punishment.

I put everything back in, quietly shut the doors to the wardrobe, then realize I haven’t in fact taken out the nightgown.

The second time I go in, I do mean to. I want to make sure—just to be sure, you see, just to be very sure of what I have seen.

—

As I drive away from the house, I glance furtively at the old leather bag which—I now recall—belonged to my grandfather. I feel guilty, like I don’t want to be caught looking. But I also feel worried, slightly, that the people in the pictures inside the bag could come out, alive, announcing their presence in my life. Hullo. We’re here now.

Worse: We have always been here.

—

I have, suddenly, a memory once vague but now sharpening at the edges: my tallest-man-in-the-world grandfather, perfectly polished shoes, his leather bag firmly in armpit, on his way to give someone words they needed to get through a day or a trying period in their lives. The family business: holding the people. My grandmother with her hands. My grandfather and his daughters with words. In prison, people told me I had this same talent, this way of giving exactly the right words at the right time, but I resisted the idea of being so much like my mother and less like Oumama, whose way of being in the world was of saying less and not more.

As I’m driving, every time I arrive at a stop sign or the robot turns red, I brake slowly and look back the way I used to look over at the girls in the back seat when they were babies: grateful they were asleep and needing to check they were actually safe and sound back there. Very, very careful not to wake them.

What frightens me about the photos are the questions they raise. A back-of-my-head voice insists: You must have known the people in the pictures, surely? Heard of them, at least? But: Willow-tree hair. Skin at odds with the blurring sun. Eyes the colour of a clear sky. I struggled to find anything familiar in the images.

That’s the thing about years in prison: this fine line between events you missed altogether and ones you just can’t remember. The way memory is never fully yours: what is merely forgotten versus what never actually happened. To settle the panic you tuck things away and hope no one ever asks, Was this true or only in your head?

—

With the discovery tearing at me, I drive and drive and drive, going past the hospital instead of stopping for visiting hours—telling myself I needed to go one more time and just one more time. Then one last time around the roundabout, but never quite making visiting hours.

It is only when I am back in my house that night that the word comes and lands like the first drop of hail half a second before a rainstorm: offended. Offended. That’s what I feel, and immediately I sense a part of the past I was once sure of now slipping through my fingers.

I have known my grandmother all my life and known her, I believe, better than anyone in her life. I am offended that she has kept something—or someone—secret from me. Who is he? I keep asking myself. Who is this man with the straw hat and broad shoulders? This man smiling lovingly at the camera—and who are these two little girls? Twins who are not twins? Black. White. A resemblance that is obvious but made confusing by the colours of their skin.

—

My husband’s insistence that I go away, that I take myself away from him, hurts more than usual, coming at the end of a day like this. It’s not a new request, of course. He is always sending me off. Off to shop, over to my mother’s house. It’s not that I’m surprised; it’s only that I very desperately need him not to demand this of me at this very minute.

Be my friend, I want to say to him. I can accept him disappearing as a lover, but I need at least the friendship.

In the evening when we are alone in the backyard, I watch him pick up one cigarette after another, insisting that his command is in fact a request on behalf of the girls. Ever the watchful father. I haven’t told him about the photographs because this is not in fact a conversation. This is him telling me what is about to happen.

The girls need a mother, he says without looking in my direction. It’s a loaded message: Subtly pointing at my shortcomings is his forte.

Listen, I start to say, but he sharply responds, No, you listen to me!

He stands suddenly upright from his low garden chair. Other men our age have started grunting when rising from chairs and beer crates and I imagine even beds. My husband, long and lean with shoulders telling you he comes from those who were rulers of their people before settlers arrived, never grunts. His rise is swift and sharp. It is in these moments that I understand why people make the mistake of thinking he was once one of the imprisoned struggle heroes.

This dignity, this stature, is what earned him the nickname King, long before I met him. It is the English translation of his name, Kgosi, but it is also the respect his body commands. Kgosi “King” Melodi. The doting father. Township business magnate. The man who lately feels less like a lover and more like an adversary. People look up at him with such reverence. They can’t imagine what it’s like to wake up every morning next to a person who has grown to resent you and call him King.

His foot accidentally tips the table and sends a book I’ve been reading to the ground. He picks up the book and throws it on the chair he’s just risen from, walks forward, takes a deep drag of his cigarette and holds his breath. Cigars are something new he’s trying. There is something about power and bravado that I think he’s exploring, connecting to. Cigars. Tailored clothes. New shoes. He is finding new ways to walk boldly into the life of luxury he has created. The smell is only one of the things I find intolerable, when he lights one up.

This is not a good time, I tell him, rising to stand upwind of the smoke. Not intending to explain myself any further. But my defiance is always something he’s ready to meet head-on.

When he responds I cannot move.

The doctors are saying she’ll recover. She’ll go home. She’s fine. He tilts his head back and looks up at the darkening sky, stars and all. You do this, he says, never turning to look at me or even in my direction. You make everything so…so much more. So much more than it needs to be.

She could go…

But she won’t. End of discussion.

No one knows that my husband’s rage makes my body tremble.

No one knows I ever tremble.

These days when I shoot up from sleep, I can no longer touch him—no longer put my hand on his shoulder or curl my body to his. He is no longer the person who reaches around my sweat-drenched body to find my glass of water and put it to my lips. My husband sleeps now. He used to wait for the nightmares to pass, wouldn’t go back to his own dreams until he was sure mine were gone.

On this night, after we’ve had this exchange, I will wake up from a dream, a dream where I am holding a washcloth to a woman’s bleeding cut or watching Potgieter the prison warden coming for my throat, and I will have only the headboard or the nightstand for assurance that I am in fact no longer there—that I am here, now, in the new life I’ve built. And then later, when the girls are ready, I will steel myself against his resolute coldness and trudge onwards, to this holiday he insists I have.


Awake When I Am Asleep

They don’t tell you at first that the prison is built on a graveyard. It’s part of the joy of being a warden, I believe. A not-so-small perk of the job. And two days ago it was Potgieter’s shining hour. He was strolling past my cell when he noticed I couldn’t stop pacing, my own screams matching the babies’. He waited until the perfect moment to tell me, so he could watch my face when I found out—see the look of terror when I realized I was living with the dead. This, because earlier he’d grown tired of my demands; my refusal to accept his authority when he wanted me to tell him about the other rioting students they couldn’t find. Your collaborators, he called them. When I spit in his face he wiped it with the handkerchief he used to dab his everyday sweat and said: Listen, Malaka, you keep misbehaving and you’ll be buried along with the others in this place.

In this place? A furious chill grabbed the top of my back and spread through me, landing at the sides and tip of my tongue.

Gleefully, Potgieter responded: Yes, you know. Didn’t they tell you this was a graveyard before?

I stopped breathing and blinking.

Don’t you people always say you can communicate with the dead? Don’t you always talk about how you k_____s don’t die, you go the next world? His chuckle turned into a cough. And they’re spirits or whatever? Don’t you worship your dead relatives instead of God?

—

A graveyard. It’s the first thing the prison mothers protect you from. They tell you about the babies who died there and you think that’s bad enough—then you find out from the wardens that the very ground you’re standing on is someone’s grave.

Excavated, said Potgieter. Better use for it, if you ask me.

I’d never heard of excavating graves. The very idea was so foreign to me that I thought it was the English language I was misunderstanding.

You mean…they threw out bodies from the ground?

Potgieter laughed his most hearty laugh. All of them, he said, managing to get a word in when he could catch a breath.

I couldn’t sleep knowing a woman, a man, a child had been unburied beneath the ground I stood and slept on.

—

The child in the dream is sometimes me and other times not. Long sticks for legs, breasts just coming into being and big round cheeks—a body still forming. Tonight her jaw moves as if she is chewing on tough hide. She has frightened eyes. Red, darting from here to there. She is walking, yet her steps make no sound. Potgieter is two steps and a long baton behind, grin wide, obviously gnashing his teeth as he lunges towards his prey. I cry out for the child to look back and duck when he strikes. I try to tell her she can’t outrun him but must learn to fight back, but she cannot hear my cries because my voice is stuck in my throat. I don’t run after her because I am trapped behind the steel doors, my body disconnected from my will. I shift my weight from one side to the other, trying not to hear from beneath the cement floor murmurs that turn into wails. Calls from the unearthed graves. I think the child might fall through the floor, fall into the gaping earth and join the others. I can’t decide what’s worse: going down there or being Potgieter’s sport tonight.

—

I can’t warn her. My voice like her feet carries no sound. Just as she turns back to face me I see Potgieter joyfully lift his baton, lunging at her. He is a large man. Much larger than either one of us. Tall and wide and nearly bursting out of his uniform. She doesn’t stand a chance against him, coming for her like a lion after an antelope calf. The thick red hairs on his arms rising.

My body jerks and shoots from my pillow. I gasp, my lungs desperate for air. This is not prison. The face of the child has changed. What I now see is my daughter, moving like a ghost in a nightdress, floating across the room, past my bed. Her head scarf falling away behind her, her permed hair standing as if from static, she is both familiar and not. I catch my breath, wait for what may still be a dream to end, or lead somewhere else. But now there is a slow and soft moan and I don’t know if it is coming from her or from the ones whose cries come in the night. It is happening again: I am awake when I am asleep. Or the other way round.

The moan stops when I put my feet on the floor, then starts again. The trick, I have found, is to shut my eyes and touch something solid for a long while: the headboard, a night lamp. If my hand can still feel what I’m holding on to when I open my eyes, then I know where I am and I am awake. A sip of water, just to be sure, and now I am standing in a hotel room surrounded by the sleeping sounds of my children.

I start to follow her, and even before I see the spot of blood, I already understand what is happening.

We collide at the door to the bathroom, now fully jolting each other awake. I turn the light on and her hands cover her eyes. I’m a woman whose nighttime moves are deft and precise. I had to learn this within the first few nights in prison: Wait for nothing. Hide. Strike. It’s a practice that also served me well in my children’s first few years. It is an advantage I have over people who’ve never had to guard their lives in the darkness and in the night—those whose bodies remember the restful sleep of childhood. So: light, cupboard, pad. Done. Use this, I say.

But there she is staring at me, her eyes now adjusted to the light.

She doesn’t move.

Maybe she is afraid. I don’t know. I can never read Kelelo. She is more often than not a mystery to me. I remember the first time I found blood on my sheets, even the first time Reatile, my first child, started bleeding. What did I say to Reatile? I can’t remember because the unfamiliar way Kelelo is looking at me makes me uneasy. Nighttime is the worst time to feel uneasy.

What do I do? her pleading eyes say. The room fills with water from the ground and it rises, rises up and above my nose. I can’t find my breath. Between the sink and the bath there is not enough space for the two of us. The scene is so very strange that I look away. This child who, unlike the others, would not happily come to me as a baby. The one who seemed to move away from me all those years—especially the most difficult ones where I seemed to be fending off one gun-toting soldier after another. The years I felt terrified of losing the children whenever they stood even a few metres away from me, so that I held their little hands more tightly or pressed my arms behind me just to be sure the body on my back was securely tucked in. All that time when all the world—my children, my people—moved towards me for some sense of safety, this was the one child who fussed and wriggled herself out of my arms.

Now here we are standing closer than we have since…I can’t remember how long. Here we are in the cold air of the bathroom and her eyes are darting from her stain to my eyes, asking me to stay close. I reach across all our years together and find it is too late in the night and too bizarre a picture to contend with. The old feeling creeps up on me—this familiar sense that I have once again failed with her. Always only with her, when it comes to my children.

I pour myself a glass of water. Take a breath. Touch my hand to the running tap. This is a tap. This is running water. Open eyes. I am awake and not asleep. This is a hotel room. I am a mother not a prisoner. I can leave the room.

And I do. At the side of the bed I pause, duvet in hand, and the relief is followed by the guilt. It was simpler with Reatile, so I thought naturally it must get easier with each of my girls. But now I don’t know—and feeling that I can’t be certain of what comes next, with the others, shifts the ground I stand on.

When I hear the water in the bath I slide down and fluff my pillow. There. She’s perfectly fine. I shut my eyes and fight off the images of pads falling from between prisoners’ legs because we had no underwear to hold sanitary towels. The rage that wells up in me is from the day I threw my own pad at a lady warden: Would you live like this?! I screamed so loudly my throat hurt. Two weeks in isolation after that, but two weeks that earned us underwear from then on.

—

I suppose this is where life is going. My children are entering a world less protective of their innocence. And girls! Girls? In this country? The things that happen to Black women are unspeakable. I don’t want them to become women in this place. Their father and I move them in cars from home to school and then from school to home. Refuge to refuge. Even though there is only so much we can do to protect them.

And each time something happens to say, They’ll be women soon, they’ll see more, I am shattered by the certainty of a painful future for them. Of course I hope a new world is coming, but lately, more and more, I wonder if it’s farther down the road than we all imagine.

The worry grows with each year. Sometimes I think those were the times when I felt more desperate to have this all end, but I know the desperation only ebbs and flows with each day. We still have to turn the lights off during what they call a state of emergency. Nights of not being allowed on the streets past curfew. Army tanks patrolling our streets, looking for our brothers and sons to kill. I still lie awake at night summoning the kind of might I’d had in prison, begging the ancestors to surround us and keep us safe. But back then I’d look at my daughters’ little sleeping bodies and plead: Please, please let them grow! Let them grow and let these next few months, weeks, days, be the end of it. Let them know a different world.

—

When we knew we’d had the last of them I looked around and told their father: I don’t want this for them. This world that condemns Black people but Black women most of all. And because those were gentler years between us he let me know he had the same fears but added, They’ll have part of us in them and they’ll refuse to let this world remain brutal to them. They’ll be in charge of it.

They’ll be in charge of it, I repeated, an agreement between the two of us: This is what we’ll make of our fears. This is how we’ll tame them. And we’ve stuck to that agreement through the years, though we’ve stuck to little else, when it comes to old agreements. We’ve built a glass globe around our girls, a space the horrors of the world can’t reach, though we know that’s not entirely realistic. The glass cracks each time one of them turns around and says: I’m becoming something or someone else.

—

I gulp down the rest of the water, shut my eyes and wait for sleep, and think about how holidays go on forever. Holidays exhaust me. They’re more trouble than they’re worth. The way they demand you pretend your life is not carrying on, swirling all around. The way you must then become someone fully detached from the reassurance of your daily habits.

This was the point of course. It was why my husband insisted I leave the house, hoping I’d come back a new person—or a different one at least, the one he wants to be married to. But even at the best of times I never have been able to allow myself to yield to a holiday’s demands: sit still, read a book, watch ships in the distance. Then what? Stand up to carry on, only to find the details of your life catch you off guard.

Every time I’ve been on holiday in the last ten years or so it has been at my husband’s insistence. He can’t understand my aversion to “getting away” (as if such a thing were ever really possible). I don’t know how other people do it, how they amble through these breaks from their daily lives as if not being on alert is perfectly normal. In this country? Where being stopped on the road by police can so very quickly lead to a lifetime in prison? Where you don’t even have to be driving to be asked for your ID? Not here. Not where people go to sleep knowing they could be woken up by large army boots hitting their back doors—or their backs. Never here, where you could open your eyes at any hour of the day and find yourself facing the barrel of a large gun.

I go across the country unwillingly, but I refuse to cross borders, leave South Africa. I am sure they’d never let me back in. Too many people I’ve fought alongside have been banned from re-entering. They’re out there watching scenes from home on television and in newspapers. I refuse to take that chance.

How on earth can a holiday be normal? The moment the girls wake up I am taking them home.


II


We Disappear

Women in the same house bleed at the same time. For us girls at school, our classroom is home.

And when we bleed, we celebrate.

We bring each other gifts: chocolate, mangoes from our backyards, the right kind of menstrual pad tucked away in a small bag and given discreetly, as far away from the boys as possible. We can never let the boys see. Their fathers have fed them stories about us turning into women; about us turning into something whose power is indescribable—something to be feared and kept at a safe distance. They flinch when they tell us this. But they also stare when we walk by them, and we feel as if we have suddenly been reborn in their eyes—like we are people they have never seen before.

Every once in a while their curiosity overtakes their fear. Doesn’t it hurt? they ask. How can you stop it from coming?

We laugh. Always their questions betray their wish that it were not happening, this wildly mysterious thing that turns girls into strange creatures.

We lie side by side under peach and apricot trees, under grapevines, and proudly speak in hushed tones about when it happened, how long it lasted, how the place just below our bellies aches. We used to share our lunches with boys and talk about things that now seem so trivial we can’t remember what they were, exactly. We used to think boys were people you could be friends with, but now we have only each other.

Watching my mother and her friends, I think maybe what happens between my friends and I will likely reverberate well into adulthood and hold us when we are mothers and lovers—people rising and falling with the tide of womanhood and all that it demands from us.

I wish we were less of a “modern” family and I could flee to the mountains, to that other part of the country where tradition still stands. To those places where people are carrying on with practices older than the events at the beginning of our history books. Many of my friends—Dineo, Keneilwe—come from these homes. Someone from their village, outside the township, comes to fetch them without warning and not requiring permission from their family. For a few months at this time, when the women of the village know they are about to become young women, they disappear. They go and live somewhere in the mountains and are taught our ways—which other people call our “old” ways, meaning in the past, but they are ways very much in the present. It’s no wonder villages are called Magaeng. They really are where home is.

My mother has trouble with this. She says it frightens her. Imagine your child being taken away by people you don’t know, I’ve heard her say to her friends. Taking children away is…She shakes her head like something frightful is looking right at her.

And I wish she’d not make it about her own fear. I wish she’d let me go. I have this fantasy sometimes, in which the mother lets the child out of the white summer blanket and hands her to the Mothers and the Mothers let the baby crawl freely around them. This fantasy comes at moments when I am with all of them in my grandmother’s house, when I feel free.

—

The girls are my sisters. The teachers like aunts and uncles. Thuto, my school, is my own everyday haven, until it isn’t anymore.

—

After the holidays we take every opportunity to gather in a corner and talk. Naledi, whose mother is a seamstress, pulls a hand-sewn pouch from her school bag on the first day back: My mother made it for me. She says I can keep tampons in here. From our favourite fabric.

It’s a pretty little thing made from thick red-and-white cloth. It’s not the pouch that’s the problem. It’s not the pretty red flower pattern that makes me bite my lip and wait for my heart to stop hammering at my chest.

The thing is, Naledi and her mother have something they call “our favourite.”

She hands it over to the group. The pouch exchanges hands. When it’s my turn to pass it, my fingers make small circles on the velvet.

She made it for me before, when she was preparing me, says Naledi and, salt in wound, I find I can’t quite let it leave my hands. I’m thankful that no one notices. I listen to their mothers’ words. All the advice: something warm on your belly for cramps, something salty to eat. Lie down because you’re not meant to be putting your body to work. Like people from a foreign land whose customs I am unfamiliar with. Mothers who don’t point to a pad and leave the room. Mothers who prepare you. And when it’s my turn to speak everyone already cuts in: Oh, with your mama…Oh, she must have even bought you something special.

My mother. Our mother. Mother of the Nation. I could speak to them of something else, but I remember the family agreement and keep quiet. We must keep her safe.

I tell them: Yes! Oh, yes! My mother was the same. She did the same!

I lie about my mother a lot—about the way she talks to me and where or how she spends her days. I say things like: She loves to stay inside and read or write or watch TV. Thinking that anything I say gives them glimpses of something they’re hungry for, people always believe me. I don’t hate this. You can’t hate people envying you.

—

At home and back from the rushed holiday she has gone right back into her routine of sleeping and going to the hospital and then coming back to sleep again. I want to go to her with my questions: How many days do periods last? How many years do they go on for? Can I bleed to death? How to stop the cramps? How to decide on the size of a pad or a tampon? Can I, in fact, please be honest, bleed to death? Because she is behaving as if I’m no longer here. Even when she’s sitting across the table from me, I feel she doesn’t quite take me in. I wonder if I have completely disappeared from her view or if she has reconciled herself to my impending demise.

My older sister, when I ask her, doesn’t turn down the music blaring from her cassette player. She squints at me, finding my words between lyrics. This is unreasonable, she tells me. I’m still here, aren’t I? Her first acknowledgement of having gone through the same thing. She stands up and opens her bedroom door, which I had closed for privacy: Large pad for heavy days, small ones for light days. We always have lots. They’re in my wardrobe, she says, and shakes her head at the absurdity of my question—or the absurdity of my odd, odd ways of thinking about things—then goes and flops back on her bed as a way of saying goodbye. This leaves me feeling worse than not having asked. It only makes me wonder what happened between her and our mother when her time came. I imagine them looking at a spot of blood on her sheets and exchanging glances the way they do sometimes in the middle of cooking together, when a song they both like starts on the radio and they sing a specific set of lyrics to one another: Isn’t this what we were just saying to each other in private? they say with raised eyebrows and matching smiles. Always looks, between them. Sometimes they’ll pull out of a table conversation when my younger sisters and I are talking to our father. They’ll turn their heads to each other. Here we go again, I feel them say, eyes rolling in sync.

—

As for me, there is always something not there, when my mother looks at me. I don’t know what it’s called, the thing that’s missing, but there’s never a time when I feel the absence of it, this thing I can’t name, more than I do after my period comes.

After being ushered out of my older sister’s room, I look up from a book I am reading for solace and there is my mother, suddenly in the room with me. I stand up too quickly, my chair scraping and falling to the floor. She says: Don’t scratch my floors, Kelelo! Do you know how much…and then she can’t quite find her way to the end of that sentence. When I turn back around from picking up the chair I am alone in the room and she is disappearing up the stairs. Every day I watch her come in and out of the house and wish I could stop her the way one must when someone sleepwalks in the night.

Wake up! I want to say to her. A thing has happened! A thing has happened and I’d like to talk about it. But even I know—or, I know more than anyone—that what ails her is deep inside her body, something so vast and unpredictable, ruling her emotions.

There are lots of things you can hold on to in the world you know. Books, songs, my father’s routines. But you can’t hold on to my mother. Most days you can’t even gently touch her.

—

Our history teacher stands in front of the class carrying the weight of everything he knows.

He comes to teach us today wearing wrinkled pants and a T-shirt smelling of yesterday’s sweat, like he’s not supposed to. One thing to say about the teachers at the school on the mountain: They dress like they’re coming to convince you they should get the job. The history teacher looking like this, with his hair uncombed and shoes untied, makes everyone think he’s lost his mind.

On the chalkboard he draws a map of the country—perfectly precise.

He asks: What is this election about?

We look around, search each other’s faces. The summer is setting in but the heat on the teacher’s face is stronger than the air outside. We’re stiff and silent. It’s the sort of moment where you wonder if you’ll be caught with something out of place: shoes not properly polished, hair uncombed. We were expecting a different sort of lesson—a different sort of teacher. We’re blank and scared. Was there a page we missed in our textbooks?

Come on! he bellows. I think he can be heard by the animals all the way at the top of the mountain. Maybe I see them scatter, go north in a crazed attempt to flee. Maybe I don’t and I’m only thinking of what I’d like to do.

He’s marching from the door to the window, peering out as if he’s expecting someone. His shoes drag like they’re slippers because they’re loose around his feet. He’s not wearing socks. I’ve never seen a teacher not wearing socks before. He opens and closes the door. Opens it again. Closes.

Come on! Or are you also sheep?

We don’t understand. When he chuckles to himself it’s a bitter sound escaping his lips, making us more nervous. Now he’s opening and closing the drawers at the teachers’ desk, moving things on top this way and that way—frenzied, like whatever he’s looking for could save a life.

He writes the names across the board. The board almost runs the length of the room, so these are long and large letters. F.W. DE KLERK. P.W. BOTHA.

You know these men, don’t you? Do you know these men?

Everyone nods. Now we’re thinking: We may not know where he’s going with this, but we know it cannot end well.

They’re supposed to be different, he says. They say they’re different but they belong to the same party so how can they be different? Have different views?! Hm?

From the beginning to the end of each sentence his voice is a tortured shrill. It takes us a minute to realize he’s waiting for an answer. We say nothing. He scratches his scalp, goes to the door and sticks his head out. All the windows are open because up here on the mountain it is hot. Quite hot. Hotter, when you’re watching the teacher disappear right in front of the class.

They say we’ll get a new president. The words come out slower, much quieter. Calmer now, like he’s said: They say we’re getting rain. We can’t keep up with his different tones.

Now he’s back to the desk and the search.

Who knows what this means? he’s asking us, but his eyes are on the desk. He’s scratching his scalp again. My mother would say he needs a bath. I think he needs that and sleep.

Who can tell me?

That…the election will bring a new…, someone attempts from the front of the class. Sediba Mogale, the boy never ever seen without a book, even at break, a classmate whose marks hover around ninety-nine percent most of the year. A classmate who’s never told to be quiet and usually approaches teachers’ questions like you might approach a sport—but not today. It might be the first time I’ve heard him stop mid-sentence, puzzled by his own lack of certainty.

Ha! the teacher interrupts—a scream and a hand slamming the desk that still hasn’t produced what he’s looking for.

We shift in our seats. An incensed teacher is nothing new around here, where being the absolute best scholar is required at all times. Know your times table. Read and recite volumes of poetry in three languages. Know the history that’s not written in books. We usually know what’s being asked of us, but not at this moment.

He stops and stares, not at us, but somewhere above our heads. Stares like he’s finding the thing he’s been frantically searching for. Stares some more, turns his back to us and erases the names on the chalkboard. When he returns to his desk he stares out the window. Further up on the mountain the monkeys are carrying on as they always do this time of day: a conference on a tall tree, tails intertwined and in conversation. The teacher folds his arms and watches the monkeys as if for the first time.

When he doesn’t speak for what feels like too long to bear, the same classmate who had attempted an answer now asks: Sir, should we read the chapter we were going to read today?

The teacher, now without the vigour he entered the classroom with, waves him off. Do what you want, it won’t make a difference. They tell you…they tell you it will make a difference, but it won’t.

He nods with vague understanding, eyes still on the monkeys.

We bow our heads, prayer-like, read through the history of how Africa was sliced into fifty-four different pieces and given as gifts to Europeans. By the time the bell rings he hasn’t said another word.

—

On Monday he is gone.

We get a new history teacher. An Indian man who comes with his two children. His hair is dishevelled, his eyes always looking intently into a history book in a way that makes me think he’s learning new facts every day. He wears shirts with long sleeves despite the heat and I keep thinking that his voice always sounds like he’s recovering from a cold—hoarse and low. He also never quite looks anyone in the eye—seems like someone told him to keep a safe distance from us, so he rarely ventures away from the teacher’s desk.

Straight from India, Sister Mary proudly tells us about the new Mr. Varghese. We can sense we’re meant to feel lucky but we don’t know why. Mostly we don’t know what to feel, so we smile and give a slow, unsure welcome applause. You can’t ever be called well-behaved children, Sister Mary always tells us. Maybe this is true, but you can say we’re always aiming for something close to it.

—

It’s the first time we’ve had a teacher who is not African. To get around the problem of our names, Mr. Varghese calls all of us “you.”

The school throws its doors wide open to the family. Like discovering in a dream that your house has extra rooms, we find out the school can be allowed to be bigger than we’ve ever seen. The Varghese children cannot be caned, the way we are. The teachers smile broadly at them the way you might if someone you owe money to comes knocking. Mr. Varghese himself doesn’t look at us when we pass him outside of class the way the other teachers usually do. When you greet him he smiles with caution and nods politely and I think he looks—every day—like he’s just meeting us for the first time.

The Varghese siblings are not expected to clean the school on Fridays at cleanup time as we do. They don’t have to wash the floors or wipe the dust that cakes the windows. Dirt, like the teachers’ wrath, has nothing to do with them. The school opens the block of flushable toilets to them—a thing we’ve never seen happen, as what belongs to us are the latrines at the bottom of the hill. Once, I even see the sister, Saramma Varghese, holding a mango she has just picked from the backyard of the nuns’ quarters—a thing so unimaginable I think one might get both caned and expelled for doing it. “A shameless thief” is what the sisters would call us—and we’d never be heard from again.

—

We get used to Mr. Varghese and watch for his finger to know which “you” he means when he calls us to speak. We watch enviously as the Varghese children stroll up the hill, keys in hand, to have an entire block of flushable toilets to themselves. None of us calls either one of them by their real name. We give them African names: Ngwanyana and Mosimanyana. They mean nothing. They mean Girl and Boy. We think it makes things even with “You.” We teach them Setswana and they remain puzzled by never understanding anything we say because we only teach them words we’re not allowed to utter. By the time the cool air comes and we’re all wearing jerseys and high socks, the two siblings are swearing up a storm, saying nothing that would make Sister Mary call them “well-behaved children,” and while we’re periodically being called into the teachers’ room to reveal the culprit, no one person can be accused and punished. It’s no use anyway, because though all of us have participated one way or another, even we don’t remember who started it. Still, we’re all immensely proud to have properly welcomed them into the school.

They can tell us in the words we’ve taught them what they’re doing up in the pristine flushable toilets.

—

One evening I tell my father about the Varghese family as we’re all in the kitchen, perched on new stools my mother just had shipped from another country. Italy, I think. She won’t leave the country, our mother. They’d never let me back in, she insists. So she brings the world to her.

And tonight she is not leaving her bedroom.

My sisters laugh between spooning mouthfuls of rice and vegetables, vegetables we grew in the far corner of our backyard. My father says: This is absurd, his eyes going from my face to my untouched food. I’ve been talking so much, I’ve forgotten to eat. He cuts his steak in half with a knife and continues slicing it into smaller and smaller bits, not in a way that looks like he’s thinking about it. This is absurd, he is now telling his plate and shaking his head at it. Then his eyes are on my hair. My short, short afro cut almost to baldness, because of the school rules. We are not allowed to grow our hair, the school insists, because the nuns feel it is “untidy.”

And they can grow their hair? my father asks, as if this is really what the whole story boils down to. I feel now like I’m back in the history teacher’s classroom.

What’s the story with the toilets, though? my sister Tumane asks. It isn’t actually a question; it’s a comment. She pulls the scrunchie off the ponytail of her straightened hair—hair she’s allowed to grow in the school in town—and lets her limp hair fall to the nape of her neck. I know what she’s saying and I want to ignore her. She’s saying she doesn’t understand this scene I’ve just described because she goes to a school with White children and in the school with White children everyone uses the same toilets—and you know what kind of toilets are built for White children.

—

My parents sent my sisters to the school in town a year ago, when the school first began to permit Black pupils to attend.

I pleaded to be allowed to stay at my school. Just one more year, I begged my father when he told me we were all changing schools. I couldn’t bear leaving the mountain with its monkeys on trees—nor all the friends I have and the teachers I’ve known for so long. Kin. I felt afraid every time I thought of the school in town, that place with a large lawn for hockey instead of a mountain that makes me feel the world is vast and mysterious and mine. When we visited my sisters’ school all I felt was an emptiness in me I couldn’t explain. The girls who were not White turned their noses up like my sister does just now, like I was not one of them and they couldn’t make room for the possibility that I could be.

My sisters act as if they’ve won something I haven’t. This would never happen at our school, scoffs Tumane, now dutifully putting her empty plate in the sink.

I pretend I didn’t hear her and keep talking: The son always looks scared. I think he’s scared of us. The daughter…it’s like she owns the school, I tell my father.

He puts down his fork and knife on a plate of food he has barely touched. You really can’t be in that place anymore. Full stop.

On the one hand I am so thoroughly pleased, because I feel this settles the fight between me and my sister, but from the back of my neck to the base of my spine, my body grows cold. I want to ask for another year at my school on the mountain, but I realize I’ve just made the case against staying.

—

After supper I escape to my father’s study to phone my grandmother for our weekly chat. I pull the cord and bring the white phone to the opposite side of the desk, sit on the floor.

She is laughing when she says, Hello? I can hear the TV behind her.

Hello, Mama. Is that The Golden Girls?

She says: Blanche has a very young boyfriend, and laughs again. I hear chatter too, and I know the Mothers have come to watch together. It’s their Friday-evening ritual.

What happened? she asks me. The noise in the background recedes with the sound of a door shutting. I know she’s taken the phone to Oumama’s bedroom. All the rooms are so close. When they all moved in together after their old home was destroyed to make room for a White neighbourhood, the new house that was allocated by the government was too small. So Oumama’s room is an extension, but still very small and with thin walls.

My grandmother says, before I tell her anything: I know something’s wrong.

I tell her about my father wanting me to leave my school and go to the school in town. She sighs deeply and pauses. I can feel her thinking.

Mmm…mhm!

I don’t want to go.

Let’s talk about it when you’re all here…

—

I can hear the radio across the passage in my mother’s bedroom. She’s listening to the man on the radio announce deaths around the country, as he does every evening at six o’clock: This is who died, this is where they were from, this is who has informed us, and this is when and where the funeral will be. The program, very simply named Dipegelo, starts with a solemn violin tune, which they also play in between announcements. I once asked my mother why they called the program “Announcements,” if there was only one kind of news reported. She only shrugged.

She never misses it. She sleeps next to the radio, turned up very loudly. Once in a while she’ll gasp and call out to our father: Bathong! Mme _____ died! She is dutiful about it, writing in a notebook that she stashes away somewhere. When no one is home I look but can never find it. When the program is over she’ll be getting on the phone with someone and relaying the news with great shock.

So many people I know have disappeared, she’s told us. I listen for their names.

I can’t bear this hour. Darkness and quiet in the house. The radio host’s voice, though muffled, being the only sound coming through the walls. I feel lately as if our dying great-grandmother is in the house, as if this is now a house of mourning.

On the phone now my grandmother says: It’s only a new school. It’s not a death, she tells me, as if she can hear the radio. You’ll like it. You’ll have your sisters.

The uniform is nice…, I say, looking for something to hold on to. I want something more from her, but I can’t say what.

She says: You’ll look so smart! You babies always look smart. My grandmother and great-aunts call all four of us “the babies.”

You’ll come here every day after school, she adds, and that helps. It doesn’t assuage the dread, but it is like her hand reaching out to hold mine. I think on it and let the silence linger across the line. She waits.

I know everyone at my school now. We’ve all been friends since we started primary school.

I want to go to my grandmother’s house. I want my mother to turn off the radio, and I want the Varghese family to suddenly disappear and the history teacher to come back.

My grandmother says only: It’s no longer a place for you, my baby.

—

We never hear from the mad history teacher again. Never hear about him again. He’s not the first teacher to vanish, but we miss him. We miss him telling us that we should read every history book like reading the outline of a story. There’s always so much more than what makes it into the books, he taught us. He’d say: Sometimes you even have to forget what is in the books. As long as he’d been teaching us, he’d insist on going out after every lesson to find more. Just the bones! Go out and find the meat, he’d say and tug at his tie.

We remember him when the elections to choose a new South African president begin—remember not to speak of things forbidden, lest we also disappear.

—

At the hospital, when I tell Oumama about us giving the Varghese kids Setswana words of our choice, she giggles and says in a whisper: Naughty. Very, very good storyteller but so naughty.

She doesn’t say, Don’t say this to your mother, but it’s there, in her finger-on-the-lips gesture. Like when we were little girls and she opened her palm to reveal sweets we could have before supper. Shhhh…the sound of the word rhyming with the sweet-wrapper unfolding.

I usually go to the hospital with the Mothers to visit Oumama. My mother prefers to go alone and almost never asks us to join her, and I think everyone understands that this is what she needs—that she and Oumama need time alone. And we don’t question it because we don’t question our mother much.

The hospital ward seems livelier than usual and I can’t decide why. Then I see her with her skin paler than usual and her purple doek fastened around her head. Oumama is not sleepy today, even sitting up almost straight against the pile of pillows. My mother says seeing us “wakes her up,” so the four of us are coming in more often. My older sister asks for her to be given one more pillow, softly stopping the nurse hurrying past us with freshly washed linens in one hand. Eng, Mama, says the nurse, placing the linens in my hands and tucking in Oumama’s sheets at her sides.

Oumama doesn’t like all the attention. Don’t fuss, she says, patting the nurse’s hand. The nurse understands she’s being sent off. Oumama continues: I want to hear more. You also speak English with the Varghese siblings?

No, we don’t speak English to them. It’s a Setswana school.

Something about this amuses her and she shakes her head, her eyes going up to the ceiling.

You’re saying you don’t want to talk to them, that’s what you’re saying, my sister Tumane says. You can speak English, you just choose not to.

It’s our school. I beat my chest once with an open palm and feel like a small child.

You’ll fight them out of there, says Oumama, and keeps smiling.

But her face changes when I tell her: I hate the two of them.

Sshhhh, she says, spreading her arms towards me. When I lean in for her to hold me, I inhale the sweet scent of lavender on her neck. I remember when she would bring the four of us into her bed, how much we loved it and looked forward to every minute of it when we were away from her house. She’d wave her arms and say: Come, come, all of us in here! Even when there wasn’t really enough room for four growing girls and a great-grandmother. When my mother came in to point this out Oumama would pat her hand. Let them, she’d say. You were just like this.

And turning to us: Your mother refused to sleep away from me.

—

In her hospital bed now she stretches her arms out to us and pulls us to her with her smooth, oiled hands. We take turns to go in for a peck on the forehead. When it’s my turn she presses her lips between my eyes and—kiss, kiss, kiss—lets their softness and fullness stay there for a moment. But it hurts my feelings a little bit when she says: You are so like your mother.

I want to say that I am not. I want to say she shouldn’t put me in the same box as my mother. I’m quite happy, thank you, to be nothing like my mother, I’d like to say.

I don’t even want to be with my mother.

I miss the old history teacher, I say instead.

I’m sure he misses you too, Oumama says, and this is the first time I realize that the teacher probably didn’t leave by choice. My classmates and I have been telling ourselves and each other that in the end he was probably fed up with our ignorance and went to find better students somewhere else.

I ask Oumama: You think they asked him to leave?

Took him, probably. Someone will have reported him, she tells me. It’s all coming to an end. All of this.

My older sister adds: My teacher said it will get worse before it gets better. He read us a quote from Steve Biko. He is also gone.

Oumama demands more kisses.


Remembrance

And so it begins: strange girls in their light-blue school tunics. White collars and belts tied neatly in bows at their backs. Stiff straw hats with navy-blue bows. Black shoes and white socks. It is quite unlike the dark-green uniform at my old school, and it makes these girls look as if they are floating in the breeze.

And the nuns: royal-blue habits with white edges. A new and orderly world.

No mountain. No monkeys stealing lunches. No gathering under morula trees exchanging stories at break. Cobblestones and pavement. No red earth and its late-winter dust.

This is the new school. This is the new life.

Remember never to speak Setswana, was the sum of Tumane’s orientation when we stepped out of the car.

Don’t let them tell you you don’t belong here, was my mother’s.

Everyone knows Mama here, said Tumane, whose neck suddenly seemed taller and shoulders broader when she stepped out of the car to meet the day. Her friends gathered around her and she disappeared across the courtyard.

I’ve never seen so many strangers excited to meet me.

Come with us! You’re in our class!

This is all about my mother, of course. No one in my old school cared, really. They knew who she was; I just didn’t get to be this special only because of her. I follow, allowing myself to be led into this strange place that now grows stranger with all its unfamiliar sounds. Black, White, Indian, Coloured pupils. You wouldn’t see people of different colours moving so easily around each other on the streets. A White girl comes from somewhere and falls in step with the group of Black girls I’m walking with.

Look! she says to us all, and everyone gasps at the ring on her finger.

He came on holiday with my family at Christmas, she says, and from the reactions I see this puts the ring into context.

Makhoa! says a girl behind me, and there’s a chorus of “mmm…” The girl with the ring doesn’t seem to be bothered that something has been said and she doesn’t know what that is. I quickly get attuned to this: the girls from townships switching languages over and over and the White girls not bothering to ask what they missed.

Madeleine, someone says in response to the holiday news. Your parents are fine with you bringing your boyfriend on holiday?

And did you share a room?

Of course! beams Madeleine, and then another student says: Mara makhoa! Followed by giggles.

It stuns me that Madeleine could seemingly be such good friends with the group and not know the word for “White people.”

What did you do with him? Did he kiss you in front of your dad? What’s the ring for? Marriage? This carries on and we’re all thoroughly intrigued of course because no African parent wants to know their child has a boyfriend, never mind invite him along on holiday. I’ve never even heard of married people sleeping in their parents’ home together. My mother and father, I try to imagine, sleeping in the next room from my grandparents?

This is dizzying. This is nothing like I could ever have imagined. Last year, coming to my sisters’ school plays, this all seemed fascinating, but I was always very happy to go back to my own school. I’m hearing Setswana and as soon as I hold on to its sounds off goes the bell and clap, clap and “tsk, tsk!” come from the hands and lips of a teacher in a just-below-the-knees pencil skirt and a high ponytail with long, curled bangs. All the girls’ questions and giggles fall down to whispers, no less curious or excited.

As we walk into the bright class with polished floors and desks neatly arranged for only twenty-one pupils, the gasp escapes my lips before I can stop it. This is a beautiful place. I have just come from a school of fifty pupils in a class and stuffy classrooms. There may not be breathtaking views of rivers and mountains in the distance, but I think: This isn’t so bad.

There is a neatness not only in the arrangement of the class but in the ease with which the girls move about the room. The heat is not overwhelming in the airy classrooms. There is no caning here and we don’t clean our own toilets. I could maybe comfortably settle in this place. I think: If I just say nothing, stay in the background and speak only when I’m spoken to, I should be fine.

—

But of course someone thinks it makes sense for me to be at the front of the class, and at break someone else brings out a packet of sweets that they’ve saved just for me, and as the days go by, it doesn’t escape me that the teachers and pupils who are not African look at me with startled curiosity. One late morning, eager to buy our lunches and snacks at the tuck shop, we are what is more a crowd than a line to the front. I am somewhere in the back and not sure if I’ll even have a chance to buy in time to sit with everyone. There are girls—not Black—who are struggling with the dilemma: wanting to push me to the side while at the same time not wanting to make any kind of physical contact with me. It’s a daily struggle: They don’t quite walk at the edge of the wall like the hotel guests I’ve seen. They do, however, keep a steady distance whenever possible, and our eyes never meet. I come to understand that Madeleine, whose boyfriend comes on holiday, is really an anomaly. I am cautious at first. I don’t want to be labelled unruly or, worse, be accused of hurting someone.

Then in comes a girl, older, one of the bolder ones who don’t care who says what. The kind who challenge the teachers: But Miss, we don’t see Nelson Mandela as a terrorist! There are two categories of Black girls in the school: the ones whose reverence for my mother translates into respect for me, and the kind for whom it turns into envy. The difference is distinct. The former treat me both like a fellow comrade and a little sister. The latter are the ones who bring me sweets and keep count on who seems to be getting closer to me.

