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Praise for Rainbow’s End


‘The starkly honest memoirs of a white Rhodesian forced to face up to the racist, violent truth of her society . . . St John’s disarming frankness triumphs’ Financial Times


‘Highly evocative, beautifully written . . . a world of striking colours . . . a tapestry of innocence, while the brutal reality of life encroaches into the travesty which is now modern Zimbabwe’ Daily Express


‘A girl’s-eye-view of life in 1970s Rhodesia: as powerful as Alexandra Fuller’s classic Don’t Lets Go to the Dogs Tonight’ Sunday Times


‘Precise, evocative and funny. Even as the Smith regime crumbles, as Mugabe waits to exact revenge and you know disillusionment is going to follow, you are irresistibly drawn into this personal story . . . A fine book’ Daily Mail


‘This is a paean of praise for what Zimbabwe has lost, but might find again. It is also a heart-rending account of the searing, slow dissolution of a marriage . . . This is an important book, worth reading for many reasons’ The Times


‘This memoir works on many levels. It is a spot-on account of coming of age in the 1970s, at once universal and intensely African. It also raises questions about the moral gymnastics of the time . . . Above all, this is a memoir of a country. It is a love letter to a harsh yet beautiful land, with invigorating prose soaked in African sunshine. Its poignancy stems from the way in which Lauren’s attempts to work out who she is parallel her beloved nation’s struggle to do the same’ New Statesman


‘A gripping account . . . told with depth and humour. St John comes of age amid a harrowing civil war and the dissolution of her parents’ marriage’ Vogue


‘Packed with so much of Africa’s sights, smells, and sounds that the place – beloved, beautiful, and troubled – practically seeps from its pages’ Chicago Tribune




For Miss Zeederberg, wherever she is . . .


And for my father, who I finally understood




For the safety and protection of individuals concerned, some names and identifying characteristics have been changed.
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Rhodesia
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Rainbow’s End




The barb in the arrow of childhood’s suffering is this: its intense loneliness, its intense ignorance


The Story of an African Farm, Olive Schreiner




Prologue


They weren’t supposed to be there. That was how Camilla always remembered it.


They had only gone because her mother-in-law, eighteen months ill with cancer, had taken a turn for the worse, and because the farm store that had been so many months in the planning was opening the next day, and because they had a house full of kids – the Lawson boy, Brian, and his stepbrother, Alan, up from Salisbury; and their own brood: Nigel, aged nine, Julie, eight in three weeks’ time, and Bruce, eleven years old and already so like his father in his quietness and passion for wildlife. And where better to take them than Rainbow’s End?


It was 1978 and the Rhodesian Bush War was at its height. For the past two years, the Communist-trained forces of the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) and the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) – terrorists or nationalists, depending on your point of view – had been pouring over the Rhodesian border from their bases in Zambia and Mozambique, and the struggle that had started in the mid sixties with a few minor skirmishes, easily crushed, had become a brutal and bloody war. The focus of the attacks was the white-owned farms. To Camilla, it seemed that almost every night now there was some grisly killing on the news and every week brought fresh reports of landmines and ambushes in nearby rural areas.


Not that any of that had stopped Ben Forrester from following his dream of owning a game farm. At Wicklow Estate, they already had all that they needed. Camilla came from a farming family of considerable success and renown and her husband had an excellent job running her brother’s cotton and cattle operation out in Selous. But Ben had an independent streak. He wanted to be the one to build a beautiful future for his family. He wanted to help them fulfil their vision of a life spent in harmony with nature and Africa.


In 1976 he’d bought Rainbow’s End, a pretty thousand-acre farm five miles from Hartley. They had continued to live on Shumavale, one of three farms that came under the banner of Wicklow Estate, some twenty minutes’ drive away, but Ben’s heart was at Rainbow’s End. He’d grown his own crops and sectioned off a hundred prime acres on the banks of the Umfuli River for use as a game reserve. He’d moved his elderly parents into the sprawling thatched house, where they could sit in their lounge and watch the animals drift down to the waterhole at sunset: fifty impala, a wildebeest, two ostriches and a giraffe, her legs splayed in a graceful triangle as she drank from the coppery dam.


For the most part Camilla stayed at Rainbow’s End only when Ben was away fighting in the War. Like most other able-bodied white, Asian or coloured men in Rhodesia, he was on compulsory ‘call-up’ with the army for periods which varied from unit to unit but could be anything up to six weeks. At those times Camilla would take the kids and they would spend a month or so with Ben’s parents, where he felt they were safer because they were not alone and where her training as a nurse meant she could help his father care for her gravely ill mother-in-law, Sheila. Camilla loved Rainbow’s End almost as much as Ben did but the terrorists were known to use the weir on the farm as a crossing place and she had come to dread the opening of the game park gate which led to the house, particularly when they had to wrestle with its lock after nightfall. It was the perfect place for an ambush. Once, when Bruce had climbed out in the darkness to open it, their extreme vulnerability – an anxious mother and a small, careful boy – had smacked her in the chest like a physical force and she had cried out to him to hurry.


More recently, too, something else had happened to make her think differently about the place. She had awoken one night with the overwhelming sense that an evil presence was in the house. The feeling was so intense and she was so distressed by it that she shook the children from their sleep. They’d all held hands and said a prayer. Over the weeks, the feeling had faded but she’d never totally dismissed it. It was gone but definitely not forgotten.


On Monday 9 January, the Forresters rose to the hiss of crickets and the fierce singing of birds – Africa’s fervent celebration of life after a bout of heavy rain. Before long, the echoey old passages of Rainbow’s End rang with the laughter of their sons and the husky, fresh-broken voices of the visiting boys. Julie, the lone girl, was sick in bed. So was Sheila, for whom they had just taken on a black nurse’s aide. Camilla did her best to keep them from feeling left out, particularly because old Mr Forrester was away in the Eastern Highlands. Ben was to spend the day procuring the last of the supplies for the farm store and the bare-chested boys were already on their way down to the rushing brown river in front of the house, the summer sun warm on their skin.


