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To the people of Mthwaku, for welcoming me to their village.
To Cebisa Zono, for sharing certain mysteries.
To Onwaba Nkayi, for allowing me to speak.
And to Benjamin Morse, for following me into the forest.
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Dramatis Personae with Pronunciations









	Piet Barol (Peet Ba-Rol):

	A Dutch adventurer, impersonating a French aristocrat





	Stacey Barol (Stay-see Ba-Rol):

	Piet’s wife






	Arthur Barol (Ah-tha Ba-Rol):

	Their son






	Ntsina Zini (In-tsee-na Zee-nee):

	A young Xhosa man






	Nosakhe Zini (No-sah-kee Zee-nee):

	Ntsina’s grandmother. The witch doctor of Gwadana Village






	Sukude Zini (Soo-koo-day Zee-nee):

	Ntsina’s father






	Luvo Yako (Loo-Vo Yah-ko):

	A young Xhosa man; pourer of cocktails






	Percy Shabrill (Per-See Sha-Brill):

	A would-be mining magnate






	Dorothy Shabrill (Do-Ra-Thee Sha-Brill):

	Percy’s wife






	Esmé Shabrill (Ez-May Sha-Brill):

	Their daughter






	Anella (A-Nel-A):

	The Chief of Gwadana’s second wife






	Nonikwe (No-Nee-Kway):

	Her daughter, born blind






	Kagiso (Ka-Gee-So):

	The chief’s son






	Litha Jaxa (Lee-Ta Yack-Sa):

	A resident of Gwadana






	Mama Jaxa (Ma-Ma Yack-Sa):

	His wife






	Bela Jaxa (Bella Yack-Sa):

	Their daughter






	Zandile Jaxa (Zan-Dee-Lay Yack-Sa):

	Their daughter






	Lundi (Loon-Dee):

	A resident of Gwadana






	Fezile Khumalo (Fe-Zee-Lay Koo-Mah-Low):

	A false witch doctor






	Atamaraka (Ata-Maracka):

	The Queen of Evil






	Za-Ha-Rrell (Zah-Hah-Rell):

	The King of Evil









Glossary







	Sangoma:

	Witch doctor






	Mlungu:

	White person (literally: ‘the froth at the top of a wave’)






	Strange Ones:

	White People (literal translation from the isiXhosa)






	Mphepho:

	A herb burned to summon spirits
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The adventures of his twenties had taught Piet Barol that it is unwise to begin with a lie.


He slipped out of the premises of Barol & Co. and moved discreetly through the crowds, giving no indication of haste but nevertheless moving swiftly. He had taken the precaution of avoiding his creditors’ bailiffs, who were at that moment disembarking from the omnibus outside the front entrance. He walked towards the Company Gardens, holding his nerve against desperation.


Piet had told his lie boldly at the Mount Nelson Hotel in Cape Town on a blazing day in 1908. It was an embellishment of an untruth concocted by another – an American woman named Stacey, who was now his wife and the mother of his child. This lady exercised over Piet a dominion no one had achieved before her, for his was an independent spirit. She was seldom from his thoughts, and on this particular morning he could think of nothing else.


It was Stacey who had suggested, moments after their arrival in Africa, that they introduce themselves as the Baron and Baroness Pierre de Barol, and Piet who had upgraded Baron to Vicomte. He had enjoyed this fiction enormously at the start. His French mother had given him the polished manners of that country and he loved watching Stacey dazzle the credulous audience of colonial Cape Town. She had a genius for mimicry and they spent hours crying with laughter. They laughed so much that for months Piet did not appreciate the price of his enormous lie. He was Dutch, not French, and far from aristocratic. The necessity of devising a fictional past made intimate friendship impossible. His numerous acquaintances knew nothing of his real circumstances and were inclined to be envious or bashful in his presence.


For the first time in his life, he had no true friends.


He walked up Adderly Street, doffing his hat at every store. He was a favourite of the neighbourhood. With the exception of two rival furniture makers, whose business had suffered considerably since his arrival at the Cape Colony, he was well liked by his fellows in the Chamber of Commerce, whose wives had sleepless nights after asking his wife to lunch. It was thought rather good of Piet that he should stand so little on ceremony. More than one competitive masculine spirit had been soothed by Piet’s sincere desire to see the best in them. In a land where the aristocrats of Europe had the social sanctity of deities, a French vicomte who lunched in public with tradesmen was thought of very well by them.


For several years, while early success bore him on, it had given Piet pleasure to see the ripple of deference that spread out from his wife when she entered a room. Self-confidence had hidden from him the dwindling of his capital. Circumstances now obliged him to confront it. No one, least of all the rich, troubles to pay bills on time to men who give no appearance of needing money. Stacey’s deftly delivered tales of her father’s railroad fortune, and the Château de Barol on the banks of the Loire River, meant that debts to the Barols did not feature prominently in the consciences of their neighbours. Piet had many more outstanding invoices than he had the energy to pursue. His languid approach to debt collection had solidified into an impassivity that bound him so strongly he often woke in the night, struggling to breathe.


It was unfortunate that those to whom he owed money did not show similar restraint.


He drank an iced coffee in a café and read the papers for an hour, then went back to his shop. He was met by the fragranced air, the impression of delights within, that made Barol & Co. one of the best patronized emporia in the city. Piet had long since had to let his white staff go, since they demanded salaries he could not rise to. But he had made a virtue of necessity, and trained his African employees in the highest traditions of European service. These he had been privileged to observe, as a younger man, in the household of the best hotelier in Europe. When an assistant at Barol & Co. asked a client if they might be of service, and bowed, and made eye contact, and then smiled as they extolled the comfort of a chair or the perfection of a stool, they did so quite as well as any shop assistant anywhere in the world.