This girl is called Lebitso. She’s a prefect and everyone listens when she raises her voice. I don’t see her approaching. A pat on the back and then she parts the rowdy group in half and grabs my hand. Come, Kelz! she calls out to me. The White girls are Madeleine, Agnes, Jacqueline, but the Black girls all have nicknames: Mabatho is Mabz; Mpumi is Pomz; Lebitso is Lebz. I am Kelz.

I wave her off and shake my head. She persists: Come, it’s okay! They don’t mind. But the looks on the faces of the girls who have no idea who I am, why I get halves of other people’s lunches and sweets left in my desk, or why I am invited to skip this and every other queue—these looks tell me it is not, in fact, “okay.”

Before I know it I’ve bought my sandwich and a bag of chips, with enough time to sit and listen to the day’s gossip for the rest of break.

—

The girl who sat behind me in class now plants herself next to me on the bench and introduces herself. I’m Lerato, by the way, she says, her hand reaching over and offering me her bag of chips. I decline with a smile. Her presence feels like it’s too much. There is no room around her. She takes up all the space. She’s small, in fact. Short legs, a small head with her short hair straightened and pinned back.

My mom says she missed these. She points to her bag of crisps. They don’t have the tomato sauce flavour back home.

She catches my questioning look. Oh! Back home in Ohio!

She doesn’t know that my puzzled eyes were more about hearing a Black girl refer to her mother as “my mom” instead of “Mama.”

She continues to fill me in: My dad studied at Ohio University. My parents are activists, like yours.

I cringe at the looks directed at me. Like everyone is waiting for me to agree.

Home. Were you born there? I ask, very self-conscious about my accent, which sounds very different from that of the other girls, who’ve been here longer than I have. The language doesn’t flow as easily from me as it does from them.

No, says Lerato. But it’s more home, home, you know? I grew up there.

To hide my annoyance, I crack open my can of Stoney and gulp it down, my throat burning from the strong ginger flavour.

My father got a scholarship and my parents decided to leave the country because they refused to live under apartheid.

Really? I want to say. Refused?

Instead I say: My mother refuses to leave here. Home.

The chatter around us seems to come to a halt. All ears perking up. A little nugget. A detail about the famous Dolly Malaka. I immediately regret the words. All this attention on me. I’d rather we go back to hearing about Ohio.

Luckily, Lerato doesn’t mind the sound of her own voice. I like your accent, by the way, she says. It’s so…authentic.

It’s the first time in my life that I’ve ever been so tempted to slap someone. I also know that she has claimed me. I can see her already planning a weekend sleepover and matching outfits. I want someone to take her away from me.

—

They all know you, I tell my mother one day when she drives us home from school.

She adjusts the rear-view mirror so she can see me properly, behind her. She says nothing.

Of course! Everyone does! says Tumane, in the front seat and to our mother’s left.

I know! I say, thinking how annoying she is being. They just treat me like…

Like a VIP? What’s wrong with you, Kelelo? Who would hate to be treated like they’re important? says Lona.

I don’t hate it, I shout, the lie quite exposed and reeking in the car.

When we’re at the robot my mother opens the window and pulls down the visor but then shuts it back up. She was about to fix her lipstick, I know, but forgot there’s no mirror above the driver’s seat. These cars are made for men, she snaps, then stretches her arm out the window and takes in the breeze.

When we start moving again she says: Girls, you’re not celebrities. Get your own sweets and wait in the queue. Don’t let the other girls treat you like your mother was the only one working for this country. Every mother, even if they weren’t in prison, even if they were never arrested…every single one of them has worked for this country. For you. After a thoughtful pause she continues: The things we women can tell you…

We’re listening and waiting but then she turns up the radio and we drive on in silence.

I think how rare these are: the moments my mother’s mind is sharp as a knife’s edge. They come mainly when whatever she has to tell us has to do with the struggle.

—

The history teacher, this time, is a nun in a royal-blue and white habit. Her name is Sister Mary-Margaret. Every history class starts with her rubbing chalk from one hand to the other in a slow, forgetful sort of way. She tells history like she’s telling a story she’s remembering out loud—like she’s speaking of bygone times she longs for. Her eyes go to the ceiling when she speaks of the arrival of the Dutch settlers on our shores. My old history teacher called them settlers. The book calls them settlers, but she calls them explorers and travellers. When she stops talking, she licks the chalk off her fingers.

What makes it impossible to keep up in the class is her odd habit of wiping the chalkboard over and over again so that I feel every time as if she’s erasing traces of her own presence in the room. Every sentence she writes vanishes seconds after she’s written it in chalk. She’s too quick to keep up with. I give up on taking notes.

She tells us Margaret Thatcher was betrayed by her own people, draws a map of England, which we are learning about because, says Sister Mary-Margaret, This is the history of South Africa too, when you think about it.

Today she says: When did the Dutch East India Company discover South Africa? And who can name the ships they arrived in? She draws a large ship, then two others behind it. She’s an artist; that’s indisputable.

Now she turns to face the class, eraser in hand. New girl, what’s your name?

I take too long to speak. She slaps her ruler on my desk, so close to my fingers that I flinch from embarrassment and shock.

No one can keep up with her. She is back to the chalkboard, writing the answers over every ship; she turns back to the class, repeats herself, and then gone is the writing on the board.

Hitler was a great defender of his own people, she tells us on another day. Words on the board. Words gone. I start to become jittery in history class—previously one of my favourite subjects. I start to take too long to answer questions, and this annoys her so much that I feel I’m a target of hers. Is it unreasonable, I wonder, to hate the girls for saving me the desk at the front of the class?

When, one day, she says: These people couldn’t take care of their own children—about Africans being relocated by the government—my throat goes dry. They were moved from the city centres because they couldn’t even take care of their surroundings, she says, and looks to the other side of the class, telling the White girls. Hm? Their neighbourhoods were filthy. The government had to do the cleaning.

I can hear my mother’s words: Oumama’s house…I wish you had known Oumama’s house.

Sister Mary-Margaret licks chalk off her fingers like a child who’s just had a satisfying meal. She goes around the table and sits on her chair, and when she adds to her lesson she looks me in the eye.

They were not able to take care of themselves and so the government had to help them, you know.

There might be a question mark at the end of that sentence. There might also be a full stop. This has me so rattled that my hand shakes and I drop my pen, watching it roll all the way down to be stopped by the toes of her perfectly shiny black shoes.

Tut, tut! says Sister Mary-Margaret. You see my point? And the laughter comes only from one side of the room.

In what ways would you say the government helped natives resettle? Now this is a question, I’m sure. I clear my throat.

Speak, child! But before I can say anything: And in proper English, please! she shouts.

I can’t find the right word, the word we use in the township. Relocation is an English word. We say ba re ntshitse. I’m thinking of the English equivalent, and when it comes to me I raise my head. Uproot, I mumble.

What? says the nun.

They were uprooted from the cities and forced to—

Tsk, tsk, she says, adjusting the belt on her tunic. Did you even hear the question?

I have no words for Sister Mary-Margaret. I can’t recall what I was trying to say, let alone the first question. I can feel my mouth being warned against speaking. I can feel, also, language leave my body quietly, taking flight.

A brown-haired girl whose name is Michelle (My hair is brown, not black! she said to me when I told her her black hair was pretty and silky) raises her hand. The government helped them by finding suitable places for them to live, she answers.

Good girl, says Sister Mary-Margaret.

It’s only second period and already I’m willing the hands on the clock to move faster. I count in my head things to look forward to: seeing my grandmother at her house. Going for hamburgers at the drive-in with my mother and sisters.

—

In my grandmother’s bedroom, late-afternoon light dances across the bare tiled floor. A slight easterly wind sways the white curtain. She has just led me away from my mother in the kitchen. Rescued.

It’s as if I’m five years old again, lying on my belly just under the window, my grandmother’s and her sisters’ voices as soothing as the momentary silences. They speak even when they’re not speaking.

When I was a little girl my grandmother would hand me sweets—mint humbugs—and I would lie here crunching them so they were sticking to my teeth and the roof of my mouth, the sweetness melting slowly as I listened to the five of them share gossip, news, advice, and memories as I pretended to read.

Children are often sent out to play when adults are having a conversation: Go find your friends! Leave adults to have adult talk. But not so with my grandmother and great-aunts. They never did mind as long as I stayed quiet and pretended to be reading. Only once in a while would they send me out, and that was when even switching languages wouldn’t do to keep a piece of information from me. Go fetch me some water, they might say. Go see if everyone is getting hungry, or Go and help your older sister peel potatoes for supper.

Sometimes I would forget myself, lift my head from a book and gasp at a particularly shocking piece of news being discussed—but for the most part listening without being seen, letting them forget that I am in the room, is a skill I’ve always been proud of. I have little tricks, like turn the page and move my eyes from side to side when the gossip is getting really good. Today I busy my hands with the beads in a large jar that used to hold something else—pickles? Jam, maybe.

In this room I watch the Mothers—my grandmother and great-aunts—as they sit, scattered across the room: in a chair here, on the bed there, threads of yarn and stories unspooling before them. As a red scarf, a blue hat, or a multicoloured jersey takes shape between their needles, so does a joke, a memory, a song I think I might have heard before but that sounds different every time.

We call them all Mama. My grandmother is Mama Lali. Mama Katiso comes after her. Then there’s Mama Tsile, who is the youngest and lives in the next township. She takes a taxi almost every day to join her sisters, always with a bag full of sweets—both for us and for her sisters—and whatever she is knitting that day. They call her Sweetheart. Because she’s always had a sweet tooth, says my grandmother often, and my mother tells us: Because she’s the one who never has an unkind word to say about anyone. Mama Pulane, the one who lives two streets away from my grandmother, braids our hair and is the only one who doesn’t knit. She is the only one who remarried, something they tease her about. Once is enough, I’ve heard my grandmother say, to which one of the Mothers will respond: We’re raising only the children now. No more raising the men. Whenever they laugh about it they add other things in isiXhosa, the language I understand the least. Mama Seipei is the one who looks most like our grandmother. She even has the same voice. My mother says they all look the same. They could be quintuplets, she says, which isn’t true. Mama Seipei insists on big hugs and big kisses and even if she’s seen you that morning or the day before she always pats the space next to her and says, like there must be news or fresh gossip: Come. Tell me everything!

Our great-grandmother is Oumama: elder mother. I imagine my children’s children will call my mother Oumama. Because I imagine my mother will insist on it.

To the outside world they’re known as the Mothers of Prayer. All former teachers, they are now township women who lead the church in prayer and, when called to, they go to different homes to help carry the living into the next world. They tell us teaching is service and so is praying. They say it’s in our lineage, but our mother says you couldn’t drag her into a church even for five minutes unless it was for a loved one’s funeral.

—

I feel lucky to be allowed to sit in here for hours while my sisters are out there playing with their friends. Between the Mothers: ten languages—each carrying the wealth of its own knowing, the memory of its own fight for survival. Their stories come in languages my sisters and I understand and sometimes in ones we don’t: Setswana, Sesotho, isiZulu, isiSiswati. There’s some English, mainly when they speak of religion, and sometimes splashes of Afrikaans. A joke might begin in one language, be punctuated by an English phrase, and then the punchline is a bang with some clicks from isiXhosa. I may not understand every word but I don’t miss the meaning of the slap of a hand on a thigh, the eyes closing when they journey all the way back to places I’ve never been. Nor am I puzzled by the way the needles all come to a sudden halt when a particularly shocking detail is revealed in a language I don’t speak.

In my grandmother’s house the Mothers’ tongues are a map to the past. My grandmother says: History depends on who tells it. They are upset by what I tell them of my new history teacher, I know, but their anger is not my mother’s rage. Their anger is expressed as sorrow. A mourning.

That must have hurt, says Mama Tsile, the youngest, as she hands me a mint humbug.

—

Whenever our mother brings us here, it’s not long before the five of us scatter to different parts of the house. She lies on the sofa reading a magazine or stands in the kitchen preparing food. Before Oumama was in the hospital, she would spend hours in her room, lying on her bed. We would hear the two of them giggling every once in a while.

Coming here is a ritual for me and my sisters. Before exiting the car we check ourselves and each other: hair in place, shoes shining, no chewing gum. My mother’s rules but stricter. We rush straight into the room with the Mothers and flit about, giving and getting kisses. Have some sweets, they’ll say with wide grins and open arms. Always it feels like reuniting after a long absence. Then we stand to be examined by the former teachers as they once examined their students. You look smart, they say every time. Nicely polished shoes. Perfectly ironed school dresses. We go for the sweets jar at Oumama’s dressing table and each pick sweets wrapped in multiple colours. We stay to listen to their chatter, then we’re outside catching up with neighbours.

The neighbours always say: Tell me about school with White people. They ask every time they see us after school in our uniforms, and we tell it as if for the first time. But not today. Today I’d rather be ensconced in the safety of the room, feel the vastness of the Mothers’ world—the comfort of a place much older and infinitely more familiar than the school.

—

I listen to the chatter. They are talking about an incident with a student they all knew. They taught at two different schools that were across the street from each other—my grandmother the principal at one. Mama Lali says about the pupil: A rwele ditlhako tse brown. For school? Why a batla go ba different?

Yes, says Mama Seipei. I always told my pupils gore bonang, ne? No one is allowed to choose something new to wear, ge a tla sekolong. That’s why it’s called a uniform. Everyone must dress the same.

I have never heard them speak only one language. I have never in my life spoken only one language—any one language—all day, every day. In the township, I don’t know anyone who does. We mix and match and borrow words and sounds from several places.

But at school this is a punishable act: Only English is allowed. This is an English medium school! No African languages allowed here! Sister Mary-Margaret’s satisfied tongue smacking against her chalk-covered fingers: In. Proper. English! I don’t know language like this: as a simple, straight-line, ordered thing. In this room, with the Mothers, words are untethered by rules. Words are set free and allowed to scatter across the room, unbound.

—

Suddenly it seems wild and unruly, my grandmother and great-aunts’ way of being and speaking and knowing. For the first time, I am unsettled by witnessing it, am frightened by the defiance of it, the way they’re telling me that a conversation can’t be bound in neat and tidy ways—meticulously packaged. Last year I was learning Setswana proverbs and idioms. Diane le Maele. I had a book full of them to memorize and I could feel their meanings. This year language means something different. It is less about feeling now. It is more about being cautious, being aware and fearful.

A needle falls away from my grandmother’s hand, unravelling a stitch and Thixo! she says. The Mothers giggle as she bends down to reach for it: Haibo! She also laughs, her fingers an inch too far from the floor: I’m too old for dilo tsé. In my head I note: That’s three languages in one breath. I never used to count or separate the languages.

When did you learn isiXhosa? I ask.

The Mothers look at each other after I speak and exchange subtle smiles. Though I can see it’s because I’ve spoken, no one asks me to speak more. Our father was a priest in the Eastern Cape…when? says Mama Tsile as she puts down her now-finished scarf and hands the leftover yarn to Mama Pulane. I crawl across the room and sit at Mama Seipei’s feet. Let’s see how many roads we can do, she says. I hold still as she takes the hair butter and rubs it in her hands before massaging my scalp with it. Jojoba and olive oil. This is the best part, fingers soft at the roots of my hair. Then she comes in with the comb, which is the worst part.

Fifty…five? answers my grandmother. Mmm…that was the year we moved away from the Eastern Cape. The year our mother took us to protest the pass laws.

And the year you met your person, says Mama Lali to Mama Seipei. They all giggle.

It was the year I danced. Those clubs! says Mama Seipei to the room.

And the Xhosa boys!

Then my grandmother looks at me and says the Mothers’ five favourite words: It wasn’t always like this. The air shifts in the room. When we were growing up, it wasn’t always like this. We travelled all across the country when we were little girls. We saw and lived next to people who didn’t look like us.

Mama Tsile adds from the smaller bed under the window, the bed she sleeps on whenever she stays the night: How else would we know all these tongues? All these jokes? All these songs?

Sometimes strangers will gasp, hearing the Mothers speak. Yoh! Old Black women speaking English? And English so perfectly? they’ll say.

It wasn’t always like this. Every time I hear it I imagine a different country—and they do sound like they are not from here.

—

I want to drop school and only be with them most days, something I didn’t think of when I was at my old school on the mountain. I want to go lawn bowling with them on weekends in bright white outfits and lovely round hats, dress every day as they do, as if getting ready for a photo shoot when the plan is merely to visit one another. I want to have standing plans with them, the ones they’ve had since long before I was born. Tea and biscuits early afternoon, every day at a different house. Five girls before me, four girls after me, my mother often says. They’ve never spent one day without seeing each other.

—

With the rhythm of the needles, the shifting shadows of the trees on the floor and the softness of Mama Seipei’s hands on my scalp, I’m almost lulled to sleep. My grandmother hums a tune I don’t recognize. I feel the room hold and cradle me. The old house used to take me in, my mother often says about Oumama’s house. Is this what she means? That a house can let you tether yourself to it, so that you think you might never go back out into the world that took your voice? I wish I’d gone to the schools you all went to, I mumble and drift away.

—

I don’t know how long I’m asleep before my mother is gently pulling at my toes. We’re going home, she says, checking my face to see if I’ll answer with words, and when I respond only with a nod she sighs with frustration and turns sharply to leave the room before I go for kisses all around and turn to leave. All the Mothers follow us out to the gate where, as always, they wave until our car is out of sight.

As we pull away I look back until their figures have faded from the back window. I feel the coming of another day at school.

I remember an incident in my first week at the new school. Excuse me! An agitated teacher rushed towards a parent dropping off her child. This is an English medium school. You may NOT speak your language on these premises. In front of a playground full of girls catching up on last night’s episode of a soap opera, she pointed her finger at the parent. The teacher herself barely older than the oldest of the high school students. It is her first year teaching. Bright-red lipstick and a flowery dress, hair pulled into a tight ponytail and a newly cut fringe, she looks very different from the nuns, but she takes her job every bit as seriously as they take their vows.

We Black girls held our breath, so suffocated by embarrassment that we looked up at the drifting white clouds and wished there could at least be a sprinkle to wash away this scene. Where we come from, over there in the part of the country that is another country, no one speaks to elders this way. We waited, horrified.

The parent left her car running, blocking the rest of the cars circling the driveway for drop-off.

You may NOT tell me what I can or cannot speak to my own child.

School rules…on school property…the law of the country…, the teacher carried on. Mercifully, the bell finally rang. The teacher turned to usher her pupils to class. The parent, late for something, hurried back into her car and drove away. We joined the others and, single-file, marched up the stairs.

—

War is not always bullets and bombs. Sometimes it’s in the furious bounce of a tight ponytail as someone rushes to correct a perceived infraction. Sometimes it’s in the click of a tongue. Or a woman stopping morning traffic, refusing to let a stranger take her child: You may NOT tell me what language…MY child.

—

As we filed up the stairs that morning, I heard one teacher say to another: They take a while to train.

I didn’t know if they were talking about the parent or us.

Then, later, a similar conversation between a teacher and a principal. Take Tiisang, for example, the first teacher says. When she first got here you couldn’t believe how much of the township was in her. Now look at her. Perfect English. So refined. She could lead the rest of them. Be an example.

—

We are in our driveway and the sun has set. I dread going back the next day. I plan to pretend I have a stomach ache. Maybe my mother will leave me at my grandmother’s. Maybe she’ll let me come with her to the hospital or stay in bed all day like she often does. I want to go back to my grandmother’s house. I want to be rescued.

In the car my mother says: You’ll need to find your voice, Kelelo. White people can’t be fought silently. I don’t know what they told you to make you stop talking, or say so little. She has her eyes on me through the rear-view mirror. But…just tell me who said what and I’ll go in there.

I can already feel her gearing up for a fight. It’s always a fight, with my mother. All the world is a battlefield.


Just Like Before

I am standing in my mother’s kitchen slicing an onion. I am thinking, not for the first time, about how odd it is that this room, minus the yellow coal-burning stove, resembles the kitchen in Oumama’s old house. The white walls, the orange cupboards, the sink that faces the garden and the cream tiled floors. It’s like my mother was deliberate about recreating the past, which surprises me every time I step in here.

My mother is at the window, hands deep in soapy, bubbly water, scrubbing away at a large pan.

She doesn’t turn to look at me when she speaks: She will move through this. It’s not an illness, it’s just an incident.

We have our backs to each other because the counter where I stand is against the wall across the room from the sink. So I am facing a wall and she is facing the window with the view of both the street and the large garden, a garden with beetroot, cabbage, onions, tomatoes—a full meal sprouting in the late-summer heat. When I look behind me at my mother she buries her eyes in the crook of her arm. She wipes and sniffles and I turn back to my onion, blink a few times from the sting and carry on.

It takes me a minute to notice that my mother is wiping and sniffling not because of the onions. The sniffling goes on longer than it should, just for the sting of an onion. I reach for a potato to peel.

That’s what the doctors say, I respond. She will come home.

She will come home, repeats my mother.

Is it the kitchen sink she uses for this sort of thing then? I ask myself. Every woman has a place for it, for the quiet spilling of tears. Mine is in my bed, after everyone has gone to sleep. Or in my bathroom as I scrub the sink and the bath and even wash the windows, if there is too much of the night ahead and enough crying left to do.

I think, think, think back—all the way back as far as my mind will go—and I can’t remember ever seeing my mother cry. She has this thing she does, this thing I saw her do at my grandfather’s funeral. She ducks out, disappears to some room where she can’t be found, then comes back with red eyes and carries on, like she was caught in the middle of fire smoke and her eyes had no choice but to go red. And I realize now: We’ve all agreed without talking about it that the decent thing to do is pretend we don’t notice. We look away and carry on.

It takes me back to my last day of freedom: My mother, aunts and grandmother holding on to one another, their bodies moving almost as one, and not a teardrop in sight. A Sowetan newspaper reporter who captured them as they were walking out of the courtroom wrote:

Quiet Dignity: The family of sixteen-year-old Kewame Malaka leaves the courtroom after her sentencing.

This is us. This is how we grieve. With “quiet dignity.”

Not even to each other do we cry. It is why I couldn’t recognize myself that night in my first cell: this young woman who was suddenly so undone that she wailed through the night and all the way into the next morning. I was met with hugs and kisses from the older women prisoners that next morning, whose looks told me their hearts had been broken by my cries. They fed me and cloaked me in such tenderness that as I stand here, understanding that I’m not supposed to acknowledge my mother’s cries, I think what a wretched thing it is to pretend not to notice. It is one of the things I have had to retrain myself in. Looking away to respect the privacy of someone else’s tears. Remembering to pretend that their sorrow is invisible.

In the kitchen I now keep going until there is no more onion to slice. Then I turn around to look at her.

She drains the sink, I think, to drown out the sound of her crying. The silence that fills the space between us is a much more familiar thing than me wondering what I could give her for comfort, and quite frankly that is a role that’s always been left to her sisters.

She looks over her shoulder. Her eyes go from my face to my feet. She looks at me like my presence is a surprise. As if I’ve caught her doing something no one should ever be caught doing. And with this look I am seven, nine, ten years old again. I want to turn around and run back out to the yard and play and we can both forget I ever walked in on her.

From the sleeve of her blouse, which is pushed all the way up her arm, she pulls out a tissue and blows her nose—she does this part with her back to me.

I wonder if she’ll turn around again, when the water is down the drain and she’s finished blowing and putting her face back together, but what she does instead is take the white cloth that’s only for the sink and wipes furiously until the sink is like new, shiny. Then she bends down and from under the sink pulls out the rag that is only for the window, spritzes the window with the window cleaner in the white bottle, and wipes the window with the same vigour.

My mother is not a small woman. She has short legs with large calves and big breasts and broad hips that always cling to her dresses. She is not a tiny woman, you see; she is a short and sturdy woman, the kind who’s never ignored when she walks down the street or walks into a room full of strangers. She is not tall, so she’s had to spend all her life standing on tiptoes to reach for the thing on the top shelf of a cupboard, or climbing on a stool to reach and open the top of the window. Now she is not getting a stool, which she obviously needs, but instead she is sighing with frustration as she stands on her toes, wiping the part of the window her hands can manage to reach.

I don’t know why my mother is crying but I do know she’d prefer I didn’t find out. I start to say…what? Something about the onions maybe?

They say if you run them in cold water they don’t sting, is the sentence I go for.

She turns to look at me, puzzled, like I’ve just spoken to her in a foreign language.

The onions, I say to explain.

Then, nothing. She returns to the window, which is half done because she can only reach so far. Thinking this is the end of it, I pick up another potato and go at it with a knife instead of a peeler. This drives my mother crazy, normally, because I peel off large chunks of the skin and take out the good part of the potato, but right now my mother is not looking at me because she is too busy wiping away the fact of me having seen her cry.

It’s like before, she says quite out of the blue, when I am now at my second-last of about eight potatoes.

Hm? is my response, knife now on the shelf. Hands swiping up and down my apron.

Like before, at home…the baby, she says, and jerks her head in the direction of the bedroom where my aunts are sitting, knitting with my daughter like a cat on the floor.

My mother calls all of my children “the baby.” They’re all different ages and well beyond babyhood, but my mother and my aunts call all of them “the babies,” and “the baby” when speaking about one. Every time they say it there is such a tenderness wrapped around their tongues that it could almost make me cry. Softness that hurts. Maybe now at my age this resentment is unreasonable. But I have always had trouble witnessing my mother’s overflowing affection to children when with me she was so reserved.

All those years watching her and my aunts fret over the little ones they were teaching at school. Always: Oh, bana! Bana ba rona! Not unusual for teachers to see their pupils as their own children, but particularly painful when they would tell me to go to Oumama when I was upset about something.

I swallow my anger and bring my mind back into the room.

What’s like before? I ask now.

She puts down the window-wiper rag and turns to me. Stares at me like she’s searching for something in my face the way you might do as you walk around the room, looking, unable to remember where you hid a thing you thought you wanted to keep, but now it’s lost to you.

Only one of my daughters is here, so I don’t need to ask which one she’s referring to. Kelelo, my second daughter, has not gone out to find friends, like her sisters. She’s in the room lying on the floor as if she’s a small child again, not speaking to anyone. She has been saying very little. Doesn’t speak unless spoken to—all out of the blue and no one can find a way to make her talk.

I ask my mother now: Kelelo? What’s like before?

What I really want to ask is: Are you talking about your one grandchild or are you referring to all the other children you parented?

It’s a conversation we have often. Me, saying something only with my eyes, and her, saying something with gestures, angrily chopping vegetables or quietly wiping a tear. She stares, and when it’s been too long a silence she gives up searching my face, puts the rag back in its place under the sink.

I’ll cut the cabbage, she says. Get me a cabbage from the garden and wash it for me. I’ll chop it.

We’re still at opposite ends of the kitchen, and though I usually have a sense of the language of the silence between us, at this moment I can’t quite read it. There is something more happening for her, today.

What’s like before? I try again.

My mother backhand-swats the air.

You couldn’t remember, she says. Never mind. You wouldn’t remember, you were…

It’s a sentence they never finish. Any of them. All of them. When you were…The time you…

I want to scream, Gone? Gone! Say Gone! But I am the woman they raised. I know my manners.

Now I’m standing, mouth open, willing her to say more, but suddenly she’s gasping, her arms stretched out in the direction of the door.

Come, come, come! She’s reaching for my daughter, “the baby,” the way people reach for each other at the arrivals section of an airport. We love like this, the women in this family: with tenderness and fury. Swords and shields. Just a look is a thousand declarations of this love. We’ve loved and known you before your soul landed here and we’ll protect you from everything, including one of us—including ourselves.

Come here, she’s calling Kelelo, and then she says, quite clearly: Nothing to worry about.

This gives me a start.

There it is, I think: Nothing to worry about. Oumama’s favourite words of comfort.

Oumama used to say that a lot. My voice is an unreasonably high pitch.

This, because I don’t know what else to say and also because, like a child, I want to insert myself into their twosome. I want to be part of the loving.

My mother says: Not only Oumama, and looks me square in the face.

A challenge.

I want to know what she means. Who else she means. I think to ask but now, of course, like the mother I have always known, she is in the room but already gone. Like my grandfather. Like my husband. Gone, even as she’s standing in the same kitchen and close enough I could touch her, if touching each other was a thing we ever did.

I’m just saying she said that a lot.

My mother answers me with her eyes away from me: We all said it, Mame. We all said it, at home.

At home. The place we all did some growing up in. We will always call it that, even if few memories of the place have all of us in the same room.

It was Oumama’s favourite thing…, I say, and I don’t know where I’m going with this.

Now my mother properly faces me: To remember…Then she shrugs like this is not a battle she has strength for this minute. She turns to kiss my daughter on the forehead and says, to the child and not to me: To remember is a thing that can’t always be trusted.

The sharp pain makes me draw a quick breath.

She does this sometimes. Not a lot, but enough that it makes me want to shout at her in frustration. She lets me know: You have your entire past all wrong, so wrong in fact that it tires me too much to correct you.

Although there have been moments, so brief and painful that I very rarely let myself remember them, when my mother started to engage me on the differences in our memories—or in our understanding of the same memory. The first time she held my first-born, for example, and I asked her: What do you think her name should be?

She told me: Like a grandmother is supposed to, I will give you her second and not her first name. Then quite solemnly she added, without taking her eyes off the baby: You should get to name your own child.

Or the time she insisted my girls stay with her for the entirety of their school holidays, longer than just the weekend we had agreed on. When I protested she said, this time meeting my eye and glaring: Kewame, sometimes the bond between the grandchild and grandparent is stronger than…She didn’t finish the sentence.

So in the kitchen there they are, grandmother and granddaughter, swaying from side to side as if to some music only the two of them can hear. My mother has her left arm wrapped around Kelelo’s neck and the right hand cupping the back of her head. She’s got her pressed firmly against one breast or somewhere in between both breasts. My daughter’s head is facing sideways and away from me, like she is listening to her grandmother’s heartbeat and it is the sweetest sound she has ever heard. Kelelo may be getting quieter and quieter lately but she expresses her needs in these small ways: shutting her eyes when everyone is speaking; looking away instead of right at me. Clinging to my mother is one of them.

I know this scene, of course, and I think of how it’s happening to her in her grandmother’s kitchen the way it happened to me in my own grandmother’s kitchen. I know this scene but it has never happened between me and my mother nor me and my daughter and there they are, across the room. I would walk over but then I’d have to cross a river of silences and there is no bridge. I’d have to wade through and it’s too much and too late.

The conversation is closed. My mother is with her grandchild—a sacred space. I am tempted to ask again: What’s like before? Before when?, even as I know that before can only ever refer back to the house that’s no longer there. We talk about the past this way, always: Before. The shops we went to, before. The church where my grandfather worked, before. The house we had, before. I think my mother’s and aunts’ lives are divided into these two parts: before and after the bulldozers. Mine is in four, maybe five parts, if I had to slice it up like the onions in front of me: the house, the prison, my husband before he was my husband, my husband before he no longer wanted to be my husband, and then now, with the house that is my own and the children I share with him.

My befores are numerous.

She is eyeing me with caution like you eye a complete stranger staring at you across the aisle on a train. Mind your own business, I feel she is saying. I am with the baby now. Go do something else.

So I turn back around and finish with the last of the potatoes, gather the onion in pieces and light the stove. I don’t look up when they go together, partners in a waltz, out of the kitchen and back to the bedroom to join the aunts.

How is it I can still hear the voices of the babies lost in the prison, but my own child only gives me silence? How is it I can’t make them stop and I can’t get her to speak?

I think how lonely it is, all of it. Being in a world where I can see and hear the wailing of babies and the cries of their mothers searching the prison for them; being in a place where my grandmother might not come back home; becoming a mother again and again—four times. How lonely it is remembering a time in my life that no one in my family shared, that they can’t ever understand—steel doors and cement floors. And being the wife to a husband whose resentment of me has grown, from our once-beautiful tie with the birth of each child to these years where the tie frays with each passing day.

I toss the onions in, let them sizzle, let them go slightly brown before I add the potatoes. There is a lot I forget: What else was I meant to add to the frying pan? Who was I meaning to phone before I started chopping vegetables? Where did my other daughters say they were going? What has my mother just sent me to dig up from the garden? Who was I between the prisoner and the wife? Between the wife and the mother? My head throbs, left temple. I want to go home now and back into my bed and farther back, into a safer place.

I was back at the hospital again, this morning, before sunrise. My grandmother was awake and sitting up. Miraculous, I thought. Miraculous what the body can do. Even at this stage, on its way to the next world.

Go see about the silence, she urged me, referring to Kelelo. Go and take care.

No rubbing oil on her hands this time, just me walking around her bed tucking in the sheets, the flimsy blanket, asking the nurses if she could have another blanket.

I wanted to pull back the covers and get in there with her. We could go together, I thought. She could take me back to the old house or take me with her to the next world. Tell me about that place, she said.

Another time. Rest.

Tell me about it and we’ll both rest.

I can’t.

I heard they’re turning the old hospital into an office building, I said, taking us elsewhere. There’ll be desks and chairs and computers in the wards.

There’ll be carpet on the floors we used to polish, she joined in.

And the doors will be sliding to let you in.

When we do this—when we go back, she perks up. We laugh. We’re two silly girls again. But when she falls back asleep I am in the cell I didn’t want to tell her about. I am banging my empty plate on the bars, demanding, demanding, demanding to be taken out of there.

Potgieter screams: You are making me very angry, Malaka! Very angry. I told you many times. You are going nowhere…

Then other days she’s delirious. The nurses say her body is here but she—her real self—is elsewhere.

Now she says: She can’t visit, you see. She couldn’t.

Who?

Lilly. It’s Blacks only.

When she’s lucid again, and I recall the conversation to her, she says: Ghosts. You talk to ghosts when your time is approaching.

I let her be. Now in my mother’s kitchen I think I’d rather be back with Oumama. Every hour I’m away from her I feel an inescapable sorrow. There is so little time left…

I remember the potatoes aren’t supposed to go in the pan and notice that I have, without paying attention, knocked one or two onto the floor behind me and so there goes supper and the rest of the evening.

I cross the room because there is no river of silence now and the kitchen is only a room with splashes of orange and yellow mimicking one that’s long gone. I go and stand where my mother was standing and look out into the backyard and beyond, to the street where people are walking up and down in the hurry of the early evening: taxis full of women and men disembarking and then marching back home. It feels to me like we’re always marching between places and there is never rest. We go between home and work, between bills and children, between our own needs and the needs of the people we are married to.

I scrub an already-scrubbed sink. I reach up—because I got somebody else’s legs and I don’t need a stool to stand on—and I finish the window cleaning that my mother started. I think of my daughter who hasn’t said a word for weeks. I think of my mother who reserves affection for her sisters and my children—is this one of those things that skip a generation? I am bitter and my insides twisted, because I had to be in a constant rage to survive prison. You had to be. Especially as a woman. Especially as a Black woman. You had to be, but now, outside, you just wish you could pull it all out of your body and set it ablaze. Then, seeing that you can’t, you continue like this: Scrub away at things already scrubbed and clean windows once then twice and then three times just to be sure and unfold laundry so you can fold it again and iron your husband’s shirts even though you’ve employed someone for this task and she’s already done all the ironing and go on that magical diet that promises to turn your entire life around and keep the secrets safely in boxes and read Cosmopolitan to find out the recipe to pleasing your husband in bed even though when your husband is in bed he’s never in it with you. You cry when nobody can see. You sleep for days and then some days you get up and carry on. Then you sleep some more.

Out the window I observe the continuous marching. The women going from taxi to home, vaguely aware of other women who’ve been home all day, those who are half despairing at the lack of a job and half relieved they’re not part of the endless march. Then of course the ones who work in the city are envious of the ones who work back home, while they themselves are off in other women’s houses, their tongues battling through a foreign language. They spend their working hours caring for children whose mothers instruct them to enter the house only through the back door. They hold the Missies’ babies at the end of benches labelled Whites Only. They raise children who will grow up to tell them which side of the street to walk on, which shop they are or aren’t allowed in.

All the while pressing their hands to their breasts as the milk flows, feeling the longing from the children they gave birth to.

Then there are the men moving from home to taxi, already exhausted at the very thought of having to get up and do it all again the next day—life’s do-over, the kind nobody wants. There they are, day shifts and night shifts, crossing.

Black life is an endless march, I think. This can never be turned around. We’ll get freedom from a White government but the marching can never be stopped. We’ll be surprised, Sis’ Lindi once told me in prison. We’ll be surprised, when freedom comes, to see that after all the chanting and the boycotts and the rallies, life isn’t all that different. It’s all been set up for so long that no one can rebuild and start over. I watch the march. It’s too late, I say to the empty, quiet kitchen.

Behind me I hear laughter coming from my mother’s bedroom. In my mind’s eye, I recall a familiar face, breasts out, ready to feed a child who is gone. Here, now, are my other daughters, coming back for the supper I forgot to make.

—

When we drive away from my mother’s house, I let the girls choose their music, listen to them belt out the lyrics. This is like when they were little, sleeping in the car: They may as well be elsewhere, and I find my feelings can rise and fall with the direction of my thoughts. I realize how much I am unnerved by Kelelo’s quiet, her suddenly timid voice. How she looks away when we speak to her, but mainly, how her silence spreads. Through the house it goes so that my other daughters speak more, to make sure their father and I pay less attention—or to will themselves not to notice, or both. And then when I go to sleep, I can feel it spreading into every room, seeping through the walls, making cracks in the ceiling. I feel her breathing from my bed, a sound louder than my thoughts or the light snoring from my husband.

My mother and my aunts fussing as a way of nursing her back to speaking: I’m baking biscuits! Let’s make her some tea. More sweets! Our baby…

We don’t want to admit that her not speaking amplifies all the silences in our lives. This is how things go, when things fall apart. One person goes quiet and it makes me aware of all the other things unsaid that exist in different corners of a house, the ones I’ve taught myself to walk past and move around. To my left, Reatile is bobbing her head to the music, her eyes thoughtfully on the road. She is the child who lets herself ride the flow of every tide. I look at her and wonder at her ability to stay so joyful, as if unaffected by the sadness that floats in and out of the house. Then I remember that her laughter is always tearful, and I see she feels everything all at once and maybe it serves her well to let her mind duck out when the rest of us are expressing pain in our own ways. In the back seat the younger ones are singing—except Kelelo.

At the robot the light is red and I press my foot to the brake almost too late. A white bakkie carrying two men and a dog veers and misses my car by mere inches. Hoots come from all sides. The bakkie driver stops and waves his fist in the air: Bloody k_____.

I’d go after him. I think: I’d make you take that back, in another world. In a world where all is fair and ramming my car into his wouldn’t land me in jail—or a morgue—I’d run him off the road. But he probably is carrying a gun. And his two employees in the back might be punished for my actions. They still might be punished anyway, us all being seen as one person, so…never mind.

I glance at the rear-view mirror and, to my left, I see that the girls are all wide eyes and dropped jaws. There is only so much you can shield your children from.

It’s alright, girls, I say, and it sounds utterly futile.

Maybe this is a good moment to say something, so I try: Kelelo, what happened at school today? But all I get in response is her looking out the window with a noncommittal shrug.

It’s times like these I half wish I were their age, still in school and in the protection of my grandmother. I wish I could give them that—things so simple and certain you can carry them with you all your life. Things I had in those years, before I was put away.

In these moments when I feel I have nothing to offer my children, I go back to search for whatever the past holds that might help me be the mother they need.

Today the past is unhelpful. It is only our lives, hanging back there like large puzzle pieces waiting to be put together: My mother and her sisters’ lawn bowling balls neatly in the corner of some part of the house I can’t identify; their voices in the next room—always the next room—and, floating in the air, the scent they shared because they wore the same perfume, so that you never knew who had just quickly strutted past you in the passage beyond the kitchen.

Then there’s my grandfather on what we called the Grandfathers’ Chair, though we had no other grandfather and nobody else’s grandfather ever came to visit. So there is my grandfather on the large Grandfathers’ Chair made of striped fabric, yellow and black like so many people’s uniforms (before the law said we all had to be in black and white for school). There he is with his Bible, inches below a perfectly cut beard, and in his left hand (the left-handed thing is what I inherited from him) a long pencil that never seemed to get any shorter despite the constant sharpening. He is preparing for a sermon, our beloved and revered grandfather who is a priest, the only sound he makes coming from a clearing of the throat or the Mmm followed by a brief closing of the book and then a nod. His hands are never without the Bible, in my memory of him.

He loomed large across the entire community with his sermons, and at home, where his love for God dictated what his wife and children did around him. I think lately that maybe the reason I don’t remember a single conversation with him is that he, like my husband these days, was always on his way out even when he was sitting right in front of you. And very much like my husband, he was forever running to save some poor member of his parish—to carefully unhook them from some mess in their lives—so that every day these men, both my husband and grandfather, led lives defined by an endless fleet of deeply grateful community members who wouldn’t let them forget what a difference they’d made in their world. If it weren’t for your grandfather…were words I heard a lot in my childhood, and now people are always bending down to my girls’ heights to proclaim: Thanks to your father…

It never stopped, this gratitude, in my childhood. But then, with my husband, there is a line, and that line would not be there if it weren’t for the matter of my own history coming into the room every time he tries to carry on with his life. Every time he reaches his hand out to meet the gratitude of a neighbour, there I am in the middle, being seen. There is someone calling me—and not him—a hero.

But my grandfather didn’t have a woman with my kind of history to contend with. He only had a devoted wife who, see: There she is in the picture, hanging damp clothes on the long washing line, one peg between her teeth and the other securing something red with two sleeves or something black with long legs.

Always when I try to go back to remember something for my children, all of the house and its occupants appear in varying stages of ordinary living. Though it continues to hold me in many ways, when I look around I can never retrieve the exact thing I came in to find, for my girls.

Beyond the obvious—shelter, food, clothes—there is so little you can give your children. No one tells you this. There should be a warning, when you decide to fill your house with people who need caring for. There is actually so little you can give. All these phrases and proverbs telling you that parenting is your soul’s calling and you must do what you can to perfect the job. But no one says: There is so very little you can give.

I break my back giving my children things I never had, things other children don’t have. Here are the private schools. Here is the house larger than most around us. Here is the father, well-chosen by me, doting on them. Here is the lovely hotel facing the Indian Ocean. Here is everything; but it seems so little, when you measure it against who they actually need you to be. You’ll find, when your children come for the things they really need, that you are quite incapable of giving them—and maybe no one human ever is.

So I drive them home to where they feel safest because that is all I can offer at this minute.