Later that morning Camilla had to drive to Wicklow on an errand. By then Bruce had had his fill of splashing and diving with the others in the foaming pools below the weir, and he dried himself off and told her that he’d like to come with her and fly his falcon. On the air strip at Wicklow, they stood together and watched the falcon’s freedom flight. It soared in the haze above the crop-sprayer’s ragged runway. Bruce had never been a particularly demonstrative child; he had something of his father’s shy reserve. But in the thrill of the moment he turned to his mother and gave her a hug. Camilla squeezed him hard and felt elated.


Yesterday it had come home to her how precious, and brief, life was. They’d gone to church as usual. During the service the minister had told them of an attack the previous day on a farming family in the rural community of Norton, which lay between Hartley and Salisbury. The congregation winced audibly. Most of them were farmers, well aware that at any given hour it could happen to them. Many were friends of the family involved.


Billy Miller had been on patrol with his army unit in the valleys around Lake McIlwaine, coincidentally close to his own farm. His wife and two daughters were alone at home. When a fuel delivery driver knocked on their door asking for directions to the house on a nearby farmstead, usually occupied by Billy’s brother and sister-in-law, out for the day at a children’s party, they offered to show him the way. And walked into an ambush. Sheilagh Miller and fifteen-year-old Sarah were killed outright. The other daughter, Victoria, was left for dead. Down in the valley, Billy heard the shots.


Camilla had found it difficult to come to terms with the realization that an entire family, bonded tight by love and memories, could be devastated at the speed of a bullet. Or the notion that no one in the tragedy was where they should have been – or could have been – had circumstances been different. She was quite shaken by the story.


Back at Rainbow’s End she spent time with Julie, who was still unwell and in bed, and read her The Snow Goose, the Paul Gallico story of a lonely hunchback lighthouse-keeper and a bird wounded by a gunshot. When she had finished Ben took her aside and explained to her in detail how the store would work. Camilla sat in the shelter of his green eyes, as she had done for the thirteen and a half short years of their marriage, and allowed herself to be carried along on the rush of his enthusiasm. A lot of people considered Ben dour but all were agreed that he was a true gentleman, the highest accolade Rhodesians could give. He was totally devoted to his family. Ben was not a liberal but he had a vision of making life better for the Africans in his employ. He was good to them. He had already built a farm school for their children and the store was just another step towards his goal of creating better conditions for them. His truck was loaded with goods and tomorrow they’d have a grand opening.


At seven, dinner was ready to be served. The nurse’s aide had taken a tray to Sheila in the main bedroom to the left of the hallway and Camilla, Ben and the boys were in the lounge. Inside the house the air was noisy with good-natured banter. Outside, the frogs were in competition with the weir’s ocean roar. Camilla debated whether to collect the back-door key and secure the front door. The same key fitted both locks. But the sun had only just set. Through the window it was already profoundly dark but it was still early.


Julie called from the back bedroom. Camilla went down the passage to check on her. That’s when she heard it – a discordant noise in the garden. Something about it was threatening.


‘What was that?’ she shouted through to Ben.


‘Stay where you are, Cammy,’ he yelled, and then the world exploded.


Afterwards Camilla would ask herself time and time again whether she should have picked up the shotgun in the bedroom and gone out with both barrels blazing. But it was over so quickly. There was just a shout and the ear-splitting jackhammer of machine-gun fire, and then Camilla heard the most terrible sound of her life: a deathly hush.


The minutes passed. More gunshots. Then footsteps whispered on the concrete floor of the passage. Two bloody apparitions appeared at the bedroom door: Brian Lawson, wounded but alive, and Nigel, eyes wet with tears, his leg shot to pieces.


‘Daddy’s dead,’ he burst out. Then: ‘Bruce was so brave.’


Camilla would never know what he had meant by that. Frantically, she began to hunt through the chaos of bags, discarded swimming things, and school uniforms – ready for the start of the new term the following morning – for the first-aid kit. Blood was bubbling like a spring from Nigel’s leg and she didn’t want to lose him too. Finally, she just grabbed an eiderdown and bound it around the jagged hole. She tended to Brian. She comforted Julie. Then she left the room in a trance.


The lounge was crimson, the floor slick with gore. Ben had died with his hand curled around his son’s foot. Half of Bruce’s face had been shot off. Camilla stood gazing down at her boy, thinking, irrationally, tenderly, how healthy his exposed young bones were, so clean and new. Alan was slumped bloodily in a chair. He groaned. Camilla started mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on him before realizing, agonizingly, that what she’d heard was not a living breath but air escaping from his dying lungs. Numbly, she moved into the main bedroom. The old lady was slumped over her tray in a spreading pool of scarlet.


Everywhere there was the smell of death and food and the intolerable sound of silence. The kitchen was empty. The cook and nurse’s aide had fled into the night. Mechanically, Camilla locked the back and front doors, as she’d meant to do earlier. She had no idea where the terrorists were or if they were regrouping for another attack. She went back into the bedroom where the children were huddled and dug out the revolver. Her hands shook so badly that it accidentally discharged. The bullet missed Julie by inches.


Into the shocked room blasted the telephone’s defiant ring. Camilla walked back down the passage and through the puddles of blood to pick it up. As if through a time warp, she heard loud, jovial Richard Etheredge, their neighbouring farmer on the river, boom down the line: ‘Are you all right? We heard shots.’


‘No,’ Camilla said. ‘No, we certainly are not all right.’


Someone, she could never remember who, drove them to the clinic in Hartley that night. And even that was fraught with risk because the Umfuli River was in flood and the Peugeot station wagon bobbed on the torrent as they crossed and Camilla found herself thinking: ‘That would be just our luck. To now be swept away.’ She put her arms around Julie, who was just as white as the boys, because the security forces, who had come to their rescue thirty-five minutes after Richard had called them, had failed to cover up the bodies, and the little girl had witnessed the horror for herself.


‘I saw Daddy dead,’ she told her mother.


At the clinic, Dr Bouwer wanted to give Camilla something that would knock her out, at least until the morning, when she’d wake up in an antiseptic Salisbury hospital, but she refused to take anything until the ambulance men arrived to take care of the children.


‘Then you can hit me over the back of the head for all I care,’ she told him.


She never returned to Rainbow’s End. Instead it was her brother and his wife, heavily pregnant with their first child, who mopped, scrubbed and wept over the blood-splattered walls and floors. After that the house stood empty. The trees, which had always crowded too close to the house for comfort, giving the place a gloomy air, seemed to crowd closer still; the yellow grass grew right up to the windows; the thatch turned grey and sagged and fell in; and the impala and monkeys tripped through the silent rooms. That’s how it was the day I first saw it.


The day we decided to move to Rainbow’s End.




Giant Estate, Gadzema


1975–78
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Most people left Rhodesia to get away from the War. We came back for it.


It was April 1975. One year after moving to South Africa to start a new life, we were in a car crammed with possessions and we were barrelling once more into the indigo haze, into the thorny blond bush, somewhere beyond which our next new life was waiting. Dad had a Peter Stuyvesant out in the air, twisting smoke, the twin grey lines of the strip road were tapering crazily into the horizon, and he was saying, categorically: ‘Two things got me down about Cape Town. One was the weather and the other was people telling me I’d run away from the War. I couldn’t stand people saying I’d run away from the War.’


Which was ironic, because it wasn’t even his war.


It had only become his war because in 1960 he had happened to see a recruitment ad for the Rhodesian Army the same week he received his National Service papers in his home town of Uitenhage, South Africa, and he’d thought to himself: ‘A chance to see another country! What a pleasure!’ Even though he was only eighteen and it would mean fighting for someone else’s cause. And even though his family had been putting down roots in the Eastern Cape ever since their ship, buffeted by ice storms on the Thames in England and ocean winds in the Bay of Biscay, had docked at Algoa Bay with the 1820 Settlers. By the seventies the Rhodesian War had become Dad’s war because he’d spilled blood for it and also because he’d married Mom, whose great-grandfather had been an associate of Cecil John Rhodes, who ‘discovered’ Rhodesia. Her ancestry was full of stories about pioneering uncles walking barefoot from Durban to Bulawayo, over a thousand miles, to save their shoes.


Mom always said that Dad was Rhodesian from the moment he set foot in the country and saw how beautiful it was. Not that South Africa wasn’t. In almost every way it was more blessed with visual splendour, richer in natural resources and, unlike its landlocked northern neighbour, it had the ocean, steaming up to the coast in a smoking white rush. But something about the landscape of Rhodesia spoke to Dad. He liked its unshowy loveliness. He liked the way of life and he liked the people who, for the most part, didn’t think there were many worse crimes than getting above yourself. Above all, he liked the sensation that poured through him as he crossed the Great Green Greasy Limpopo – ‘this incredible sense of being free’. It stayed with him even after he stepped hot and sticky from the train in Bulawayo, aged eighteen, and saw the smart peaked caps of the RLI (Rhodesian Light Infantry) officers, who waited with crocodile smiles and soft, welcoming voices to greet the new recruits. He thought of Rhodesia as the Promised Land and he’d brought me up to do the same.


Now we were Rhodesian to our souls.


Heat and dust boiled in through our car windows and the leathery smell of cattle and something else – something that forced its way into your nostrils like a dissident spirit and set nervy adrenalin jangling through your veins. Something as old as Africa, like the loamy earth or the sweat of the Africans walking along the roadside, backs as stiff as cats, their heads loaded with sky-scraping stacks of mielie-meal, crates of chickens or economy-sized Sunflower Oil tins slopping water. They passed in an arc of Viewfinder snapshots.


‘How come their heads don’t get sore?’


‘Their heads are very hard,’ Mom said. ‘Shhh, keep your voice down. You’ll wake Lisa.’


She took off her tortoiseshell sunglasses, pursed her lips in the vanity mirror and reapplied lipstick in anticipation of the journey’s end. I leaned over the wicker carrycot and smoothed the downy hair of my sister, thinking that, though she’d cried so hard for so long that some days it seemed a miracle she found time to draw breath, she still resembled a Pears’ Baby Competition winner. But her skin was thin and clammy. I noticed with alarm that my own arm was as blue-white as hers and snatched it away lest my mother should see it and comment. ‘Are you anaemic?’ grown-ups were always asking me. ‘Have you been ill?’


A black sign flashed by: GADZEMA.


If there was a town about, it wasn’t apparent.


We flew over a narrow bridge and ramped up the other side. Dad had one eye on his watch and he drove without troubling the brakes, never once slowing for pedestrians or cyclists. Their only warning was a last-minute toot, at which point they’d jerk into life, see they were about to join the kaleidoscope of twitching butterflies on the grille of the car and fling themselves sideways, trying desperately to maintain their towering loads.


‘Dad!’


‘Errol, please slow down,’ Mom entreated. ‘You’re going to kill someone.’


‘For goodness’ sake, you people, I’m not going to hit them. What do you take me for? But why must they walk in the middle of the road?’


He bore down on a bicycle. My fingers dug into the seat, trying to stop the car by sheer willpower.


Mom said, ‘I don’t understand why you’re driving like a maniac. If we’re five minutes late, it won’t be the end of the world.’


I didn’t have to be in the front seat to know that Dad’s blue eyes would be turning Cape-of-Good-Hope-in-a-squall grey, and he said through his teeth: ‘Any minute now, I’m really going to lose my temper. No ways am I going to be late. No ways.’