—

In the night when they sleep, their mouths open and hands empty of what I couldn’t give, I will enter the safety of the small bathroom downstairs and pour more powder cleaner and scrub away at the sink, thinking I might just explode from my own bitterness. The things prison takes from you! I want to scream it into the house and have the cries make large cracks in the walls: The things prison takes from you! But then I think: Maybe there isn’t so little you can give your children. Maybe there is a lot, but you can’t know what it is if you never had a chance to grow into womanhood on your own terms.

My mother’s voice is faint as she walks back into the kitchen: Cook enough to take home, she says. You’re not eating again.

Again? I ask, but she has already walked out.


The Disappeared

When Kelelo was at her old school and the history teacher disappeared, I wrote his name down, put him in the book with the rest—the ones we may never see again. I told Sis’ Lindi—and only Sis’ Lindi—that I keep a list of the disappeared. All the names. All the ones I hope to see again. Or at least evidence that they were here. I keep this little notebook in the place no one would ever look. The most secret place a woman can have: in the back of my wardrobe. I know not to keep it in my handbag after I quickly learned that children will go in there looking for sweets and sometimes even my lipstick.

Sis’ Lindi and I were watching the sun set one evening, right after the teacher disappeared, when she asked me: And why? What do you hope to do with all those names written down?

Keep up, I said, taking a drag of the rolled tobacco we were sharing in my backyard. Happily, out of my husband’s sight.

It’s not like it was back there, she said. You don’t have to keep your eye on who comes in and out. Who they bring in in the middle of the night. Who they release.

Who they kill.

She didn’t pass the last of the butt after I said it—just kept inhaling the thing, as if she had gone to another place. Her silhouette in the fading light was familiar: It was like watching her standing against the high concrete walls of the prison, eyes lost to something in the distance, blowing smoke to the wind. Quietly furious.

Anyway, I said, wanting to bring her back: People say you choose your words, keep your head down, if you want to keep your job.

That’s not how you do the job. She threw the butt to the ground and pressed down with the toe of her high heels. That’s not a teacher’s job, at least.

After a minute she turned and walked into my kitchen, then walked out with a large bowl. I said nothing, watched her wander into the garden, go deep into my little jungle, right to the back, where she picked apricots and filled the bowl.

You are lucky if you find just one person you can sit in a room with and never have to exchange a single word. I watched Sis’ Lindi that evening, as she pulled her jersey close and tightened her doek, and thought how I hope my girls find themselves surrounded by this sort of closeness with people…

—

I am never away from my bedside radio when the music comes on: a mournful violin before the announcements. Name of person. Place of birth. Place and date of death. It must be the longest-standing radio program in Setswana. It’s in every African language too, I know. I imagine millions of people around the country huddled by stove fires or around dining tables, listening. Maybe they’re hoping someone they love has been found. Maybe they’ve just sent out a name and hope relatives will hear the announcement, wherever they are. How many of them have a list they’ve written down? People lost in the student riots? People lost in prison? All the named and unnamed disappeared? In my notebook, I have full names, and then I have pages with: Girl in Cell 6, gone September 10. Or Crying woman in Cell 2, gone March 6. The ones who were in and out before they could shout out their names through steel bars, to be heard and remembered on the other side of the wall. How many of the people listening to the radio have had a night—just one night—where they waited, pen in hand, and then cried with relief when they could cross their own husband’s name off, because he was finally found?

—

Here is the night he disappeared. Here is the night he came back home and then I locked us in a room:

We are sitting at the table—he is at the head and I am to his left. I am pregnant with my last child. I’m watching him dot the corners of his mouth with his serviette, raising his arm to look at his watch, and I know he is already gone. You learn to read the signs, and after only a few years of marriage I can read the signs without even looking at him. Without even opening my eyes.

Every day I tell myself that I am finished with the heroine’s life. I’m quite done with it and wouldn’t be sorry if all around me people began to forget. I’m not sure I want to be remembered for the things that took a part of my life away before it even began. I have managed to get away from being listed as a “Person of Interest” to the police by one trick: pregnancy. Many women have been taken in, in spite of being pregnant, but not me. They no longer come for me because for over a decade I have greeted them at my door belly-first, and asked them how they feel taking in a mother about to give birth. Oh, they are just children themselves, the soldiers. Riding large army tanks we call Hippos, rolling down our streets. The lot of them red-faced, barely out of high school and as terrified of us as we are of them. I am barely older than they are but because I’ve gotten married, and had children only two years out of prison, I am in my late twenties and they are in their late teens, early twenties. I am a mother and I want to parent them at first, and then I see their AK-47s and the look that says: Killing you is the only thing I was trained to do well.

Still, I know they are afraid of me in particular, a Person of Interest. I have a reputation that not only precedes me but also protects me. Their neighbours and friends may not know me at all, never mind by name, but because it is their job to know of me, they watch out for me. I’ve become unpredictable to them. They don’t know if I am going to incite a riot or not but they are aware that I can, if I want to. If I declare myself in danger this whole township will rise up against them, and the last thing they want is another township burning. They’ve been sent here to bring us to order. I know my power, they know my power, and I am also aware that there’s nothing as confusing as having a wild animal stay in its place when you expect an attack. So I smile at them. I hold one child in one hand and place my other hand on my belly and say: I’m a very tired mother. If I were you, I’d cross me off that ridiculous and outdated “Person of Interest” list. I’ve been out of prison for so many years now. Over a decade.

And here is where I flash the large ring and tell them: I am Mrs. Melodi now. That Malaka girl might as well have died in prison. What you’re looking at is a very tired mother and a very happy wife.

Their eyes are unsure. They keep coming back, but every time there is a child in one hand and another one in the belly.

Then they stop coming, but I am always aware of them watching me.

Even at this point I change the subject when prison comes up. I say: Many people are, really, I was nothing special, whenever a neighbour says: You were only a child. Establishing myself as a neighbour and mother, instead of the girl who years ago left prison, has taken considerable effort. Even if I do obsessively watch the news, but only alone, and turn the TV off if anyone comes in. I talk about motherhood more than I talk about most other things because I see motherhood as a weapon. I see it as keeping me from another detention. It’s not always a guarantee of leniency, because I was in prison with pregnant women, but I have also seen a mob surround a pregnant woman on the street and threaten a soldier against arresting her.

We are still in a time when King knows there has been a betrayal because he needs to suppress an anger that swells in him every morning when his feet touch the side of the bed; when he brushes his teeth. When he turns the key in the ignition on his way to work. But he can’t quite place the root of the anger yet.

I know it already, and I know it because I know him. I know the prisoner is not the woman he now sits next to. I’ve worked it out because I’ve worked him out. Eventually he’ll want this woman I’m becoming, but he hasn’t thought that far ahead. Right now he thinks the freedom fighter is what he’d like.

I know that I have so completely become someone he didn’t expect me to be—someone he didn’t think he was marrying. Maybe I am now like one of the girls he spent time with in the past, at some backroom of a friend’s house before meeting me, all the while thinking: This is a stopover to something else. A short break, sort of, on the highway to a different life. To someone else.

So this is us. Me to the left of him.

He scoops a spoonful of his afternoon pap, mixed in gravy. He has sliced the meat and now stabs it with his fork and brings it to his mouth in a forgetful sort of way. His eyes go from my belly to my eyes and then to the window. Since he is only vaguely aware of existing in a world he didn’t bargain for, he doesn’t resent me yet. He can’t assign blame because he has not worked out the crime. This comes later. It’s a time when I think I can successfully play house and make everything around me magically fall into place. It is a time when he still thinks we can be a fighter power couple.

It is not the beginning but somewhere in the middle of my betrayal. I will be only a doting wife and mother, I say to myself most nights as I walk through the house making sure all the windows are closed and every child is in her bed.

We will both be remembered as heroes, I think he says to himself as he turns off the desk lamp at his office, about to go home after dark.

I will be a mother and only a mother. Put the past behind me, I say to myself as I put my feet up in the evenings after making them all a full supper.

This is just a job until I become the soldier I’m meant to be, is what I think he says to himself as he steps out of his car in the driveway, making his way to the house with the wife and the three little girls and one more on the way. Then we come together and eat at the same table with the children—and we retire afterwards to the same bed, both thinking we have the future sorted. Even at this moment he is a man who comes and goes, my husband. He is never, ever truly in any one place at any given moment in the day. He is anxious to grab hold of some other part of himself. Something constantly out of reach. He moves between our home and his work—between the past and not quite now, but perhaps between the past and some future he hopes for, the details of which are probably vague, even to him. I watch him leave and return between all these places and I don’t know if there will ever come a time when he can be still again, when he cannot always be leaving. A time when I can get a glimpse, however brief, of the man who used to hold my hand and dream out loud. The end—the moment he becomes aware of who is to blame for his rage—begins with a thought about a pint of milk. Seven p.m. it is when he has the thought: I should buy a pint of milk for tomorrow’s breakfast. I am instructing the girls to take his plate to the kitchen and wash the dishes when he stands up from the table, dots the corners of his mouth with his napkin again and shuffles his feet towards the door. He checks his pockets for his keys and then turns to me: Maybe I won’t drive. Maybe I’ll stretch my legs.

Night has fallen and as always this is the hour that comes with all my fears. Maybe drive, I softly suggest from my place at the other end of the table, feet up and on another chair because they are swollen from standing all day. I know he’s already in the next place and hears me more like background noise and less like someone he is in conversation with.

We are in a soft place, the kind that comes for some people when new life is about to enter their world. These days he stays in bed a little bit longer—lingers at the table a little past the usual time. He has been calm enough that I’ve begun to wonder if my own scars have finally healed. I start to believe that maybe my mind has changed altogether because it’s been many weeks now since I’ve stayed in bed for hours, all day, every day. Maybe it’s him, maybe it’s the baby—I don’t know which, but it’s been so much more than just a few days since I’ve begun to think the days of shutting myself in and willing the world, the noise, the memories and the children to vanish may be behind me. I’ve begun to think there has been a cure. There must have been, I tell myself, because who would have thought that I would ever be up and away from my bedroom from sunrise to sunset? When we met I was barely out of prison. I wanted only something that looked and tasted like normal, and normal, I thought, was a family—a husband and children. A house. A yard. Peach trees and towering pawpaw ones, if possible.

He wanted some of this too, but only a little bit. What he wanted more was what I had seen. He’d been thrown in with the rest of the rioters at that time but, unlike me, was not found guilty of being a terrorist. They didn’t think he was a threat. So his own imprisonment had been brief, and though quite traumatic, compared to others’ experiences it was rather unremarkable.

Just as he’s about to close the door behind him he gives me a reassuring smile and then he is gone—leaving my suggestion to hang in the air between us. His exit being the answer.

An hour later the girls are finished with their homework. They have put away the dishes and put on their nightdresses. The lights are off and the windows are shut. The usual quiet before bed has settled in the house for them, and I am pretending, for their benefit, that I am also getting ready for sleep—that I have no concern. It comes to me in odd waves, this motherly concern. Some days their worries are a beast I could kill with my bare hands; other days I can’t be bothered to remember their names in the right order. In my room, it’s not until my body has collapsed onto my side of the bed, and I have turned on the TV he has recently bought and placed in our room, that I see the document. It is hanging out of the grey blazer he slung over the chair in front of the dressing table—the dressing table where I sit every morning perfecting my makeup and brushing my wig as I get myself ready for the day. A ritual I take seriously—my way of saying to my husband’s watchful eye: See? I’m all better now.

My heart races at the sight of the small green book sticking out like a tongue from the jacket pocket: This little book would mean nothing in another place, but it is in this place the very thing that determines whether or not you have the right to cross the street or even just be outside your house after a certain hour. It’s a sudden force that propels me forward—an all-too-familiar energy that takes over my highly pregnant body. I think or maybe imagine that I leap for it: Either way, now I am standing by the dresser and I have the little book in both my hands as if ready to hand it to someone standing in front of me—an apology that’s come too late. Two hours later he has failed to come back from a walk that should, on any day, take only about ten minutes—fifteen to twenty if he stops for a cigarette or friendly exchange with a neighbour. I know but don’t want to know, that however long I wait with this thing in my hands, it will feel like a lifetime.

My head is spinning and I am now pacing in our bedroom. I am looking around at his things, my things, our bed, for reassurance. But this is my marriage house; it is not the house I grew up in. We’ve been here only seven years, having bought this house with the little money we could pool together between us, because although we both came from a lot, none of it counted for much when needing to buy something.

Yes, I come from a decent formal education. Yes, he comes from a family that still lives on their ancestral land, a place rich in story. None of this buys you land and bricks and what you need to keep your family fed.

Sinking back onto the edge of my bed, I become fully aware of the tide I’m swimming against. I know this feeling. I have been here too many times. There are friends I doubt I will ever see again because people disappear all the time in this war, like any other. I was once one of them.

Now too much time has passed and if he comes back, I realize, it will not be tonight.

Why? I say to the room and its pale walls inching closer to me; to the empty space where he will not return to sleep; to no one at all.

And: How many times?

We’ve had the conversation over and over and over. The second question he refuses to answer. For the first I know the answer, though still I ask, wanting him to say it in his own words, imagining that if he did, we could maybe quell the fire.

I feel there is a sudden, slow drip from my eyes and I stand up, hold still, wipe my cheeks and carry on. Now I am at his wardrobe, grunting as I rearrange his clothes, though it is my own clothes I should be taking care of. I should be finding a dress and proper shoes to fit my swollen feet. I should be untying this doek on my head and brushing a straight-hair wig. I should be forcing my wedding ring back onto my bloated ring finger. I should, in fact, be getting ready for the battle that is retrieving my husband from the jail. I should be, but I’m not. I’m pulling this way and that way at his white shirts and his black suits, thinking that since I will likely have all night, I could maybe be filing his enormous record collection in alphabetical order.

He wants to remain the defiant young man who stored banned books and speeches in his study. Every time he is caught, every time I have to make the trek to the jail and we make the silent trek back home, I know I lose a piece of him to the past. It’s in the clench of his jaw. It’s in him looking away instead of at me. It’s the fact of him telling me less and less and never sharing his thoughts.

The moon is up and its light lands at my feet. I should go but instead I sit on the bed and look through the window. The battle I go to is old and I am exhausted. There is too much to stand up against and too much, in my state, to feel.

I didn’t ask for this, I have often told him in the darkness of our room, when I reach for him. He moves away from me and lights a cigarette.

I tell him: If I could, you know I would change my whole history. What child wants to be robbed of an education? What young woman wants to spend years in prison?

These are questions he doesn’t answer because, as always, I ask them too late—when his mind has already left the room.

—

I am at my own wardrobe, my body again fuelled by the odd force that enters it now and then. Suddenly I am pushing hangers heavy with clothes from left to right and back again. The yellow dress hangs always at the back. It is the one I will never wear again. I avert my eyes: This is the one that always sends me back to another place. Oumama and my mother brought it to me when they let me out.

If I am to go, if I am to bring my children’s father back home, I must stay in the present: find a proper dress, brush the wig, wear the shoes, and put makeup back on my freshly washed face. The girls are asleep and they don’t know. They think, probably, that he has returned, because it wouldn’t be odd for them to sleep before he comes home. I close my wardrobe and make the usual list in my head: Dress, makeup, wig, shoes. Money. This order will change depending on the importance of each object when I reach the jail. It will then likely be: Money. Wig. Dress. Makeup. Shoes. Then of course there are all the other things in between: my smile behind the wig, the hazel of my eyes if I’m careful to stand at the right angle in relation to the light. There will be my slow tuck, mock-shy, of the wig behind my ears. Then my willingness to let the constable brush his fingers against my lower back—and then lower—as he passes me. There will be the tone of my skin, lighter than most around here. As always, I hope someone in there is alert enough that they remember exactly who I am.

I am tucking the pass into the inner pocket of my handbag when the soft knock comes at the kitchen door. I think I’m ready to go until the light in the kitchen illuminates a familiar and most welcome face.

I’ll stay with them, says Sis’ Lindi.

I know she sees me fix my face to stop from crying, but she’s pushing her way through the door and marching to the sitting room now and doesn’t say anything.

I forgot the first item on the list: Find someone to watch the girls.

Sis’ Lindi tests the lock on the front door before lowering her body onto the sofa right next to it. She doesn’t look at me, but tucks her head behind the closed curtains, making sure no one is coming.

What if I’m gone all night? I ask her.

Before she can answer, my eyes spot, at the opening of her long-sleeved dress, the sharp end of a knife. Her middle finger pushes it gently up and it disappears under the black linen.

What if—

Look, either he’s there or he isn’t. She is her usual sharp, unflinching self in these moments. She is the mother I had in prison.

I’m already tired of standing so I take a moment to lean against the door. Again, she looks behind the curtain, at the dimly lit street. No one is coming.

You know what to expect, she tells me, and her attention is now only on the street. Go already, I can feel her saying. I take one last look at the sleeve into which the knife disappeared, and this gives me the courage.

Outside, the moon is high. Lizards are climbing up where the night light meets the red bricks. Dogs are losing sleep trading tales of the day through fences, and things feel just the way things feel when death is looming.

I am buckling my seatbelt and turning off the radio in the car when I remember also that I’ve been trying to rid the house of the quiet march of red ants along the edges of the kitchen floor. All the signs are there. At this point what I don’t know is: Yes, you can see the signs, and yes, death does come. But death doesn’t always look the way we think it does. I don’t know yet that I will not be burying a husband. I will be burying a marriage.

Still, I am hopeful and driving across the main road to where the highway ends and the township begins, to find my husband.

It has been a long month. A longer week. The vultures of the special forces have been circling even more than usual, and I have said to my husband more times than I can count that we were just moments away from something like this. He didn’t disagree. Just last night after the lights were off, he said, in a whisper heavy with sleep: What if they come for us when we are sleeping? They’re afraid of you when you are awake and they can see your growing belly, but soldiers are trained to do unspeakable things in the dark…

Men don’t speak their fears in the light of day. I held his hand and felt him fading into sleep, the slow rise and fall of his chest the only thing moving between us.

Looking back at it now, it feels like months that we were searching for him, though in reality it was a night and a full day. All the men ran around the place looking, asking questions wherever questions could be asked. I joined the search for maybe an hour until Sis’ Lindi told me to stay off my feet.

They’ll never find him, I said, hope fading with every passing of the hour. They’ll never find him.

Shhh…we’ve found many people we thought we’d never see again. Many.

I willed myself to believe her.

It was also true that there were many not found. Many more. Still, I clung to her and sat at the foot of my bed looking out into the streets, my heart skipping every time a car drove by or someone opened my gate. She held my hand through the whole thing, keeping the girls occupied.

What happened in your show last night, she’d ask them, rubbing their cheeks or their backs. When you’re finished I’ll tell you a story.

The girls loved her stories, and I was grateful because they all stayed in the sitting room and away from me.

I want to recount what I did when he was found and what exactly happened in the time between him arriving home and us having the conversation, but what comes to mind are images of his tattered clothes and, quite oddly, the look of thrill and defiance in his face. It was terribly confusing. You’d expect a man who had been tortured overnight to be in shock. I didn’t think he’d be in tears, but this was almost unbearable. I can’t remember myself running to him and throwing my arms around him, though I’m sure I did. All my thoughts go back to is the conversation.

I want to go! he was saying, minutes after he was home. As soon as the last of the relieved, well-wishing neighbours were gone.

The children had scuttled away to one of the bedrooms—clinging to each other for reassurance, I suspect—all three of them at that stage when the world is full of wonder and every fear and confusion shows in their big eyes. It was the first time they’d seen their father like this: tattered shirt and trousers, bruises all over his face.

We had to speak in the dark, in his study attached to the house but with a separate entrance. Both a strict state-of-emergency curfew and the night sky meant we had to stand in the dark and whisper so we couldn’t be seen. I grabbed his hand and held on tightly both to let him know I was there to hear everything he needed to tell me and to feel him close in spite of the darkness. I had never seen him like this, breathless and giddy.

I could hardly take in his words. Almost thirty-six hours we had searched for him. First, I was alone in the police station, puffy eyes from hours of crying but still wearing my best dress and shoes, just in case that made some kind of difference. And back at home, the children in their beds with Sis’ Lindi standing guard in our sitting room: one hand pulling back the curtain slightly and the other securing a knife that went all the way up her sleeve.

He had no idea what he’d put us through.

I have to go!

You can’t, I told him, one forearm under my ready-to-pop belly. You can’t leave me with three little girls and a fourth on the way.

Everyone is going, he said, meaning the men. Meaning men his age and with his level of commitment to the movement. The former students who rioted in school but are now men with families. The ones who attended rallies at universities and joined their own wing of the banned South African Students’ Organization. Biko comrades continuing the struggle, especially now Biko had been killed. My young husband meant his conscience wouldn’t let him stay at home, bringing up a family while others, fit as he was, were crossing the borders.

He said: I might only go for a few months. This thing is coming to an end. We’re ready to bring it down.

Even as I stood crying like a small child newly discovering the unfairness of life—he was determined.

You just can’t…was all I could manage as he stood towering above me. Even then, feeling agitation shift inside him could leave me feeling helpless. I didn’t say what I wanted to. I didn’t say: What do you know about detention and survival? But I think the words were felt, moving between and around us in the dark.

Let’s give it a day; his arms around me, tightening. Let’s go to sleep and see.

And we have never returned to our lives before that conversation.

In the morning, without having slept at all, I went into the children’s bedroom and collected them: armour. I brought them into our bedroom, stood them in front of him and said: This is what you’d be leaving? Huh? This is what you’re willing to lose. He puffed on his cigarette as the girls stood puffy-eyed and whimpering.

Another woman might’ve done it differently, but holding a family together in the appropriate manner is the sort of thing for which one needs a recipe book. It is slippery. Sometimes I am very, very good at it. Look at my house. Look at the matching curtains and the bought-from-overseas furniture. The impeccably dressed children and the husband whose perfectly ironed clothes you can admire from a distance. Sometimes I think I might be the kind of wife you could put on the cover of a magazine about housekeeping. But then you’d have to leave out the part about me being a fighter.


Your Life Is Bigger Than This

The early afternoon light in the restaurant is shifting. I lift my head to the high-noon sun, eyes closed, and let myself drift for a minute. I’m feeling more and more that Oumama is recovering—almost ready to go home, but not quite. I imagine her back in her bedroom, and at this moment I let myself be at ease.

The sun takes my mind back to a time when I would sit against the wall at our old house, moving with the sun and watching my mother and aunts doing the washing and cleaning around me. I’d close my eyes and listen to them talking and humming, recalling stories from their week to each other, as if they hadn’t spent every day talking about the same things. I’d pretend I wasn’t listening sometimes, and when I laughed unintentionally they’d switch to a language I understood less well.

Tell us what’s funny love, says my husband between bites and bringing me back to the room.

When I open my eyes he and the children are curiously searching my face. What are you thinking about? he asks. You seemed to be far away.

My mother and aunts, I say. Those Saturdays when I’d sit listening to them instead of going out to play. Listening to adult talk when I wasn’t supposed to be. When they caught me they’d switch languages like that! I snap my fingers and the children giggle.

Ah! I knew it was something from your childhood, says my husband, and they’re all smiles and nods. I pick up my fork and knife, keeping my eyes on him, but his head turns away. I smile and his attention is already gone.

What you wouldn’t believe about me and my husband is how very good we are at putting on a show. In fact, we are so good at it that I’m convinced in some distant future, when our children look at family pictures, they’ll question their own memories of us. They’ll think: I know without a doubt that our parents stopped getting along. But then they’ll look at the family albums and see pictures of themselves with their smiling parents standing side by side. Some photos will have their father’s hand around me. Some will show the two of us with our eyes locked, like we’re sharing a delicious secret.

They’ll see these photographs of people in terribly out-of-fashion hairstyles and clothes that need adjusting (surely shoulder pads will be gone by then?). They’ll flip through these albums and see a very happy family. They’ll have to struggle with having vivid memories of parents at opposite ends of the house and holding these against what the photos tell them, one sister saying: Oh, but they were happy most of the time, weren’t they? The other saying: No, they fought all of the time. Then another one, having decided no memory is worth spoiling her perfectly arranged days, will say: Mama and Papa? I don’t remember much about them. I just remember us going on all those family holidays. Because some people are like that. Thoughts of their tattered past are so inconveniently painful, they throw it all out with the rest of the things that go in the bin.

Well, I tell myself, at least they’ll have each other. I don’t have that.

But the real picture: Here we are at the posh restaurant of another posh hotel in town. I am wearing my best wig, the one that fools people into thinking I am not Black. The one that gets me into second-class on trains instead of third. Here is my belt, cinched a little too tightly and hurting my waist. I wouldn’t mind a compliment from my husband, who looks away instead of noticing—or, more accurately, notices and then looks away. Just another case of spite, I think. In his head I don’t get to have this, the wonderful and adored wife. I don’t get to have this because I have the other thing that he doesn’t have. My husband’s brand of spite cannot be seen on the outside, of course. Wanting very desperately for people to think he is the quintessential family man, he’d never let anyone see anything but a devoted and adoring husband. So I get to be part of the show he puts on for the world—be a trophy on his mantle. I get the cars and the house, the things people can see and admire from across the street as they sit on their hot stoeps or in their much smaller gardens. He and I, the couple, are the sort that other people can admire and talk about after church on a Sunday when the topic of the priest’s sermon has been exhausted.

When no one is looking a different play goes on. He lets me know he notices my efforts but looks away to say: This changes nothing. Nothing you do changes anything. He tells me—not with his words, of course (that would be giving me himself and he won’t have that); he tells me with the looking away: You are who you are and I am who I am and nothing you do changes any of it. But I put up a good fight because, quite simply, I want the coming apart of my marriage to be about my waist that’s not shrinking as much as I’d like it to, or about how clean I can keep a house. I want the coming apart to be about teaching the children how to behave so that both parents are proud of them. Like now. I’m all: Sit up straight, Kelelo, and Here’s how you hold a knife, girls. I want the silences between me and my husband to be about the things that can be put right. Can’t it just be, I say to myself some mornings when I quietly and carefully put on lipstick with my husband not watching, can’t it just be a matter of a crooked painting, slightly askew, that we can move up and then a little bit to the right and, Ah! perfect, we’ll say? In some marriages it might be as simple as that, but in this one? Oh, in this one it will never be about the simple things. Not the things you can read about in Femina in the article titled “Two-Way Street: The Secret to a Lasting Marriage.”

It will never be about crooked paintings and how well I can teach the children to behave. It is more like having to excavate the whole house and build a new one. Because what we have built for ourselves to live in is a grave. You’d of course need to construct something new and entirely different, if you wanted any part of us to live.

The children do sit up straight and they already know how to hold the knife, even if one of them has settled into her own silence—a silence so complete there are nights I struggle to remember what her voice sounded like the way one struggles to recall the face of a loved one when they’re gone.

Silent or speaking, the children know the rules. I say these things because one must try, I think, if only for the sake of getting to say you’ve given it your best. What other story can there be to hold on to later, when there are papers to sign and spoons and cars to be divided? I want to be the person who can say without a doubt that I was the sort of wife who tried. Even with the babies’ wails ringing in my ears or their mothers’ bodies feeling their hunger and asking me—me—to help, or at least never forget.

—

There is my husband sitting at the opposite end of the table. We put the children in between. Isn’t that something you see on TV? We make a perfect picture, with our even numbers—two children on each side. Two parents.

Like the holidays we’ve taken over the years, pictures of us at our Sunday lunches will be pretty, but they can never tell the whole story.

At this Sunday lunch, we are celebrating Kelelo making it through her first month at the new school.

Oh, there is always something to celebrate, with my girls, he often tells anyone who will listen.

But this is also a bit more spoiling than usual. We’ve noticed her distress. The way she suddenly fidgets, her lower lip quivering when she switches from one language to the next. I think it is taking her time to get used to speaking English fluently, every day.

So this outing is my husband’s way of coping with not knowing how to fix this for her.

And would you like me to drive you to school tomorrow? he asks, keeping his eyes on the children, the way he can do with anyone and everyone—saying I see only you in this room. I see only you in this whole world. And the children know this language he speaks; they hardly ever have to ask for anything. Which is why, more often than not, they turn to him and not to me when they need comfort.

Kelelo tilts her head to the side as her father rubs her back: They have sweets for after. Hm? His eyes move from one child to the next. Ice cream and peaches.

I want to object because the last time we were here the fruit was too ripe and spoiled, but King said it was fine and tasted good and that I shouldn’t make a fuss. I stab my steak with my fork and take a deep breath: Kelelo, once you get used to speaking English every day, use it to tell those teachers what they need to hear.

What should I tell them? she says, her eyes defiant and taking me by surprise.

I bring my fork back down before taking a bite. I dab the corners of my mouth, fold my arms and look right back at her.

Tell them history didn’t begin in 1652. Tell them we were here before Jan van Riebeeck arrived. For centuries. Tell them—

Shhh…, interrupts my husband, one hand rubbing Kelelo’s back, his eyes on me.

Not now. Hm? Let’s enjoy our lunch.

The girls need to learn to speak for themselves, I say directly to him, lowering my voice.

He stares back: We can talk about it another time.

In a quiet voice Kelelo dares to defy me: I’m not like you. I’m not a soldier, she says. At least she wouldn’t be so disrespectful as to look me in the eye. She pushes her chin to the ceiling instead.

A silence falls over the table and no one moves.

My husband smiles and says in a quiet voice: She’s not like you. And to the girls: No one has to be a soldier. Your mama is only saying you girls shouldn’t let that school tell you who you are. Hm? You know who you are.

We’re Dolly Malaka’s children, says my eldest to the younger ones.

He clears his throat: Alright, my little lionesses! I think you can go get your sweets even before you’ve finished your food.

We cannot just fix our children’s feelings, my husband and I, but we do agree quietly on what to do with those feelings: We throw money at them. On today’s to-do list: the most expensive restaurant in the city. This all is to be followed by a Sunday-afternoon family drive in his brand-new Mercedes through the suburbs, where we will one day buy a house on a street of our choice. And we will look back, when this battle is over, and remember that this was a street where, not long ago, we wouldn’t have been allowed to walk after sunset. But for now, we are cautious. We’ve heard the news of an Indian man being doused with a bucket full of tar after opening the door to his community members at his new house in a White suburb. He thought they’d come to welcome him to the neighbourhood. We will wait.

My husband is beaming. Winning the parenting wars and keeping up with the marriage show. There’s a reason the man owns multiple businesses and can handle managing them all in one day. He can juggle like nobody’s business.

He orders wine for both of us when the waiter comes. For me and my wife, he announces—careful to sound besotted with me the way I imagine the husband at the next table must have sounded, when he ordered the wine.

Then to the girls: Maybe your mother will take you shopping this week. Hm? One day after school.

I sometimes wish I could take him aside, shake him and say: Never mind me. You get this! You get the girls and you get to see yourself win at being a father.

I tell him different versions of this sometimes.

It’s so nice to see what a wonderful father you are. So much better than any other we know. But this is the wrong thing to come from me. It makes him look me up and down and shake his head with a quiet sort of rage.

It’s really an amazing thing to watch: The man has everything—bottle stores, cinemas, petrol stations, and grocery shops. One day of his earnings could feed several families for weeks. But no. He wants something else. If it were at all possible—if it were not too late now, which it is—he’d throw it all away to be a man with a different history. That is, to have my history.

I am seen as a fighter and he is not. People around here—especially at this juncture in the country’s history—note prison time. If you’ve been in prison then you really are to be revered. If you’ve skipped the country and gone into exile or gone to a military camp to be a soldier against the government, then you are a hero. Time served is what gets the biggest stamp of approval. There are only two right answers to the question on everyone’s lips: What have you done for our people? Is it 1) I’ve been to prison, or 2) I’ve been to another country, in military training? No matter what you’ve done, if it isn’t one of these two things, then it is nothing. I suppose there is a third thing, but it is too minor, really. Especially for a man. If you’ve hidden people in your house and given them shelter from the murderous police, as my husband and I have done, then you can be counted among comrades, but not warriors. Comrades we thank and warriors we revere. That’s the crux of the matter. He falls under the third category and only under that, but I think he slices that in half because he did it with me, you see, and that means he’s only done half of one of three things that get you the glory. Anyway, almost everyone around here has done that. It’s nothing to him. It’s worse than nothing. Your comrade, formerly imprisoned, adored and highly respected wife helped you do the thing other men do alone. It is, as he sees it, a rather embarrassing way to be viewed and remembered.

You will always be remembered, he used to say, beaming at me.

That was in the beginning. That was before the night he disappeared. When I would let him cup my breast, his eyes never leaving mine. It was a very long time ago. It takes more effort with the passing of time, but I need to remember that something sweet and tender existed between me and my husband. There are days I think maybe I could bring it back. He is still here, after all. He is not long gone like Oumama’s house or the disappeared. And if he is still here maybe I can bring it all back. In the lonely hours before dawn, as I scrub away the bad memories, I feel strongly that I am going mad and that there is no one to blame but the dead with their secrets and the living with their violence. I bring myself back to my husband and tell myself: This, maybe, can be resurrected. There is still something here, surely? But I know better. It doesn’t count. It is the root of the root of our ruin. These days when he says, You will always be remembered, it sounds like an accusation. Like something you need to quickly spit out of your mouth before swallowing. Something rotten or worse: lethal. I look closely at him now as he sits across the table from me, smiling and thanking the waiter when our plates are taken away. I know what he’s thinking: that this used to be him, in badly paying jobs imagining himself one day becoming the man he has become. I feel his pride overshadowed by his envy of me. I take him in with my love: a well-trimmed beard and a shaved head. White shirt and new black trousers. He doesn’t wear any other colours. These make him look distinguished against his gorgeous chestnut skin—and as if he’s just stepping back into his regular routine after a long and luxurious holiday.

Then there’s the expensive watch he constantly glances at when you try to have a conversation with him: Wrap it up, I have better things to do. A nose just wide enough to fit the width of his face, and eyes large and bright. The girls got his eyes and my nose. Our cheekbones match: high and sharp below our eyes—all of the girls got that too. He is a large man, my husband. Not much meat on his bones, but broad-shouldered and very, very long. He towers above all of my friends’ husbands and has none of the beer-belly fat that they have—and none of their insecurities, on the outside.

So there he sits, my impossibly good-looking man who has a walk the young men he employs emulate. The man other men admire—and, to be honest, from the outside he is absolutely the man I wish I had too. And when I did have him, I was so grateful to the gods. I thought: I may have lost part of my youth in there but look what I get!

It could be fine to think this of your own spouse, but the problem is, you never really get anyone as a prize. Prizes are generally a thing you earn, not a person whose attention you catch because you happened to be in the right place on the right warm summer night when he’d taken a few sips of beer (never a man to get drunk). It was only his attention I caught that night, not a guarantee that we’d forever be in love. He talks about seeing me walk by with friends, swaying my hips in a white top and high heels, and in his voice I hear that having me walk into his life that evening made the world feel to him momentarily easy and briefly kind. I remember that I felt that way too that evening, and for a long time after.

Seeing him like this on this perfect-weather Sunday afternoon, I recall the man in an imperfectly tailored cheap suit all those years ago. The man giddy and wholly grateful, eager to show me off to his parents and siblings, all of whom seemed indifferent and ready to be done with the show as they stood at the far end of the pews opposite my family (what is it with his lot and physical distance?). It was a mad event, our wedding, the most curious and amusing part being that my mother and aunts kept me in the bedroom too long while my future husband and his best friend waited outside, idling his little sky-blue Volkswagen.

They kept telling me: Hold still. Lift this arm. And then they’d look at each other to consult: It’s not the right lipstick, is it? It doesn’t match the dress. Should we try another one? Then presenting a box full of every colour from rouge to midsummer red—whatever that means. And there was Oumama sorting through her hats, deciding and changing her mind constantly about what best fit the occasion.

I couldn’t believe how easy it was to let them fuss over me—constantly checking and adjusting the blue-and-white dress they had sewn. I wasn’t going to get married in Western attire; we had collectively agreed on this. I tried to remember, as I stood stiff as a doll while they worked my entire body from makeup to dress hem to shoes, if there had ever been anything we had so easily agreed on and couldn’t come up with anything.

I had to will myself not to open the window and tell him not to worry, that I was of course coming, just a little bit delayed by a group of proud and excited women perfecting my look.

I try to see the face of that man who stood to my right, impatiently waiting to marry me and slightly worried I might run off before saying Yes, I do. They are not the same man, I feel. The young man at the altar dreams of a wife of a different sort. The young man at the altar imagines that marrying an activist will by osmosis make him also some sort of hero. He imagines a wife he can fight side by side with. Sadly, the woman next to him dreams of nothing but a house and children and this, exactly this kind of Sunday afternoon at a table with her family. The young woman with the blue-and-white dress dreams of freedom, and freedom looks like four children, two on each side of the table, in a restaurant whose rules are not governed by violent laws. She dreams of children living out their childhood without ducking bullets and learning tricks to soothe the throat after inhaling tear gas. She wants a husband who is exactly like the young man standing next to her, who constantly looks over his shoulder to say to the rest of the world: Look at me! Look what I found!

Because who says girls like me don’t get to have this? Who says I don’t get to sit and watch my life come together as I take small sips of the best wine, and cut up a deliciously sauced chicken and watch my children bask in the light of their father’s attention? What else do people think girls like me dream of? There are other things, of course, things you do and feel if you are aboard the train that’s changing the course of your country’s history, but at the end safety and contentment are all I’ve been driving towards. I dreamed of being at peace, me, when I was in there. I dreamed of this. And when I thought I had it—when I believed there was such a thing as getting a firm grip on a new life—I took my gun to Sis’ Lindi’s and said: Keep this safe—telling myself I was doing it for my children’s safety when really it was to preserve my marriage—keep it safe from the harms of my prison days.

People don’t talk about what they expect when they come together and decide to build a life side by side; that’s the kink in the chain of stories we tell about unions. I think of this as I watch the girls talk until they’re out of breath, forgetting the food in front of them. I think: People only talk about what they wish for when they come together. But expecting and wishing are two things not only different but really quite opposite.

When we are finished with our meal we stand up and start for the door. As always, the girls’ graceful walks are so beautiful to watch, I wish for everyone to see. Then I do what I always do and look up at him for that private exchange that happens only between lovers—eyes meeting to say something without saying it out loud. He looks at me or gives a vague glance in my direction and there is no exchange. I could be the waiter. I could be a plainly dressed stranger across the room. I could be the door swinging shut, he is so indifferent. It used to be that there was a wink and a nod and we’d usher the girls out and into the car, impatient for our time alone. Not these days. Probably never again, if I’m being realistic.

I took this man’s name, I think, as he leads us out of the restaurant. I know people still call me by my maiden name, Malaka, but I took his name, Melodi. I took the name of a man who can’t be bothered to exchange a glance with me.

—

Here we are, ushering the girls out after our meal. My youngest daughter holds my hand and looks up at me. I know she can tell I am sad—there is always that one child, isn’t there? The one who asks for reassurance because the parent’s feelings are too much to bear. They’re the type who are always watching you out of the corner of their eye. Like they fear any minute you might keel over and they need to be ready to catch you before you hit the floor.

We are moving through the restaurant and as we walk towards the door, a child stands in our way, spoon in hand as if she’s forgotten where it goes or what to do with it. Then she looks up at my eldest daughter and, Can you put this away? she says.

To which my daughter replies: I’m not a waiter. And the child is truly puzzled.

In an instant her mother goes swoosh! Grabs her and gets her out of the way, with a familiar urgency.

We don’t talk to them, she says to the child before she sits the confused little one on her lap and holds her so tightly you’d think she’d just grabbed and rescued her from the edge of a rising tide.

When my family struts out, Lona’s hand now in her father’s, I stay a few steps behind and glare at the mother.

Reprimanding without saying a word is every parent’s skill, of course. But I learned this long before the children, when I was trapped in a place where you needed to learn wordless ways of asserting yourself.

At the door I turn back and look and there sits the child, comfortably on the chair now that danger is out of the way. I do these things—the glaring at frightened strangers, the talks about prison, the quiet declaration to police that I could incite a riot—all when my husband is not looking. Hiding bits of yourself: Isn’t that what holds marriages together?

There once was a night of too much drink and too much talk with friends. The kind of night where people forget what hurts with every sip or swig. A friend’s husband turned to me and said, quite loudly over the heads and over the music:

They’ll be asking you to write a memoir, when all this is done. Reveal all the details.

Then he was waving his hands from side to side like he was sweeping away the terrible things we’d all been through.

All this, all this is ending, and they’ll ask you to write about it!

Then he was burping his many cans of beer, no doubt moving his mind away from remembering whatever brand of wretchedness he’d rather forget.

I might not say no to that! I responded, purely in jest. My husband sitting across the table shot me a look that said: Must you?

I knew my offence existed on different levels: talking over the music, to a man; agreeing to dredge up the past and agreeing there was a past worth dredging up.

Never mind all this “marry your best friend” nonsense. It’s the parts you hide that save marriages. It’s a piece of advice I plan to impart to my girls, perhaps, when the time comes for each of them.

When I finally join my family I think they’ve quite forgotten I was part of the lunch group. My husband is kissing each girl’s forehead as they file into the car. I stand out a little bit longer and take a deep breath, steady myself for another hour or so of sitting next to him, the cold silence between us stretching and stretching, and stretching.

Sometimes he drops little bits and pieces of his anger. Just small lumps of his resentment, like now, when he says, quite out of nowhere: You know, elections are coming. It’s guys who went overseas or into training camps who will take over the country.

And these are the times when he actually does look me in the eye.

Mmmm, I say, the beating of my heart hard in my ears. They’ll never know the hard work of those of us who stayed.

At first he does not know what to do with this, then:

Not you, he says as he starts the car and shifts us into reverse. Everyone will always know what you have done. And then of course I know the only decent thing to do here is look out the window and be quiet, until the dust settles.

Your life is bigger than this, says a woman whose face resembles mine, whose voice is as loud as mine used to be. She is outside and keeping up with the speed of the car.

This is big, I say, and my voice sounds very loud against the wind.

No, it isn’t, she says. But this woman is not in this world, I realize. She is speaking from the next world. So I am speaking to the trees and squabbling with the dead.


Nothing to Worry About

Sis’ Lindi is the oldest woman here, or at least the one most looked up to. Sis’ Lindi, Mama Lindi, Mmamane Lindi. She is our sister, mother, aunt and friend. Today she is unwell, hasn’t been able to eat or drink anything. I am worried this might be my fault. I’m the one who initiated the hunger strike. I had stood up and looked at myself and saw my ribs sticking out; I said we would not touch the uncooked porridge or the meat with things crawling in it. I said, We’re eating nothing until we’re served proper food. At first, I thought I’d send a request for better food, and I was willing, for once, to ask nicely. But then Du Plessis, the new warden, came after supper. I can’t decide if he’s meaner than Potgieter. He’s slightly more tolerable, I think. He doesn’t laugh as much as Potgieter does. To him this job is not a sport, the way it is for Potgieter. Potgieter thinks he’s a man on a rugby field, running, throwing, laughing when he scores.