I twisted around. The cyclist was skidding uncontrolled down the gravel incline, bare toes splayed, scrabbling for a foothold. His back was rigid with indignation. He wobbled to a halt on the edge of the bush and turned his head to glare at us, but by then he was just a speck against the green and gold and the red dust spun up and erased him.


I faced the wavering strips again, but the atmosphere in the car had changed and I was no longer looking or listening. On my lap were my favourite books, their covers faded and scarred. A dozen times over the past year I’d pressed my palm against their pages and wished that the lives of the characters, the pea-soup fogs on smuggler-crowded moors, the starlit beds of heather and bracken, the wild gallops over mountains and deserts, would flow into my fingertips by osmosis. Now I would no longer have to. Now I had the promise of a horse of my own and life on a farm, all in the middle of a war with terrorists.


I widened my window and leaned out into the charged, leathery air. Please God, I thought, let me be someone who has adventures.
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Before Giant Estate and long before Rainbow’s End, we lived in a railway cottage in the no-horse town of Hartley, seventy miles from Rhodesia’s capital, Salisbury. Mom worked for the David Whitehead fabric factory until two days before I was born and Dad was a checker on the railways. It was there that he handed Mom an unsealed brown envelope to hold on to during a car journey and it later turned out to contain a live baby cobra.


She’d never really recovered. ‘What kind of man gives his wife an envelope with a cobra in it? You can’t believe what I’ve had to put up with.’


I was a toddler by then and he’d incensed Mom by housing the cobra, his new pet, in his wooden fishing box in the kitchen. She was convinced it would escape and attack me and was forever opening the lid to check if it was still there. Eventually it almost bit her and she asked the garden boy to kill it. It had taken Dad weeks to forgive her.


‘It was absolutely beautiful,’ he’d reminisce fondly when reminded of it. ‘You should have seen the colours.’


Then, because we were poor and trying to build a house, we lived with Granny and Grampy, Mom’s parents, in Salisbury, where I frayed the nerves of Grampy, who was deaf and not so fond of children and my Uncle James taught me to use a pellet gun and Granny told me how the Owl and the Pussycat went to sea in a beautiful pea-green boat and I went to the circus and caught a rare virus and was in intensive care and nearly died.


After nearly a year of Dad working at the Electricity Supply Commission (EEC) by day and the Sunshine fish and chip shop till closing, we moved into pink Pussy Willow cottage. There Mom mashed up pumpkin and rice for me and put it in my Beatrix Potter bowl on the windowsill to cool and at night I climbed up on the kitchen cabinets and ate sugar until I got boils and, when I was cured of those, saw stars and had fainting spells and underwent multiple tests and brain scans until the doctors concluded I was just a ‘dizzy dame’.


Other things that happened at Pussy Willow cottage were: 1) I fell into the toilet and was rescued by Samson, our houseboy, which Mom was glad about, but she also told me that it was ‘not nice for a black man to see your Mary-Ann’; 2) I locked the steering wheel on the car after Dad specially told me not to and he chased me round and round the dining table trying to give me a hiding, while Mom shielded me like a small but brave lioness; and 3) we went with another family to the Mozambican town of Beira, the seaside resort of choice for white Rhodesians, on one of our first ever holidays. While we were there, Dad and the other husband bought two galvanized-iron baths packed with huge prawns, and Mom and the wife had to peel them for our supper while the men lay on the darkening beach carousing and downing beers. The prawns stabbed Mom’s hands with their spiky grey heads, so that by the time they were on the fire, turning pinky-orange, her fingers had, as she kept plaintively reminding us, ‘swollen up like giant sausages. You can’t see between them!’


And though I was morbidly fascinated and, of course, truly sorry for her, I was even more captivated by the sweet, charcoally Beira prawns and the flames shooting up into the black, salty night and the silver shimmer of sea.


We were in and out of our next house, a double-storey we moved to when I was six and a half. Shortly after my seventh birthday, we immigrated to South Africa in a way that was presented to me as a happy chance – while on holiday in Cape Town Dad had popped into the local equivalent of the EEC, Escom, and had been joyfully received and offered a job on the spot – but it felt more like fleeing. On the day of our departure I was sitting on my parents’ bed watching Dad pack a suitcase, when there was an emergency-loud hammering at the back door.


‘Stay here,’ Dad commanded.


His footsteps faded away on the stairs.


I went to the window, parted the yellow curtains and looked down. All I could see was the top of a man’s head and some shoulders. I was sorry that Mom wasn’t with us. She’d been away seemingly for ever, first in hospital and then somewhere to recover, and now she was in Cape Town, finding us a house. But I was sorrier still to be leaving the double-storey, where I’d made bows and arrows with blunt stone tips in our overgrown backyard after learning about the Bushmen and danced around the lounge to ‘The Locomotion’, ‘D-I-V-O-R-C-E’ and ‘Knock Three Times’ and tossed our fluffy grey cat, Sparky, out of a second-storey window to see if he’d land on his feet (he did and somehow survived).


There were shouts from below and Dad and a stranger in an office shirt suddenly reeled out of the shadows, fists flailing. They fell apart, chests heaving, and shouted some more, and then they came together again and pounded and battered each other and clung to one another in a cruel embrace. My fingers locked on the yellow curtains. Should I run downstairs and try to stop them? Should I hide in a cupboard in case the man beat up Dad and then came after me? Should I act normal if Dad survived and pretend that I hadn’t seen anything?


I returned to the bed and sat there in an agony of worry.


When Dad strode back into the room, bruised and carrying some kind of darkness with him, I jumped up and cried: ‘Why were you fighting, Dad? Why was the man angry?’


The darkness swung on me and he snapped: ‘Mind your own business.’


Then, as my face crumbled: ‘It’s nothing, see.’


Then: ‘Don’t tell Mom, OK?’


He smiled and gave me a hug.


The world tilted, wobbled a little and righted itself again.


Cape Town is where the Indian and Atlantic oceans collide, the last gasp of Africa before the maelstrom of grey-green seas known as the Cape of Good Hope, notorious for wrecking the boats, bones and good hopes of untold numbers of early explorers. Henry and George Peck, distant relatives of my mother, survived an 1828 shipwreck in False Bay and salvaged enough to open a ginger-beer stall. When we arrived there in March 1974, Cape Town was also a place of soaring mountains, breathtaking blue bays and vineyards graced with Cape Dutch houses, but we lived in the Tygerberg, close to Dad’s work but far from the beautiful things. The first time I stepped on to the lawn – or at least the ground where it would be once we planted it – I got a soleful of devil thorns. There was no end to them. It was as if the earth were infested with them.


The house had been recently completed and smelled of plaster and paint and varnish and new carpet. It had amber stained-glass windows on either side of the front door and a brass chain to keep out the burglars and murderers – of whom, I was told, there were many. From the lounge window you could see the new-development bareness of our home replicated several dozen times. A flat, straight road stretched so far into the distance it seemed to touch the mauve sketch of mountains. It was a bleakly pretty vista but it was suburbia again and, more than anything on earth, I wanted a horse. And not just any horse. I wanted a black stallion.


In the absence of black stallions, Mom and Dad bought me a kitten, a Sealpoint Siamese with eyes the colour of an alpine lake. He had a fancy pedigree name, but I called him Kim. Kim took the edge off the loneliness but he couldn’t shut out the arguments which had ricocheted around the walls ever since our arrival. For that I used a pillow and buried myself in books. I read every horse and adventure novel I could persuade anyone to buy me and then I turned back to the beginning and started all over again. At night, I sat at the window hoping to see mysterious lights or people ‘up to no good’, as they always were in books, but nothing ever happened to interrupt the dreary mundanity of our lives.


When winter came, gale-force winds howled around the house and black widow spiders, known in the Cape as ‘buttons’ scuttled through the gutters. Every morning Kim and I would shiver in bed while Mom ran an iron over my school uniform so that it would be warm when I held up my arms for her to slip it over my head. In class I’d found myself on the wrong side of the Afrikaans/English divide. In my limited understanding of the matter, South Africans seemed to spend a lot of time at odds with one another. The Zulus didn’t like the Xhosas and the Xhosas didn’t like the Vendas or the Sothu, who didn’t like the Afrikaners, who in turn didn’t like the English or many, or even any, of the blacks, and hardly anyone liked the Cape Coloureds, descendants of Malay and other slaves and shameful Dutch and English unions with not-so-willing Khoi, San or Xhosa participants and therefore constant, unwanted reminders of a past it would have been easier to forget.


With so many people not getting along, I despaired of finding a friend, but then I met Frédèrique, a French girl with a pigtail and quarter-moon dimples. Her mother made traditional French apple tarts so flaky and fabulous that Mom, who had a sweet tooth, could never wait to drive me to her house at the weekends, and Freddie and the apple tarts – along with milk tarts sprinkled with cinnamon, deep-fried twists of batter dipped in syrup known as koeksisters, and Snowballs, chocolate and coconut-coated marshmallows from Woolie’s (Woolworths) – became the highlights of my stay in Cape Town. For Mom, those things were just a bonus. She loved every inch of the city and our shiny, clean house.


Dad, on the other hand, was shrinking. In all of the photos from that time his face is beige, set in discontent, and his hair is flyaway and overlong. In Salisbury, even working two jobs, he’d looked like his namesake Errol Flynn, tanned and hyper-fit from army exercises. In Cape Town he existed in a permanent state of restlessness, like a zoo animal with obsessive compulsive disorder. He wore cheap, ill-fitting suits in tan, his hands grew pale and soft and his unhappiness was obvious.


Towards the end of August 1974, Lisa was born. I’d hoped for a brother right up until Mom walked through the door from the hospital when I panicked and thought: ‘I want a sister!’ But even a new sister seemed only a temporary blessing because she cried all the time as if she were in torment, though the doctors could find nothing wrong with her.


The arguments continued, now interspersed with Lisa’s screaming. I cuddled Kim, read by torchlight under the bedclothes and felt utterly, intensely alone.


On 4 November, there was a Babel of sirens and lights outside our classroom window on Gladstone Street, Bellville, and police swarmed all over the road. Next they were in our classroom asking if we’d seen a Coloured with a limp hanging around the area or entering the house across the road. By morning it was front-page news. Susanna Magdalena van der Linde, a forty-six-year-old mother of three, had been stabbed to death with scissors. The prime suspect was Marthinus Choegoe, a crippled Coloured man.


The ‘Scissors Murder’, as it became known, would go on to become one of the most infamous murder cases in South African history. Three years earlier Van der Linde’s forty-seven-year-old husband, Christiaan, had begun a relationship with Marlene Lehnberg, then sixteen, at the orthopaedic clinic where they both worked. As the months passed and Christiaan’s promises to leave his wife came to nothing, Lehnberg’s infatuation turned obsessive. She hired reluctant, unemployed Choegoe, a patient at the clinic, to kill Mrs van der Linde but, on three separate occasions, he went to the house and was unable to go through with it.


Undeterred, Lehnberg tried to persuade an engineering student to do the hit instead. When he balked at murder, she stole his gun. Again she enlisted the help of Choegoe, allegedly promising him sex and a car if he murdered Mrs van der Linde. At 9 a.m. that 4 November, they drove to the house. Lehnberg told police that she stayed in the car but witnesses supported Choegoe’s story that they entered together. Lehnberg struck Mrs van der Linde on the jaw with the pistol butt and Choegoe finished her off with a pair of scissors they found on the sideboard. Afterwards Lehnberg squirted Choegoe with green dye from a gas pistol and told him she’d deny everything if he was caught. In fact, she was trapped within weeks by a web of her own creation. They were both sentenced to hang, a sentence reduced to jail time on appeal. Christiaan spent the rest of his life in mourning and died a decade on, a broken man.