You keep behaving like this you’ll lose this game, he loves to say about prison.

Or: I can’t wait to leave at the end of the day. I’m always looking forward to seeing my kids after this game. Du Plessis is different. Tall, not stocky like Potgieter. He is stiff whereas Potgieter fidgets, and I could never see him chewing gum whereas I don’t think I’ve ever seen Potgieter’s jaw stood still. Du Plessis is like a farmer whipping farmhands into shape. He expects as much obedience from us as he expects diligence from himself.

This dungeon! he’ll often say when looking around him.

He’s the one meant to be doing the watching, but you can see he feels equal parts rage and fear whenever he enters and finds himself surrounded by Black women whose eyes never look away, never release him from their stares. His hand never leaves his baton. He tap, tap, taps it with his forefinger as he walks around doing his rounds.

He somehow feels like an extension of the hospital-like stark grey walls. As if the very high ceilings and the grey steel doors were designed by him or for him. You’d think he was the one who’d made the rules about us keeping the floors scrubbed and shiny. So my defiance seems to shake all the order he strives to keep.

The way his horror-struck jaw dropped when I spoke to him was utterly satisfying. He told me he thought my asking was beyond the most absurd thing he’d ever heard.

I said: We need actual food. Not this rotting stuff. Some of us are facing malnutrition. Things have to get better around here or you’ll have us dying all around you.

I was good, I thought. No shouting. I didn’t want to provoke him.

He barked: The proper food is for White prisoners! And brought his thin lips and minty breath close to my face, his large nostrils flaring.

Do you think you’re…you’re people?

Then I’d had enough of the man.

We. Are. Real. People. I pointed around the room before poking my own chest.

No! You’re not!

I stood up. His movements were swift from all the practice he’s had. He brought his baton to rest on my shoulder and pressed down. I grabbed and held on to the baton instead of sitting down, trying to push it off even as I felt myself at a marked disadvantage, having not properly eaten in a long time.

Sit! Down!

Though the body couldn’t match his strength the spirit held on. The spirit always holds on. I remained standing because you must do that. You must say: If I go to sleep every night on top of gaping graves, do you really think you’re the frightening thing about this place? And he could see it, I knew. He could see me thinking it—that he’s really nothing to be afraid of. I was content, seeing I had him where I wanted him. Because if this is a game, then I suppose this is where I score: getting to see the looks on their faces when they first realize that I’m past the fear line and I’m already tasting sweet victory.

He did the only thing he could: turned my body around and worked away at my back with his rod, before his boot was pressing down on my cheek. The women roared and closed in on him.

Du Plessis made a circle with his baton at the space around him so they’d move away. I don’t think even he realized he was doing it with his eyes closed. He fled to the door as someone opened it for him. When he spoke again it was from the safety of the other side:

There is a diet for Whites, for Coloured and for Blacks. This is the food you’re getting. It’s recommended by a doctor. You think you uneducated k_____s know better than a doctor? Eat it! You won’t die from it! Or maybe you will. Not my problem.

Then, of course, that’s when I had to start a hunger strike. Now the women in my wing haven’t eaten in eight days. Sis’ Lindi is nearly my mother’s age and can’t carry on like this. The psychiatrist says she must be put in a straitjacket.

I’m shouting from my cell: She needs food, not a straitjacket!

The smell of rotten cabbage is making me queasy. It is mixed with blood and faeces.

I steady myself, open my eyes and touch the wooden edge of the bed. Come back fully into the room. The smell is stuck where the back of my throat meets the back of my nose.

You must be tired, says a woman whose name I don’t know. A new patient.

You were asleep and you started to shake. Her hand is firm between my shoulder blades. I inhale deeply in spite of the putrid ward smell.

I don’t sleep well, I find myself telling the stranger, and wish I could pull back the words.

She nods. Mmm…, she says. It’s like that. I didn’t sleep when my mother was ill.

I look over at Oumama, whose eyelids flutter, open, flutter again and then they are shut. I think having the girls might have exhausted her. She might have spent all her strength for the week on them.

You brought her something? asks the nurse, who looks much younger than the others I have seen here. Something about her tone says she is eager to please, as she comes to check on her. Or maybe it is reverence I note. All the nurses are made aware that the elderly Sister Malaka is to be properly looked after. The young nurse is now pointing to the basket I’ve placed on the chair next to mine.

I stand as I say: I have apricot and peach trees in my garden. I’ve brought grapes too. This is for the women in the ward. I have a bit of formula too for the new mothers. Oumama said there isn’t enough at the hospital.

The dream has shocked my body so much that my legs don’t feel quite steady enough to start moving, but I press my toes down and pick up the basket. I walk around from bed to bed handing out the fruit. I recognize some faces. There are teachers, well-known seamstresses, accountants and former nurses in here. Neighbours from the old neighbourhood who were the first to be moved. Women of many professions, their beds lining the ward from the entrance all the way along the narrow walkway between them and ending at the windows. The white sheets around them look stiff and scratchy even before you touch them. Many have asked family members to bring them nightdresses from home instead of having to lie here in the clean but stained hospital ones. Here they are, lying in bed waiting for either birth or death.

Some remember Oumama as a former colleague. Others as their teacher in their early years.

I’m listening to the woman in the bed beside her tell me she thinks I might have been taught by her mother in primary school when I hear a murmur from Oumama.

When I first hear the word all the muscles in my back tighten. The neighbour patient’s words float away. Time stops. The room is blurry. If I move she might wake up and I might think I’ve imagined it.

Then: Lilly, she repeats.

When her eyes open, I see in them a hopefulness that comes with having just returned from something wonderful in the dream world—the childlike innocence. Then it all comes into view: the ward, the cries, its smells. She shuts her eyes again and winces, perhaps hoping she can transport herself back to safety. I wish she could.

You’re still here, she says, the words unsteady around her tongue like she’s been drunk or drugged.

I’m still here, I say, sitting next to her because now my legs have given in. You were dreaming.

I’m always dreaming. She grins. It’s the only thing you can do here…

I hold her hand tightly, like we are back there, and I am a little girl crossing the street with her at dusk after going to fetch her from her last shift.

She squeezes back.

You were calling someone Lilly.

She frowns and lets go of my hand, turns her head to the bright and warm sunlight now on her face.

Do you want to sit up? I help her readjust her pillows.

Mmm. She’s still looking away.

I don’t know anyone called Lilly, I say. There’s a long pause in which I can’t hear anything but my own heartbeat in my ears.

I might have said Lena. You see her? She’s pointing to a woman sinking her teeth into a peach, wiping the sweet sap off her free hand: She was a junior nurse in sixty-eight.

Oh, sorry! I say. Maybe you said Lena.

Mmm…, she says, and then: Let’s go. She widens her eyes and throws the blankets off to the side.

Are you up?

It’s the pills they give me. They make me drowsy. I’m telling them to stop. If they don’t stop I won’t go home. Be in my own bed. Bring the babies to bed with me.

There is a baby in the ward who won’t settle down and Oumama’s eyes go to her. Sometimes the baby suckles at her mother’s breasts furiously; other times she’s wailing.

This place!

They put the dying with the just-born. They tell babies: This is what’s coming.

You understand the little one’s refusal to stay. It’s a different kind of crying, this. When it comes it wakes up the other ones—the ones I knew in prison, who now live in my dreams. They crawl across the floors looking for their mothers. It surprises me every time that the crawling bothers me more than the crying. I wonder if it’s the searching. The hopefulness in their steady and sure-of-themselves moves. Legs after arms, thinking they can find the bodies they come from. I can’t help you, I think, turning my back to them.

The crying baby’s mother stands and pats her bum. Bounce bounce bounce go her breasts, uncovered and slapping against her ribs.

Another woman reaches up: Let me try, and the baby changes hands, is soothed for only a minute before the wailing comes again. She’s off to another woman’s arms, and then another.

Oumama swings her legs to the side of the bed and I put slippers on her feet before she plants them both on the floor. I start to place her arm over my shoulder, but:

Stop, she says. I can move my legs.

She holds on to the crook of my arm. A tight grip. We’re walking. Feet shuffling the way she taught me never to walk: Always lift your feet like a lady when you walk, she and the Mothers would say.

When we stop in front of the fourth woman holding the child, Oumama says: Let me see.

When the woman turns her face to us Oumama takes the baby out of her arms. She blows on her face. She’s hot, that’s all, she says. Hmm? Why are you making so much noise? She smiles down at the swaddled infant. You telling us you’re a fighter? You fighting us to get you out of here? I know how you feel!

The woman looks up at me, and we both hold our breath. As soon as I see her, I know. Maybe I’ve seen her with her back turned away. Maybe she’s spotted me from a distance. We’ve never looked each other in the eye. I don’t even think we’ve ever been introduced, but I know. I know that kind of weariness. I know those upright shoulders long taught to never slouch, just in case.

—

For the baby, Oumama hums the song: Mmmm, mmmm, mmmm…nana robala—slow, soft, tender until the little one thinks, Okay, and settles. The ones crawling on the floor, the ones only I can see, scurry away.

The stranger I might have met in another place pulls up a chair and sits.

Oumama tells us: We used to strap the babies to our backs and walk around with them as we worked the wards. Let the mothers lie in, like they’re supposed to. Batswetse.

The woman says: Mmm…They don’t do that anymore.

My grandmother says: Any of it…

I’m playing in my head a game my children like: to think of the English equivalent of a Setswana word or the other way round. Batswetse. I settle on “birthing mothers” and know right away that isn’t right.

After handing the baby back to her mother, Oumama sits down, reaches out to me and caresses my cheeks with her skinny hands. I have been rubbing hand lotion on them but still they seem to be drying out within minutes. This won’t do. I’ll have to find morula oil instead, after I leave this evening.

She says to the stranger: Do you know my grandchild?

The woman says: I see her come every day and I think, Is that her?

Oumama smiles, her hand never letting go of mine. Someone in here asked about you yesterday, she says.

I say politely to the woman: Those are things from a long time ago. Nothing more.

I know she doesn’t need more because she knows. She only nods and nods and nods to herself.

I was at Foster, she says finally, when she looks up at me. Two years.

I don’t remember—

Just before you left, she tells me.

She says, voice soft and in another place now: You used to sing…I tell my boy about how I never saw your face up close. Always wished I could. I only remember seeing you walk in the yard. Always thinking. I’d watch and think: She’s planning. She’s planning something. They’d better watch out.

Oumama giggles and says: That’s my grandchild. That fire.

Always hoped we’d meet, says the woman to herself as she stands up and shuffles away. I watch the slow movement of her feet, and want her both to go and stay as my mind fills with details and dread.

We catch glimpses of one another in the shops, crossing the street, or at visiting hours in the hospitals.

This is the language: I was at _____. Two years. Seventy-four until seventy-six…

Name the prison, the time, the years. Nothing more. The specifics are both irrelevant and important—and never spoken.

And this is the thing that frightens me. That people are starting to want the details, saying we must write our stories for the sake of the children. This bubbling anxiety about what we’ve known being lost. As if such a thing could even be possible! I’ll be driving somewhere or walking around my house in the middle of the night and I’ll think: If there’s one thing that will never be lost…

Oumama and I are holding hands again because I’m sitting in the chair the stranger who is not a stranger has just vacated. We stay like this, listening to the rare silence of the ward. We are too far from her bed and I know she’s pulling up the strength to go back and lie down.

When I first came home, she laid down the law to the family: Every person in this country will want to know and they’ll want her to tell. They’ll need her to tell, but not us. She doesn’t have to say. It’s her business.

She gave me permission to keep it all to myself. Everyone complied until the children were born. Then all the Mothers started to say I should put it behind me by laying it all bare.

Suddenly it was: Now you should go back and let it out. Don’t let it swallow you. Leave it behind as you go into your next life.

And here was Oumama siding with her daughters.

Talk to us about it—only us—so you can let it go now. For the girls.

It’s the second time in my life I feel betrayed by Oumama. I had counted on her to keep everyone from asking, as she always had. From prying. She has always understood why I can’t sleep. Why my body still says: They’re here. Even here. Even in this room and this house and everywhere else you will go.

Today I know she didn’t miss that exchange. She looks me in the eye and says: Stop rubbing. I’m confused and then look down. I didn’t realize I had an apricot in my hand, I’m cleaning it with the hem of my skirt. She steadies my hand: It’s clean, she says. You still do that.

Do what? I say.

You clean food. When you first got out, when you came home, you’d wash the lettuce too many times. You picked things out of your food. Things that we couldn’t…well, you were careful.

Huh, I say. I’m just checking…

Oumama brings my hand to her lips and kisses my palm.

It’s ok now, she says. There’s enough food and there’s nothing wrong with the food. It’s ok now. Then she adds: Nothing to worry about. Words from my childhood. Taking me past the now and the prison and back to the old house.

I watch her eyes shut after she says it, and realize I’d like to say the same to her.

Also: You can tell me.

—

I’ve stopped looking for a clear point of crossing from the dream to the now. It doesn’t exist. I walk along the prison’s walls, the stench clinging to my clothes, and drag my body around like I’m carrying a corpse over my shoulder. The hospital visits…maybe they make it worse.

This is how I walk into my kitchen, keys in one hand and handbag in the other. There is sometimes a sense that I’m walking into a cell. The way the lonely strangeness of the house lunges at me makes me want to duck down and crawl instead of walk. Makes me hope my daughter hasn’t in fact seen me, so I can escape to my bedroom and shut the door.

But she has seen me, Kelelo. She is at the kitchen table and stands up sharply. I can hardly let our eyes meet—the expectant look on her face is unbearable.

Milk spills, a chair hits the floor. Has this not happened before? I remember that I need to eat. My eyes might shut even as I’m standing. I think I forgot to pick up the dry cleaning. I think I need to rush to the toilet. I know I need to leave the room.

Then: Don’t scratch the floor! says a voice from inside me.

The woman of this house, the mother, comes in and takes over when the prisoner is finding her way out of the cell. The mother knows when it is her turn to steer this ship.

Sorry, says the obedient and timid child.

I leave the room before she turns right back around.

—

In bed I wonder how other women do it: Do they jot down discussions they need to have with their children in their journals? Or maybe there are notebooks in their handbags filled with numbered notes on what to say to children and husbands and parents? I haven’t got a clue. My feet ache. My back hasn’t felt right in weeks. My bed feels like the only thing I want to think about right now. I don’t want to think about this sudden turn in Kelelo, whose eyes are wide and searching every time she looks at me.

When my head finds the pillow, I try to remember what I’ve done when the others have needed me. Of course, they talk. They put things into words: Mama, I need a new book. I’m hungry. I feel sad.

Not this one. This one is the opposite. She puts nothing into words. I think what she needs from me may be some way of saying: Nothing to worry about. I’m not unaware of her needing it. I’m just afraid for her. It won’t do, for any Black girl to be this fragile. And I am afraid, truly afraid, of the depth of her fragility. The way she suddenly peeks her head in the door when I’m in bed. Or just then: suddenly standing when I walk in the room, where she used to look away. She and I have been in a strange room since the holiday, where she is suddenly in need of me. I’m suffocating.

I’m suffocating.

I’m tired. Oumama is looking frail. Oumama is calling out to people I don’t know in her dreams. What do I do? I stand to shut the curtains and come back to lie across the bed and hope to wake up somewhere else.


III


Begin with the Women

It is the hour of crossing over. The clouds are low and blazing, sky on fire. Mama Lindi stands still and pensive behind her gate, looking down at the abandoned street. Taking stock of everything out of place: the bricks the boys used as goalposts for a soccer game, too far apart. A stray ball caught in the wire teeth of an open fence. A dress floating in the air, caught in the furious wind. Everyone now taking shelter somewhere inside.

She is wearing her kgakana.

I like to wear it when I want to remember my own mother, she has said to us in the past. I like to wear it when I’m speaking to my ancestors.

My mother calls her Sis’ Lindi, her mother in prison. My sisters and I know her as our storyteller. I don’t remember a time when she wasn’t there. Fists on hips, she looks up at the sky with a familiar calm. A knowing, they call it.

They’re ready, she says as we hurry past her.

We’re going to fetch our little sister, we say, breathless, as if she doesn’t know.

I point up to the sky: I’ve never seen red clouds before.

It’s because they’re ready, she repeats. They’ve been calling. If you don’t hurry, you’ll miss me.

I understand.

We wade through the promise of an unfamiliar storm, and the fears that come with that. When my older sister and I reach the crèche, our little sister is waiting at the door with her school bag, frightened. The way back home is hard and hurried, feels longer than usual. The clouds look lower, like they’ve come to settle just above the trees, which I think means the storm is much closer and we may not make it back to the storyteller before it starts. I am worried we’ll miss her, but it’s not until we are at her gate that the first raindrop falls. She’s now standing at the wide-open door and motions with a sudden impatience for us to quickly come in.

I won’t make you tea, she says. But come in and make me my last cup.

The house is quiet with all her children gone. They’ve been gone a very long time, and for years it has felt like we are the children she has gathered around herself.

I saw her son once, the one who was born inside.

He came to visit alone. Came and went without visiting the neighbours, stayed somewhere at the back of the house, and the only reason I got to see him was that I had stopped on my way home for a glass of water. He was shining his shoes with a frayed old black brush, the kind that has bristles so tight and strong it can both do a good job on stiff leather and force the tight coils of an unruly afro into submission. He was sitting barefoot in the sun, one shoe at his side, already polished and glistening. When he looked up at me I saw that he had her gentle eyes. He seemed puzzled by my presence and I felt embarrassed, like I had gone looking through closed doors in someone else’s house and had just been caught.

He nodded. Not at me, exactly, but you know, in my direction. I think I then waved and felt worried that I was seeing something I wasn’t supposed to be seeing.

I didn’t stay. When I went back into the house I thanked her for the water and she said: He’ll go again. He’ll never stay. The mines. They swallow all our boys.

I didn’t know what to say. She didn’t seem to be speaking to me, exactly. It sounded only like something that needed to be said.

But also…him, he was taken away before he was even born. She had that same look my mother gets: the look of speaking to someone else in the room, someone only she can see.

I’ve met only a few of the women we call the Comrade Mothers, the former political prisoners. They are fierce and feared but when you’re close to them you see they have this odd mixture inside their bodies: fire and fatigue. Valour and fright. They’re weighed down by their own memories. And me even thinking it—feels like a sort of betrayal. Because it’s all behind the veil. You can’t reveal it to the world around us.

Like this blank look they sometimes get when they talk. This feeling that they are, every one of them, in constant conversation with ghosts.

But this evening Mama Lindi’s rage and exhaustion seem to have come together and settled into a truce. There is no sound other than the fierce wind coming in through one open window.

When I move to close it the storyteller says: Keep that one open. Just that one.

The sitting room is dark. We are across from each other on red, plastic-covered sofas. She looks into her cup. Stares.

Says only: Mmmm…It’s time.

With the last of the evening light we see each other’s faces only vaguely, until she turns on the lamp on a low table to her right.

—

For years I have been coming here for stories. My older sister says we come here to know.

She begins, always begins, from somewhere in the middle. But this is fine. I can follow because she starts where she left off and with her I am the reader who never loses her place.

With these things, she says, you know, you can’t go before setting these things straight. Sit there and let me tell you.

I sit up straight and nod to show I am most attentive.

My little sister curls up beside me and falls asleep, relieved that we are finally sheltered from the oncoming storm. Her breath smells faintly of the peanut butter they give them at the crèche.

Like turning back a page, Mama Lindi looks up at me and, just remembering, says: You’ve said very little.

Not having expected this, I look away.

She waves off my response. You’re your mother’s child. You’ll be getting ready for something. Even if you don’t know it. Silence is just a storm brewing.

My eyes stay on the glass coffee table until I feel her look away.

I’m going to tell you about back there. I’m going to tell you and you’ll see.

See…? my older sister says.

See your mother. I’m going to tell you the parts I haven’t told you yet.

—

Our mother never speaks of prison, the place where she first became known as “Dolly.” The only thing my mother likes talking about, when she talks, is her childhood. She speaks of the house she grew up in as if it’s a magical place she will never forget. This place she wishes we had seen. Days ago we almost hit a bakkie with two men in the back, and after leaning over the steering wheel, staying there, hunched over for a long time after the White man called her a k_____, my mother slowly rose to sit back up straight: It’s alright, girls. Nothing to worry about, she said. Oumama always said that to me when I was your age. Nothing to worry about.

We know a lot about the years she refers to as “when I was your age,” and not much about prison.

We know she used to sing. We know from the storyteller that she formed a group with three other high school friends a year before she was imprisoned. One of them was a witness at her trial in the end, the storyteller has told us. A witness for the state. Spoke against her.

You’ll never believe what happens to people when they’re afraid, the storyteller has revealed to us in the past. It was my uncle’s testimony that sent me to trial.

For a moment, the red-sky light flickers across the room. Then comes thunder, cracking the earth open. Though she doesn’t wake up, my little sister shudders in her sleep. I move to hold her, but Mama Lindi reties her blue-and-white doek that matches her kgakana, her soft and tired eyes on me. She motions for me to let Lona settle on her own. We watch quietly as her body stirs some more, wait a little until she is completely still, and then we carry on. I stand up to refill the storyteller’s cup of tea but she places her palm on the cup and shakes her head.

My last one, this one, she says.

We watch her close her eyes and recline in her seat, teacup now on the table, hands clasped at her lap. She is journeying back, body sailing on memory.

It’s the scars you don’t see that haunt you the most, she says. It’s not bruises on the skin. It’s the things that wake you up at night because they are screaming, insisting on being remembered.

I wonder how she can say this, about scars, with her face looking the way it does. Her cut-up face that’s been stitched back together.

It’s not the fact of her scar being there but the size of the thing that shocks you—enormous. It announces itself before you’ve had a chance to remember not to stare, to be polite about it. It runs across her entire face: from the hairline on her right side, across a brow, jagged over her nose, and all the way down to the chin on the left side. She knows what I’m thinking.

She says: Argh, this?

Feeling it with the tips of her fingers as if for the first time. As if she’s just remembering it’s there. In all our years coming here for tea, biscuits and stories, she has never spoken about it. But I remember as a very young child, before I knew better, I would sit on her lap and trace my finger along this jagged track, feeling its harder texture, fascinated by its darker colour against the rest of her face. In the years since I’ve often wondered why she let me.

It is its own story, my mother once told me when I asked about the scar’s history. She said: There’s no long tale to tell; the scar is the story. Riddles. I still don’t think I understand. So much of the time the Comrade Mothers only speak in riddles when they speak of prison.

But just now I can see the storyteller begin to tell us something, look away like she’s changing her mind, and then back at us:

The men don’t know these things like we women do, she says, moving on. Men don’t do prison like women do.

I don’t know what she means either.

There are times when they give you other details, like she does now: In the first place they sent me to, there was a small window letting in morning light. There was no bed and no toilet. You were not allowed to receive anything from the outside, neither books nor visitors, so you spent your days on a mat on the floor, trying to be at peace with the passing of time. A bowl was the only other thing in the room, there for you to relieve yourself. You were allowed outside for thirty minutes a day only, for exercise.

She has told us that prison stories are like hot pap. The sort of thing you can’t feed a child in large chunks.

But today she forgets this. She feeds it to us like she wants us to have all of it.

Your mother was only a teenager when they put her in her first prison. Just a child. We all wanted to hold her. “Dolly” was the name a prisoner, Mistress Esther, a teacher in the township who was in there with us, called her. She looked at your mother’s perfectly smooth baby skin and named her Dolly. And then of course your mother never cried—not after the first few days. Her face was always clear, and often when she faced the wardens she showed no emotion. I think after a while that’s why we all forgot Dolly wasn’t her real name.

Mama Lindi laughs to herself, pulls back the curtain to check on the weather but looks as if she is peering back into the past.

This being a place where the streets have no names, all my life our street has been known as “Ko Sis’ Dolly.” Her name serves as a point of reference the way churches, schools and shops do. “Take a left turn before Ko Sis’ Dolly” or “That’s two streets behind Sis’ Dolly” is how neighbours give directions.

Brave! So brave. And angry, Mama Lindi interrupts my thought. Furious all the time—except with us, the women. Kroonstad Prison was made famous because of her. We heard women from other prisons talked about her, that the wardens told them: Don’t turn yourself into a Malaka! Or: This is not a place for Malakas.

Now she laughs again, and claps her hands once.

People are always saying: She should write a memoir. She should tell us about prison. About being that young in there. This is the part people can’t get past. How young she was and how very fearless she remains—to them. In truth, I still can’t even see her as she is now. I still look at her and see the child.

I think of my mother at home and fast asleep all the time while the world carries on.

We must protect her, said my grandmother all those years ago. I see that look now that was in my grandmother’s eyes. I see it now in Mama Lindi.

My older sister asks: Did she ever tell you about the day they took her?

Outside, thunder sounds as if it could or will crack the walls. It startles my little sister again and makes the storyteller sit up, shut her eyes like she’s making a big decision, and then when she opens them, she says: Only once. And I’ll tell you only once.

—

So: 5 p.m. it had been. Five p.m. when she spoke to the priest, helping him prepare the church for his Sunday mass—laying out the prayer books in the shelves built into the backs of the pews. There had been no one else there, which is why she had felt safe. Sixteen years old, and trusting, the schoolgirl had cried when she told the priest about the day before: The students had decided to walk out of their classes in protest. They’d refused to learn. That was it: an agreement amongst the students. Protest songs and no weapons. Just the plan to disrupt the school day.

The priest had reached out and put his hand on her right shoulder, pressing. The stained glass cast red, yellow and blue light onto the bare floor, the rows of pews, the narrow space between their feet.

Thandi was the first one shot, she had told him, referring to a classmate.

The priest knew this of course; they would bury the dead that coming Sunday and he would be presiding over those funerals, where six of the children, six of the churchgoers, would all be buried at the same time.

Six open graves in a row.

This was why she had been there in the first place: to help with the prayer books and the dusting and the flowers at the foot of the altar. It was our great-grandfather’s church, but this priest, like one or two doctors in the neighbourhood, occasionally came from Europe to work with the Indigenous people. He’d been coming for a few years by then, returning home to his family in England for half the year. To my mother he was a trusted man.

The priest told her: You knew them best, like I’ve known you for years. Tell me what I could say about them, what they would have liked people to know.

These were my friends. She had leaned forward then, elbows on knees, stifling a wail. She wanted to scream into the vast emptiness of the church, wanted to curse the Lord and the loneliness surrounding her. Six. Six friends, six classmates, six fallen comrades.

Just children, she heard the priest whisper, clicking his tongue.

Of course none of them could really just be children. None of them were allowed.

He had shaken his head with sympathetic anger. She had felt, having grown up with a priest for a grandfather, like she could trust this scene—it feeling so reassuringly familiar.

You can use this—he had spread his arm and waved around him. The house of the Lord can be your refuge. Tell the others. They can come here to hide.

—

Sis’ Lindi says: Dolly launched into the kind of cry you hear from a wailing neighbour on the street just as news of a slain relative arrives. Most don’t know this but she can really wail, your mother—she doesn’t now, of course, but I remember. I remember those first few nights…

A memory too painful for Mama Lindi to carry on. So she takes a deep breath, and then:

But the priest would have expected wailing from women and children. That’s why his response was to lean forward, put down the cup with the half-drunk tea and wait patiently for her to let out all her tears—her cry echoing in the high ceiling of the church, the highest, most grand building in the township.

When she was mostly done, when it now descended into tired sobs, he picked the tea back up and with his other hand squeezed the crying girl’s wrist for a second and lingered there. Feeling, as priests do, that he had the right.

I know I’ve been put here to take care of the people, but especially the children, he told her. If they are killing God’s children, I can’t stand by and do nothing. It is my job to give you the church as a place of solace.

—

Five p.m. and several minutes, that was. By eight o’clock that evening, right after supper but before she was about to go and help her mother with the dishes, the brigadier and his men were kicking down the kitchen door at the back of the house. Within the hour she was at Pretoria Central Prison, all clothes off, being searched and booked in for an indefinite stay. She couldn’t settle.

Sis Lindi says, I called to her from the next cell and told her: Sleep! We’ll be with you in the morning. But she kept asking me questions: How many babies are in here? How many prisoners? The real question was: How long is the night? Everyone’s question in their first twenty-four hours. I told her to look at the light of the moon on the floor. It was bright against the grey wall, coming in like a hand reaching out to us from the sky we couldn’t see.

—

As the storyteller paints the picture, I feel as if I had been there, like I can clearly see my mother in her first prison.

It was nothing but darkness, you know. For all of us.

I nod, respectful. A man of God would not tell a lie, was what the judge had said at her trial months later. This, the details of the trial, was published in a Black newspaper. The priest was seen as a most trustworthy witness for the state. It was on his testimony alone that my mother was convicted. He told the court of the child’s sobbing, her having spoken to him in the spirit of confession. And him now demonstrating that no one going against the law was entitled to the secrecy of the confessional touched the judge deeply—because the judge could see what courage it must have taken for a man of such great devotion to come forward.

When she arrived in prison, the storyteller now continues, I had been there five years. I was the oldest woman in the Black women’s section.

When her eyes open they’re set on Lona asleep at my side. Mama Lindi’s chest rises and she stops breathing. She holds on to the side of her seat with both hands, then her eyes search around the room.

Children, all of them, she says. The night they came we could hear them wailing—wailing interrupted by gasping for air. Small and afraid, all of them. They were just babies. None of us looked forward to the morning, when they might not stop crying because they would see it was all worse than the walls: the walls, the beds, the windows so dark from filth they didn’t count as windows at all.

She covers her face with both hands and shakes her head.

Everyone wants to know, she says, eyes squarely on me. All the sordid details.

I look down and away from her piercing eyes. I feel she is asking something of me but I don’t know what that is. Anyway, I don’t want the details. She has managed to paint pictures so vivid that I feel I’ve walked around in the prison, felt my feet against the polished floors, seen the wardens and met the women. I’ve been in there. I’ve seen the place in my head.

I’m also crying because this is the last time—she is leaving, so it is the end of years of storytelling. We’ve known she hasn’t been well, but when I asked my mother what was wrong she only said: Prison took a lot out of her.

She offered nothing more. At home, our mother is still sleeping. She has been sleeping more lately, saying less and less. My father is at work and staying away later and later. This is, like my grandmother’s house, another one of our homes, and this is the end of it. There is hardly any sound in our house these days, but here, the gift of the storyteller is to move words into the silence.

She was the youngest, and they kept her for so long. Four years? For a child?! We knew as soon as she was in there that she was trouble, insisting on strikes, hating the uniform and wanting it to be changed. Hating the food and wanting it to be changed.

Until a few days ago Mama Lindi was still coming to our house to sit on the bed with our mother—the door closed, the two of them alone in there for the better part of the afternoon.

And she could sing! Yoooooh, Modimo! The child could sing. She sang into the darkness. She sang some nights until the sun came up.

My mother doesn’t sing anymore. She hums sometimes in her sleep and wakes up sweaty and terrified. She doesn’t listen to music either. Yesterday I was in the kitchen playing a Brenda Fassie song on my cassette player and she came rushing into the room: Turn it down! Turn it off! Everything is too loud.

She said: All sound wakes up ghosts, her afro flat on one side, her hands tying and then re-tying her silky pink nightgown before they went for the plug and pulled the player from the wall.

Turn it down, she said more quietly, then shuffled out of the room.

—

It is the hour of crossing over and the storyteller says, rubbing her temples, They’ve been calling for me this week. Last night especially. I told you, you almost missed me. I’m going soon now. Please go and get me one last brew.

Sis’ Lindi, Mama Lindi, MaBiya—our storyteller—is famous for her beer. It was her beer-brewing that had her in and out of detention for years. The beer-brewing was the first crime. The gathering of people at her shebeen to plot marches and boycotts was another. She has told me it started with her grandmother and then her mother. A family recipe. They taught her when she was just a little girl, and the first time she was imprisoned for it was when she was fourteen.

That was the thing about the prisons. They threw criminals in with activists, she likes to tell us. Then, with her guttural laugh: I went in a criminal, came out an activist.

My mother insists Mama Lindi was always an activist, but Mama Lindi will say: Agh, I just sold booze. I wanted this place filled with people, that’s why I carried on. I wanted them all to experience my mother’s recipe. And you know what? They all loved it!

When they met in detention Mama Lindi says she understood my mother because she had also gone in very young—and by the time my mother went in the storyteller’s crimes were numerous.

Bootleg, inciting violence, illegal gathering, supporting terrorist actions. I was accused of it all and they were right. I was guilty of it all.

We hear that our mother, back when she still sang, would captivate a crowd with freedom songs.

When she first came out and right after she was married your mother was here many nights. She came with your father. They would walk in here and everyone would scream: “Sis’ Dolly!” She laughs now and her chest bumps up and down. It’s unusual, you know. People screaming for the wife and not the husband…hey, but then she would sing. Yoh! She would sing and everyone would accompany her. Freedom songs. Yoh! We were breaking the law, with that. But we were so defiant. I gave the police free beer. Ha! I had barrels in the back just for those killers. I made deals: Let us live for a night and we’ll let you live. It’s always both ways. They know what we can do…

Her voice trails off. We know what she means. We know of the policeman who was killed here in the township. No witnesses.

Sometimes my mother will be at the window with a dish towel in her hands, her face turned towards the fading afternoon light like she’s in the middle of a quiet conversation that must not be interrupted.

I ran into the kitchen once, in the middle of one of the fights my sisters and I were always having. A screaming match about a sock or a belt or someone wearing someone else’s shoes or dress or some other thing. The screaming match startled our mother so much that her face was not her own, when she turned. There she stood, one hand holding on to the sink for balance, though she’s never had problems with her balance (firm and sturdy is my mother), and the other waving the dish towel in the air at us. There she was, hissing at us like if she didn’t think we were too old to be smacked then that’s exactly what she would do.

Her words made no sense. She was firmly on track when she started about “Quiet time,” and “Respect,” but then she veered off and there was something about “Private schools” and “The things we’ve done for you!” My mother can go on about this, the things “we” have done for you. The four of us always aware that she’s not only talking about herself and our father. She’s talking about herself, yes, and our father, sometimes, but mainly it’s like she’s referring to an entire group of people we don’t know—some invisible choir standing, backing her every word: The THINGS we have DONE for YOU. The things WE have done for YOU! On and on she’ll go, stabbing her chest at “we” and jabbing at the air in front of her at “you”—and we’ll feel rotten for not knowing said things or not, at least, showing some combination of remorse and deep appreciation.

Terrorists! she screamed, and we thought she was talking to us, about us. But then, quietly: That’s what they called us. Terrorists.

Remember—the storyteller is now back with us. Any story worth telling must begin with the women.

Her beer is halfway down her glass. I am nervous now because I think she is asking—no, instructing—me to do something and I want to get it right. I want to get the message exactly right because I know this is the final hour.

I am saying, she adds, I’m just saying, about all of this—she waves her arm at the window, at something out there—I won’t be there when you see the things we fought for. But they’ll tell you, when this is all over, that the men did this and the men did that. Don’t sit there and not correct them. Any story worth a damn—she has switched to English for that last sentence—must begin with the women.

Everyone knows now how you all fought, says my older sister. I don’t think you have to worry. They’re all wearing the T-shirts and singing the songs. It’s not like before.

Mama Lindi shakes her head vigorously—so much that the beer in her hand sloshes up and down.

Sing me one song about the women. About one woman.

I raise my hand, all proud: There’s that song about Mama…I start to hum the words. I didn’t inherit my mother’s voice.

She clicks her tongue.

That’s not about her. That’s about the women fighting for the men in prison.

My sister and I look at each other, stunned. We’ve misunderstood the songs?

Mama Lindi says: They know the men’s names. Look, how many T-shirts say our names? She presses her forefinger to her own chest as she says our, so firmly that it bends. I think it could sink right through her skin, if such a thing were possible. She’s leaning forward now and it feels like a challenge. It makes me remember the history teacher’s rage when he talked about the elections before he disappeared, and I hear his voice: “Who can tell me what this means…?”

I’m panicked because we are coming to the end and I don’t know if I’ve understood the lesson. I wonder now if my mother is awake or, if she isn’t, if we should wake her. She should know her friend and mother is about to leave.

I’ll go bring Mama, I say, my voice blowing through the calm of the room. It makes my sleeping sister open her eyes.

Mama Lindi raises her hand and points to the brewing storm.

Let her be. She knows, anyway. Everything that needs to be said was all said a very long time ago. She took care of me, your mother. Also remember that. None of it was only one way. We all took care of one another. When she started the strikes, when she sang to us, when she led us in singing. From the moment she arrived—the child took care of us too. For a moment we ate better because of her, we slept a little bit better because of her. I nearly died…I nearly, well. The women in the Black section. All of us will tell you we were seen by doctors because she wouldn’t sleep until we were attended to.

Now she’s laughing with her body, her chest bumping up and down. You wouldn’t guess she is about to go.

She was a child but a child with such fire. You could feel her even when you didn’t see her, always yelling at the guards. Esther is bleeding! Or, We won’t eat this; we would rather die in here! Always ready for a fight. She changed the way some prisons work—never forget that.

When the sky finally breaks, it’s a hailstorm that comes. Ice cubes so large you’d think they’d break windows.

My mother will be awake, I think. She never sleeps through hail and lightning. She says Oumama taught her to respect all storms, said to be alert when they come because each brings a message from the next world. I think I would like to go home now because I’m feeling scared for her, my mother. She shouldn’t be home alone at this hour. But the storyteller puts her finger to her lips and I stay still. She closes her eyes and nods like someone is whispering something to her.

The light is waning and the sky is clearer. The storm is gone.

When I open my eyes I wonder how long I’ve been asleep. In her chair the storyteller is still.

The Mothers—my grandmother and great-aunts—always say: You only sleep through a passing when the passing is peaceful.

As I stand to walk out of the room I remember the words: “…must begin with the women.” But the women are leaving. The women are dying. The storyteller is almost gone now. My Oumama in the hospital. And my mother. My mother has never been quite here to begin with.


Mothers Everywhere

There are mothers everywhere. That is something I learned in prison. It has stayed with me, and somewhere between a visit to Oumama and waking up to Sis’ Lindi’s spirit crossing over, There are mothers everywhere, I hear myself say to the breeze coming through my bedroom window as I lie here trying to move through my grief. I know before anyone tells me that Sis’ Lindi is gone, and that she remains, as ever, one of my mothers.

When I went in you couldn’t have convinced me that I was going into a place where I would find any sort of tenderness, but there they were: Women, everywhere, pressing me to their bosoms like they’d never let me go, like the scent of their bare and sweaty skin was the only thing they wished for me to remember, whenever I needed to remember what safety felt like. I sensed their raging desperation when I arrived, when another child arrived, when they heard the cries of a new one in the middle of the night. I remember all of them, incensed, pacing their cells like caged cheetahs unable to run the way their bodies were meant to.

You couldn’t have prepared me for that, especially after only two days of a trial where my fate had been decided even before I set foot in the court. Those two days when I’d look behind me and see only the loss I was facing: my mother, my aunts, my grandmother hunched over at the benches. Every day they’d walk into the courthouse with their arms interlocked, their eyes broken and expectant, hoping to take me home with them. After that, I wouldn’t have believed you if you’d told me how many women were in my future, waiting to hold me—to give me sweets, tell me stories and let me rest on their shoulders. All the things I needed the most, at that time.

—

There is no time to cry in prison. As a grown woman I am just relearning how to.

But my first night in a cell, I was wailing. I couldn’t locate the part of me that had run through the streets screaming for justice. The strength that had been with me when I threw rocks at army tanks and the defiance I’d held on to through the trial was gone. It all began slipping through my fingers as soon as they shut that steel door and I saw I was in a place so far from home that I might never find my way back. I screamed not for my friends now in the ground or the ones disappeared. I screamed for the house full of women I now couldn’t reach.

—

The days that preceded the beginning of my imprisonment are what I may never talk about. I may never say this when the questions come, when people all around me go sifting through the bits they know to get to the ones they don’t. The fullness of the story.

That I was hiding in the church that was my grandfather’s but my grandfather was off, gone to wrap his words of comfort around some other family. That a day before that I had hidden in our home but no one was there—not even Oumama. So at the church my grandfather was absent and at home everyone was gone because they were also taking care of other people’s woes: Oumama was overworked that week. The hospital was teeming with broken bodies of children in uniform.

Students had been shot—the older rioting ones and the little ones in shock and coughing from tear gas. Caught just in the line of fire. That morning they had been off to school, ready to take that test or recite that poem, only to land in the middle of a hospital long before the noon sun was high. They were who Oumama was tending to. The injured and the dead because every spirit, in this world or the other, must be tended to.

On the opposite end of the township there were my mother and aunts at the schools where they taught—paper and pen in hand, writing down the list of immediate needs: where to hide, who to find, who to rush to the hospital.

People knew, of course. They knew I was one of the student leaders. I was one of the lucky ones, at first. I could run! No one knew that, maybe not even me, really. I was never interested in the marathons and the track, the things my mother and aunts wanted me to take part in, when all teachers were both in class and out there coaching student athletes.

Every teacher has several jobs, Mama Seipei used to say. We’re teachers and aunts and mothers and counsellors. We’re sports coaches too.

—

No sports, but I could sing, me. I could sing like nobody else, and all I wanted was to go to school and maybe someday become a music teacher.

Oumama would tell me: Teaching is how we serve. Teaching is our family’s calling. She used to delight in telling me about doing rounds in the hospital teaching the new nurses.

I wanted to teach because it meant I could spend hours and hours directing choirs, reading and teaching music. Singing with students. I could have a future where I sang not only while marching against unjust laws. I could sing for myself and to the world.

—

We, the organizing students, wanted Teacher Mogale, our history and Setswana teacher, to know about our plans. We knew there were teachers telling on students, getting them arrested, but he was a known SASO member, amongst us. Our community knew he had himself been tortured and jailed a few times. We decided that because I lived a few houses away from him, I would be the one to go and alert him.

It wasn’t complicated. His wife sold cold drinks out of their house, so I went in saying I had come to buy cold drinks. When he walked me out, I laid it out for him, quite simply: We are not going to have assembly in the morning as usual. We are instead going to march to New Canada. To protest against these crackdowns on teachers and students. To fight against these laws to only be instructed in Afrikaans or to only be allowed to wear black and white as our uniform.