The grisliness of the crime and its proximity to our classroom had a lasting impact on me. I found it impossible to get the specifics of it out of my head – the green dye, the scissors on the sideboard and the crippled Coloured. It was as vivid to me as if I’d actually seen it. Then I heard that an elderly woman in our neighbourhood had been murdered by another Coloured, who’d somehow managed to breach the chain on her door and throttle her.


After that, Coloureds with scissors stalked my nightmares. They crept down the windy alley beside the house, slipped through my window and pinned me to the bed. And although I screamed till my lungs almost burst, they were the silent screams of sleep and no one ever came to save me. The circles around my eyes turned purple and then blue-black. Night after night I shook my parents awake and crawled in beside them. When they banned me from doing that, I crept in unannounced and curled up at the foot of their mattress like a stray dog.


On 11 February 1975, fate granted us a dramatic reprieve in the shape of an envelope postmarked Hartley. Mom had just returned from a visit to Granny and Grampy, where she’d seen Thomas and Sue Beattie, wealthy farmers and racehorse owners with whom Dad had been friends since the Hartley days, when he’d ridden for Thomas on the amateur horse-racing circuit. Over lunch, she’d mentioned that Dad was pining for Rhodesia, felt guilty he wasn’t fighting the War and still had ambitions of one day working on the land. The letter was a job offer. Thomas would pay Dad up to $6,000 a year to manage Giant Estate, one of his farms. He’d be responsible for 1,400 acres of maize, 500 acres of cotton and 3,200 head of cattle.


‘Errol, if you do decide to accept, let me know chop-chop,’ Thomas wrote. ‘I can take you on almost immediately . . . Anyway, it’s up to you now.’


To Mom, who loved Cape Town but loved Dad more, it was the most bittersweet of missives. I wanted to pack and leave that very day. Dad was undecided. One minute he was sure that farming and fighting the Rhodesian War was the only life he’d ever wanted; the next, he was equally sure it wasn’t. Eventually, he made up his mind. A removal van was booked and the house sale put in motion.


At the last second Dad got cold feet. ‘If we stay, I’ll buy you a horse,’ he promised.


But it felt like what it was, an empty bribe. More arguments. One lunchtime, he raced home from work with a pair of air tickets and practically ordered Mom and me on to the plane. He would follow by road in our Austin Apache.


‘OK, my friend,’ he said when he came to tell me the news, ‘no more long faces. We’re going home.’


‘Back to Rhodesia?’


‘Back to Rhodesia.’


It felt like a deliverance.




3


[image: image]


It’s the morning sunshine I remember, the irrepressibility of it, and how it got everywhere, spilling and staining everything in its path – fabric, walls and even grass – with its glorious golden-orange; and also the birds layering songs and whistles over one another in a way that was both freely expressed and perfectly organized, like a spontaneous orchestra.


I opened my eyes and blinked away the brightness. Mom was still asleep, hazelnut hair fanned across the pillow. Dad had been gone since first light. I’d heard his smoker’s cough in the passage and stumbled out from the kids’ room, crumpled with sleep, asking Pleeease could I ride one of the racehorses, the ones whose fine-boned heads had followed our progress when we pulled into the Beatties’ garden-oasis the previous afternoon. And he’d laughed, ruffled my hair and said that when the horse boys came I could ask one of them to put a halter on Troubleshooter, a glossy dark bay, and lead me around the yard. So I’d climbed into his still-warm patch with Mom and waited impatiently for the break of day.


So far, farm life had not exactly been what I expected. After our arrival and lots of excited talk about crops and cattle, we’d had lunch at the Beatties’ house, where we were staying until our furniture came. Sue was an artist and the rooms smelled faintly of oil paints. Monet prints hung between framed photographs of Sue and Thomas smiling beside a plethora of winning racehorses. They had three sons, Douglas, aged seven, Hamish, six, and a baby, Gareth, with a crest of red-ginger hair. As soon as we’d eaten I was dispatched to play with the older boys, which was annoying because I wanted to stay and hear about ‘the Situation’. Over lunch Thomas had told us about a terrorist attack on Shamrock, one of his farms. Sue had heard the screams of the manager’s wife on the Agricalert, a two-way radio wired to police headquarters. She was reloading weapons for her husband. A police unit had come to their rescue and no one had been killed apart from one of the terrorists – whose body was then thrown down a mineshaft – but afterwards they’d found bullets in the wall above the baby’s cot.


Thomas himself was like a character out of Dickens, all sideburns and red-headed colouring, with a temper to match but without the carrot topping. Every inch of his freckled bulk exuded power – not just in terms of muscle, although those were thick enough, but in aura. It was obvious that everyone in the house, apart from Sue with whom he had a tempestuous but loving relationship, walked on egg shells around him. His servants shrank from him. Even the air seemed to get out of the way for him.


For all that, it was impossible not to be drawn to him. His presence was contagious. He had an infectious belly laugh and a deep-rooted certainty of his position in the home and in the country which seemed a throwback to another age – a time when men like Rhodes bestrode Africa, as Thomas still did, asserting their will. He was entirely self-made. He owned five farms, Giant Estate, Morning Star, Lion’s Vlei, Shamrock and Braemar, a few farm stores and, with his father and brothers, a string of butcheries.


After an afternoon’s acquaintance, I was sent away to sleep top-to-toe with Douglas, the closest I’d ever been to a boy by some distance. For ten minutes I lay stiff with shyness, unable to sleep, then Douglas made a tent of the blankets, switched on a torch and whispered: ‘Do you want to fuck?’


I said: ‘What’s that?’


I thought it might be a card game, like Snap.