He took me aside, his face full of fear. New Canada? To the department offices?

It’s all planned, Mr. Mogale, I said, feeling the fire at the base of my spine. Feeling, at that minute, that even Mr. Mogale, who had drilled Setswana grammar into me, could not stop me from marching the next morning.

You could all get killed!

He hadn’t taken off the tie he had worn to school that day. Now he was pulling at it. I knew he wouldn’t take it off, of course. A respectable man like him. But what I was telling him was enough to make him almost do it.

He asked: Does your family know? Do your elders know what you’re planning?

Yes, I lied. And because I knew that wouldn’t be enough, I said: My mother has been trying to stop me. He needed to know someone was trying. That was enough for him to let me walk away.

I hadn’t, of course, told my mother or Oumama. I hadn’t let the women in my home know any of it. All the women in my family were gone all the time. Even Oumama seemed not to have the strength she had always carried, in that year. I had had mothers all around me in that house growing up, but the year I was taken—or at least the months leading up to it—I felt quite acutely the sudden shift: that they were all off, mothering someone else.

—

I remember wailing that first night in prison, at the injustice of it: that my mother and aunts had been hiding other people’s children and I didn’t have their protection when I needed it the most.

In the next cell an elder woman’s voice asked me: Mosetsana, what’s your name? Whose child are you? And I felt lonelier for having been asked.

I said my grandmother’s name before my mother’s, as I always did. The mother of our house.

Oh…Sister Malaka, she said. I know your grandmother and your mother. And your Aunt Seipei and I were very good friends. I went to middle school with your mother and all your aunts.

I stood still against the wall and waited for her to go on but she didn’t.

There are so many children in here, I said. So many babies.

No, she said after a long pause. You’re just hearing the ones from the other side.

This was before I understood—I thought she meant there was another prison next to ours. I thought she was talking about babies alive in this world, in their mothers’ arms on the other side of the walls—and thinking they were in their mothers’ arms, I simply had this expectation that they’d stop in the coming hours. That they’d tire of their own wailing and go to sleep.

I slid to the floor and heard, not wanting to listen. Shrieks coming through the place where the floor meets the wall.

When some time had passed she said, At my last prison new prisoners were brought in after suppertime or after breakfast. When there was still light and you could see who you were sharing the block with. But this…, she clicked her tongue. This is not botho.

I slept upright right at the door like I wanted to be ready, should they change their minds and open it before the night was done.

In the morning the cell didn’t look any larger, brighter or more like a place I might allow myself to fall asleep in.

When I went to bathe, the women in maids’ uniforms stopped all at once and stared. But you are just a child, they kept saying. Oh, but you are a child! they cried. They tore the hems of their uniforms and wiped my face. Ao, bathong. But you’re only a child.

They were bound to an immeasurable grief around my being there, clicking their tongues, shaking their heads with regret. They were incensed that someone had not allowed me the fullness of my childhood. For days after that they continued tearing the bottoms of their terrible made-for-servants uniform—sometimes three, four layers of the rag, when I was bleeding. Or to wipe my face with when I was sweating or when I was crying.

And I did cry. I cried myself to sleep sitting upright by the cell door for a full week.

Until I met Potgieter for the first time. He seemed not to have eyebrows, they were so light and fine. A man with a baton and a large grin, and I could see that to him one complemented the other. He opened my steel cage and stood with his legs as far apart as the width of the door. So you’re the new young one, he said, taking me in. You’ve been keeping people up.

I could only stare up at him, unable to feel my legs.

You’re a silly little girl, he snorted. A silly little Black girl. A silly, little, very bad, Black girl. Then he squinted at me and pursed his lips. But you’re not that Black, like your prison mates. Did your mother break the laws too? Huh? Did she have you with a White man?

Oumama has always said Europeans can’t make sense of us, the original inhabitants of the land. Light skin and eyes with an epicanthic fold. They think we must be related to people of other lands. But we are only of this land. Instead of being offended by his comment I wanted to laugh at his ignorance.

And that was what did it. Me loathing his arrogance. Wanting to fight a man twice my size, large nostrils and a grin that never left his face. I wanted more than anything to spite him, to find out what could wipe off the grin. To this day the memory of Potgieter’s face is what makes me stop crying.

—

A voice startles me and brings me back into the room.

Do you remember me? says a woman around my mother’s age who is standing, quite out of nowhere, on the other side of Oumama’s bed.

It’s always the dilemma: Admit you don’t remember and be embarrassed for forgetting, or lie and say you do remember and be ashamed when she tells you you’re lying. I rub my eyes and hope my apparent exhaustion will let her forgive me. I don’t remember, I say.

You still look the same, she says, and her wide grin reveals a missing front tooth.

Oumama stirs when the woman leans forward and with both hands places the weight of her own body on the bed. I see her search my face and wait for me to remember, but when I still don’t she laughs. I taught you in grade one!

Mme Tshimololo! My first and still my favourite teacher. I stand, walk around the bed to wrap my arms around her.

You were one of my best pupils. Always so sure of yourself. Always so talkative.

We both laugh, and I can’t remember the last time I was this happy to see anyone. She walks around and I watch her sink her aging and aching body into the chair I just stood up from.

I came in yesterday. Someone said Sister Kewame is here and I immediately thought: I’ll be seeing my child soon.

I remember now, when she waves her hands in the air, the teacher waving the ruler, a gentle presence in my life, saying: Aaaa-Eeeee-Iiii-Oooo-Uuuu. I return to that classroom, days of sitting on the floor, legs crossed, Mme Tshimololo reading from a picture book—and the memory fills me with childhood delight. In my mind I am back there sitting, looking out the window at the quiet world of late-morning empty roads, dreaming of lunch break and later going to fetch my grandmother from work. I can still feel myself being in the ease and safety of that class, in the middle of riots and boycotts and stay-aways.

She’s been talking in her sleep, says my grade one teacher, her eyes on a still-sleeping Oumama.

I say: She’s been doing that for days.

Who is Lilly? she asks, now looking up at me, unaware of how this shakes me, only expecting a simple answer.

I shrug. I don’t know.

Mmm…, she says, thoughtful. It’s like this when the ancestors come to visit. You’ll hear words and sounds and names you don’t know, but she knows, I’m sure. She knows who she’s talking to.

And off to her bed she goes, her body slow and leaning to her left side, hand on the right hip.

—

Rosemary, crushed mint and morula oil. I made it last night while the house and all the world was sleeping. The scent is still on my hands. I take it in small dips with my middle finger and dot dot dot it from her shoulders down to the tips of her fingers. Then I rub. More a caress and less a firm massage.

Her lips move but it’s not me she speaks to—it’s a conversation she is having in a dream. Probably some praying or bargaining she has to make with the spirits for safe crossing.

I watch Mme Tshimololo visit the bed next to hers and adjust the baby’s position in her mother’s arms.

Mothers everywhere.

—

I am thinking of my girls, the next generation of sisters. Tomorrow I will make Oumama happy and not come alone. I’ll bring them with me to see her. To watch all the mothers in here dote on them. I love bringing the girls to be seen. I will dress them up in brand-new clothes and bring them to see her. One thing about me, I will always parade my children. It’s a thing I sometimes feel ashamed of, but never so much that I won’t get up and do it again, over and over. I bring them to parties, I have them sit together at weddings—four chairs lined up so everyone can get a very good look at them. At weddings I have them sit side by side and watch the whole neighbourhood stare. They really are beautiful.

—

I won’t ever leave the township. I was always grateful that Sis’ Lindi and I lived just a few houses away from one another. My husband said, Everyone like us is moving to the Extension. I thought I’d lose my mind if he insisted we do the same. “Everyone like us,” to him, were all the families who would have lived side by side with White people if it were legal. They were the people who built walls between their homes and installed cameras at their gates and said: We are no longer part of this. They could afford life in the posh suburbs but had to contend with living across a wide road and up a steep hill and away from the people who earned a meagre living, if they earned any. The Group Areas Act didn’t permit them to leave all-Black locations. Your neighbour has to have the same skin colour as you do. So the township rich built themselves houses up on the hill and let the main road separate them from the people who couldn’t build the large houses.

“Everyone like us,” to me, meant Sis’ Lindi. It was knowing I only had to walk four hundred metres to reach her. I didn’t want walls and cameras at the gates. I wanted to be able to run up the street and drink freshly brewed beer in her backyard. Have her hum freedom songs to me.

When I couldn’t sleep because I could still hear the prison babies’ cries, or when my head ached endlessly from shattered sleep, from waking up in the night and finding the things on my dressing table rearranged, I needed to know I could go to her. I’d tell her about the terrors that stayed with me and she would tell me about the ones that had followed her into this part of her life and we’d sip her beer and agree: that they haunt you, the women who were there before us. That their madness becomes our madness and who knows how long we have to live with all of it?

Still, even as my past haunted me I needed to know that the person I was in there was still alive. I needed to be reminded of a part of myself I had lost when I was in my early twenties, just beginning to build this new life as a mother and wife—as a woman everyone called “our comrade”—outside of prison.

I’ve had Sis’ Lindi feed me. I have had her put my head on her lap and talk to me until I fell asleep. There were times she let me rest. These last few years when the government has been doubling down, seeing that we are bringing the decades-long rule to an end. Helicopters breaking the stillness of the blue sky and Hippos occupying the streets our children play on. On the worst days, following a raid that led to children being thrown into vans and driven off to the farthest police station, those days she’d pull a rifle from under her mattress and say: Load it. Sober or not, load the thing in less than ten seconds.

She has been tender and she has been a commander:

Keep your right hand on the pistol grip, she taught me. With only your left hand, hold a full magazine. Hook the front catch on the release lever. Flick away the empty magazine. Insert…reach…pull back…

When I faltered she’d say: This is what they teach you in the camps. Do it and do it again until it’s as smooth, simple and quick as putting your foot on the brakes of a car. Teach your mind to load and fire before your hands have even had a chance to tremble. A soldier’s brain.

Once, after slowly wiping away quiet tears, I leaned on her shoulder: How do you become a mother and remain a comrade—a soldier?

But it’s the same thing, she said. It’s exactly the same thing.

—

Oumama stays asleep longer than usual, even when I stroke her hand gently, hoping I can wake her before visiting hours are over. I got her skin tone. All the women in our family, we have this smooth, porcelain skin. I can still see Oumama at a different time, long dark lashes and lipstick on her full and even lips. A pretty leather purse and a wide-brim hat on her head. Everyone saying: Sister Malaka! Sister Malaka! And I would, as a little girl just coming to know myself, feel so lucky to bear her name and her looks. I’d strut alongside her, head high, so proud. I would watch for my friends’ admiring faces while clutching my grandmother’s hand.

The world is blissful and safe and kind, you think, at that age. It’s perfectly tender and full of love, you believe, before they sit you down and tell you you’re a communist and belong in an isolated cell. Or before your elders teach you that at any given moment, and without warning, someone could come and bring down this home, and that this very street and the people you know would all be taken away.

You realize, as you grow older, that the word home has an ever-changing meaning. I want to give this to my girls: The people you hold on to, that’s home. The land and not the houses, that is home. Houses can be torn down, new ones can be built, so home has to be something that can never be demolished, the way a brick house can be. My grandmother’s hand, the way the old house held and raised me, that’s where I feel I belong. And for them? I can’t say. They’ll have to decide. It’s up to each person to decide where home lies. Except it’s not a decision one makes, really. It is what their hearts will tell them.

—

Oumama’s spit catches in her throat. When she opens them, her eyes look startled by her own coughing. She looks as if she’s watching in horror as it happens to someone else. I place my hand at the back of her neck and, very slowly, I put the cup to her lips. As if now regaining strength from the sips, she pulls her head away from me and it flops back onto the pillow.

Have you slept? she says, the way she’d normally ask: Have you even remembered to eat today? Like I’ve been doing something wrong.

No. Bits of cautious honesty is what I’ve decided to give. Another restless night, I say.

She doesn’t push.

Where are the babies? And because she sees the confusion in my face she clarifies: Our girls. She knows I thought she was referring to the babies who weep to me in the night.

At school, I reply.

Being known by someone. What an immeasurable gift. How it saves us!

Hmm…She smiles at the thought of them coming. Bring them tomorrow.

—

But the name she uttered in her dream comes back to me. Lilly. Was it maybe an ancestor I’ve never heard of? A childhood friend? It must be someone close to her heart. Could it have anything to do with the photographs, I wonder, and again it unsettles me that she might have a whole world I am completely unaware of.

It helps then to start remembering. To start thinking how my grandmother has always brought me in and stayed close. She let me be hers, completely, without hesitation. Maybe because she understood the life of being an only child. Never having someone you turn to, to help you make sense of your elders together. We’ve always had this, between the two of us. And when I go back to us, just the two of us, and the house and the walks to and from the hospital, it seems to me that I can ask, can’t I? About the photographs? About the people whose faces I don’t recognize but who lay hidden in our house all those years, in a box underneath her clothes? She is my mother, Oumama. Above all the others—in and out of prison. She is the first mother. So I can ask—or I should be able to.

I brought some photos from your room.

She lifts her head off the pillow slightly when she hears this, as if suddenly being alerted to a strange voice coming from the next room. Her eyes widen and I can see her grip her blanket with both hands. Then, quietly, she turns to her side and pulls the blanket up and over her shoulder.

The hand of the woman in the next bed goes up suddenly, like a bird has flown through the window, and lands on the tray the nurse is carrying. So the smell of detergent and blood mixes with medicine that spills from the tray and makes a bright green pool at my feet.

Oumama turns her back to the smell and directs me to the side of the bed she’s facing. When I sit she is back to smiling, holds my hand and says: Bring the girls tomorrow.

So smooth and swift, the way she carries on.

In my head there’s a very vague recollection of her saying: What woman? But I can’t trace the memory to a specific event. I only know that the way she said “bring the girls” brings up the same feeling.

She pats my hand and repeats: Bring the girls. It’s been a long time. Even though it hasn’t. Even though it’s really only been two days.

I nod politely and wait for her to settle back into sleep. When she does, I leave. A nurse holds a bedpan in one hand and steadily then skillfully, elegantly, steps around me. I walk back to my car and open the boot to look at the leather bag, reckoning that maybe the heat in there will slowly start to yellow the edges of the photographs.

When I start the car I whisper my daily mantra: School. Home. Supper. Sleep.

But when I look at my watch I think I have time, so I say: Just one glance.

—

I drive back to the new house where our old house used to be. Today I find them watering the garden, the little girl and her grandmother. They’re standing very close to one another, their bodies touching. They’ve cut the little girl’s hair, I see. It’s a sharp bob right at the jawline—no longer the long, unbrushed locks she had to push back with her wrist while trying to catch the drip of her ice cream in the heat. And the grandmother is wearing a different hat from her usual white straw one. This one is blue and looks like the sky came down and dipped its own colour on her head.

The girl holds the end of a hosepipe and directs the water to colourful plants lining the front yard. The land is lush here, I want to tell them. It leans into its own wisdom and gives of itself to us. Sit back and trust the land’s cycles. It’s happy to give you its gifts, not like where they’ve moved us, where you get dry soil and have to spend all your days begging the barren ground to give life. Things grow and blossom here. The land takes care of you as it takes care of itself. You only need to look at the trees that have been here since before our ancestors. You only really need to look, I want to tell them. I want to roll down my window and tell them someone knew these facts and that’s why they’re here instead of us. I feel that familiar guilt welling up: the feeling that makes me want to apologize to the land; to explain why there is a sidewalk where life should be growing.

I pull my new car in front of the house across the street. Apart from admiring its shiny details, I know no one questions a car like mine in their midst. Unsettled by the thought of his girls stranded on the freeway in the middle of nowhere, my husband has gone and bought me an enormous, royal-blue BMW with tinted windows. He rode in with it the day after we arrived home from our holiday, a large man on a large horse, and handed them—and not me—the keys. It’s ridiculously conspicuous in a place where most people use taxis and buses to move around. But he likes that. It’s the fence he could have had if we’d moved up the hill when he said we should and I said no. I turn off the engine and watch the child and her grandmother chat and water, chat and laugh and water. As always I rearrange the house, put the sitting room and the kitchen and the garden back in their places. It’s easier to do when I close my eyes. I sit my grandfather in our sitting room and place my mother and aunts in their chairs under the Mmupudu tree.

Let the photographs go to flames in the boot. Maybe I should throw a match on the leather bag, even. Maybe none of it needs to be explained, in my grandmother’s final days. Maybe it would be kinder to let her leave without telling me who else she was, apart from being my grandmother. Let her tuck away that part of herself.

This is what we were and this is what belongs to us and when I’m finished tearing down these new walls and building our house back up, that’s what I can bring to Oumama every day. Our lives as they were before we were erased.

I feel the rage of the women in prison. I feel Sis’ Lindi’s spirit, as if she is here watching with me, telling me that someday we won’t have to look with rage. That there will be a time, even if we don’t live long enough to see it, when our own afternoons are taken up with only living and loving our children—and not sitting in rage watching someone claim our land as their own.

When I’ve had enough I turn on the car and start to move, but I’m too angry and distracted to have good control of the car. I overdo the turn so that it’s not a turn at all—it’s my car going straight for their gate. I brake almost too late, just as my front wheels hit the edge of their sidewalk. The girl looks up but only very briefly before she’s back to spraying the blossoming protea. I consider for a moment—a long moment—what might happen if I slammed my foot on the accelerator and went straight for the brick wall. Sometimes I’m afraid for people. They could find themselves in the presence of the girl who was locked up very young and is now a mother who never feels free and goes looking for things to destroy. She could enter the lives of this little girl and her grandmother and they would never know the end of her wrath.

Not today. Today I put the car in reverse and this time they don’t even look up. I was never here. The child will remember only the laughing and the watering. I turn on talk radio and head towards my girls’ school.

—

What continues to horrify me, when I think about it—and I think about it every day—is how people don’t know what had to be lost for their lives to feel simple and safe. It horrifies me even more that they could go right up to the ends of their days never having to find out.


Forgetting to Be Afraid

The first time we take the city bus back to school from downtown, we are three Black girls with unbridled curiosity, forgetting to be afraid. As we walk up the street, I am marvelling at the shiny look of my black school shoes. My grandmother would be proud of them: perfectly polished and brushed with the shoe brush that my father uses for his own shoes. I’ve settled in a little, I think. Even as I still can’t speak, I think I’m starting to settle in.

By now, I find the girls at school can sit and talk to me without expecting a word, used to me being quiet much of the time. Today Lerato keeps brushing back her hair with her fingernails and retying her ponytail, tightly held together by a small scrunchie. Lerato’s hair is a great source of pride. I’m not messing up my hair, she’ll say when it’s sweltering and she has to play netball or get in the pool. I work hard for it to look like this. But it’s that hot this afternoon and we are nowhere near the hair gel she keeps in her desk.

She and Rea are talking about school raids. They don’t do them anymore, says Rea. They were between brother and sister schools. The boys would come in unexpectedly and storm the hockey field throwing around flowers and sweets. Usually around Valentine’s Day. The nuns hated them so they were banned.

Lerato giggles and then pouts. I can’t believe I missed the best part of being in an all-girls’ school.

Apparently some boys would kiss their girlfriends and the nuns don’t think we should have boyfriends anyway, so…

All around us there are strangers taking us and our private school uniforms in, and I can see us through their eyes: three Black girls not in the township black-and-white uniform. Wrapped in the joy of being out, of being free, of blossoming.

We are breaking school rules by draping over our arms the school blazers we are not supposed to take off.

There will be, in a moment, a face lit with blinding rage. There is, now, the three of us waiting impatiently at the crosswalk.

In a moment they will want us to disappear. But not yet. Right now we’re swinging our arms and the corners of our mouths are hurting from how much we are smiling.

Traffic slows and then stops at the red light of the robot. A man with orange, sunburnt skin in a red cap sells red roses just near the bus stop, the colour of the flowers matching his cap and shoes as if he’s carefully thought it through. Another man in tattered trousers and barely fitting sandals is standing at the opposite robots, holding up signs: Need Food Or Money. A woman with a bowl of fruit, probably picked from her own backyard, with a piece of cardboard she holds up. One word: FRESH. When traffic starts moving again she puts down the cardboard. One arm holds the basket; the other rests just below the baby, holding on. She walks between the cars when the light turns red, not quite begging, not even speaking. There are holes in her shoes, exposing her big and little toes. Her skin is burnt in ways you can only recognize if you are the same skin colour. A deeper, not brighter, hue. Her hair is in perfectly braided roads—long zigzag ones, winding down her scalp and leading somewhere far.

There are men sitting on the backs of their baas’ bakkie, faces so used to the burn of the sun that their eyes don’t even blink anymore, don’t need a hand on the forehead or a cap. The body just knows not to want more now. It settles into the routine, the familiarity of distress.

The light turns green for us and we rush, free as children flying kites, into the new world.

—

It’s a relief when the bus stops. Red, previously only for White people. Not green, like the ones meant only for us. Now we are out of the sun. I get a brief flashback to a feeling that unsettles. Suddenly something about this is familiar. But it can’t be memory, this, I insist—and if it is, then it isn’t mine because I’ve never been here before. I’ve never been a girl making her way back to school, waiting for a red bus like other boys and girls, all of us in uniform. But the feeling tugs at me.

Later when it is too late and the feeling is no longer of any use, I will recognize it as a sort of warning—my body signalling danger.

This is going to be so cool to tell everyone later, Lerato says as she looks over her shoulder at me and adds, eyes wild with excitement, especially your mom!

At school, when I first arrived, the Black girls asked me questions like, So what was it like when she came back? And I had to lie and tell them things my mother would never tell us. I lied because I can’t know, since I wasn’t born when she came back, but also because in a way I feel like my mother never left prison. She doesn’t talk about it but sometimes she mumbles to herself about “food rations” and “cold rooms” and I think this is about prison—because I can see that in her mind she is still there.

Right now I nod and smile at my friend because even though my mother doesn’t talk about the past so much, she does sometimes ask us about the present, asking things like: What do their history books say? Her eyes narrowing and her fingers furiously leafing through the pages. The question merely rhetorical. See? Look, it says our history started in 1652.

She’ll suck her teeth and then quietly say to herself: I can tell them a different story. If you can go back and put a date on the history of our people, the real history, then that’s how you know you have it wrong.

She goes on about the past and then cautions us about not forgetting the people who came before us. She’ll say: You can only go forward if you go back. If you go back far enough.

—

When the door of the bus opens, Lerato goes up first and I follow. Rea is behind me.

It is not something thought-through. Not like we’ve been longing to take the now-desegregated school bus. It was a spur-of-the-moment suggestion.

It’ll be faster, Rea said somewhere back there when we were wrapped in laughter and gossip. We won’t be late to get back to school. If we walk, we’ll get detention. Even if we walk really fast!

And it’s so hot! Lerato agreed.

But now as I move forward I look behind me at the other pupils in the line. Maybe it is the heaviness of the heat that calls attention to everything—the way it insists you notice sweat under your arms, behind your ears, between your toes. The weight of the blazer slung over my arm is too much. So is the colour of the bus: fire-engine red.

I have a vision of my mother standing in line to buy something in town, unsure if it will be sold to her. But I know that I haven’t ever seen this, that it’s something I was told about as part of a bigger story about us. It’s in the past.

I am not my mother and this is a new world.

Lerato starts to say something about buses and desegregation “in the States.” I tune her out because, oddly, as I take the second step, I suddenly want, more than just a little bit, to go back to before. To laughter in my belly, sun on my face, to the street, to retrace my steps and make a different decision. Heat is trapped in the crowded bus. Students from other schools are on their knees on the seats and their heads are sticking out of the windows, desperate for cool air.

When we walk in the chatter ends. Everyone stares.

We go for the seat everyone is avoiding, the one on the side not shaded and just behind the driver. I think: All young people are the same, Black or not. We all avoid the desk closest to the teacher and the seat closest to the bus driver. This is the only one left for us. We put our blazers down and sit on the leather, like sitting on a hot stove.

I feel suddenly giddy as we start moving. I think: Oh, wow. We’re on the bus! We are on the bus. The red bus. The one that used to only be for White pupils. If you think about it, we may be the very first ones to ride on this very bus! This is so far from my parents’ world. They’ll both be fascinated to hear about it.

—

I’m trying not to notice but the silence around us still has not been broken. It is more suffocating than the heat.

Then, a voice from the back of the bus: Hey! Get off the bus, K_____s!

Rea says, in a whisper, Oh my God. They’re so—

When the hand comes flying, it’s a wild surprise. Like a large bird crashing onto the windshield in the middle of the road.

Backhand. He must be outstanding with a tennis racket, I think, because there really is nothing else to think. Because now the reminder to fear is too late and there is nowhere else to go.

The hand lands on Rea’s right cheek and when her head knocks into mine, I feel the swell in my throat and begin talking myself out of crying.

Think: jacarandas in bloom, their purple flowers a soft carpet on the streets. Think: my grandmother’s sweet baked biscuits. Think: school holidays, bare feet on cool grass. Think: Oumama’s kisses. My father’s hugs. Think!

—

The boy is in military khakis instead of a school uniform. The khakis are the Freedom Front uniform. Children in farmers’ clothes, I’ve always thought. Which isn’t far off. That’s the point. Their people are landowners fighting for things to stay that way: them having land to farm; us staying far, far away from them. I’ve heard some students go to school in their political party uniforms and this is allowed. They have the right. But I have never encountered them so close. At most I’ve seen their uniform from the safety of my parents’ cars.

Around us chests rise, throats are gasping for air. But there are also giggles. Mean, angry chuckles that make you feel like you’ve just wet yourself in front of a class. I eye the door and try to work out how quickly we could run at the next stop, but now everything in front of me is blurry. I am shivering. Am I shivering in the heat the way you do when you’re about to get a cold?

I see the driver eye the scene through the rear-view mirror, then look away.

Think: of rage, of madness so deep and vast it refuses a chance at reason.

If you feel enraged there is no room for crying, said my mother once.

Prison talk? I wonder now.

There is no way out—no way back to before, to the street and the laughter and the easy talk about putting relaxer in our hair, asking, Do you prefer store-bought or salon?

If we just hurled ourselves out the window, how many seconds would it take to land? How far is the fall down to the concrete? What would we break? Legs only, I think.

I want to be the baby on the woman’s back outside, her arm cradling just beneath my bum while the other hand sells FRESH fruit. I want to be the one being fed a ripe peach from the bowl of fruit, nectar dripping down my cheeks, dreaming.

The bus hardly moves. There are too many cars in front and behind. There is too much honking, the city sounds swelling all around.

The Whites Only signs have only just come down. Only this year, with the start of the school year. The government asked White people: Yes or no, to the end of apartheid. All around us we’ve been driving behind cars with I vote NO stickers. The students on this bus…those must be their parents.

When we sat down, when I was still feeling giddy with anticipation, I could see a future where I become a mother and tell my children: Yes, I was among the first to ride the historically White bus. The thought made me so happy. But right now, I’d rather be living very far in a future where someone else was the first.

Rea makes no eye contact with the boy but none with me either. Instead she takes the rest of her change and slowly, quite slowly, unzips her bag, puts it inside like she’s being careful not to make a sound, and then zips the bag back up.

He says: K_____r! Turns to me and Lerato and says: K_____s. The word, like his Rs, rolls off his tongue. To the beat of each syllable, he hits with his fist the roof of the bus.

I don’t know Rea all that well. It’s our fourth month at the school and she was the first person I spoke to in the first week. We’ve held on to each other since the first morning, each happily discovering that the other was just as uneasy about speaking English.

It could’ve been me. It could’ve been Lerato instead.

The boy’s mouth contorts. His menacing eyes are now on me and I think he’s deciding if I’m next. I stare back but only for a second and then turn my head towards the window. He decides against hitting me, for now. Feet apart, he’s aware of his own strength. He’s a heavy-set young man with broad shoulders and thick thighs, and I just know he’s skilled at rugby or whatever sport he chooses. My father says rugby is the sport of war, more than any other.

This boy’s eyes are darting from us to his friends, a player waiting for cheers. The chuckles turn to loud, menacing laughter and I feel this is more them pleasing him than the other way round. He’s a commander.

I can hear my grandmother saying that when she was growing up there were no signs directing your colour one way and someone else’s skin the other way. A different time, she has said to me. It wasn’t always like this.

My palms are sweaty and my heart a drum in my ears. I wonder what the boy remembers, what his father remembers, what his great-grandmother remembers. His family’s past at war with my family’s past.

You shouldn’t be here at all, he spits, the red around his ears deepening with every word, every syllable—too much saliva at the corners of his mouth and too much khaki on him, top to bottom.

The buses are for everyone now, says Lerato, with all the fight of a lion cub in her.

The students on this bus, all in different uniforms, are from schools still refusing to open to us. The private schools may be allowing our parents to pay their way past the apartheid laws but the government schools are shut.

But, I think, there are other ways we’re being insulting here: My mother says there is an elegance in the uniform we wear versus the uniforms they wear. Private versus public school. Light blue and little straw hats with blue ribbons versus brown and green. She says they wear muddy colours like camouflage in the dusty wild. I’m not sure which is the bigger insult: us being on the bus or us being on the bus in uniforms that, if the world made sense, would be on them and not on us.

—

I wish to fly out and above the bus and join the blue bird I now see gliding—her freedom mocking.

In the boy’s face there is no hint of boyhood. It’s like he’s a raging man in a boy’s body. I put his rage and my excitement side by side and see now how the looks on our faces, all giggly and carefree when we hopped on, might have been too much, might have been taunting.

Sometimes we pass their rallies by the side of the road when we are driving into town, and we always see khakis and shaved heads, flags and signs and their faces seething, young men and old men and older men. I know this boy and I don’t. I might have looked him over without picking him out of the crowd in the past. I have probably crossed the road to avoid him. I’ve probably seen him in the crowd at his rally and looked at him with fear, and him at me, with the same feeling. Maybe we spotted one another on a pretty Sunday afternoon, our parents’ cars going in different directions, our parents having vastly different conversations. I’ve seen it when our cars are stopped at the robots: children my age pressing their faces to the window from the back seat and mouthing the word: K_____ rrrrr! Who knows? He might also be one of those who spray you with thin ice and push you to the edge of the rink when you go skating. He could be any of these people I’ve crossed paths with. He is all of them.

—

He now says, in Afrikaans: At the next stop, you get off the bus!

The buses are for everyone, Lerato repeats in English, which does nothing for our case.

Lerato, who’s just come back from a childhood in a place called Ohio, should really be quiet, I reckon. We don’t need the arrogance of an Exile Kid. This boy doesn’t need to know she calls tekkies “sneakers” and America “the States.” Now is not the time for her to be who she is every day at school, acting like she’s just parachuted down from the promised land to save us from injustices she imagines we are unaware of. In the few weeks I’ve known her, I’ve noticed she’s the first one to speak up against the past—or the present. I also notice sometimes that under a South African education where a science teacher will stop a lesson on the periodic table just to correct your pronunciation of an English word, her American accent is already fading. Some days her tongue twists, curls itself around a word, holding on, wanting to return to Ohio. I’m clenching my teeth and fists, praying she doesn’t suddenly feel this is a very good time to bring up Rosa Parks, because I don’t intend to sit in on this bus.

She says nothing. We sit. Terrified but still, we sit. I’m afraid that by not standing and looking ready to leave we are declaring an all-out war against the people on the bus, and there aren’t enough of us for things to swing our way.

At the front, the driver is no longer peeking at us through the rear-view mirror. Perhaps he’s decided he didn’t see anything, and if he didn’t see anything there’s nothing to do but move us along the bustle of the afternoon city streets. Outside, people of our colour are happily chatting in taxis. Is there maybe more joy in staying with your own?

Someone behind us is saying something in Afrikaans, calling us something that isn’t human but also isn’t new to our ears. The power of language in this country. My mother marched against language laws. The school tells us to forget ours. Language can hurl you down from a high place, splatter your guts on the concrete for all the world to see. Language can declare you dead or, worse, inhuman. Language is the deadliest weapon of this government.

When I look at Rea I notice her cheek has finger marks. Her skin is light like mine—no, more like my mother’s. It’s too light, I sometimes think. It shows everything. You can’t have the dignity of hiding your inner world, if you look like this. She tucks her elbows into her sides and, the way she sits taller and wraps her arms around her school bag, it’s as if she has been strapped to the seat. I tug at her sleeve and point to the doors. She turns and glares at me, then shakes her head.

The boy wipes his forehead with the backs of his hands, then adjusts the belt below his belly, unfastens it. As he winds it around his hand, never taking his eyes off us, I really do think we’re about to get thrashed. Again I see a man in him, a furious adult. I try to stay ahead of him, try to predict what he’s about to say or do. You didn’t get off like you were supposed to, he might say next, belt landing on our thighs, and then we’d start apologizing. I try to tell myself the slap was probably not enough. Maybe we should shut our eyes and wait for the belt to strike.

Anything could happen.

He licks the spit at the corners of his mouth with the tip of his tongue. He wipes again the sweat weighing on his eyelashes but this time with the shoulders of his shirt because the hand without the belt is gripping Rea’s arm and squeezing—tighter and tighter so that the blood drains from his fingers. She doesn’t look at him. None of us do.

Then someone behind us speaks. I look back and see a pretty girl with wispy red hair tucking a lock behind her ear, turning her head sideways as she says: Agh, stop it, Piet. You’re showing off.

Of course he is. There is cheering. There is clapping. There are let’s-see-what-happens-next eyes all around us.

So now we know that the sportsman going for the goal is called Piet. He grins—a wide, meant-only-for-you display of perfectly straight teeth—at the red-haired cheerleader. What she thinks matters a lot to him, I can see, and it makes me hope the girl is so important he’s willing to forget about us.

Then I understand that how he handles us is what’s important. Boys flirt by showing their prowess, kicking a ball and making the goal. All this is, is two teenagers, probably exactly my age, doing what teenagers do: flirt.

She makes room for him to squeeze in next to her, into the seat behind us. And now a chortle from her just as I suddenly feel, right on the centre of my head, his elbow resting, hard, grinding. Like he thinks if he goes deeper he might crack skull. Get the message through.

Lerato winces and grabs my hand. I hold on. I don’t move. I’m pushing my head up as he bears down.

Moer hom!

K_____s!

The cheers are louder. Some are whistling through the windows. Announcing the win to the world.

One more stop, I say to myself. One more stop and never again.

The pain is unbearable so I try to move my head, but he’s much stronger. There’s sweat dripping onto my lap. And he doesn’t stop until his stop comes and when his stop comes he gets pats on his head and back and so ends the wildest display of team spirit I have seen all year.

When I try to move out of our seat Rea blocks my path with her school bag. It’s not our stop, she says. I sit back down. She says it again, this time to herself: It’s not our stop.

The next stop comes and then the next one, and then the one after that. We don’t get off. We wait until our stop and when it comes we shuffle past the driver and go slowly down the stairs. We’ve put up such a fight that we’re almost ashamed to leave, so we make it look like we’re leaving reluctantly.

Spit flies past my ear and lands on the windscreen, centimetres from the bus driver’s right hand.

Hey…, says the man behind the wheel, whose eyes see only the road in front of him. The sound of resignation.

Without realizing it, we’ve reached for each other’s hands and we are now moving forward with tight grips. Eyes forward, no words. We wait.

The street near the school is quieter but still we wait.

We wait until we’ve passed all other pedestrians.

Wait, until we’ve walked the length of the block leading up to the school.

We wait, and hold it until we’re behind the school gates but still too far away for anyone to see.

We stop on the other side of a fence lined with hydrangeas where we throw down the warm school blazers. Then we sink slowly to the ground like mourners at the edge of an open grave and, in a chorus, we wail.


I Left My Mother!

I don’t normally walk the township streets in my school uniform. I don’t like the noise it makes: blue and white against the sombre black and white. The old law that all township pupils must go to school in this uniform stands. You know where people go to school based on what they wear, and here all around us they wear colours of mourning. They don’t look too different from what the Mothers wear to church, and to funerals on the weekends to accompany the dead into the next world.

My uniform speaks of the separation between me and my childhood friends and old schoolmates. In the car when we are being driven to school, I’m grateful that we are hidden behind the tinted windows.

But today I don’t change before going out into the streets, to go to find my father at one of his shops.

Check the dry cleaners, the woman on the other side of the phone told me, when I called the bottle store. He rotates his schedule, my father, going from one business to another through the day to manage things like stocks, papers and sometimes, he says, employee squabbles. I am on the street in my school dress, regretful that I didn’t change into home clothes because I can see I’m getting the attention I’ve always been careful to avoid.

Where are you going? an old neighbour wants to know.

How is it, over there? asks an elder taking in the last of the afternoon sun.

I look up and answer politely, feeling a twinge at the words: over there. Remembering what I like to forget—that since I started going to the White-people schools, as people in the township call them, there is now this glaring separation between me and all the people here. The feeling that I can never return to the old school. The place I still long for most days. That tomorrow I have to go back to sitting in the classroom learning history or biology or Afrikaans from teachers who sometimes ask: Can I just call you Kelly? It’s so much simpler.

—

I have left the house and my mother in it. My mother, who stood in the middle of her bedroom in her long, pink nightgown, wiping spittle from the corners of her mouth mid-rage when I walked out.

Where are you going? she said, offended by my refusal to watch her scream about what had happened to me.

I didn’t want the vibration of my mother’s heartbeat today. I didn’t want her rage coming in and taking over, all her fears enveloping my body. So I walked out, let her have it out with the walls of the room. She can’t go into town, is the problem. She can’t stop every tired and disinterested bus driver on the streets of the city centre and say, Show me! Show me the White boy who slapped a Black girl. There is nowhere to find the boy because he was just another schoolboy who looks like the many other schoolboys who go to school in their Freedom Front uniform in the many other schools in the city. He was only one of the many faceless soldiers roaming the streets, riding in buses, standing at street corners, looking to draw blood from Black people who think they belong on the same buses and in the same movie theatres and the same streets. Who think they belong in this country at all.

No. The lapper in khakis is gone. He will never be found by anyone. Even I, in all truth, couldn’t tell you what he looked like, really. I couldn’t point him out if you placed him in a line with four others of the same description. He’s gone—not only out of reach of my mother’s wrath, but also from my own memory. I remember his rage and I remember his slap. His elbow on my head left a raging headache. But for the purpose of being found by us, he has vanished.

—

When I told my sisters about the incident as an employee of my father’s was driving us from school to home, every one of them said, Tell Mama! Tell Mama! And all I could think was that even if she could do anything about it, I wouldn’t want her to.

As I expected, as soon as we reached the house they all flew out of the car to inform her of the crime I had just described to them, waking her from her late-afternoon sleep.

You never know what will get my mother out of bed when she’s not at the hospital. Some days it’s because she’s had a craving for something sweet and she’s up late in the kitchen surrounded by flour, sugar, vanilla, milk and trays and trays of biscuits for us to eat, enough that we can offer some to the neighbours. Other times it’s because, she has decided, one of us needs something.

—

I’d only been home for fifteen minutes, and though by the time I walked in I was calmer, my face was swollen and the red in my eyes was deep enough that it was immediately clear to my mother how long and how hard I must have cried. I wept when the driver came to fetch us, I cried all the way home on the highway, and I think I stopped when I watched my sisters jump out of the car—feeling, even before it began, my mother’s pulsing fury.

She won’t do anything, I told them. But they didn’t listen. They thought I meant she wouldn’t be able to visit the crime scene and set things straight. What I meant, in fact, was that she wouldn’t do anything with me. She wouldn’t ask how I was, she wouldn’t hold my hand, she wouldn’t tell me everything would be okay. My mother would be angry that a Black girl was slapped, not that her daughter had been crying for hours. She would be enraged by the injustice of the country inflicted on Black children. Not only, or not specifically, by one cruelty of a boy against three Black girls.

Where was this? In town? Who was there? were her first words when I walked in the house after my sisters, who were breathless from giving her details of a scene they had not witnessed.

Whose child was he? she repeated, and before I knew it she was in her wardrobe searching for something. Then: I don’t keep it in the house, she says.

No explanation of what “it” was.

I am not interested in my mother’s rage at the world just now. What I am interested in is getting away from her and going to find my father—or, even, going to roam the streets of the township and letting its afternoon melodies lull me back to a time I have lost. Set me gently to sleep in the memory of the place and people I no longer get to see every day—in the language I am no longer allowed to speak five days a week.

What do they think they can do? Keep the country forever? my mother was screaming as I stormed out of her bedroom. What do they think they can do? Stop us?

I ran into the kitchen to pick up the phone, scanning the list of my father’s businesses on the fridge, deciding I should pick a number—any number—and dial. I wanted to find him as soon as possible, run from the fire burning in our house and into the solace of his quiet world. I walked out into the street and there was my mother’s voice from her room, booming through the house:

I wish you could show him to me! And his khakis. I wish you could show him to me and I would slap him myself.

My mother: ever ready for battle. I know right now she wishes she had someone to settle the score with. I know if this had happened at the school she’d be at the principal’s door the next morning.

I kick a stone and keep kicking it for a while. I like the hard feel against my toes. I look down and realize: I haven’t seen dust on school shoes in a very long time. It brings back those days of trekking up the mountain to find fruit in the middle of the school day.

A group of younger boys kick a ball to me. Aus’ Kelelo! they say, and I kick it back to them. One of them catches it with his forehead, delightful in his skill, and directs it with a determined bounce back into the game.

I left my mother, I want to tell people. I am marvelling at my defiance and want to announce this to the boys on the street: I’ve left my mother because I don’t want my mother’s feelings today. Today I want only my own. I left her.

I want to slice the cord forever connecting me to her. I want my body back from her rapid, raging heartbeat. From her trembling hands and sweaty fury.

Where are you going? She was so puzzled, watching me walk out. Where is she going?! she shouted to my sisters as I slammed the door behind me.

—

When I walk into the shop I immediately recognize the boy at the till. He is still in his black and whites. His wide, bright smile warms me. Ao, Kelelo! O right?

Busiiii! I say above the noise of the machines, and he says, to mock me: O batla YOUR FADA?

We both laugh. Before I left the township school my schoolmates would joke about how I’d only be speaking English once I left, and once in a while they’d come up to me and start sentences in Setswana and finish them in English, saying very loudly and pointedly the English part.

A customer arrives and this cuts off the laughter between us. Busi goes back to work. We are strangers again.

Hold on, I feel like saying to him. Do you know, a boy hurt me and my friends, and then you would think I’d run home to my mother who is everyone’s mother, but instead I walked away from her, and now I’m here?

And I do feel as if I’ve said the words but of course I haven’t. No one leaves my mother. My mother is the very person you call, for this sort of thing. For exactly this sort of thing.