‘It’s when I show you mine and you show me yours.’


I thought it over. On the one hand, it seemed too good an opportunity to pass up, but I was also aware that while it was ‘not nice for a black man to see your Mary-Ann’, it was very much frowned upon to show it to white boys. So I declined with reluctance.


‘OK,’ Douglas acquiesced. ‘I’ll just show you mine.’


I propped myself up on one elbow to study it. It looked like a snail when you trod on it by mistake and it flipped over and all you could see was its pale underbelly and its collapsed shell. The only thing missing were the snail’s feelers.


Heels clicked in the passage. Douglas turned off the torch and pulled up his pyjamas. Sue said through the door: ‘My boy, if your father hears you talking, there’s going to be trouble.’


I had a feeling that trouble in the Beattie household was something worth avoiding, and Douglas clearly agreed. We shut our eyes without another word.


My mother took one look at our new home and burst into tears. Almost nothing had been done to prepare it for our arrival. When we pulled up to the rusting gate and surveyed it across a luxuriant field, our initial impression was that it hadn’t been lived in for forty years. It was a rambling old mining house with a pitched corrugated-iron roof, a veranda enclosed with torn fly-screens and a hive of vicious bees in the chimney. The walls were riven with cracks heaped with ant workings, hornets’ nests and white silky bubbles of spider hatchlings. The bathwater flowed brown. There was an ugly concrete fish pond out the front.


Mom cried for the first two weeks and Lisa cried with her. She’d prepared herself for the worst – ‘I know those old farmhouses, I know it’s not going to be a picnic’ – had even imposed a condition on the move, namely that if Dad could pursue his dream of farming, she could fulfil a lifelong ambition to see the world, but the reality was almost more than she could bear. Dad found it difficult to empathize. He was grateful beyond gratitude to the Beatties for both the house and the job and thrilled to be back to fight the War.


Neither did she get much sympathy from me. I was so thankful to be back home in Rhodesia and in close proximity to horses I would have happily slept under a bush.


The house came with a couple of garden boys, a cook/houseboy, Peter, who had a sing-song voice and a smile tinged with melancholy, and a nanny called Maud who, like Peter, was Malawian. Maud immediately became our second mother and, at times, she was almost our first. She had high cheekbones and an innate elegance, and the pink-and-white and purple-and-white dresses with matching doeks, caps which Mom had the tailor sew for her, remained spotless throughout the busiest day. There was something very knowing about her. My abiding memory is of her watching Lisa and I, hands on her hips, sometimes with amusement, more often with thinly veiled disapproval. And yet whatever her opinion of us, she was always there, always reliable, always vigilant, always caring.


At the bottom of the driveway was a red-dirt road which led to the lands in one direction, and to the strip road, compound and farm store in the other. A vlei separated us from Chris and Darlene Adcock, who had three children and lived in a mining house even more rundown than ours, and the Beatties’ grand house with the racehorses in the paddock.


The farm was 3000 commercial acres of rudely healthy maize, cotton and wheat, split by the strip road. Feedlot cattle milled behind a screen of auburn dust. The cotton lands were dominated by a rocky, tree-and aloe-covered hill which we referred to as a kopje but to me was really a small mountain. At its foot was Giant Mine. At the turn of the century, Giant was the second biggest goldmine in a country rich with mineral deposits, including copper, chromite, nickel, lithium and precious stones, but by the seventies it had largely been stripped of its treasures. A stamp mill still pecked optimistically at the ground, but Thomas didn’t own it, merely leasing the dumps and hiring a couple of miners to work them. The miners had an ill-tempered pet guinea-fowl which Dad maintained was the ‘cheekiest thing’ he’d ever come across. ‘If you take your eye off it for a second, it attacks you.’


Along with the servants, the house had a party line, which meant a black Bakelite rotary-dial phone, heavy enough to break your foot if you dropped it, which trilled loudly at all hours of the day or night but which we weren’t allowed to pick up unless it had our specific ring (three shorts and a long) – although the nosy parkers in the district liked to lift it sneakily and listen in on other people’s conversations. I tried to a few times but was always rumbled immediately. ‘Ag, no, can you hang up, please? Haven’t you got anything better to do? Is that Frikkie Bredenkamp? Frikkie, is that you?’


Shell-shocked, Mom took to bed with Lisa and a pile of Lucy Walker books, which were about beautiful young women who find themselves on remote, inhospitable cattle stations in the Australian outback with granite-jawed men who revel in the harsh conditions. Dad, who was not unlike them, was gone from dawn to dusk, six or seven days a week, so I spent my time hanging over the paddock fence behind the Beatties’ house feeding titbits to Troubleshooter, while Maud, Peter and the garden boys swept, scoured, smoked bees from the chimney and used bembas – homemade, hand-beaten and sharpened scythes – to hack dispiritedly at the waist-high jungle in our yard.


Their activities upset the natural status quo and we awoke one morning to find a pair of adult boomslangs (Afrikaans for ‘tree snake’ – ‘boo-um-slung’), the female brown, the male pea-green, looped in a bow at the top of the syringa tree in the driveway. The moment Mom saw them, she was adamant they had to go. She had a fear of death in all its manifestations and venomous tree snakes were just an extension of that. But I’d inherited a fascination with snakes from Dad who, as a teenager, had sold puff adders from his Uncle Dan’s farm to Fitzimmons Snake Park in Durban, so I wanted her to leave them in peace.


‘Ha! And what happens when they come down and bite you or Lisa?’


‘Why don’t we wait until Dad gets home?’ I suggested, but Mom was deaf to reason.


She vanished into the house and reappeared with the shotgun, a long-barrelled antique which Dad had been given to help him control the wild-pig population in the lands. Peter and the garden boys ‘Ah-ah-ahhed!’ and shrank back against the wall. Maud and I joined them. There was something in the way that Mom rammed the barrel into the mud while shakily loading the cartridges that suggested someone who was not only unfamiliar with guns but would be well advised to stay that way.


She took uncertain aim. There was a deafening bang and a large section of the syringa tree detached itself and plummeted to the ground. The snakes writhed uneasily.


Five blasts and two muddy re-loadings later, and the boomslangs exploded out of the sky in an unholy confetti of gristle and bits of bark, twig and berries. Maud and Peter flew shrieking into the kitchen; the garden boys ran for their lives. I stood transfixed by the fallen snakes which, though decapitated and in pieces, were still writhing and striking in a frenzied denial of death. Then I glanced over at my mother. She was as pale as milk, staring down at the barrel of the shotgun which, packed to capacity with mud, had split in two in protest and peeled back like a banana. ‘I could have shot my face off,’ she gasped.


Perhaps it was all too much for her, because when she came in to kiss me that night, her voice sounded cotton-wool-full, like she’d been crying. She sat and the mattress dipped lower. Money permitting I’d been promised a pine bunk, but until then I was folded into a decrepit farm bed, the springs of which had long since given up the ghost. It was like sleeping in a hammock.


She said: ‘Oh, honey, don’t you miss our beautiful house in Cape Town?’


I didn’t want to hurt her feelings but I didn’t want to lie either, so I said: ‘It was lekker but I like it here, Mom. Don’t you?’


She sighed. ‘I guess we’ll just have to make the best of it then.’ After a pause, she said: ‘You’re not too frightened, are you? You’re not worried about the War?’


‘Nuh-uhh.’


‘Because I don’t want you worrying about the terrorists. Dad’s got his guns and we’re very safe here.’


‘I know.’


‘Would you like me to teach you a prayer that Granny used to say to me when I was a little girl and I got scared?’


‘But I’m not scared.’


‘Well, still . . .’


‘OK.’


There are four corners of my bed; there are four angels at my head,


Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, bless the bed that I lie on.


‘That’s not the way Granny says it.’


‘Oh?’ She sounded put out. ‘What does Granny say?’


Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, bless the bed that I lie on.


If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.


She frowned. ‘That’s not very nice. I think you should leave the last part out. Anyway, just remember that God loves you and I love you.’


She bent down to kiss me and the roses-and-cream scent of Oil of Olay came with her. ‘Don’t let the bed bugs bite.’


‘I won’t.’


The door clicked shut behind her and darkness spilled in like ink. I tensed myself for the bedtime terror of Cape Town, but the bogeymen of my imagination – the Coloureds with the plunging scissors – seemed childish and remote here, and the War was still an unknown quantity. What did it really mean? Even so, I held tight to Kim’s Siamese warmth and repeated my prayer like a mantra. And for a long time I lay listening to the stealing quietness of the night and, far away, the stamp of the goldmine, like a heartbeat.
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Life began. If the soundtrack to my former existence was arguments or an interminable, fridge-ticking silence, now it was the rhythmic blare of African guitars, marimbas and unison singing from the storekeeper’s crackling radio and the cheerful morning chaos of cows, sheep, hysterical roosters and rushing tractors. In the evenings, the women returning from the lands on the back of those same tractors sang call-and-response harmonies as they trundled past our house, the magnolia clouds of sunset flaring up behind them.


Almost the first thing that happened was that Dad brought me an orphaned Hereford calf. To start with, Daisy was nothing but ginger-lashed eyes staring from a mess of angel-white curls, all set on top of a gangly chestnut body, but as she grew in stature and confidence she became a real character. Mom gave me one of Lisa’s old bottles and taught me how to sterilize it and warm the milk to the correct temperature, and several times a day I’d feed her and clean under her tail just like a cow would, but using a damp cloth. When she could drain a bottle in a single swallow, I weaned her on to a bucket, first letting her suck a milk-coated hand and then gradually lowering it into the creamy froth.


The adoption of Daisy triggered an influx of pets. We took on a donkey in need of a temporary home and a wiry black mongrel, Muffy, in need of a permanent one, and Mom found a Siamese companion for Kim – Coquette – at the SPCA. Dad had had his heart set on a Staffordshire Bull Terrier for years, so he bought himself a couple of puppies, naming the black dog Jock in honour of Jock of the Bushveld, and the brindle bitch Jess. Finally, the sheep boy, a wizened, toothless man, brought me the first of many abandoned lambs. I called her Snowy and the two that followed Misty and Baringa. I put them into a pen with Daisy and was besotted with all of them.


After two weeks of hand-wringing Mom decided that if she was going to be a farmer’s wife, she would do it with as much style as our meagre means would allow. Thomas made the mistake of telling her that the David Whitehead factory owed him free fabric after leaking effluent on to Lion’s Vlei, and for the next few years Mom used the environmental blunder and the emotional licence she felt was owed to her in her capacity as a former employee to extract so many reams of free material from the company they had to plead with her to stop. The sewing machine purred constantly. She ran up curtains, cushion covers, blinds for the veranda and outfits for me and Lisa. In between, she baked fairy cakes and directed the servants to plant flowers, roast chickens and do endless piles of laundry.


By mid-morning, five days a week, Maud was leaning over a bath foaming with Surf Blue Powder – ‘Suffa,’ she called it – pounding out stubborn stains with the aid of a pine board and a bar of Sunlight (‘Sunright’), a greasy green soap reeking of industrial pine. It was sold in long bars and cut down to size. She herself smelled of Lifebuoy, a red carbolic soap tinged with a cloying perfume like that of a cheap pink body lotion bought from OK Bazaars.


When I tried to follow Maud’s example and use Lifebuoy myself, for bathing, Mom snatched it away. ‘Don’t be silly. Lifebuoy is disgusting.’


‘But the munts use it to bathe with.’


‘Yes, well, they’re different. Maybe they can’t afford Lux.’


This lodged in my head as an Accepted Fact about Africans, of which the others were:
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