—

When I find my father in the back office he stands up with a mixture of concern and confusion.

The room spins and I shut my eyes. Sit, he insists, pushing his chair towards me.

My father’s offices all look the same: a large wooden desk; grey, drab steel filing cabinets against one wall, papers neatly arranged on the desk and the window always open. I like to hear the gossip, he once joked when I asked if the noise from passersby was not distracting. Now he stands with his arms folded and his shoulders wide against the door, like a guard.

Your mother phoned. She didn’t know where you were.

I shrug, my head in my hand. He calls for someone to bring me paracetamol and when they do he hands me the pills and a glass of water.

Sit, he says again, and then to himself: This will end. This is coming to an end.

It’s the first time in my life that I think I hear my father’s voice tremble—very slightly. I look up from the desk and he turns away from me and walks out, shutting the door. It’s only for a minute and then he is back and he is himself again, walking around in a circle and patting his pockets. I eye his keys at the far corner of the desk. I swivel in the chair once; then, because I’m still a bit queasy, I put my arms on the desk and lay my head down. The machines on the other side of the wall blow steam into the air but between the blows I can hear a customer in conversation with Busi. I can hear the money drop in the till. I can hear people calling out to each other through the windows. I can let myself float far out into the depths of the township, never to ride on another city bus again.

—

After a few more walks about the room my father fetches his keys and puts his hand gently on my back. Chips or ice cream? he says as he leads me out of the store.

And off we go, walking deeper and deeper into the township, just me and my father, leaving the rest of the world behind.

—

Oumama pushes herself up against the pillows on the bed. She is fighting through her weakness, her exhaustion, but she is ready to return home, she tells us.

Today! she demands, in that soft but stern way that only she can do. Take my things, she says to us.

My mother has her scarves, a vase, and a small bottle of oil—all too much for one person to carry but she’s managing and not handing any of it to us.

Babies, fold my sheets, says Oumama. Take them to the nurses. Tell them to give them to a woman—any woman—who will be here for a while.

We know what “a while” means and we solemnly follow her instructions. My older sister takes the folded blue pile of sheets our mother brought from home and walks out of the ward to find a nurse.

The nurses say you’re not fit to go home, my mother pleads with her grandmother. Let’s wait and see what they say.

Oumama smiles up at our mother, cups her chin with her hand.

I’m going home. I don’t want more pills! I don’t want any more hospitals that don’t heal. They wouldn’t even have had to bring me here if you all hadn’t fussed that much.

My mother, my sisters and I exchange looks. We know. If she says there’s nothing wrong with her, there’s nothing wrong with her. If she says she’s going home, she’s going home.

—

The ward is filled with late-afternoon chatter as the women speak to each other from their beds, but when Oumama stands and starts, all attention is on her. She is sturdier on her feet than we’d expected.

Sister Malaka! A nurse rushes over to help our mother hold Oumama’s arms, but Oumama waves her away: My legs work fine!

We all shuffle behind her as she makes her way to the door, a little faster than one would imagine for a woman who has been lying in hospital for so long, sometimes lucid, sometimes not.

Suddenly she turns around and looks at me. Really takes me in, and then it is my chin she is cupping. Come here, she says, and kisses my forehead. Hm? Come here. She dabs my whole face with her lips. Then she opens her arms and calls us all in, saying to our mother: The babies need me out of here, hm?

My mother nods, understanding this is not a question.

We are now on our way to the car. We pass patients attended to and not attended to. People lying on stretchers. People falling asleep on chairs. Children with their heads on their parents/aunts/uncles’ laps, waiting.

Oumama waves at a nurse who then asks, Are you leaving us, Sister Malaka?

Oumama points to me and my sisters: You know how children are. They’re forcing me out of here. Then, turning to us, she says: This is not healing. Any of this. That’s why this place is named after some White man. Our hospital used to be called Kalafong, because that’s what it was. It was a place of healing. What else do you call a hospital? How do you name it after someone?

We walk past the flood of people coming in and out of the hospital and I’m relieved when we get that burst of the fresh, cool breeze and direct sunlight. We’re taking orders from Oumama as we walk to the car: Hold that vase upright! Say hello to that man: he’s our old neighbour. Wave. Run over and ask him how he is. Help your mother with those things she’s carrying.

Once she’s seated in the back of the car—I prefer it to the front, she has always said—she calls my name and pats the seat next to her.

And? Tell me. What happened?


We Inherit the Fire

The story has spread not only around the school but also around the city, all the way into the other three schools with girls like us. A warning: This is what happened. This is what could happen to any of us.

Though normally everyone sits with their friends, on this Monday everyone sits together. The Black girls. We’ve been called that every day, but it’s as if we now own the label, like we put it on ourselves before anyone else did. It is not only the girls from our class in the group huddled away from the rest of the school, all the way in a corner by the netball courts where no one can hear us. It is girls from other classes too. Older girls wanting to go back on that bus and find that boy; younger girls looking up at us with fear and awe. Their eyes saying: Will this happen to us? Wanting reassurances we can’t even give ourselves.

Did you guys slap him back or run away? asks a younger girl. Probably in standard four. She is only about ten years old, wide-eyed and hugging her pink-and-white lunch box. Something innocent about the colour, making me think I’m interrupting her quiet and hopeful days. Making me think we should tell the little ones to go off and play.

He was so ugly! Lerato is telling the crowd. I’m noticing that she’s taking over here, telling the story like it happened to her, which it did, but she tells it like it happened only to her.

But what did you do? asks the little girl.

What’s your name? I ask her.

Mamello.

A sweet name, I’ve always thought. Who doesn’t want a name that means to listen? I’ve always found the sound of it soft. Gentle.

I can’t answer her immediately. I think about us marching away from that bus like we never wanted to be seen again. I don’t want to tell her simply: We kept quiet. We didn’t want to make it worse.

But I also do want to tell her because I don’t want the “worse” we were fearing to happen to her, were she ever to find herself in a situation like that. I want her to get away. Because everyone knows—especially from stories told by those older than we are—that much more frightful things can happen. The worst.

We didn’t fight him, is the best I can give. Mamello nods. Then I offer something that surprises me: When you’re older it won’t be like this.

What do I even know about when we’re older? But the little girl seems to have heard what she needed to hear. In response she nods and turns her ear to Lerato. The self-appointed master of ceremonies.

She is standing—standing!—on a low bench, where we sometimes sit at break. She is speaking to us, a group that I think is just about all the Black girls at this school, which is not many. There are seven of us in our class, the highest. Everyone is listening, because she is telling the story as if it is happening now. In the present tense. So I look up at him and…, she says, and the crowd is going Oh my God! and Woooow!

Now she has her hand on her hip. The group is mesmerized. She continues: I said, “The buses are for everyone!”

I wonder if she has been waiting for this moment all her life. Like she’s been trained for it.

The crowd says: Yeeees! Yes! Yeeees! And they clap. For her!

I think of Rea. How she was the one who was slapped. How she was the one who said: It’s not our stop. I look for her in the crowd and see that she is in fact next to Lerato. She is Lerato’s wounded friend. And if you didn’t know better, if you were not there on that hot and sticky bus and you didn’t see the colour of the khaki boy’s face and you didn’t see the determined look on Rea’s face, you’d think Lerato had swept in, stood between us and the boy, and ended the whole thing.

Rea says nothing and doesn’t move while Lerato puts her hand on her shoulder. It looks as if she’s keeping her in place. Her prop in the presentation: And if you look here to my left, here is the thing I’m talking about.

I am aware of my clenched teeth and the tight curl of my fist. The scene is repulsive to me.

What did you do, Rea? asks someone from the crowd, and she’s only just opened her mouth when: Nothing! says Lerato. None of us did anything. But I think we should have done something. I told my parents and they thought we should report it.

This is absurd. Report what? I’d like to ask her. I wish someone would ask her.

I think I’ll walk away now. Then I remember that the school today feels safer in this corner. There are no friends over there where the rest of the girls are—where the rest of the girls are playing and happily exchanging stories about weekend jaunts into town and boys they have crushes on and all the other things that I now can’t remember, that keep girls in giggly conversation every day at break.

I’m starting to turn—but not walk—away from the scene when Lerato from Ohio goes a step too far.

I think we should stand up for ourselves. I think we should send someone, maybe one or two girls, to go on the bus and sit right in the front. Right next to the bus driver.

And that’s enough. She’s not even imaginative. Here is the thing I’ve always found galling about Exile Kids: They’re always telling us to “stand up for ourselves.” They have a script: Stand up for yourselves. Our parents couldn’t stay in this country. This is what African Americans do.

And it’s always “this country” with them. America is either “home” or “the States.” But the rest of us, with our parents, have stayed in “this country.”

When she steps down I look her in the eye and I tell her, not loud enough that the rest can hear, but very sternly: Lerato, this is not the civil rights movement. It’s not America.

Her eyes go wide. She feels betrayed, I know, as she looks away. After all, this happened to us. I’m supposed to be on the same side. She looks away and goes quiet.

Which is when Lebitso, an older girl, one of the ones who have gone out of their way to make me feel at home, the very one who made the sea of students part for me at the tuck shop in my first week here, steps up.

We’re going to do more than that, she says. A hush falls on the crowd. Those who don’t have their hats have their hands shielding their foreheads. I recognize something in the speaker. Something that’s been there all along but is now coming out quite proudly. It really is remarkable to watch: one person, saying just one sentence, and suddenly all around you can hear nothing but the whistle of the wind. She is looking me in the eye. She speaks to the crowd, but from her podium, over the listening heads, this girl’s eyes are on me and me alone. I can feel something rise inside me, something I’ve never felt before. A shift from being in awe of her, to being, I think, with her. It’s an uncomfortable thing to feel for someone older than I am—someone I barely know. Yet I know she might be asking it of me.

We are all going! she shouts, her eyes never leaving mine.

The crowd claps.

We are all going and we are all going to sit on every bus that takes students from those high schools and we are going together.

I join in the clapping even as with myself I’m clear: I don’t care to be on those buses. I’d rather be in a taxi, where they play kwaito on the radio and people exchange the day’s stories and belly-laugh all the way home. I’d rather climb into a taxi with twelve other people: men who recall the day’s attempts at finding work and women who speak of mistresses who won’t carry their own children, shaking their heads at someone new, who hasn’t seen much yet, who believes her mistress can love her.

My sisters and I don’t go in taxis. Not anymore. We only see the world through the windows of our parents’ cars. I wouldn’t mind going my whole life without ever being on another city bus. Sometimes they won’t even let us out of the house, which is why walking out on my screaming mother was such a shock to my family. They don’t say: Never walk the streets; never take a taxi. Only: I’ll take you. Or: We’ll get someone to take you. I know now they’ll add the city bus as another step we can’t take away from them.

But Lebitso, a tall and heavy-set girl, wants me to know she means every word. Wants me to let her know I am wholeheartedly with her.

In response, I nod at her.

To my left Lerato elbows me: Oh my word! This feels like the anti-apartheid marches we used to go to back home. It’s a lot like the civil rights movement, she says with a conciliatory voice.

I tell her: But this is not America.

She blinks. Butterfly wings. Flap flap flap. That’s true, she concedes.

In that moment I feel a tug of shame but also victory. I know if I were anyone else she wouldn’t back down. But it’s me. If she crosses me, she denies herself access to my mother’s world.

—

I remember those first few days after arriving at the school, when everyone was letting me know they know who I am with attention and sweets, how Lerato wasn’t interested in standing with the crowd. How she said: Can I meet your mother?

I hadn’t heard it put so bluntly. People hover and smile and wave when they see my mother. They hope to be allowed near her. But no one has ever come right out and put it into words. And quite out of the blue. It was like she already knew the answer was “yes,” and she just wanted to hurry up the process. When will I meet your mother? was the actual question.

—

They’ll come back from overseas and take over the country, my father has said numerous times. I didn’t understand it until I saw it in real time.

The girl from Ohio. Coming in to lead us. Place herself in the middle of every conversation: Back home…

That’s not about to happen.

As I stand in awe of Lebitso and her rage, I don’t want Lerato to be talking to me right now—about Ohio or anything else. If there was space around me I would walk off and stand closer to the front.

I know it’s unfair. Lerato was there and she was part of the story and she was hurt just as much. But she’s been in the school only as long as I have, has set herself apart because she knows another world and insists that world has something we should all want. And that has always bothered me. I don’t care if I never set foot on another city bus but I won’t be led by someone whose parents lived in freedom and are now saying that was the bold choice.

Lebitso tells the crowd: Our parents have protested and been jailed. To which we all nod. Everyone’s eyes look over at me. Like when the teacher says, “These people,” referring to us Indigenous people, and the White side of the room looks over to the Black side. Being uneasy with the looks, my eyes go to my feet.

Lebitso says: Here is what I’m saying. We won’t protest. We won’t toyi-toyi. We won’t hold up signs. We’ll go every day and sit on every bus and speak Setswana! Her voice rises.

We’ll be loud!

Yes!

Those of us at the front of the bus will shout to the ones at the back and that’s how we’ll ride those buses—like we’re in township buses with our friends!

Yessss! They’re clapping.

We won’t be kicked off buses. We won’t be told where to sit or stand in our own country!

I am quite feverish, when the bell rings. I feel my body heat most intensely, and take off my blazer on my way to class. The other girls walk around me—to my sides and behind, but no one ahead. It’s as if I was the one who spoke. I understand: This whole time they haven’t really seen me. They don’t see Kelelo the new girl at all. People see what they want to see and what these girls want to see is the lady with the finger pointed at the face of a soldier. I am never here, I think as we walk. They’ve been going to school with my mother, waiting for her to step out of an old photograph and tell them they’re safe with her.

And because I feel protected, it’s the first time in my life that I can’t decide if I mind my mother’s fame.

As we climb the stairs the prefects are already standing with their rulers ready to measure the lengths of our skirts. One with a very tight ponytail and long bangs waves me on after she is satisfied that I comply with the rules—and I flinch as I walk up, swallowing a lump in my throat, nauseated by having been touched by a girl who looks right through me every time we pass each other in the corridors. There is something about my skirt being measured today that feels not-removed from the bus incident. There’s something about it that makes me pull my skirt down and rub my thighs.

Ugh, I say at the top of the stairs to no one in particular. This place!

And by the way the few girls around me respond, echoing my words, one of them saying, They don’t want us here, you’d think I had just made a call to arms.

—

It’s like a serious, high-stakes sport, the way we put our hearts into it.

Because my parents always know where we are and because I go straight home from school, the other girls and I use the time between the end of the school day and study period to go into town. Just in that hour when all the pupils around the city normally leave school. We plan with the other Black girls from the other three schools: You take the buses near your school and we’ll take the buses near our school. And then the boys from the brother schools join in. No one can say we’re a crowd. Just four, six, nine of us at any one time on a bus.

Every afternoon we do this and every morning we share stories of how it went, here, there, everywhere.

As the days pass, what I don’t tell anyone is how much I dread it every time. How my back stiffens and my body flinches every time a White boy steps on, or rushes past me to climb down the steps when his stop comes. What I don’t tell anyone is that I don’t have my mother’s valour, no matter how much they see her in me. I wait for the violence, when I step on the buses. I feel a terror I can never get used to. There is this waft of the boy called Piet’s sweat and rage that comes up and makes me feel nauseated. It swipes at me the moment the doors open. I don’t want to climb the steps and go in. I never want to go in. But I do. I sit, always, by the window because I reckon it keeps me safe and away from any sudden flying objects: a school bag, a furious hand. Spit.

The newspapers report “the sudden swarm of Black children” on city buses. Is this a glimpse of what’s to come? asks one reporter. Are our children safe?

One late Saturday morning when the papers were reporting the insolence of the Black students in town, my mother threw one of these papers across the room and screamed: And our children? Speaking to—or for—other mothers not in the house with us.

She wants to know. To know what my role has been in all of this. She approves of the actions the students have been taking, calls them brave and important, but what she is curious about is what her daughter is doing. Not how her daughter is feeling.

—

Over Sunday lunch one afternoon, my mother asks: And who is this Lebitso you were talking about, Tumane? Who is this girl who organized these protests? The admiration in her face unmistakable.

She’s older. She’s in matric, starts Tumane, but my mother interrupts and turns sharply to me:

Are you friends with her?

I twirl my fork until it has more and more pasta. Until it’s too full to take it all in one bite.

She says: What’s her surname? Do I know her parents?

My mother knows everyone. When they were moved from one place to the next, people held on to one another through surnames. There was a time when your surname could let people know where you were from. A family named after a certain species of bird would let you know where the people were originally located. People still know each other by the surname, no matter where you end up now. People of the same land can find the ones who were moved away from them this way.

—

Who are these brave, brave students? my mother demands to know. They’re like us, a long time ago.

She has conversations not so much with me but with herself.

I don’t even think they’re trying to start anything, I think it’s just the easier way to go from place to place some days, she reasons, and sucks her teeth. They are, after all, buses for people travelling in the city.

When I shrug and don’t say anything, she comes out with what she’s been wondering and puts it plainly: What do you do, when all of this is happening? Are you also joining in? Do you go on those buses? What do you do?

I let the question hang between us while I move food around on my plate. Just sit with the wave of anger moving through and between us, knowing what I’m about to say could only make it worse.

Not much, I say finally, and to my surprise I look her square in the eye when I say it. I watch her mouth open but before she says anything I sprinkle salt to the wound:

I just follow.

There aren’t a lot of things that stun my mother into complete silence, but this, my response, strips her mouth of words. And I have to bite my cheeks to suppress a smirk. I repeat the words in my head: I just follow.

She draws a sharp breath. She forgets to eat. She holds her fork just inches from her plate. My sisters all stop at the same time and look up at her, expectant. I take a bite of my food and look only at my plate now. I am helpless against the fire in her, as ever. I am engulfed by it, and without looking right at them I can feel my sisters’ anger towards me. I have knocked my mother off balance, a monumental offence.

I don’t know what happens, in a year or two or ten. I don’t know when apartheid ends definitively, or what the world will look like for my mother. I do know that right at this moment she can’t move, and there has never been a time in her life when she could not move, like this. But still, I won’t look at her.

—

As always my sisters and my mother move as one, with me trailing somewhere behind them. Normally I escape the sting of it by immersing myself in my schoolwork, but I can’t do that this time, because I am failing history. Sister Mary-Margaret hands the latest test back to us in class and the letter C is circled with a fire-engine-red marker on mine. A warning light blinking towards my future. I go hot behind my ears. History used to be what I excelled in at my old school.

You either listen to me and do as you’re told or you fail this class, my girl, is Sister Mary-Margaret’s message to me. She stands looking down at me, hands on hips. So close, I can smell the nuns’ dining hall on her. Coffee, mainly. Mixed in with the soap fragrance on her skin: something powdery. Freshness and purity.

She taps her ruler on my desk so hard the paper flutters like it’s going to take off. You didn’t listen to what I said, she says. You made up your own answers.

Other students are puzzled, but I’m not. I know what she means, and I look down at my answers and feel as if I’m coming undone.

Question: What school programs did the government create for all primary school pupils? Answer: Although the programs were not for all primary school pupils in the country, there were meals for European children.

Red mark through the line, followed by THIS DOES NOT ANSWER THE QUESTION CORRECTLY.

Sister Mary-Margaret takes the test from me and reads out loud, to the class: Here is what I mean. Question: “How did Europe rescue Africa from German rule after the First World War?” Answer: “Europe created borders on the continent and divided countries where there was previously no division.”

She throws the paper back on my desk. Girls, if you don’t read the history book properly before your test, you will fail, she says. These questions ask for facts. They don’t ask for your personal opinion.

So I am failing history and my father is concerned because this is a subject I used to excel in. They may not agree with what’s in the books but they want me to pass. They want me to have an excellent chance at going to the best possible university.

What do you think you could do differently? asks my father.

I could give the answers exactly the way they’re written in the book.

But you don’t agree with the book?

We read the same book in the old school. But the questions were different.

The questions started with “Do you think…?” And “Is it true that…” The history teacher, the one who disappeared, said history books are open to interpretation.

—

I am finding it difficult to juggle the schoolwork with the protesting, but I hardly think the protests will last very long. No one reports any kind of violence, if you don’t count being accidentally hit with a school bag as someone walks past you. Or three or four people crowding the front and refusing to move when it’s your stop so you have to wait until they’ve vacated the bus, then take another one to go back to where you were supposed to step off. So that you have to do this more than once in one day. If you don’t count the occasional spittle that slowly drips down into your lap—also by accident—or the chewing gum you find mysteriously stuck to your hair, nothing violent happens. And for weeks we go in and out of city buses until it starts to feel like a point has been made and we’re now expected on buses. So that it’s the norm and not the exception: Black girls and boys riding the school buses in different uniforms. No White child is slapped, spat on, or even lightly pushed—we’d rather miss our stop than push—so there is nothing to report anymore.

But I am failing history. I could follow Sister Mary-Margaret’s instructions, but that would be lying on the page, which is as good as setting lies in stone. Ink on the page is wholly different from things that can be easily erased on a chalkboard.


An Imaginary Visitor

It is a thing quite widely misunderstood in families and I want to clear it up: the knowing of secrets, the keeping of them and being entrusted with them, is the very thing that breeds madness. Most people think it’s just knowing that they exist without having a comprehensive knowledge of their details that drives you insane. They’ll tell you it’s being aware of the gaps in your family history that is the trauma, but it isn’t, because filling in the gaps is putting together a puzzle—it’s a sort of sport. Knowing the details is nothing like a game. It is the safeguarding of these shameful truths that unravels you, and it is this safeguarding, this arduous task that you don’t get to choose, that has driven the women in our family mad—quite mad, in fact. Mad to the point of wishing we’d one day wake up as someone clean and shiny and brand-new, with no knowledge of the things that fill the gaps. Wishing we’d forget our own names altogether.

Maybe what in fact happens is we lose our minds before we even know what it is we are to keep hidden. I think of this as I watch Oumama’s laboured breathing. She was not well enough to leave the hospital, of course, but she does seem stronger, even if she now sleeps afternoons off in her own bed. I tuck a loose grey curl back under her head scarf. Hair: a secret. Perhaps the darkest one. Often the root of the darkest ones, at least. Often the beginning of how family stories start and families come apart, in this country.

—

Two days before I turned ten, a White woman in a red car came to visit my grandmother’s house.

At least I think it happened like this. There is no one to corroborate this story, but it’s a memory that comes charging at me and then, body slam! It very nearly knocks me to the floor, so that I have to sit and face it: contend with its sudden crash, like the ceiling in my bedroom has just caved in and there is debris on the floor.

—

It’s Kelelo leaving. It’s her not coming to me, marching off instead, disappearing into the township. Where are you going? I shouted. No response. The door slamming. Still in her uniform! Just stomped off. Didn’t want to talk about the violence of the boy on the bus. I wanted to speed into the city and set something on fire. Anything: a building, empty buses at the bus terminal waiting for next-day service, so that no one even had the option of riding them the next day.

But as I started to rush to the door, Tumane said, She’s fine. She’s safe. There are no White people in the township. No one is going to tell her to get off the streets.

No White people in the township. My legs buckled. I sat.

No White people in the township.

The evening the White woman came to our house rushed back and I remembered it with my skin: goosebumps and a prickling, right down my back.

—

I can’t ask my mother about it because, first, she didn’t see it. I think she and my aunts were so often facing only one another that they hardly ever looked up in those days, being teachers and mothering their pupils. Bringing food to a pupil’s family. Going to buy new shoes for a child whose family couldn’t afford it.

Second, my mother finds it a terrible inconvenience to be taken back to her mother’s house. Look at you now, she’ll say. Look at the beautiful cars and the lovely seaside holidays. And your special, special girls.

There are many places where my mother and I disagree, come apart, and this is one of them. My life now, as she sees it, with everything it has to offer—both to me and my children—is enough. You have the life other people wish they had, she tells me. Patting my hand, putting an end to the conversation. The past is the only place for the past.

It slips away then, if that’s how you see it, I tell her.

Then let it, she says. Let it.

I don’t see how that can be possible, with all our remembering. All the things that refuse to be packed away in dusty old boxes.

—

And that’s me and my mother in one go. I could say other things about our relationship, but at the root, that’s us.

I can’t tell my husband about my memories either, because he is tired of my mind and its capacity to hold entire worlds and bring them up at all hours. He is tired and, when I take him back to the past—mine or ours—he stands up, pats his pants for his keys, walks around and away from me. That’s not what happened, he’ll say when I try to hold up and examine something from a long time ago. Between bites of food I’ve cooked for him, Get it out of your head, he might say.

—

So this is the problem with recollections of my early years: The things I remember are only for me to piece together. Feeling before detail. I’m all scents and sounds and aches for days before it all comes into view and when they do appear the details are difficult to verify. My husband doesn’t even call them memories anymore. He only says: Your thoughts. Which is different from my mother’s I hate going back, but still. Neither one of them outright says, Don’t talk to me about it, but there it is hanging between us, implied.

—

But I do remember the White woman coming to our house. And my Tumane’s very simple sentence is the road that leads back to the stranger.

—

What I recall: I was about to turn ten. My grandmother always said she remembered ten as a wonderful age and wanted to make the day memorable for me. We were planning a cake. We walked together to the shops to buy flour, butter, sugar and I can’t remember what else and, though I had agreed to be part of the planning, I was sorry that when the day finally came the cake would not be a surprise.

There was fuss and light in my grandmother’s eyes. The two of us singing to a song on the radio and humming the lyrics we couldn’t remember. Our movements around the kitchen like a practiced dance. That is what the White woman in the red car interrupted. Not only the mood, but also something much bigger in our lives.

If any of our neighbours had taken notice of her, at that time, in that place, I believe our family would have taken a different course. Questions would have been asked. Accusations hurled at us from the people who had thought they’d known us long and well. Then…who knows? Ostracization for life? Stories about us changing with each pair of lips that told them. All I know is that then we would have been that family.

—

Shame is a thing that shifts the ground beneath any family, swallows then pulls and pulls. I don’t believe anyone has the skills to survive it. I could imagine neighbours’ looks or comments always linking us to White people. Everyone would’ve wanted to know: What does your family have to do with White people that one of them would come right to your door? What is it about you that we don’t know? That you never want us to know?

None of us, the people who had always been uprooted because White people wanted our land, wanted to be seen as being close to them. Oumama wore a head scarf all my life. She never took it off. Not even in the house. She never wanted her neighbours looking at the looser curls on her head and asking questions—or calling her “the Coloured.”

—

But the evening the White woman came, as if she had willed it so, our neighbours’ eyes were on other matters. They’d already finished the business of packing away the day: drawing curtains and shutting windows, carrying chairs from gardens and into their houses, locking their gates. It was supper time.

No one paid close attention to the woman in the red car. I’m not sure they noticed there was a White person amongst us, and of course that was her intention, driving into a township just as the evening shadows were settling around us, wearing a large straw hat and dark sunglasses.

There she was in our kitchen, back pressed against the shut door—breathless, as if she’d been successful in dodging some sort of immediate danger.

I was sitting in the wooden chair by the stove, the one facing the door and the very one I always sat on, when she rushed in. There is the fire at the edges of my tongue that I recall, me regretting the speed with which I had worked my way through a spicy dish. I was chewing the last piece of hake. My watering eyes rose to meet the face under the wide-brim straw hat. A face framed by curly brown locks that rolled down to meet a sharp jawline. Green eyes that settled on their target, like a dare. Endless limbs and straight up, unapologetic wide shoulders. Palm flat against her own chest.

My jaw and spoon dropped at the same time: She was my grandmother, but White.

Oh, Ellie! El…Ke tlile, said the White woman, pulling herself together, taking her hat off with one hand and pushing back her white-rimmed glasses with the other, fully exposing her face. Behind me my grandmother sharply inhaled through her nose, and I knew it was not just the woman’s presence she had a problem with, but more that by her speaking Setswana, too much had been revealed.

I had never heard a White person speak our language. Until that night I didn’t even think such a thing was possible.

Where had she learned this? It was something so surreal that it would later add to my confusion around whether or not the memory was real. What’s more, she had said the words like they were proof she’d fulfilled a promise: I came!

It cast away any doubt that she was a stranger.

No one said a word and, as a way of finding something to do, I reached out and turned up the knob on the kerosene lamp. I set aside my plate instead of standing up to go and wash it in the sink. I wanted to offer her tea, as we always did with visitors. The kettle was already filled and nearly ready on the stove, but something about the way she lingered at the door made me think she might not even have the patience to sit.

Now adjusting to the soft light in the room, the woman’s green eyes landed on me and lit up. I could see them fill with questions as she took me in, probably seeing a part of herself just as I was seeing my grandmother in her.

Elena, said the woman tenderly, with her eyes still on me.

From behind me I heard Oumama start, Lilly…you—before she stopped herself.

I’m here, said the White woman, putting a fine point on it, in English. For the first time in my life, I saw my grandmother press her forefingers against the corners of her eyes and sniffle, then:

Hmm! she said, moving swiftly towards me. Her hand was firmly around my wrist and before I knew it I was being whisked to her bedroom without a word.

I was all wide eyes and stiff limbs, questions rushing through my mind in broken sentences. Uh…was all I could manage as I stood at the foot of the bed, watching the door swing shut behind Oumama’s quick, fading footsteps.

No other sound came after that. No whispers. Not even the whistle from the mouth of our silver stovetop.

Nothing.

I sat at the edge of the bed to still myself. A White woman speaking Setswana? Where did she come from? Did anyone see her? What if people had seen her? Does my grandfather know? Who is Elena? Who is Elena? That’s not Oumama’s name. She came to the wrong house. Was Oumama crying? There was no one to ask.

Then moments later: Vroom! I heard the red car speeding away, never to be seen again.

It was Oumama’s soft hand that finally led me out of the room and back to the kitchen, this time fingers intertwining with mine, not a grasp of my wrist. A bowl with a scoop of ice cream was waiting for me at the table, where I ate quietly with my grandmother turning up the radio and hiding what I think was a soft sob.

My mother and my aunts arrived together long after the event, my grandfather even later, and the house seemed to return to its usual ways.

Who was the White woman? I asked Oumama as she tucked me in next to her that night.

There had been a time when I would fall asleep next to her and then my mother would come and carry me to her own bed, but by then I had grown too heavy and my mother had long given up on pulling me from my grandmother’s side at any time of the day or night.

I heard my grandmother’s sharp inhale tear through the darkness. Crickets chirped at the windowsill. A neighbour coughed and we could hear this, hear also the creak of a bed under shifting human weight, because that is how close we all were to our neighbours, separated by papery walls.

A baby’s cry faded in the distance and still Oumama said nothing, making me wonder if I had asked the question at all. Then suddenly, a slight gasp, and: What woman? she asked, truly sounding puzzled.

The kerosene lamp was out and so was the street lamp that stood just outside our gate. She couldn’t see my lips part in the dark and form a useless O. She couldn’t see the crease between my eyes, my mind in a panic as I wished to retract the question.

You never call an elder a liar, my mother had always taught me.

During the long moment in which I think my grandmother was working her way towards suitable words to shut down the conversation, I lay stiff as a corpse beside her, unable to tell if it was the shame or hurt that made me want to cry.

Sleep now, she said finally. The day is long gone.

—

Was that the first time my grandmother betrayed our bond, making me believe I had imagined an entire evening? Was it the only time, perhaps? Maybe it was a secret that extended and extended into many years, from that evening to the photographs, to some time before I was born. Before she was a mother, even. Maybe in doing this she meant to save herself. To save all of us.

But that’s only part of it, of course. The thing about my grandmother saving us. That’s the bit I must say first because she is almost gone now and laying blame on the ones about to cross over, if it must be done, should be cushioned with some mention of pure intention. Which isn’t to say she didn’t save us, because she did. She hid away things that would have left us isolated and unprotected. But even at that about-to-be-ten stage I understood that something I didn’t want was being handed to me in that dark room, amidst the neighbours’ noises and crickets at the windows.

My grandmother was entrusting me with a secret.

She was telling me, without telling me, that I now knew something that nobody else must know. It was long before the prison that was also a grave, before the hums in the walls and the wails in the floors. I was only a girl before the world came in, but I understood.

[image: ]

I am lying under the sitting room window, curtains above me billowing from the cool breeze. The heat is easing but not quite gone. Even when winter nears, this part of the country is warm. The days announce themselves with a sharp, stinging draught, but that’s all gone by this time of day.

I’m going to fetch the girls from school in an hour but I wanted to come to my mother’s house and sit with Oumama for a while. Every day at dawn she is up roaring into the day, even if her walk is slow and barely steady. She wants her body to do things it simply isn’t able to do anymore. She can’t stand long enough to cook or dust the shelves or work in the garden. By noon, like the morning chill her energy is overcome by the rising heat of the sun. She sits, tired and periodically dozing off, in her seat at the head of the room: two sofas to either side, her chair in the centre, facing the door. She’s always had that seat and she’s back to it, after the hospital. No one sat there when she was gone, except for the girls occasionally battling to squeeze into it, then giving up and leaving it empty.

I can’t think of a good way to ask her about the name Lilly, about the photographs or about what I remember. Not so soon after she is back home. Not when what’s on all our minds is Kelelo being attacked by a stranger we’ll never meet.

—

The purple nail polish I used is matte and flat on her fingernails. We shouldn’t make a show of it, she’d said when I presented her with the choice between the red and the purple. Tone it down, she cautioned.

Purple is fine. It goes with the flecks of blue on the dress she wears. She instructed me to give the red to the women in her ward, before she left. I thought about how these were the little things we wanted in prison: sweets, nail polish, combs made for our hair. In the four and a half years that I was in prison, the very few times my grandmother, mother and my aunts came to visit, these were what I asked for.

—

It is, isn’t it, unfair to ask her to explain herself, offer me the fullness of her life, before its end. I read somewhere that women “preserve” family secrets. Preserve. As if secrets are cooking recipes we neatly place in small boxes for our children to find. If this is the meaning then it is the sort of lie that goes right up there on the shelf with titles like The Joys of Motherhood and Your Mother Is Your First Best Friend.

The sanctity of secrets.

—

For years now my children having been looking at me with wide eyes, poking their heads around a very slightly open door, thinking I’ll give them a little bit of what I carry. Thinking if they knew me a little better, just a little better, then they could understand. Each one of them imagines that I can tell her something and she can hold on to it and feel she knows me better than the rest. I can feel them sometimes when they ask, Are you okay? You can tell me. Digging for some untold piece of my past, thinking it would help them know their youth activist mother better. Their political prisoner mother. The person everyone, both neighbours and people we will never meet, wants to know.

You can tell me. A hand pulling the covers off my bare shoulder. Two hands carrying a tray of tea and biscuits. A small hand pulling back the curtain because it’s too long a day with me in bed and it might help to let the light in. You can tell me.

I don’t give them anything, my girls. Neither the contents of my grandmother’s hat box, nor the singing voices of women gone too soon, the children who never knew the outside of the prisons—or the inside, gone before their lives could begin.

Not the wails you hear beneath the cement floors of your cell when the lights go out—the pull of the stories from those whose graves were unearthed, their remains discarded, their souls forever roaming prison passages with wide and broken eyes peering through the small openings on the steel doors. Those things cannot make their way into my children’s lives.

I don’t give my girls secrets. Madness ends with me, I tell myself, aware that I can never really know where it ends—if it does at all.

—

I push myself to sit up and move out from the stillness of the room. It wouldn’t do for me to be asleep before fetching my children from school.

As if hearing my thoughts, Oumama speaks: Don’t let them out of your sight, the babies. Arrive at school before the bell rings. I don’t want them on the city streets.

I tell her: They don’t go on city streets, don’t worry.

She sits up straight and takes a deep breath: Hold them close. Very close.

We can’t protect them from these things, I say, I want to believe we can, but what happened on that bus just shows me…

Mmm…they’re living it. We’ve always been living it.

She steadies herself with the arm of her chair and stands. I rush to bring her the cane propped against the wall behind her. She waves it away. No no no! She is annoyed. The Mothers bought her the cane when she came back from the hospital because her feet seemed unsure of themselves, but she hates it. I’ve gone all my life without this thing and I won’t touch it now, she declared.

Now she follows me out of the sitting room and watches me climb into my car. We can’t protect them from these people, but you can bring them here, she says. Bring them to me.

When I look at us now I still think that the past is not the only place for the past. Not when the past is the only thing that holds you. Not when the task is to reach far back, hold fast and offer as a final gift for the dying: That was ours. It was real. The love we gave in that place remains.


Two Sides of the Same Class

I don’t know what other people dream about, but these days, since that day on the bus, I dream about fighting. Sometimes a schoolyard scuffle. Sometimes a riot and army tanks. Sometimes bombs. Small scale: petrol bombs. Large scale: army bombs. They haunt me, these dreams about battle. They haunt me. I wake up from them with the sort of relief you might feel after being rescued from being dropped off a sharp cliff.

I told my older sister about them once, wanting someone to explain them to me—which is to say, wanting someone to make them stop. I read once that you are plagued by problems you can’t solve, that things happen to you over and over again until you learn the lesson these things bring, and then once you have, off they go and leave you in peace.

When I asked my sister she said, It’s especially puzzling because you…you hate fights.

I do. I loathe fights. I see someone gearing up for an altercation and every part of me wants to run. I want to cover my ears from the sound of guns and shouting that my body remembers. No matter how small a row, I want nothing to do with it.

—

But there’s always an offence at school that I didn’t know I was causing: the wrong language, the mispronunciation of a word in English, the wrong Afrikaans grammar. Terribly unacceptable answers on a history test. The wrong colour. Many months in and I still say as little as possible. You never know what you’re bound to do wrong next. What trouble your accent can get you into. I still hate that the way I speak is confirmation of me having another language in me and having had that language before English.

I don’t talk about what happened to us on the bus, though everyone expects me to. And it’s because I’m aware of people’s expectations of me, when it comes to grit, that I avoid fully discussing it. There’s a line they want me to cross. They want me to show the rage they think they’re familiar with, from that photograph. Mother and Child, I can see them thinking, as they hope to see how much of that finger on a soldier’s forehead my mother has passed on to me.

—

On the whole I do well steering clear of fights, until, one morning, in comes Madeleine, spilling her bile all over a perfectly normal Wednesday.

Madeleine is in love, is the thing. She has a boyfriend her parents know about. Madeleine has a boyfriend and the problem with Madeleine’s boyfriend is that he is a card-carrying, gun-toting member of the Freedom Front. He is a man incensed by his having to share his “once-peaceful” shops, restaurants, streets and bus rides with us. We may know that Madeleine is in love but we don’t think her loyalty to this boyfriend has anything at all to do with us. Two teenagers, from the other side of the perfectly structured highways, falling in love and holding hands most afternoons when he fetches her from school. Going off into the part of the country that is cut off from ours. Really, what could their romance have to do with us?

The boy turns his whole body away from us when he stands waiting for her, but that’s nothing out of the ordinary. She doesn’t introduce him to us, but that doesn’t bother us. There are so few schools taking Black students at the moment that none of us has ever really met a White boy. In passing on the school grounds at our brother school, yes. But to be introduced, shaking hands and “nice to meet you”? No. And we don’t mind.

Since Madeleine has never had any problem with us and is really just about the only White girl who acknowledges us, we think nothing of carrying on a conversation about the trivial things in our lives, a small herd of us at the far end of the room. What we don’t know is how much offence she takes.

You Black girls are always saying something in your language and you know it’s against school rules, she calls out to us.

Why do you care, Madeleine? We’re not talking to you, someone says.

Because you’re always in a group and we don’t even know, you could be saying something against us. We don’t even know what you’re planning.

The group turns to her, together, repeating the same words and finishing each other’s sentences. Planning? What do you mean planning?

Lerato says to her, Are you guys planning something, when you have a conversation?

No, but…I see her searching for her next word carefully, finding it, then letting it go. I’m just being honest, she says. She goes back to her seat.

There’s an exchange between the two sides of the room. Some disagreements and jibes, but nothing we’re not used to. Except that Madeleine decides she’s not finished with us. She turns to me from her desk, her whole body facing me.

My boyfriend told me, and I’m not saying this is me, I’m saying this is just what he says.

She has never spoken to me directly, and, feeling overpowered by the strength of the group, I think she chooses the girl who says nothing.

He says he’s not letting you take over this country. That’s what he says. I know that sounds…like…whatever. But I understand him. I don’t always agree with his views but I understand him. Like, imagine how he was raised. He is actually really smart. He talks about how, you know, apartheid ending is going to make the country unsafe.

The four rows of single desks are mostly empty. No one but me and Madeleine are seated, across from each other.

Stunned into silence, I don’t move. I don’t want to respond to her because my heart is on the verge of leaping out of my chest and I want to calm down and be ready for the next lesson. But she is going full steam anyway, even without me engaging.

You people don’t know what it’s like, she’s carrying on. My parents are really scared. You know? About what’s coming. About how dangerous the country’s going to be. My father says we should move. So many White people are getting away before things get worse.

I think of what my mother says about these reports of White people fleeing to where they might feel safer: Australia, England, Canada, America. Los Angeles in particular. For the weather. I roll my eyes at Madeleine and repeat my mother’s words: Good riddance. And turn my back to her, concentrate on a book I’m not really reading.

Hey! she says, slamming her hand against her desk. Hey! Don’t turn your back to me when I’m speaking to you!

I’m gripping the book, gritting my teeth. Fire in my belly. A blaze, spreading to my arms and legs. It’s the last five words, the way she spits them at me: When I’m speaking to you!

I am sure this is how Madeleine speaks to everyone of my colour. I’m sure it is how she and her family speak to the woman who cleans their house. I can see her saying: Look at me when I’m speaking to you! when the elderly woman fails to lift her head from the floor she is currently washing with her hands. A picture my mother and women who work in the kitchens have painted, come to life in my imagination.

Oh my God! She can’t stop herself as she gets up. Are you looking for your manners in that book? Look at me when I’m speaking to you!

With her pencil, she pokes me once, then twice, between my shoulder blades.

This part she says under her breath, for me to hear and for the group to miss: My dad said you’re ruining our schools.

I feel the heat of the seat on the bus. The boy called Piet’s sweat dripping. The girl behind me giggling, flirting with him. The jeers around us. The word, that word, hurled again and again and again: K_____s! And the bus driver. The one adult in here. A man who sees but refuses to see. I want to stand up from my desk the way I wanted to get off that bus. Madeleine is saying something but I am heating up and I am an infant wanting to escape my mother’s fire and I don’t hear anything but her saying something about the “standards of the school” and before she can say anymore, I hear myself scream:

Fuck. Right. Off!

I can feel the collective draw of breaths, the earth pausing its perpetual turn.

I watch the scene as if from above: the book in my hand, wide open to a page I wasn’t able to read and now smashing against Madeleine’s face. My hand pressing like people do on those shows where they play with food and press pie against someone’s face.

Oh my gawwwwd! someone is saying. Hands on mouths. Cheering now, from one side of the room. Angry shouts, at me, from the other side.

The book is now on the floor and Madeleine is in tears, running out of the room. Two girls run after her, throwing back glares as they exit.

If it were a film I was watching, now is when I’d press the “off” button. I don’t want to see or even know what happens next.

—

The lovely Mevrou Van Der Westhuisen misses the scene by mere minutes. She is not usually late but today she is hurrying in with apologies and the usual stack of books in her arms. No one says anything about it. She walks into the land of no chaos—just a class of girls dutifully awaiting her arrival. We’re going to start the day anew with her entrance. We’re going to put a lid on what just happened by smiling up at her very pretty cream blouse and the specs on her head. Gooie Moore Mevrou Van Der Westhuisen, we say—everyone now neatly at their desks. She can’t see me shaking. No one can. When she asks: Where are the other girls?, everyone shrugs and opens up their desks to pull out their books, to hide their You can’t know what we won’t tell you expressions.

I think no one asks if I’m fine because no one attaches any kind of fear to me. But I really am scared here. This is not our school, I keep thinking. If this is reported I will definitely be asked to leave. This is not our school.


A Very Bad Pupil

First let me just say: One of the most amazing things about this country is how White people know very little—if anything—about us, the people who live on the other side of the very long highways. It’s not like this for us, of course, because we go to school or work in town and see them. But most White people have never been in any township at all. For them, a township is as far away, as foreign and inconceivable, as America. They have not the faintest clue what it looks like where we live—and since we, the Black girls at school, make a solid effort to be something else to them and not explain where we come from, they may never get a clue in their lifetime. We leave the township at the door, as always instructed. We become only private school girls. We become the people from nowhere.

—

I am called down to the principal’s office through the school’s speaker generally used for announcements. From the time I arrived at this school I’ve taken great pains to behave well, so I am the only girl in my class who has never been called to the principal’s office over the loudspeaker.

Oh my GAWD! I hear from behind me. I pretend I’m every bit as stunned as they are.

Mevrou Van Der Westhuisen actually breaks the chalk she is writing on the board with, she is that shocked.

Skat, she says as she turns to look at me over her shoulder, her chalky hand clenched in a fist. What is that about?

I shrug slowly and look at no one.

Maybe Madeleine told? whispers someone to my left.

I feel myself go cold at the thought. Mevrou Van Der Westhuisen presses her fisted hand to her chest and puts her open book on the desk with her other hand. There is a fragility about Mevrou Van Der Westhuisen that no other teacher has. It makes Afrikaans a sweet language, even as there is nothing sweet about the way Afrikaans is remembered by people of my mother’s generation—nor about how you encounter it in life outside school classes. At the moment, her fragility makes me want to comfort her, and not myself.

Oh, no, liefie, she says. Do you think…something happened at home?

I interrupt the commotion and stoically fold my books, lift the top of my desk and place them inside. When I stand someone says: You’ll be fine, man! You are so brave! We’ll be here when you get back!

I push my chin up as I put my blazer on and march down the passage towards the office on the other side of the courtyard.

The walk across the courtyard is hard and long. The glare of the winter sun makes my eyes water and my vision blurry, which is all very helpful, at this point. I think it might work in my favour, me looking aggrieved. But when I’m on the first of six steps leading to the principal’s office, and see Sister Immaculata holding the door open, I see that it will take a lot more than my tears to save me. I don’t know what I’ll say once I’m in there.

The sister shouts: You’ve been a very bad pupil, my girl. A very bad pupil indeed!

There is often an echo in the courtyard. If the windows of the classrooms were open and the classrooms were not all the way across the courtyard, everyone would hear and I’d be mortified. And I am more than a little bit offended when Sister Immaculata speaks to me this way, like I’m one of the girls she very often says this to—the ones who don’t care and come back to class to do a very uncanny impression of her, pencil in hand. I think: I’m not just a good pupil, I am one of the best. I almost want to tell Sister Immaculata this, but I hold myself together.

Sister Immaculata is never without a pen or pencil in between her forefinger and her middle finger. She’s like the women in films who elegantly speak with a cigarette in hand and jab the air with their forefinger to make a point, before they blow smoke, chin to ceiling. I often find myself imagining she was a smoker and herself “a very bad pupil” before joining the convent.

I say nothing, only stand wide-eyed as close to the door as possible, and wait.

She brings from the right pocket of her long white tunic a piece of tissue, and dabs her forehead. Then the top of her lip.

I didn’t do anything wrong, I say, feeling myself fighting back tears.

Sister Immaculata gasps, then jerks her head back and stares in horror like she’s just spotted a snake and is doing her best not to provoke it. Her voice drops. Are you not even ashamed?

I hang my head because hanging my head is what’s expected of me.

She shakes her head slowly. She simply cannot believe what she’s seeing.

You have sorely disappointed us, my girl. Very sorely disappointed us.

Then she moves sharply backwards to make room for me, pushing herself against the door so no part of me touches any part of her. I’ve seen Sister Immaculata disgusted, but never with me and, I think, never this much.

From the other side of her desk, the principal waves for me to take a seat. Sister Immaculata remains standing, to the right side of the room, so she gets a clear view of both of us. Out comes the tissue again from her pocket. Dab, dab, dab. Then she’s back to sharpening her glare.

Kelelo, says the principal as she pushes back from the desk, letting her glasses rest on her chest, anchored by their blue-and-red strap. Do you know that violence is forbidden in this school?

She clasps her hands. I expect her to pull out an actual rule book and cite the exact passage, drawing a line under each sentence with a red marker.

Yes, Miss.

The nun opens the window slightly and then stands with her back to the breeze as she folds her arms.

Well then you would know that the school cannot tolerate this kind of thing, she says.

We don’t have all day, says the principal with a shrug, aligning the books on her desk before resuming her position. It sounds like another way of saying: What’s done is done. It occurs to me that she hasn’t met my eye since I walked through the door. She continues: So I’ll tell you right now that you may not be allowed back here. That’s a sad possibility for me, because I’ve watched how you carry yourself and until today I would’ve called you one of our better students.

I keep my eyes on the desk.

You have been doing badly in your studies, I hear. But you’ve never been in any sort of trouble, and your English is very good—for a girl who comes from a Black school.

Sister Immaculata doesn’t have the patience for the conversation. She steps forward and pushes aside some books at the desk. You will be suspended, she says. Throwing objects at other students, especially a White student who has been nothing but kind to all the new girls who come from where you come from…it’s very disappointing indeed! You’ve hurt someone who would never hurt a fly.

Both the sister and the principal sigh with heartbroken disappointment.

We’ve always thought you a very clever girl, but you’ve changed lately. Is there something wrong at home?

I open my mouth but don’t get a chance to speak.

This…, says the principal, whose arms are folded but whose glasses are now planted back above her very sharp, very long nose. I would’ve picked you as a good pupil. Obedient, until today.

I wish they’d stop reminding me of this other person they wish would come back to them. Like they are devastated by having to lay the good girl to rest.

And, says Sister Immaculate now, Madeleine has told us that you’ve been encouraging the Black girls. Telling them to do things. Encouraging violence.

Now this I didn’t expect. I come to my own defence.

I didn’t…I didn’t do anything like that. I don’t…encourage…

But they don’t hear any of this.

This talk—these actions—undermine the foundation, the principles this school was built on. What has gotten into you?

There is a brief silence in which a tear escapes, and I wipe it with the back of my hand. The principal pushes forward the blue box of tissues to my side of the desk.

I search the objects on the desk like a lawyer facing defeat and checking notes for a hint of something that could save her case.

I go with: Madeleine said awful things. And she poked me with her pencil.

Sister Immaculata waits for more, so I continue. She said awful things about us. About Black people.

Weeeeell, then I think you proved her right, she says, both hands on the chair in front of her, leaning in.

I want to swear. I want to swear at my teacher and my principal. They haven’t even heard what Madeleine said.

What did she say? the principal asks, as if she can hear my thoughts.

Oddly, I can’t recall Madeleine’s words. This scene feels like it’s playing on in fast-forward mode and I can’t keep up. Feeling helpless, I only shrug.

If it was so bad that you threw a whole book at her, it should be easy to remember, says the principal.

I’m searching my brain for Madeleine’s offensive language but I find only my feelings about the event, not her exact words. I rest my defence and focus on what I could do to make this go away. Now my calculation is that any show of contrition here will work in my favour.

I start to nod—a tactic I’ve always found useful in de-escalating a row. Appeasing. It says: You’re right and I’m completely wrong. The blame falls solely on me. Sorry to have bothered you. May I please return to my class?

But a sudden shift, a breath of fresh air, a light comes in when Sister Immaculata declares: We will phone your parents now.

—

Like I said, people here don’t know anything about where we come from. So it’s no surprise at all that the principal of my school doesn’t know who my mother is. It’s not her fault. But unfortunately, not knowing who my mother is is the very bad turn one takes on a hike through the woods. Not checking the map. Veering off the beaten path. It is the thing that has both Sister Immaculata and the principal thinking that calling my mother on the phone is a perfectly reasonable thing to do. They don’t see the trap they’re walking into.

And I never would have expected it, but it occurs to me that this is the very thing I hope for: my mother in this room. My mother come to rescue me. My mother, the way the nation thinks of her. The way people outside of this school and the city buses and the Whites Only shops see her. My mother come to ruin today and the coming days for these two women.

—

I watch with concealed delight as the nun picks up the phone at the left end of the principal’s desk, asks me to call out our home phone number to her, punches the numbers using the back end of a pencil. When she pushes the ice-lolly-orange receiver in the principal’s face it narrowly misses her nose. The principal jerks her head back but is otherwise fairly obedient and in total agreement about how to handle my crime. I get the sense the Sister doesn’t trust the principal to get the job done right if she doesn’t stand, arms crossed and feet apart, watching over her.

I watch and begin to feel sorry for them—more the principal than the nun. The principal, quite a lovely elderly woman with long fingers and perfectly manicured nails, takes the phone and clears her throat. She is made lovelier by the sympathy I now feel for her welling up inside me. I imagine those pretty fingers with clear nail polish trembling. I imagine her ears, behind which she has tucked her chin-length blonde hair that is going grey at the roots, turning a very bright red. I imagine her face going hot as it dawns on her that the distance between her chair and the door is so much longer than she’d ever realized—and suddenly I want better for her. I want her to change her mind, put down her phone and go home to the son she always tells the school about, who is a star swimmer and is going to be on the national team someday. I want her to have a lovely evening with the husband who comes to fetch her every day after school.

And so in spite of my desperation to be rescued, because I can see the coming explosion of the bomb that is my mother, I try to warn these two women. But my Please ma’ams and I’m afraid this will make things worse are met only with renewed rage and determination that I be punished.

I feel less sorry for Sister Immaculata’s drill sergeant nerves. She can be a mean woman. I don’t think I care about how this works out for her.

The thing is, normally if there’s anything the school needs to speak to my parents about—and usually this anything would never be about me—my father would be the one to speak to. We have a simple course of action we take: They send a letter, we hand it to our father and then he calls the school. Except, you see, the events in the principal’s office happen in the middle of a Wednesday, a sunny Wednesday where my mother happens to be out of bed. I know this because she was agitated this morning as we left, running through the list of the many tasks she had to accomplish throughout the day.

No one from the school has ever, not once, called our house in the middle of the day. They have my father’s work phone number for emergencies. If they were ever to phone our house then this was, without a doubt, honest to God, the very wrong day to do it.

If they had asked me, I would’ve advised them to phone my father instead. But it’s because they don’t ask, because they are so determined to rid themselves of me, that I think: Go on. There’s no saving you, then.

—

I am now biting my lip as if that will calm the beating drum against my chest. Then I think maybe if I stood up I’d feel calmer. Which is what I do. Stand.

Sister Immaculata raises her hands and claps them high in the air.

Sit. Down! The claps accompany the words: Clap-Sit! Clap-Down! Sit dowwwwwn this very instant you rude, rude child!

Her nostrils flare and the sweat beads are now not only on her upper lip but on her forehead as well.

When I do pick up my chair and sit and accept what I think is about to unfold, it’s a bit like seeing someone light a match when it’s too late to tell them there’s petrol in the room—a spectator caught in a thrill of fascination, because now there is nothing to do but watch.

I can hear from my seat the sound of the phone ringing in my house because the principal has the receiver in the air in Sister Immaculata’s direction as if she is handing it to her, but it’s only so that she can hear. I grip my knees with my increasingly sweaty hands and wait. When it rings for the fourth time I start to give up but the principal doesn’t, and on the sixth ring my mother’s breathless voice comes through.

Yes…this is Mrs. Haupt from your daughter’s school. May I speak to…She puts her hand over the receiver and looks at a paper in front of her and whispers to me: Does your mother have a Christian name?

I shake my head. Her name is Kewame, I say. I know she saw the name on the paper but she’d really rather not bother, especially since, as she said, we don’t have all day.

Yes? says my mother impatiently on the other side. How can I help you?

Sister Immaculata rolls her eyes and shoots her hand to grab the phone and do it herself.

Hello? Yes, hello! This is Sister Immaculata and we’re really rather upset by an incident here at the school. Your daughter, I’m afraid to say, has hurt one of the other students.

We can’t hear my mother now because Sister Immaculata has the receiver on her ear and the telephone cord stretches all the way to where she’s standing by the window.

Well, it’s—she threw a book at another girl in her class.

Well. If you mean is she bleeding, no. But she is hurt…

Well, no. She’s just very upset and we don’t—

We’re suspending—

No, well, I am calling because—

No, I called because—

Violence is—

If you could just let me finish—

And then the Sister is standing with the orange receiver and that beeping sound you get when someone has hung up on you. She is stunned, but she composes herself with a clearing of the throat and a quick slam of the receiver back onto the phone. She doesn’t look at either one of us but smooths down her tunic and says: Please go back to class. We will call you down when your mother arrives.

When she looks up her eyes go straight across the room, landing on an empty wall. Her hands, one over the other, cover the rosary on her chest.

The principal says: Oh, she’s coming here? To which the Sister nods, and the principal looks at me. See? If your mother is coming that means she sees how serious this is. This is good. I’m very glad she is coming.

As I stand to go, I look at them and think exactly what you’d think looking at tourists who stick their hands through the fence and into the lion’s side, because they saw a movie about Africans living in the jungle with wild animals and assume it’s perfectly fine—no, wonderful—to get as close as you can to the animals.

These poor women are about to be devoured.


IV


The Secret Keepers

They always come spilling out, secrets—that’s the trouble with them. Water seeping through the bottom cracks of doors. Fears making their way into your three o’clock dreams. Then it becomes the secret keeper’s entire focus to mop up, leaving no room for living or loving or anything else that they should be spending their lives busy with.

And you don’t know when this will happen, exactly. You think it might be like on TV, where it is supper time with everyone sitting down and, just somewhere between Please pass the pepper and Try this sauce, someone bursts out with: You’re adopted! Then everyone gasps and there are sobs and looks of horror and then the whole thing is done.

You don’t imagine that if family secrets do come out, it will happen on a Wednesday afternoon between picking the right paint colour for your bathroom and toilet, and handing in your husband’s dry cleaning. You don’t imagine the event will catch you running your middle-of-the-week errands because you woke up feeling a little better all of a sudden and realized there is much to do and little time to spare. And you certainly do not picture the complete unspooling of your world to begin with a one o’clock phone call from your child’s school about an incident the school should be taking care of instead of calling you in.

—

All this to say that I am busy and unsuspecting when I hear my telephone ringing as I shut the door to my car. I don’t rush. I think, I’ll let our helper get it, as I pick up the two cans of paint from the boot of the car. In my head I cross the paint off and think about what’s next: dry cleaning. When I’m putting the cans down on the floor of the kitchen and the phone is still ringing, I reckon it’s up to me to make it stop.

—

The scissors at my dressing table are not perfect but they do the job well enough. There is not much to it anyway, because you can clearly distinguish the straight hair from the new growth. I stand the straight strands up and chop away with a feverish impatience until all you see is an afro. I calculate, as I clean up and put the scissors and comb away, that it will take me forty-five minutes to drive to the school. The chop job was quick and it’s not even half past one when I get back into my car, but then I go back and change my shoes. I don’t know how tall these women are but I want to stand very high above them. The nun I’ve met, I think, though they all have these pious and foreign names like Immaculata and Mary Magdalene. I can never remember who is who, especially since they wear the same uniform.

So then it is a quarter to two when I reach the part of the township where the brick houses end or begin, depending which direction you are coming from. The highway into the township is busy but I’m not concerned; there is never a minute in the day when the township is not busy. It’s an open market from morning until night falls. Taxis are zooming up and down the road, anxious to make as many trips as possible before the day ends. People are walking up and down and crossing the road, barely looking both ways, to sell as much produce, meat, jewellery, as many phone cards and whatever else they can, as quickly as their feet will let them. I have to drive slowly and be especially careful at the robots. To people around here the red light is merely a suggestion.

When I reach the end of the township I take the freeway south to town and note as I always do that the squatter camps are sprouting more and more along the road’s edges. People think this will change after the elections. They think Mandela will come to power and suddenly they will own brick houses and have running water instead of waiting anxiously to buy it from the man who sells buckets from the back of his bakkie.

Hope sprouts resilience.

—

By the time I reach the part of the freeway bracketed by the mountain I look up, as one always does, and read the words in white stone: God is Groot. The Bible on a mountain. A phrase on our land, high up, for us to memorize.

I put the air conditioning on and roll up the windows. I don’t know if I’m truly boiling from the afternoon winter heat or from my rage. I don’t know who these women think they are but I’m determined they, as we say in Setswana, will know me very well.

At the first stop just at the edge of town I call my husband from the car phone. I want him to share my anger. I want, for once, to be together in our disgust for something other than the things we’ve done to one another. I want an ally.

His assistant picks up and tells me he is gone for the day. Gone where? I shout into the receiver between my chin and my shoulder as I navigate traffic. The assistant mumbles something I can’t quite hear.

Where?

Yes, for the day.

But where?

I know she shrugs as she says, I think to town.

This woman has lied for my husband more times than I can count. I think I hate her but then remember how many people lie for him and it’s too much effort to hate any one of them, let alone all of them.

It is half past two as I turn into the street where the school is and I realize too late that I’ve actually been hoping to spot my husband’s car, which makes me feel stupid and furious because it means I believed his assistant—or very much wanted to.

I wonder out loud when I will ever actually give up holding on to the man.

—

I park in the teachers’ parking lot and as I step out of the car I am a little annoyed that I am in blue like the pupils and the nuns and I may just blend in with the uniform theme, which is the opposite of my intention.

There is no one on the grounds except for the odd teacher hurrying up or down the stairs or flitting across the grey stone courtyard. I always thought someone was trying to recreate European streets with this cobblestone. It looks as foreign here as the languages my children do their lessons in.

The door to the principal’s office is at the top of the red and perfectly polished steps. They have Black women cleaning here, unlike the township schools where the pupils have to do the cleaning themselves. I look around for Naledi, a neighbour the nuns decided on a whim to call Josephine, and I wonder if she still works here. This is me trying to calm my thoughts before I enter the office, but it only makes me angrier. Naledi is not a terribly difficult word to say, I think. It’s certainly not harder than Josephine!

Before I reach the door I hear: Mrs. Melodi! Mrs. Melodi! I forget sometimes to answer to my husband’s surname. No one where we live calls me by it. When I turn and look behind me I see one of the Sisters running at a higher speed than makes sense, in this blazing sun. Her habit is up in the wind behind her head so that she looks as if she’s about to take off flying.

We spoke on the phone, she says, breathless. I’m Sister—

My goodness, I hope you’re not too hot. Good afternoon. It’s a pleasure to meet you, I say to her, offering my right hand. I am very good at pleasantries, I remind myself. I come from the Mothers and Oumama. I am the grandchild of a priest, for crying out loud. I was raised on pleasantries. But I can feel my mouth refusing to comply and instead contorting into something not even resembling a smile. I must look instead like I’m trying to be gracious about losing a prize I really wanted. It’s absurd, I start to think, to work hard to make this situation comfortable for them.

We’re so glad you could make it, says a voice at the top of the stairs. If there was ever the perfect description of principal this woman fits it to a T. Then again she also could be a librarian, with her blue-rimmed glasses hanging off a red-and-blue strap. She has a white dress that goes just below her knees and a cream cardigan over her shoulders. So behind me stands the nun and in front the principal in white.

You’re my welcoming team, I say, without thinking about the best thing to say. This is not good, I think. I never say anything without thinking. But I am spitting mad and there is no script for how to behave when the school has told your child she faces expulsion for what I feel is justified anger.

Would you like to come in? says the principal, interlocking her long fingers in front of her. I get the sense this is how she speaks to the pupils, this very measured way of saying: There will be no alternative to doing as I say.

I look at the nun and back up at the principal, then at my watch. School leaving will be in about half an hour anyway, so: Let’s get right to it, I say as I push past the still-calm principal, leading them into the office. I’m not fussed about dealing with her, but the nun with the flying habit and the audacity to call me in the middle of the day and interrupt my schedule is a wild card. They come in behind me and as we all gather in the office, I turn around to face them so that with their backs to the door, it looks as if I’m the one welcoming them in.

I reckon I’ll have to start with the nun just to set the tone for this meeting.

The principal starts to walk past me, eyeing me like she’s saying: Don’t pounce! And on the other side of the desk she pulls back her chair.

I’m quick with it. She hasn’t had the chance to sit down, I mean her bum is not quite on the chair, before I put my one hand on the table and raise my palm towards the Sister.

I’ll be brief because we don’t have all afternoon and I’m sure none of us have time for this, I say. I know I don’t.

The Sister looks more disturbed than puzzled. It’s like I’ve just loudly uttered some profanity in that massive cathedral that stands on the east side of the school.

Well, Mrs. Melodi, there’s no need to…to…we can all be civil I’m sure.

I look at her for a moment and decide I have her where I want her; then I reckon, as she fiddles with her rosary, that I’m fine to turn around. Now both my hands are on the table and I’m standing over the still-calm principal. This throws me off a little but I keep steady. I’m skilled at not letting on that I’m unsteady. The image of me looking through bars and persisting with a hunger strike flashes briefly. The feeling of sitting on a cold floor and being hungry stays. Food was the thing that was next on my list, after the dry cleaning. Never mind, I think, and collect my thoughts.

Look, I heard what you said and I don’t see what’s so urgent. Why I need to be here for something you two should be taking care of, I say. Explain to me what happened and what’s happening to the other girl. What was this fight about? I turn to the nun clearing her throat and still holding on to the rosary.

Well, we have very strict and sacred teachings at this school about behaviour. We don’t tolerate violence. This is a very serious matter. We’ve sent the other girl home for the day, but Kelelo will be suspended for a few weeks.

So the other girl did nothing wrong?

I don’t know if it’s just me but I think every time I look at her, the nun is inching farther away from me.

Well, it doesn’t matter what the other girl did. The school has strict policies against violence.

She threw a book? At a quiet, innocent classmate who said and did nothing? You have to explain this to me again.

She behaved very badly, and—

This is weeks of suspension? I need to know what was happening. People don’t just throw things at other people. Especially not my daughter, who hates conflict and shies away from a fight.

I’m thinking of her not leading the protest, when the violence on her bus happened to her. Saying “I follow,” when I ask her what her role is in the fighting. It makes me angrier.

What happened? I ask again. Tell me exactly. Every single detail.

The room goes quiet. We listen to the whirring of a plane flying overhead. Finally: We don’t know, says the principal.

But you’re throwing her out of school? I push my face towards her and glare. Well, that’s absurd. Why didn’t you talk to both girls and find out?

Neither one of them seems to know what to say.

Well, go on. A girl came crying to you about another girl. Your response is to suspend the girl who is being accused. Did you ask her what was said?

No one speaks until the principal clears her throat and says, We’re worried about the violence these girls are bringing into the school.

The nun backs her. This is just one incident, she says. We hear about the townships. We hear about Black kids swarming other children on buses, refusing to even let the White students sit on their own buses. We have legitimate concerns. This might look like just one book being thrown but…we’re worried about riots.

The principal throws this out as if it’s a mere footnote in the story: Kelelo said Madeleine poked her with a pencil first but—

I back away from the desk and not only shut the door they forgot to shut but also lock it, which is the first thing that puts a deep wrinkle on the principal’s forehead. It’s the first time she looks like she’s working hard to find solid ground.

And did you phone Madeleine’s parents? Are they coming? Are they here already?

Suddenly it’s like neither one of them understands the language I’m speaking.

The nun starts: From what we can tell—

Explain to me please how this riot would take place, I say. This riot that starts with a book being thrown, because I’ve been in riots and maybe if you tell me how you see it happening, I can help ease your fear.

The shock on their faces. How can such a decent-seeming, well-dressed, perfect–English speaking woman in a fancy car be part of that world? The world they’re working so tirelessly to save all the native girls from?

Explain to me what the riots might look like. I can tell you if you have something to worry about and then if you’re right I’ll reprimand my daughter and if you’re wrong you’ll have wasted my time and I’d really hate to think I’ve come all this way to have my time wasted. Which one of you would like to go first?

The Sister is no longer fiddling with her rosary; she’s grasping it like it’s some solid bit of furniture you use to steady yourself. I think if she leans forward any more she’ll have it come apart behind her neck.

The principal is standing. I’d just like to unlock the door, she says. Because we never lock the door.

Is either one of you going to enlighten me, because it’s school-leaving soon and I’d like to take my daughters home to their father, who, if we’re not home on time, might also have to come here and find us and then we can both hear what you have to say.

I have no clue where the man is, I think, and that makes me more livid. I put my hand on the door handle and both their faces flush.

The principal walks around the desk but instead of coming towards me she goes to stand at the sister’s side. Her hands are no longer clasped in front of her but are now hanging down to her sides and she’s holding a large set of keys. She looks at the sister and then back at me.

Well, it’s her attitude. That is what is of great concern to us. We’re a very good school and we don’t want any trouble.

Attitude? I ask.

Well it’s so…so…so defiant.

Anyway, says the sister, the blood draining from her hands. She’s generally a wonderful pupil and we just felt concerned about this one thing, that’s all. I think we can all safely say this was not intentional and I think she didn’t mean—

Hold on, I say, lowering my voice and gripping the handle tighter. So you took time out of your busy day to phone me in the middle of my verrry busy day just to let me know that my wonderful-pupil child who is well-intentioned might spark a riot by throwing a book at her classmate, but now what you’re saying is there was never any real concern?

They exchange a quick look and then both turn to me.

Let’s all sit down and speak calmly, says the principal, and pulls over one chair and places it next to the one already at the opposite end of the desk. I march over to the other side of the desk so now I’m in her chair and the two of them eye the chairs standing side by side.

That is where I sit, she says, even as she puts her hand on one of the side-by-side chairs. But very well, let’s just focus on the problem and now we can be on our way.

A thought comes into the sister’s head. I can see her eyes go wide and her mouth open wide like she’s been told to do this on the dentist’s chair. Shall I go find your daughter? she says to me, half standing. She is the best person to tell us what she really meant…

I wave her off. By the time she gets here it’ll be time to go home.

She sits back down.

I glare at both of them.

Then the principal says: I don’t think we’re wrong to be concerned about violence. Black girls—

I don’t know what comes first: throwing a pen at the locked door or sending the books and papers on the desk flying towards the wall under the window. And what I say is a combination of things—all of them to drive the point home. I hear myself some but not all of the time.

I’m taking my tight afro in my fists and saying: And another thing! I’m sick of the rules saying “No African hairstyles at the school”! Did you miss the Black Consciousness Movement? Huh?

That was banned…, says the principal with a squeaky voice.

Then I’m telling them: Four years! Four long years I was in prison, and you know why? Can you guess? Inciting a riot. Exactly this sort of ludicrous but dangerous accusation!

Somewhere in there I realize the women are at the door but I jump up and say: One step out of that door and you will be very sorry!

They fly to the far end of the room and I shut the door and lock it again.

Who do you think you are?! I’m asking them as I slam my hand on the very clean white wall.

This has all been blown—starts the nun.

I’m not finished!

Then a rather odd thing happens and I can’t say another word as I watch: the two women, clutching each other’s hands. It makes me feel a little bit dizzy. I think I need to eat.

You have a lot of power over here. A LOT of power! That’s the problem with you! I will not go back in. I want a clean bucket and food fit for a human being! I will be treated the same as the others! We are all human beings!

They’re looking at each other and then back at me, jaws dropped. Hands gripping tighter.

Someone is knocking at the door: Sister? Mrs. Haupt? Shall I get the guards?

I think it sounds like a child’s voice but it’s too polite a knock for it to be anyone other than a teacher. I look at the two women whose fingers are desperately intertwined.

Then: Hallo? Haaaaallo? The voice is of an elderly Black man. I can tell from the accent and through the frosted glass. He stands almost taller than the door so he is hunching his shoulders and has two cupped hands, trying to see what he can.

Is everything okay? His speech is so languid. The sound of a man either exhausted from many years of sitting in a corner, told to expect danger from his own people, or just plain disinterested in the fate of the people on the other side of the door.

It’s comical, I think. So comical I throw my head back and let out a belly laugh. I laugh like I’ve never done before. I look again at the two women, timid hostages whose greatest fear was a riot but who instead get me as the unexpected terrorist and can’t be saved by a man too tired to care. I laugh so much that tears are dripping from the corners of my eyes. And then I am quite finished, I reckon. I am quite done with these antics: the school, my mother and her sisters, the things prison has left on my body and all the secrets and memories I have carried all my life and—oh, yes, the endless search for my disappearing husband. I unlock the door and look up at the security guard, who is now respectfully, with a nod, stepping to my left to let me pass, the knocking teacher to my right. She is flustered and piping mad. I look down at her childlike face with the round cheeks and large eyes under perfectly curled bangs.

Should I call the police? she says, but it doesn’t come out quite the way she intends. It comes out so timid that it sounds like a very empty threat. It doesn’t help her case that she steps back as she says it, to make way for me to walk out.

I look down at her for a hot minute and examine her face the way a teacher might after you’ve given them an answer and they want to see if you’re sure of what you’ve just said. I look from her face down to her shoes and then back up at her high ponytail with a pink scrunchie.

She blinks like she’s willing herself not to cry.

You may go in! I tell her with a backhand wave, and then down the shiny red steps and into the hot cobblestoned courtyard I go. It is the end of the day, though I don’t remember hearing the bell. All around, girls in their blue dresses with white collars and blue belts and black shoes and pretty little sun hats with blue ribbons are chatting happily, completely oblivious to what has just happened in their principal’s office.

Out from the last school building I go and into the large yard where my children stand waiting to be fetched. There they are looking as neat and perfect as everyone else around them. Exemplary, I think. Exemplary is the word that comes to me, and I step swiftly up to Kelelo and envelop her in my arms. It’s never easy refusing to be contained, I know. Her body is rigid, not letting me soothe her.

Then I don’t know what happens but the laughter is gone and another bout of rage grips me as I walk alongside my children.

I’m walking faster and telling them: Get in, we’re going home and getting away from this place. A riot, I scoff as they put on their seatbelts. A riot! Can you imagine? A riot, at this place? From a book being thrown?

My daughters say nothing.

I turn to look at Kelelo as I reverse the car. She looks more angry than frightened.

Madeleine was crying. So…, she says, then looks out the window. I didn’t cry.

I suck my teeth and step on the accelerator. I’m on a mission now and my mission is to spill all my anger across my life. I have things to say. Accusations to level against some people. I have secrets I want splattered across floors. I want war.

Where are we going? asks my youngest. Are we going to Oumama’s house?

Yes, I say, going for as nonchalant a response as I can manage. I just remembered I forgot something I have to fetch.

What? says Tumane. You can’t get anything past her. What did you forget?

I think quickly. Some clothes, I say. No one questions me.

—

My rage is propelling me forward, foot too hard on the accelerator. I’m whizzing up the one-lane road and overtaking every car that can’t keep up with my speed, even the taxis. People let luxury car drivers get away with anything on the road, a friend once told me. I test this theory all the way through the suburbs that used to be places where other people lived before they became this. Before they were large cream and yellow and white houses separated by perfectly paved streets lined with jacarandas that spit purple flowers in the winter as they stand behind sidewalks—sidewalks!—and there, you see? Pretty, manicured parks for children carried on Black women’s backs to play. Who remembers these places before they had steady running water and lights that never ran out? I slow down around here to look as I always do, and try to catch a glimpse of something long gone.

The thing gripping me now has long been inside me, that’s the truth. Today it has come roaring out and can’t be stopped. I want answers. I want to throw down that hat box and every bit of its contents. I want, more than anything, to lay blame and see the horrified looks on someone’s face when my kindling turns to flame.

When we drive past the hospital that is the first building in my mother’s township one of the children, as always, says: That’s where I was born.

This is a bit we do. One of them says, This is where I was born, and I say, Yes, it’s where all of you were born. But today I change the script, or forget my lines.

All of you, on a single bed with the nurse shouting at me to “be a woman and hurry up!”

The children, through the rear-view mirror, look horrified and confused.

—

After I park the car, I go straight for the hot boot with the leather bag. I open the gate to my mother’s house and usher the children in as I tell them: Stay outside! It’s a command they don’t challenge, even as they’re raring to go in and hug their grandmother.

I march up the black steps and go in through the front door and into the sitting room with the two red sofas at opposite walls. Oumama’s chair is vacant and her cane is gone. Good! is the first thing I say, seeing my mother and aunts together in the sitting room. You’re all here. You’ll want to hear this!

My words seem to take the air out of the room. Time stops. They stop chewing their biscuits and are no longer sipping their tea. They have the same expression of shock and I find it satisfying. They’ve never heard me speak to them this way, being so brusque.

I take a deep breath and step back a little. Where is Oumama? I ask, looking around, expecting her to come into the room.

My mother says, She’s across the street having afternoon tea for the neighbour’s birthday. She brings her little teacup with yellow flowers down from her lip and pauses when it’s somewhere between her chin and her chest. Hawu! she exclaims. You don’t even greet?

She walked over there? I ask.

They came to fetch her. She was stumbling, but you know your grandmother, she says.

I feel a familiar shame rise and look behind my shoulder to be sure none of the children heard me.

Sorry. How are you? I say.

They sit with their backs straight against the sofas with the wooden legs, all of them still in their black-and-white lawn bowling uniforms. My mother is the chairperson of the township lawn bowling society. This sport is the one thing that has followed them from township to new township. Their love for the sport is limitless. I look at the bowling bags with balls near the door and it’s as if I’m seeing them back in Oumama’s house—same uniforms, same looks of contentment after a game.

We’re fine. How are you? they say almost in a chorus, so slowly and so puzzled that it sounds like Who are you?

What’s wrong? my mother asks, now back to slowly sipping her tea, and determined, as always, that I will not make a mess of her carefully organized day.

I look from side to side and am almost disarmed by their elegant and gracious manner. The women of “quiet dignity” walking down the steps of the courtroom. It’s something I’ve always admired about them but at this minute I find it aggravates me.

I look down at my bag only to steady myself. I’ve had it in my arms behind my back the whole time, just waiting to pull it out like a magician’s surprise trick.

I don’t think any of you know but I think you should know, I say, breathless. I think Oumama’s had a secret life.

I pause, take a deep breath, throw with great force the black bag into the centre of the room. Right in the middle of their pretty, impeccably put-together Wednesday afternoon, and now they can gasp or cry or whatever they want to do with it. I am almost giddy with anticipation. I’m no longer a good little girl. I’ve ruined afternoon tea.

And I think nobody knew about it! Look! I point at the bag, which now lies on the floor near the coffee table—still zipped up and revealing nothing.

But something changes in all their faces. They carry on. Time is no longer still. They sit back, cross or uncross their legs. The teacups are no longer halfway between saucers and lips. The biscuits are now being chewed and swallowed.

My chest is rising and falling like I’ve just run a race, which I have, if you think about it. I’ve been running and running, hoping these details of our family secret won’t catch up with me.

I know this, I say, and then take another deep breath, because I found these photographs in Oumama’s wardrobe. My eyes are moving from one aunt to the next and then the next, finally landing on my mother’s face. It’s a duel, except it’s me against five women. But I think I have the advantage—what with me having the explosives and them being so prettily unsuspecting.

My mother puts her teacup neatly on its saucer. The women exchange looks. Surely you didn’t snoop in her wardrobe, says my mother, who instead of sounding shocked rolls her eyes and speaks with such infuriating resignation that I start to feel as I did for a brief moment in the principal’s office. I’m shutting my eyes, hoping the dizziness goes, when suddenly, outside, one of my daughters bangs on the door: Can we come in now?

I yank the door open and shout No! before I shut it again.

Okay, says my mother with a slow shrug.

When did you find these photographs? says Mama Seipei, to my right.

My back goes cold and a shiver runs through it. The women shift, cool and quite detached, in their seats.

I try not to scream because I don’t want the girls outside to hear any more than they probably have, at this point, but I lay it on a little more harshly than I know I should, given that I am, after all, speaking to my elders.

No one knew about it! She kept it all from us. These other people…Look!

I’m holding up the leather bag. Evidence. But not even this moves them.

Please open a window for us, says my mother. We’ve just come from bowling and we’ve had our tea so we’re feeling quite hot.

I reach behind the sofa and push the window outwards, then I resume my position, blocking the door.

Rather unexpectedly, I find myself wiping my cheeks and realize I’ve been crying but don’t know how long. Now I’ve lost my words. I start to think: Now they’ll come and comfort me. They’ve never done so, but now, now there isn’t anything else left to do but for them to put their arms around me and say: It’s okay. You’re okay. Like the women in the prison. Like Sis’ Lindi always did.

But nothing of the sort happens. Instead my mother stands up slowly and says, Would you like to show us? Pointing her nose at the bag on the floor.

Now I’m on my knees, unzipping the hot leather. I sit up and throw the contents on the floor and shake and shake the bag even when I’m sure there’s nothing left inside.

Each one of them scooches about an inch forward and they look down at the photos like they’re ever so carefully peering into a well.

Tell us what you’re seeing, says Mama Seipei.

I don’t want to. What I do want to do is go back to the issue of me having dropped this grenade that nobody seems to want to take cover from.

I think it’s important we talk about this because I am tired of secrets, I say. And in the hospital…when she was drowsy from the meds…I really think she’d like it out in the open. I think these are her final years and…and we should all know. Talk about it.

Then my voice trails off. I’m thinking of my grandmother who—I now feel faintly—I might’ve just betrayed. It’s not a feeling I’ve ever had about her and it makes me feel so unsteady I have to reach my hand to the floor for balance.

Look and tell us what you see. What was this “other life”? says my mother. She bends down and moves her hand back and forth through photos and then, crouching by the coffee table, places them on top like they are cards in a poker game.

I blink repeatedly and take a closer look, but she is impatient with me now. She is so impatient she won’t wait for me to find out. I’m too slow for her. She chooses one photo and sets it to my right.

I pick it up and look.

I sink to the floor and stretch my feet out so they’re almost touching the coffee table. It occurs to me now—and I’m not sure why it never did before—that as much as I thought I knew what was in that hat box, I never really did look. Not closely enough. It’s been more like peeking at a wound and then quickly putting the bandage back on. When I do allow myself to see, my eyes go to the ceiling.

My mother stands and walks up to me, seemingly over her anger. She comes and sits next to me and takes my hand. Though I know she has never moved to comfort me, my mother’s hand on mine feels deeply familiar.

She hands me another picture slowly, carefully.

There are two little girls in pretty white Sunday dresses standing side by side. One of them has bone-straight hair and the other, I can see now, has fuller lips and hair that’s curly but not quite as curly as mine. They have their arms around each other. They are beaming up at the camera. I stare down at the photo, feeling like I have been presented with a maths problem in an exam and the clock is ticking.

This—

This is your grandmother, with her half-sister, says my mother, to nods and mmm’s in the room.

She continues: They lived in the same house until they were separated at ten years old. When their father and Lilly’s mother decided to take the girls back to England, our grandmother was distraught because this meant she would be separated from her daughter. Instead of letting this happen, she took Oumama in the middle of the night and fled back to her village, where they couldn’t be found. Oumama never saw her father again. Probably still in England. This wasn’t some secret life. I don’t know how…She shuts her eyes and shakes her head, then opens them and looks at the picture, closely. Our mother told us that her mother, our grandmother, raised them while she worked as a servant in that house. Spoke Setswana to both girls.

There is quiet in the room before Mama Seipei says: Our mother didn’t say a lot to us, but we each remember our tenth birthdays. It was as if she couldn’t calm herself, whenever one of us was approaching that age.

I am staring at the two little girls, only a little older than my youngest daughter, and if there is anything to say at this moment I’m sure I have no idea what it is.

They look at me with such concern that even I start to worry about myself—about whether I can be still or even be well enough later on, when I’ll have to drive my children back home.

So I gather the photographs, put them back and then zip the bag back up.

What woman? I say to myself and then repeat it: What woman?

I can hear Oumama say it in the darkness. The words come in and out of my mind but my body knows the memory is as real as everything said in this room.

My mother hands me a tissue from the white sleeve of her bowling shirt. What are you saying? she asks with a tenderness that makes me cry more. Now I am sobbing with rage, with relief and with a level of confusion that frightens me.

—

Then: A staff hits the floor behind me. Just once. The familiar quiet anger that can only come from one person. Oumama. Never too much. Never loudly.

Sit on a chair, please, Kewame. I never taught you to sit on the floor.

I turn around to face her as I stand. She stretches her arm out to me and curls her fingers, one by one.

Hand me my things.

I hide the bag behind me.

Give. Give me my things, she says as she walks past me and lands in her chair.

You can always gauge the level of my grandmother’s anger by how low and steady her voice sounds. How she looks you in the eye and there is no rage on her face but you know to look away. If only I could make the bag, still in my hands, and its contents disappear.

I walk over, eyes to the floor, and hand her the leather bag. When I sit down, the walls of the room are closing in.

The silence unsettles me more, and I am back to the past, digging. I am back to seeing my family in different parts of the house and realizing this time that what I see—what I thought were memories of everyone going about their daily business—is in fact my family not talking. Keeping a safe distance from one another.

How much is true and how much have I imagined? It’s a question that comes to me some nights in bed. It is often this very question that has me scrubbing away at 2 a.m. with everyone in the house sound asleep.

I look at the Mothers, who are suddenly not one but five different people I think I am seeing for the first time. There is my mother, Mama Lali, and there is her sister, Mama Seipei, to her left. Across the room is Mama Pulane and to her right, Mama Tsile. And then Mama Katiso. Five women, each her own person, each with her own features which are similar but not the same. All at once they are no longer “my mother and my aunts” or “my mother and her sisters.” They are five women with their own names and their own experiences—maybe with the weight of their family secrets distributed evenly among them.

So many secrets, I mumble, my eyes not quite able to rise and meet Oumama’s.

Oumama says: Some things—and I say this to all of you—some things must remain at the back of a woman’s wardrobe.

Sorry. My voice is only slightly above a whisper.

And you, also. You have become a secret. This from my mother.

I’m not a secret. I look her in the eye. I’m not a secret.

Where are the babies? asks Oumama. Hm? Are you all, elders, having this tussle in front of the babies?

No one responds. Teacups are down on saucers, everyone sitting up straight.

I raise my voice: I remember everything. I remember everything. It’s you—all of you who refuse to look back, and if you don’t look back everything is lost. It just vanishes.

And what do we refuse to remember? says my mother.

Kewame, look at your mother, says Oumama. It stuns me because she very rarely refers to me by my name. I am one of the babies, to her. Look at your mother.

I obey.

Tell me: What is her name?

All the women in the room, me included, have our eyes to the floor and our hands clasped on our laps.

Oumama says: Lali.

I am not quick enough, trying to make the pieces fit.

She sees that I don’t understand and she says to my mother: I wanted to name you Lillian, but Lali sounds more like it could be a Setswana name.

The silence that follows carries me out of the room and back to that kitchen. Lilly, I say, and then repeat it. A mere whisper: Lilly. I hear in my mind Oumama repeating the name in her sleep at the hospital.

My father, though I couldn’t call him that, left and took my sister with him to England. My mother took me back to my grandmother’s house. Named me after my grandmother. Kewame. I didn’t see either one of them for a long time. My sister, at least. My father was long gone…

She trails off, a sharp inhale of her breath. A tissue from her sleeve. Dab, dab. Quietly.

No one refuses to remember. If you look all around you, listen to the women’s stories, hear our names, you might see that remembrance is everywhere. And naming…that was always our way of keeping people and things in our memories. Hmm? She leans in, hands on the chair’s arms: Hmm? Kewame. You see?

My mother’s eyes go up, above my head, and stare somewhere in the distance as if she is no longer speaking to me. But only Oumama speaks. These days, she says, the secret is you. Your husband refuses to let you be your real self. He’s made you keep your whole past buried. You are the secret now.

It makes my eyes water and my chin tremble. I don’t have the words to express my rising rage.

You are always going back to the time before because you don’t want to face the present. Before you met him, before they took you away. You go home like you can erase what he doesn’t want to know. But that house is gone and you are a—

A loud sigh is the closest I come to expressing my indignation. I don’t want to be insolent but it maddens me to hear that she can see into my marriage because I have shut the curtains these past few years so no one can know what we are now, me and my husband. I never again had a house like that, I say, trying to take us away from now.

But you have a house now. It’s yours. You built it and you own it. Live in it! says Mmamane Seipei, her voice rising slightly.

Anyway, says my mother, for you that was the first house. We were born in a different one. We were moved twice by the government. We had two homes razed to the ground. You can’t hold on to the ones that are gone. You can only live in the one you have.

Five against one. Their words and eyes all around me, locking me in the room. Knowing Oumama is still holding on to the bag of photographs and that I can’t run to her, I want very badly to go home. I’d like to get away from them as quickly as I can manage.

My mother says: You can’t go back. It’s all gone.

But then Mama Seipei says: And we wouldn’t want to go back. Remember the house? Remember the children?

My mother says Ha! and they all giggle. They are now up and away, the way they can always be when they pass some memory between them. They’re back to something they share: Those nights with all the children. In the sitting room, under our beds!

That was the thing, I start to speak. I’d like to scream instead. I’d like to throw something. I’d like to go back to spitting rage. But Oumama is in the room.

She says: Speak.

None of you were there, when they came for me.

They were not expecting this. They didn’t bargain for this.

We had word, says my mother.

You had children, I say, voice low and careful. You had other children.

My mother now looks up and is defiant. We were teachers. We had to care for our pupils. Small, helpless children. Their mothers left them in our hands every day.

Especially that day, Mama Seipei says. All that was happening out on the streets that day. The vans, the gunshots. I wanted to cover their eyes and ears. I kept wishing I had a way to make it so they would never remember that day, when they grew up.

I didn’t have anyone, I say.

Oumama was taking care of bloodied schoolchildren. We were taking care of schoolchildren who couldn’t run, says my mother.

I tell them: They came for me. They knew I was one of the leaders and they came for me. I had to hide at the neighbour’s and then at the church.

A silence that hurts. Hurts every one of us. Oumama shifts in her chair and this is like permission for us to do the same. Some sort of movement, to ease away the agony of things we’ve managed to lay away, now coming to the surface.

Oumama lets out a long sigh: You know this. You know all the women are mothers to all the children. We never wanted to leave you alone, with bullets flying and schoolchildren dying. But so many children…always so many children, for all the women to care for. The women do all the caring and the carrying. You know this.

The room waits for the silence to sweep through. For words to find their way in.

My mother: And in prison? You were fiery, in prison. Half the time we couldn’t visit you because of how much trouble you caused in there. I can’t remember how many times they said you were in isolation and weren’t allowed any visitors!

Mama Tsile: We’d be half disappointed and half proud of you when they told us about another strike you’d started against something: food, the living conditions, the uniforms…

Now a peek—a safer peek—at the past. Open only the unlocked doors. Bring up only the things at the front of the cupboards. They are talking about things now like it’s the third episode of one of those TV dramas they gather on Fridays to watch. It seems like they’ve all forgotten me sitting here, quite undone as they carry on arguing over who remembers what.

Was it in the winter or the spring when he came to us, the boy in women’s clothes? says one of them. Oh it must have been in the winter because he wore all those clothes.

Now my mother wants to include me. You were young but do you remember? We hid him when the police came looking. We lent him one of Oumama’s hats!

She slaps her thigh and belts out a laugh, face to ceiling, and then they are all joining in.

I lent him my wig and I think he got clothes and shoes from all of us, says Mama Seipei, with her belly laugh. The police walked right past him and didn’t imagine this woman was the boy they were looking for. Probably thought he was one of us. That house of ours always being filled with women. People could barely tell us apart sometimes.

I hear them as I heard them some nights through the wall that separated them from the rest of the house, a unified uproar of laughter.

And those were the easy days, says Mama Pulane, unbuttoning the top of her bowling shirt. Remember locking the school gates? Gathering all the crying little ones in a corner in a classroom that was also locked?

Oumama is saying nothing.

Should I make you tea? I say, all conciliatory.

No. Thank you. We’ve had quite enough already, says my mother.

And no one knows if she means tea, or this. Us. All the things we’ve said. The photographs. The things we’re afraid to say.

—

When they speak of different scenes from those times when there seemed to be massacre after massacre, I think how we often call them some of the worst years, but how do we take those measurements? Maybe the ones we call “the worst” are the ones that brought the laws into our homes, took hold of our lives. Maybe they are the worst because of the specific and incalculably horrid ways they came to find us in our beds, at our kitchen tables. In all the corners we thought were safe.

I remember knowing that the house was not safe anymore. The one place that had always been the safest. Watching from a neighbour’s house when there were the policemen with their gumboots and their guns, climbing up and walking on our roof, because there was no place they thought we couldn’t hide. We could be under our beds, they reckoned, or we could be lying on a tin roof.

—

I dreamed of this, I tell Oumama and the Mothers. When I was in there. I wanted this. I wanted normal. You don’t know how precious normal is when you’re alone in a cell for years. I wanted—I want, a family and a home and a husband.

Oumama scoots to the edge of her seat and balances her elbow with the end of the armrest. And who says you can’t have both? Or you shouldn’t? Who? He says this?

I don’t want to betray my husband. I won’t agree that he isn’t everything I’ve always said he was. So I look away and run my hand down the front of my dress.

When we hear the toilet flushing and the sound of the TV, I reckon my girls came in through the back door at some point without me noticing, and have probably helped themselves to food already. They couldn’t care less what we are talking about. They are very happily, very comfortably in their grandmother’s house—their second home.

Take the babies home, Oumama commands.

I gather myself and shout: Come on, girls! Your father will be wondering where we are! But their show is not over so they don’t move.

My mother says, in a pleading sort of way: You are all of it. The little girl Oumama doted on. The ex-prisoner. The wife. The mother. The soldier. All of it!

It frightens me, hearing that the task of trying to separate parts of myself—to place them in neat little boxes—cannot be accomplished after all. After all these years.

When Oumama stands, my shame is made worse by seeing her hold her cane for balance. She comes over to me, cups my chin.

You don’t see it, but there is fire in every one of our babies. Hm? Every one of them, even if it doesn’t look like yours.

I think of Kelelo saying, “I follow,” and then hurling a book at the face of a classmate.

Oumama is quite done now, I know, as she starts making her slow walk towards the room where the girls are.

Every one of them is us, she says. They are all of us.

I know there won’t be more on her sister. No more questions to ask and, more importantly, no answers to give on Lilly until she is ready to give them. In my mind I get a glimpse of a woman I’ve never met, a woman probably with eyes and arms like mine, bringing home her child and giving her a name the child would later pass on to me, her grandchild. A name whose meaning is as simple as it is defiant: She is mine.

In Oumama’s bed, my children are lying around, watching something on TV, laughing on cue with the audience inside the box. Two of them, Kelelo and Tumane, have fallen asleep.

Time to go, I say. Time to go home.

I go and sit next to Kelelo, who is now opening her eyes.

Never mind that school, Oumama says to her. Kelelo sits up and looks at me and I know what she is asking. It’s clear in her eyes—and quite easy to give.

So I echo my grandmother’s words: Never mind that school. And never mind their history. We’ll see what we can do.

I lean down to kiss her forehead. She lets me.

—

I climb into the car with my eldest in the front and the younger ones in the back. The Mothers stand at the gate as they always do when the children leave. Seeing them off.

I turn the keys in the ignition. Pull down the hand brake. Then the thought puts my foot on the brake instead of the accelerator. I turn the car off and pull the hand brake back up, roll the window down and ask: Do you know where she is? The…I mean…. I close my eyes and shake my head, wonder what we would even call her. Mama Lilly? Oumama Lilly? Your aunt?

My mother waves gleefully at the children in the car though she can’t see them through the tinted windows. Like she hasn’t heard me. Or has to decide on the answer. She shields her eyes against the last of the late-afternoon sun rays and waves again, this time to someone across the street. The person, a woman in nurses’ uniform waiting for a taxi to go and start her night shift, waves back. Are those the babies? she shouts out to my mother above the roar of traffic.

Yes, they’re all in there! says my mother to the nurse, with the usual great pride. And to me, finally:

Yes.

How?

She writes, she says, and waves to someone else. Like it’s nothing. Turns around and goes to stand at the gate with my aunts. I hear them speak to one another but the noise from the street is too loud for me to hear anything other than the hard clicks of isiXhosa. This is intentional, of course. Nothing to do but start the car back up and go—turn right at the stop sign.

And now through rear-view mirrors I watch, as usual, my girls’ hands flying out of open windows as they wave to their grandmothers. And then all the Mothers, waving back until we’re out of sight. The two sets of sisters whose hellos and goodbyes are always so charged and theatrical that I feel slightly villainous prying them apart.

We’ll see them again this weekend, offers my eldest to the younger one.

One, two, three days! says the little one as she counts with her fingers. I remember how I felt this, even after getting married. Waving to my grandmother as I left the house. Needing to count the days until I’d see her again as I pulled away.

—

On the way home I think: If I had known what my mother and aunts would do to my hunger for blame I would have done things differently. I should have started with my husband, then the school, then my mother. I’m too exhausted to have it out with anyone—especially since what’s now on my mind is working out how to piece together the last twenty years.

We were moved twice, they said. We were moved twice. There was a first house and a second house. There are piles and piles of the past I may never get to sort through. I line up the facts and their meaning. The home I grew up in would have been my Oumama’s fourth house…maybe. Though she’s never appeared that way in my recollections, I see now that my grandmother had been, all those years, a very sad woman. All the things she knew about herself—about what her family was and what it was not. How she must have been a question to answer, her skin and hair needing to be explained to the neighbours. All of that must have done to her what secrets have done to me: driven her mad.

And my mother and aunts. The Mothers of Prayer. The ones who hear the final confessions of the dying. The Mothers of Prayer are—I’ve always thought—a sort of collective shield. Protecting the community, but also having each other to hold and guard against their own unravelling.

I slow down my driving because I don’t want to make it home, and pull us to the side of the road.

Is the car heating up? the children ask, their voices panicked. Do we have to get water?

It’s brand new. Should we—

Mama? says Lona.

I need to think.

This stops the questions. I unbuckle my seatbelt and though of course this is the wrong place to do this, I step out of the car and press my back to the door. There are too many stories flooding my body and I want to remain on this road, between places. Neither near my husband nor too close to my mother and aunts. Forever in a holding pattern.

I can still see my mother’s body turn away before I could see the expression on her face after she said it: She writes. I pick up a pebble and move it over and over in circles between my fingers, saying the names: Lilly. Lali.


Steel Doors and Night Songs

I know of course that the chances of my husband being home, wondering where we are, are quite slim, and I’m glad, this time. I’d rather not see him. Actually I’d rather not see him for days and days and days, but I listen instead to the girls arguing over what music to play, which, right now, is quite a sweet sound.

To my surprise, when I pull the car up to the house, there he is, standing at the door, grinning.

They called at the school, he says directly to me. What happened?

I shrug and go around him into the house.

I’m almost excited by him speaking directly to me instead of at or about me, but then I remind myself that this is the dance with people who pull away but need to keep you wanting their love: Every once in a while they throw you a morsel of hope just to let you know there is more where that came from, but you can’t have more until you prove you’re worthy of it. So you keep working to get to the place where you are worthy of more giving. The catch is, you never will get there, not if they have anything to say about it.

He turns around as I place my handbag on the kitchen table and laughs: I think you scared the poor women. Like now my rage is something he approves of. It’s not surprising really—when I unleash it in places where he’d like to be seen as flawless he’s fine with it. Then the school or the dry cleaners or whoever we deal with in our lives can always call him and he can tell them how sorry he is—letting them know, without saying it outright, that he understands their pain because he has to live with it.

And I’m sure you were very sympathetic, I say, sitting down because the weight of the day comes and I am crashing.

He ignores this and fusses over the girls.

With my elbow on the table and my head resting on one hand, I look at him as if I’m sizing up a dress I’d like to buy and I can see it’s all wrong for me. Crisp white shirt with the top three buttons undone, no tie—to say, I’m refined but approachable. Then there’s the large gold watch—too large, saying I can afford absolutely anything—and brand-new dress shoes to say the same thing as the watch. The crease in his pants is too sharp, I think, although that’s not entirely his fault—still, he doesn’t object. He dresses for the part of the township’s richest man. He overdoes it—the whole show. You do tend to, don’t you, when you’ve built a life so much bigger than where you come from? You inadvertently go for garish instead of self-assuredly subtle. He used to be in jeans and tekkies, when we met, I think to myself. He used to scoff at men who looked like this. He’d read Biko’s writings sitting on the floor, leaning against the bed, excited. Now he wears silk pyjamas as he sits up in bed reading the Financial Times, cigarette in hand. It’s like he’s studied this part and plays it perfectly, never getting the lines wrong.

I’m in the supporting role.

—

When the girls go to their room to turn on music on their tape players and change out of their uniforms, there he is with a glass of wine, placing it in front of me. A reward? A Thank you for keeping up the story of me being a long-suffering husband and you being the mad woman.

What makes the school principal in a White school cower is exactly what makes our people raise their fists and listen when I speak.

The smell of the burgundy liquid makes me queasy. I eye him to see if there is anything left of the man that I can hold on to, but nothing presents itself. Instead, he is a stranger offering me a drink and I want him to go out, very far away, and leave me alone. But I also want to smile and say thank you and order off the menu: What’s today’s special? A little more eye contact, or was that it for the rest of the month?

I push away the glass, as far across the table as I can, and when that isn’t far enough I stand up and place it in the sink.

Has he always done this? Given me wine like sweets to a child to bribe her out of the room? I can’t remember. I do remember that I don’t drink—not much. When he orders it for us at a restaurant I take small sips just for show—just to say: Look at me agreeing to be this person for you. But right now I don’t want to play. What I do know is that it puts me to sleep. Does he know this? Have I told him that I don’t like to take anything that doesn’t allow me to stay sharp, especially at night? I stopped talking to him about prison years ago. Maybe he doesn’t remember.

I stand up, thinking: Right. Let’s see about supper. But when I open the fridge I stand still and stare. There is too much food in there. What about food rations? Who is going to weigh all this and how do I know how much to dish out? I don’t think any of it is rotten, at least. It doesn’t smell. My children are all Black. That means, what? A quarter of a plate for meat and veggies?

Mama? says my youngest, who is gently prying my hand from the fridge. What are we having?

Over my shoulder my husband meets my eye and says, as he makes his way out of the room: Drink your wine.

I don’t drink! I shout at him. To which he responds: Yes, you do! A command, more than anything. It’s not even arguing, this. You don’t argue when the other person is saying: Do as you’re told. Especially when you’ve obeyed the instruction for years. I feel very young and very helpless, watching him disappear into the belly of the house.

And what are we having?! demands Lona, my worried and scared little one. She might never leave home, she thinks I need her care so much.

We’re having everything in this bloody fridge, that’s what we’re having. She skips out of the room, leaving me talking to the fridge: Because no children of mine are complying with food rations!

I take the chicken out of the freezer and, with this cold dead mass in my hands I decide it’s actually insurmountable, all of it: the house is too big, there are too many children, the man has become too angry with me. Above all, I think it’s too much to ask of me, the whole business of putting it all together and forcing all parts to fit: supper at a table imported from somewhere I now can’t remember, eyes checking if the sulking man approves of the amount of time his meat has spent in the pan—medium-rare or well done? And me, at the opposite end with my very small sips of the wretched-smelling wine, going: How are the potatoes? and Will you wash the dishes, girls?

The little girl still longing for easier days with her grandmother. The comrade now away from the others trying to usher in the thing they’re calling “A New Dawn.”

Who is this woman, so very busy working to perfect so many different roles and watching very, very closely to make sure not a spoon falls to the floor, not a hair is out of place and not a brick of this perfectly built house is about to come loose?

I pick my bag up from the table and replace it with the chicken. I take more meat out of the freezer and place it on the table. I throw the five types of French cheese in the bin—what’s wrong with cheese that doesn’t stink? I put the ice cream on the counter. Things must thaw, I think. I don’t know what I’m making but you must give things time to thaw before cooking. I’ll cook some of it—or I’ll prepare all of it and we’ll have ourselves a proper feast. I’m panting from the sheer thrill of it. But that’s not enough, so I reach for the fresh flowers beautifully arranged in the long, heavy glass vase and turn the thing upside down in the sink before: Oh, who cares? And in goes the vase after the damn flowers, crushing the glass with the wine.

Then I’m in my car. I’m driving away from the meticulously organized life and past the roar of the township streets and into town, where my car moves like it has its own mind. I feel oddly as wide awake as if I’ve had many nights of good sleep. The car goes and goes like a dog that knows its way home and then there it is, going through the open gate and parking so close to the garage you couldn’t put an open hand between its front bumper and the steel door.

—

The knock startles even me. One stone and one throw. Yellow fruit, large and ripe, comes flying down towards my head. I know this game. It comes to me even in my sleep. I skip forward and duck behind the tall green trunk, watching it crash to the ground and break wide open. With my bare hands I feel the soft mass inside, its black seeds hard and small between my fingers. Then I bring it to my face and inhale. We would inhale its aroma and then inhale again before separating the softness from the seeds. And that’s how she finds me—the woman who is not, I can see now, a grandmother—taking in the scent of the fruit. Hungry for the scent more than the taste. She is closer to my age than my mother’s. Her face is worn—cheeks droop, pulling down with them the corners of her mouth.

What the hell do you think you’re doing?

I’m on the ground, knees against hard pebbles and picking the little black things.

Get off my property!

I shield my eyes with my hands to get a closer look. It’s here, right here, where we used to watch the sun set. It’s where it blinds your eyes right before it descends in the horizon.

I see her more clearly now: She is afraid.

I used to live…uh, I used to work for the people who lived here.

She looks back at the yard behind her, around and over my shoulder. I don’t think so, she says, taking in my clothes, my ring and my watch. You? she says, almost sounding friendly, in spite of herself.

Yes, I say, picking up one half of the pawpaw—thinking I’m owed at least the fruit, if not the tree—and standing up to face her. She looks down at my shoes. I think fast.

My mother used to. I used to come here as a child.

Hmm, she tries. I’m showing the sun, telling her it’s really a picture of the moon.

You must go now, before my husband comes back. I don’t think your mother used to work here. I would remember. She would’ve been our maid.

Her face, I can see, is never nuzzled up to the sun. It is milky and has no familiarity with heat.

I say: Maybe you don’t remember. Grace?

She shakes her head. Maybe you’re at the wrong house.

Oh, I say. Oh! Could be. Maybe I am.

I think the neighbours had a girl by that name. Our old one still comes here. She raised my mother and she raised me. She’s old now, but I know she didn’t have a daughter. So I think you came to the wrong house. And, she says, looking at the sap dripping from my fingers, you’re stealing our fruit.

My hands are sticky and sweet-smelling. I want her to turn around and go so I can finish picking out the seeds and sink my teeth into the middle. I want to do it alone.

Instead I look right at her and say, A long time ago a Black family lived here.

She scoffs. It can’t be here. Our house was built by my grandfather. This land…there was nothing on this land when White people came. Black people never had proper houses. This land has been our land for a long time. It goes very far back. I’m sorry but you have the wrong place. Wrong neighbourhood even.

I realize now that for all my rage, I have no fight left in me for this woman. There is no end to this that works in my favour. No land has been in your family for generations, I say. Not—

Listen, if you don’t leave right now I’m calling someone to come and remove you.

A neighbour’s dog, as if smelling my colour, barks in the distance.

—

So I’m back in the car and driving. Crying and driving. I realize that the woman who is not a grandmother is exhausted. She’s a tired, sad mother whose fear stretches past the beginnings of either one of our lives. She never had a chance at believing anything I said. The story she was told sticks: Black people never had houses.

I don’t know what I wanted. A glimpse of the house that isn’t even anything like our old house? The keys to its front door? To touch the pawpaw tree again?

I let the car take me back into town to the hotel where my money gets me past the Europeans Only signs and into a bed made up with sheets blinding white and cool against my hands and cheeks. Then I stand to pull the curtains together before I go back to the bed and take off my shoes but not my clothes and lie here in the darkness, which, at the moment, feels a hell of a lot more familiar than the man in the crisp white shirt and the children with impeccable manners.

I lie here and, since all the weeping has been done for the day, wait until my body says: Enough now. Off to sleep you go.

But somewhere between thinking and sleeping it comes back and moves with me into my dreams: Speak of the dead and let them rest. The dead only want to be acknowledged. They don’t sleep unless you sing to them, Oumama tells me. They come here only to be spoken to. Sung to. Named.

—

There are nine doors between me and the world outside. There is a steel door with a grille to enter my cell, then another steel door with a grille and then another and another and more after that.

Mine is cell number one. The walls are white and the floors are cement. There are two buckets: one is for washing up and the other is what passes for a toilet. It smells like skin going from death to rot. A small cupboard stands in the corner but holds nothing. On the hard and narrow bed: one sheet, one flimsy blanket, one pillow.

I want an upgrade. Ha. Ha.

The white paint goes all over and the worst thing is you can still tell the walls from the windows but now you can’t see through them. Spite.

They’ve given me a Bible.

I’ve read the Bible many times! I am the granddaughter of a priest, for crying out loud! I tell her.

Get the message this time!

So here it is. The only reading, and I need it to keep my mind together. I grow to find this to be a rather entertaining and thought-provoking piece of literature—reading it in here with no one to see and nothing else to do.

I am alone. I’ve been moved from the old prison two hours away and far from everyone I’ve come to know.

They think without the women I know, I can’t organize hunger strikes because the food is stale and smells rancid—or because we are made to sew clothes for God-knows-who or because they make us wear uniforms similar to the ones White women make their helpers wear.

—

This is segregation. I have not had a letter in two years and seven months. I have not been allowed visitors. There is no edible food for us, only for the White prisoners. There is no fruit either—fresh or not. I miss the taste of it. I miss sweet juice on my tongue—fresh, succulent. During my half hour of exercise, I saw a White prisoner with fresh mangoes and guavas. I could ask for one of those but the cells for White prisoners can’t be reached from here. I’d sell my soul for a mango right now.

—

In the middle of the night, the women below me sing hymns. Songs I know from my grandfather’s church—songs that remind me of my grandmother’s alto. I sing background to people without faces. We wake up in the middle of the night because sleep doesn’t last when you need to stay alert—when you don’t know what comes for you in the dark. We sing—me and the women about to hang.

Every day when I go out for my exercise I sing so they know Dolly Malaka is coming and they look out their windows to put a face to the voice. I’ve built a reputation in all women’s prisons now with my strikes, and there are stories, mostly true, of me fighting back when the wardens or sergeants beat me. Every woman wants Dolly Malaka in her cell block.

Beatrice, downstairs and to my left, gave birth to a child in here. She wails for her in the night, the child who has been taken away. Seipati, next to Beatrice, is in for murder. Killed her husband for not sharing the money after they robbed a shop together. Elsa, on my floor and in the next cell, is in for holding hands with a White man. In a while Beatrice, who won’t stop wailing, will be taken to a sanatorium, the wardens tell me, and all I can think is: I hope her replacement sings.

I will not wail for anyone. Anyway, I don’t remember how.

Another thing I’m known for: Dolly is one of the youngest but Dolly never cries. Soldiers don’t cry, is how I see it.

Every night I make mental notes of everything that needs to be done: talk to the wardens about bandages for the gash near my eye from being beaten up. Ask for more fresh meat and for the buckets to be cleaned out. Demand that a doctor see Elsa about her tonsillitis. Ask for sanitary towels instead of us having to bleed through our uniforms. There is no time to wail.

—

It’s the woman to my far right whose face I desperately want to see. Turned down a scholarship and decided to skip the country to train for MK in Angola. A real, trained cadre. A woman cadre! She tells me of the spirit of the camps. The valour. The talk of taking the land back. I want that life. I say loud enough for the whole prison to hear that if I ever get out I’m skipping. I’m going to Angola. I’d like to be a full-fledged soldier.

I was sixteen years old when they came for me, just a girl in school uniform who’d hum on her way to choir practice, and before I knew it I was held under the Terrorism Act for joining or inciting a riot—same crime. But it’s been four years and two prisons and now I do feel less like a schoolgirl and more like a soldier. I feel like one of the people skipping the country.

—

When the women downstairs go to meet their fate Potgieter comes for me. To keep you company, he says. But of course it’s to speak to me when I am grieving, so the hour of singing is replaced by our conversations. It’s to get the pleasure of tormenting the most unruly prisoner. Nails bitten and sweat in half-moons under his arms, he tells me stories—about his love for his work, about his hunger to discipline and about his thorough enjoyment of target practice.

We have a board with a Black man painted on it, he tells me. With various parts of the body circled. We shoot at the board, and the person who hits the indicated parts is congratulated. You see, so we know who to kill.

I look at this man with hair shaved down to the scalp and eyes whose colour you can’t really see because you can’t see past his fear—or his rage, depending on the angle from which you take them in. He really is from the people who put up large road signs saying Beware of The Natives. Big signs with bright lights that the people whose ancestors are from here pass every day to go and wipe breakfast crumbs off Potgieter’s table, then out of dignity ignore their own hunger and throw out the half-eaten toast and clean the dog’s piss on the floor.

You don’t kill your helpers though, do you?

Oh no. They’re harmless. They’re not like you, always starting a riot. They’re part of the family.

So they eat at your table?

He waves me off. Malaka, you are the most troublesome prisoner. You have a reputation from Jo’burg to Pretoria. When are you going to get in line? Hm? Behave like a lady.

His laughter is a mean, loathsome chuckle. Do you even know how? Do you K_____s get taught manners? Simple things. Sit up straight, don’t talk back to your superiors? Hm? Obviously not. Go sit with the ghosts. Don’t you people say they keep you company?

I throw the Bible at him but Bibles don’t fly through steel doors with a grille. Bibles are heavy with the Word and not meant for flying.

Potgieter laughs with wretched satisfaction.

So I leave. Walk right past the steel doors and enter the kitchen with the wood-burning stove.

My grandmother says, holding up a bowl of fish curry: Your favourite.

My husband says: Drink your wine.

My mother says: Nothing to worry about.

Then it’s Sunday and there is my grandmother singing in the front row of my grandfather’s church, in her white hat with a veil falling just below her eyes.

—

I want to see through the window. I scratched the paint but they painted over my scratching. So I just lie here and imagine the outside. It is always nighttime. Sleep is all that’s left to do.

The woman whose hands carry the scent of freesia keeps shaking my shoulder. She says: Sorry? Visiting hours are long gone. You’ll have to leave now.

I open my eyes and the scent of freesia is fainter. Still, this is where I want to be: away from the cell but also away from the husband.

Sorry? Can you go? she asks with growing impatience.

No, it’s fine. I’m already sleeping.

She’s my grandchild, says Oumama. I can hear the familiar command in her voice. Then she whispers to me: Sleep. Nothing to worry about.

I move forward to rest my face on my grandmother’s arm and go right back to sleep. In the morning I’ll give the paint another scratch, I decide. In the morning I’ll see light.

Okay, says the nurse with the sweet and spicy perfume. Okay, it’s fine.


A Heroine’s Daughter

My mother does not hug. My mother is a soldier and soldiers have little room for affection. They are not in the business of giving of themselves—no matter how much you might think you’re the very person they’d give their love to. Soldiers are people ready for war. They don’t trade in tenderness.

So when she hugged me that afternoon after she marched out of the principal’s office, and then leaned over to kiss my forehead in Oumama’s room, I felt as if she had carved out a small but meaningful space in her life, because this was important. The violence on the bus. The violence in the school. Nobody knows that her lips quivered when they touched my forehead, that her fear felt different this time.

Maybe because it was the reverse of what I felt that first time, connected to her heartbeat and all the inner workings of her body. It was not her fear turning into rage. It was her rage turning into fear. The safe globe of glass she and our father kept us in, cracking.

—

When she disappeared for three days, I understood, though at the time I didn’t think I did. I knew that this was the kind of fight my mother could neither face nor run away from. We stayed at our grandmother’s house, as my father and neighbours went looking for her.

Where could she be? everyone asked, and I think we all thought we knew the answer, that they had taken her again, that she was again one of the disappeared.

Oumama told me, in the days when everyone was looking for her, that when she was imprisoned they had searched the morgues and the hospitals:

Knocked on every door we could reach. Cried to anyone who would listen. They were taking children. They were taking children and they were killing children.

Every day Oumama had tissues coming out from her sleeve. I wondered, as we searched and waited, if that kiss might be the last time I ever felt my mother’s touch, felt her breath, watched the thing inside her take hold and then let go, and then take hold again.

We must protect her. My grandmother’s words kept coming back again and again, each time holding a different meaning. Protect her from the soldiers? Protect her from the incessant queries into her life? From the ever-standing threat to her life?

And it was only when she returned, when she stood at the door to my grandmother’s house wearing the clothes she had been wearing when she left, that I wondered. When she took us in with her weary, tear-filled eyes, I really wondered. Were we, my sisters and I, the thing my mother must be protected from? I could see her trembling hands clutching her handbag and remembered those hands clutching the steering wheel on the hills of Natal. I could see her finger in the soldier’s face and one arm pressing me to her back. And the day the boy on the bus attacked us: her chest vibrating.

—

My mother is a soldier and soldiers know only to go to battle. But there were places my mother couldn’t go to battle: the bus, the classroom. She had been sleeping and fighting and sleeping and fighting all our years but she really fully unravelled, I think, on the day she left the house suddenly and disappeared into the darkness of her hotel room, where she went to stay alone for days on end.

[image: ]

I am in my first year of varsity when my father finally leaves.

On the large-screen TV on the first floor in the common room of the res, Winnie Cooper breaks up with Kevin Arnold. Outside the air is too cool for March—even for a Cape Town evening—and some of us have jerseys on or even blankets on our laps as we watch.

Cape Town is another country. People joke that you need a passport to come here, it has held on so stubbornly to the past.

I’m sitting at the end of a sagging sofa contemplating my ever-expanding waist when I get the phone call. The food here is nothing but starch and sugar. By all accounts, that’s only down here. They have a different catering company and better food on Upper Campus, where the Black student population is low. Large pieces of grilled chicken, cauliflower covered in béchamel sauce. Sweets after. Every day there’s a feast, from what I hear. Down here in Lower Campus there are two options for sweets: You can have yoghurt or try putting more jam on your toast, says the very put-out lady with a white uniform serving us on the other side of the counter. So I’ve been eating thick slices of brown bread with a lot of butter and a lot of strawberry jam. None of the clothes I came here with fit. In the mirror I look like someone else.

Winnie Cooper breaks up with Kevin Arnold and I’m not sure I’ve ever felt more devastated in my life.

When the show ends, the newscaster with the bright-red lipstick announces an accident on a nearby road. Three people and two Blacks were injured, she says.

My name is called on the residence intercom: Kelelo, Room 712, telephone.

I am crying when both my younger sisters call me from the phone in our parents’ room, having just watched our father drive away in his new car with all his clothes and records. I rushed to the call box just outside the common room when the telephone attendant called my name on the intercom and now I am sorry I picked up because I don’t want to hear about it. I want to separate myself from everything at home. I want to live only in this new country, even with its rules against having girls of different colours sharing a room and quotas determining how many Black people can be in a restaurant at the same time. I want to share in the stories other girls tell, of how their parents drove them here together, and how annoying it is to hear their parents on the other side of the line fight over which one gets to speak to their child first.

I can feel my sisters reaching for me, thinking I’m lucky to be far from there. All they want is to escape and be with me where this isn’t happening, where our mother is not just standing at the window watching her husband drive away. What none of us says is how amazing it is that he stayed all those years because, even as we’re on the phone, I can’t remember the last time I actually saw my parents speak to each other. My mother became a different woman after her Oumama died—suddenly organizing rallies and marching several times a week, never again sleeping in the middle of the day.

—

Around me girls are chatting and gossiping and giggling about simple things. Someone shuffles past with a pile of books, another girl stands giggling with her family on the phone. I want to be here, where things are normal.

My younger sisters feed me details of the day in a hurried, desperate unspooling, finishing each other’s sentences, sniffling between words. They tell me our older sister only shrugged and carried on with her day, seemingly unsurprised and unbothered.

I feel the cold more harshly now, standing here with only my light jersey and no blanket. I wonder who I can speak to, whose room I can go to when the phone call is over.

I ask what our mother is doing now.

Reading a magazine. Painting her nails. She seems unbothered.

They recount the events again like they hope they haven’t missed a detail.

What will happen now? asks Tumane.

I don’t know, but I don’t say I don’t know.

And Winnie broke up with Kevin, I say instead, as if it’s an extension of the news. In any other household this might seem bizarre but with me and my sisters there is an understanding.

That’s the saddest episode, Tumane says, her voice dipping from sheer exhaustion.

I know. I know.

Our mother comes into the room and her voice is booming when she instructs them to Get off that phone!

And just like that, I’m left standing with the receiver in my hand and a dial tone droning on the other side of the line. I wish a lot of things but mainly, at this minute, I wish I could, like Kevin Arnold, hop on my bike and go down the street to sit with a friend after hearing bad news or sit in the living room with my family focused together on the same TV show while my heart is breaking.

—

Instead of going back to the TV room I press the button for the lift and go down one floor. I hate the stairs in this building. No one ever takes them and I hate how they make you feel like you’re in some kind of horror movie as you go up or down. So on the ground floor I walk to the reception and check for mail in my mailbox and find nothing. Then I walk outside where the sun is just in its last few minutes of fading. On the hill there is a gathering. Black students only. Every night there is a gathering on the hill, with jubilant students singing and toyi-toyi’ing for the coming of democracy.

I go and sit cross-legged on the grass and look up at the clear sky.

—

The day Oumama died, the skies opened and torrential rains came down. There was thunder so loud it sounded like the walls would break. It was the bellowing of the eldest mother departing—the sound of our ancestors’ cries of a great welcome from the next world.

For days my grandmother and great-aunts had sat in a circle surrounding her as they prayed, and my mother with them, singing songs of a sorrowful farewell. I had never heard my mother’s singing voice before. It is so powerful that you can’t help but cry, when she sings. It sounds like she’s from another place—like she’s speaking a language from the spirit world.

As with all our family matriarchs before her, Oumama stopped speaking for ten days before she crossed over. Greeting those calling her, my grandmother told me. It’s a very sacred time and must be treated with great respect. She won’t speak to us again now. She’s been called and seen on the other side. She’s merely giving us time to let her go.

It was only us in the house in those days: me and my sisters, our mother and the Mothers of Prayer. When our mother sang they harmonized, but she was always the leader in song while they guided prayer. And it was in those days that they called her “Mme” because she was named after their mother and this, I think, was all part of the letting go.

—

These days I laugh at myself, sounding like Lerato, struggling to rip myself away from the accent that bought my way into this place. It is more admired now—speaking English with a thick African accent. I’ve lost mine. I sound like a private school girl now. There is no hiding it.

The more African you look and sound, the more people think you have the right ideas: Black Is Beautiful! we’re all shouting—no longer only saying it on township streets. T-shirts screaming Welcome Home, Comrades keep flying off the shelves and Mandela is more than likely about to take the lead—signs of the wind blowing in the right direction. These are the times my mother went to prison for. They’re things we’ve been marching for.

I don’t have a view of it but I know the ocean is somewhere on the horizon, waves throwing themselves against the white sand I wish I could touch. In the morning the mountain will completely disappear behind a thick veil of fog, making you think you had only imagined it being there—then it will reappear with the mid-morning sun.

——

It is dark now as I start to stand and walk towards my res, thinking maybe I’ll phone my mother and see how she’s doing. She may never sleep all day like she used to, but my mother still has many days when she can’t be reached—when she is quiet and pensive and downcast. I’m thinking I’ll phone my father too, when two girls slightly older than I am stop me.

Kelelo! Hey Kelelo!

I turn around to find, under the outdoor lights of the res, two people with yellow Release Our Comrades T-shirts coming towards me. Their faces, I can see as they come closer, are filled with so much excitement that they come too close, almost pinning me against the wall. One is shorter than I am, her hair in shoulder-length dreadlocks. The other has her hair in braids. See, here is another sign of change. People are wearing their hair as it naturally grows from their scalps and changing their English, only-for-school names back to their African names. Suddenly the Joseph you knew in school insists on being called Lebogang. Private school pupils who spent years perfecting their English accents are now sounding like people learning the language for the first time, like they never went to those schools even though going to those schools is what placed them at the front of the line, to get acceptance letters here. And I think I’m the only Black student not studying law. I thought it was because everyone wants to be the next Mandela but when I asked one student, Why law? he simply said: Because…never again.

—

Tell us! Tell us about it, the two girls now cornering me are screaming into the night, wanting everyone to hear.

I don’t need to ask because I know, but I wait for them to say it. So? What was it like, having her as a mother? They are breathless. Oh my GAWD. I can’t imagine. Dolly Malaka. Like, wow. How…? Wow, wow, wow!

I have in my head the memory of girls in high school trying to get a glimpse of my mother through the car window—not knowing that she had just forced herself out of bed to fetch us at the end of the day.

I just die reading about her and you actually lived with her! says the one with the dreadlocks.

And you come from her, I mean, literally, you have the same genes!

Did she fly here with you?

Will she visit you? they squeal in unison.

Please, please introduce us when she comes.

We’re just over there in Baxter, I’ll give you my room number.

Yah, if you want to find us.

Or even just, if you need anything.

Anything. Like anything. Even if it’s just to talk. If you need friends.

Yah, we’ve been here two years, so we know everything.

And everyone!

They take me in, awe-struck. Assessing a painting in a museum. One says: You look so much like her. From all the pictures I’ve seen it’s like that’s how she must’ve looked at that age. Right?

She’s not asking me. She’s asking her friend, who says: Oh my God. Yes. At that age.

So they stop and take me in now as if for the first time. I can see them feel they’re meeting my mother in the flesh instead of just some new girl from the next res.

I know I would want to be just like her! I would want to be like my mother if my mother was Dolly Malaka!

But no, really. Tell us. All the details, come on. Tell us what it was like being raised by Dolly Malaka!

I look from one to the other, these devoted young comrades celebrating our “New Dawn,” with their T-shirts of hope and their hair defying everything the historically White university expects of them. These girls who are ravenous for change—for things to come, things promised to us every day over our radios and televisions and on flyers and colourful posters under street lamps. I see how they desperately wish they were me, or at least part of my immediate family—or even just relatives, no matter how distant. I understand that they style themselves after somebody else’s mother instead of their own. What must it be like, wanting to be like a woman you’ve heard about but have never met?

I see how much they cling to my mother and, on the one hand, I remember: Any story worth telling must begin with the women, the storyteller said. I see how pleased she might be if she could see these girls now, speaking like they see themselves as descendants of the women who were imprisoned.

On the other hand, envying them the privilege and safety of not knowing the cost of war on the families of the soldiers, I think how very deeply I sometimes hate this country. In the night I wake up with this fire blazing inside me, spreading to the tips of my fingers and toes. I want to burn everything, for what it has done to my family. I want to torch the prison my mother was locked in, the one they say will likely be turned into a museum—which makes me afraid that the truth of my mother’s mind will be laid bare for all the world to see. There are times when I hate the past and I loathe the future—even before I’ve had a chance to live in it. There are times I miss class, lying in bed in the morning because I am recovering from the anger that took hold of me the night before. And in those times I am afraid I have inherited my mother’s mind: the fire, the fury, the weight of the country’s past.

Still, I don’t want to cut through the hopes radiating from the faces of these two girls with the sharpness of my rage. The innocent ones, who are oblivious to the many terrible truths hidden behind the faces of warriors. I don’t sit them down and say: Listen, I got the general who was ever-ready for battle. You probably got mothers who came in at night and rubbed your backs when they hurt. Which would you pick, if you could choose? No one gets both.

Instead, I step around them so I’m not up against a wall and, with a wide grin and shoulders to my ears, I tell them: It was amazing!
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