For many years, Piet’s habit of treating his staff as if they were men and women whose lives were at least as important as his own, a habit that differed sharply from the attitude of all but the rarest white men, had inspired in those who worked for him a passionate devotion that had kept them loyal long after their salary payments ceased to be very regular. It was unfortunate, thought Piet, as he caught the expression on his manager’s face, that loyalty cannot feed a large family. She was a descendant of high-born Malays, whose innate nobility set even the richest of his patrons at ease. He knew that losing her would be a loss he might not sustain – not only to his business, but to his spirits. For this reason he made no great hurry to open the envelope she put in his hand, lips pursed, restraining the tears that would have been unacceptable on the shop floor. He took it to his office, a handsome room at the back of the shop, furnished with pieces of which he was especially proud. Every wooden object in it was made to his own design, by the master craftsmen he had been sensible enough to lure from his competitors.


Piet sat at his desk, looking at the envelope. He thought of the child he had made with Stacey, a boy named Arthur who seemed only to walk in dappled sunshine, who had inherited his father’s love for the world and all that was in it.


He felt unbearably sad.


Louisa Vermeulen-Sickerts-Longchamps stood in front of a long mirror in her suite at the Mount Nelson Hotel, an expression of intense concentration on her face. The aquiline perfection of her youth had resolved into an adult face of arresting severity. She had lost weight on the voyage, having spent every day in her cabin, expelling all her poor stomach had managed to hold down. This had given her an ethereal quality, complemented by porcelain skin, that was given a jaunty finish by the angle of her hat. When she had settled this to her satisfaction, she picked up the telephone. ‘Mr Longchamp’s suite.’ And then, after a moment: ‘Darling, I’m ready for you.’


Louisa had taken care that her new husband’s room should be at the furthest extent of the hotel from her own, since Dennis seemed inclined to visit at all hours in his pyjamas. She was not looking forward to the day ahead, though she was resolved to do what she had decided. She went into the connecting bedroom without knocking and for the first time all morning she smiled. Facing the window was a young woman whose springy golden curls were held up by sharp spikes of platinum, set with emeralds.


‘You’re divinely overdressed,’ said Louisa, and kissed her once, sensuously, on the mouth.


‘Don’t set me off before lunch,’ said Myrthe Jansen.


‘I need you to be a darling to Dennis. I’ve an errand to run on my own, and you’re the only person who can draw him off me.’


Myrthe smiled. ‘It would be such bad form if he made love to your best friend on your honeymoon.’ She slipped her arm around Louisa’s waist.


‘But such a relief,’ said Louisa. And they kissed very tenderly.


They sprang apart when the door of the next room received a series of knocks that indicated tremendous joie de vivre. Louisa went into her bedroom. She opened the door to find her husband in crisp flannels. Dennis was not conventionally handsome, but his enthusiasm for life rendered him attractive. Throughout his dogged pursuit of her, Louisa had worried that in the end this much devotion and light-heartedness might bore her. In fact, having made room for romantic passion elsewhere, she found the reliability of Dennis’ good humour extremely pleasant. He wore exactly what she told him to wear and was inordinately proud of the way crowds parted for her. Louisa knew from her sister Constance that there are husbands who resent an attractive wife. ‘Darling,’ she said. ‘You must take care of poor Myrthe for me. The heat doesn’t agree with her.’


The faintest flicker of disappointment passed behind Dennis’ eyes like a cloud on a cloudless day. ‘I’d rather hoped for lunch with my lady wife,’ he said.


‘You must do with me for tea. I have a family friend to look up.’


‘Let me come with you. I’m brilliant with aunts.’


Louisa had learned to speak plainly with Dennis. ‘I need to go alone,’ she said. And then, because she was a strictly truthful person in all but the most intimate areas of her life: ‘I wish to.’


Mrs Hendricks, who until six minutes before had been its manager, was leaving Barol & Co. as Louisa got out of the Mount Nelson Hotel’s Rolls Royce. Louisa noticed the woman’s elegance, and the fact that she was in tears. It seemed a strange omen. She collected herself. Louisa Vermeulen-Sickerts-Longchamps was not accustomed to making apologies. She had only said sorry, as a child, with the greatest unwillingness; typically only when compelled to do so by a parent. But she was an honourable person and valued her self-respect. Its maintenance required the payment of a penance. Inside, the scented air and spinning fans caught her off guard; she had not expected such refinements. There was no one on the shop floor. She browsed the chairs and tables, moving towards the four-poster bed in the back recess, for she was unerringly drawn to the best thing in any room.


Louisa had a discerning eye for craftsmanship, which her father had delighted in and trained. She did not think much of the Mount Nelson’s wicker furniture, and had supposed that this was all a colony at the end of the earth could offer. She stroked the superb finish on a satinwood bed post and weighed the bother of getting it to Amsterdam, where it would look exceedingly well in her third guest bedroom. Then she turned from the bed. She would delay no longer. She went to the office door, knocked and opened it. Seven people were in the room, each one of them distraught. At their centre stood Piet Barol.


The sight of Louisa Vermeulen-Sickerts gave to Piet’s traumatic day the quality of an hallucination. He had not seen her since the night, six and a half years before, on which she had accused him of seducing her mother in front of her entire family. Louisa’s particular diffidence; the quick, half-suppressed movements by which she silenced the gesticulating people in front of her and became their sole object of attention. He recognized them from Amsterdam, but they were less hostile than they had been when she was nineteen. With a nod, he dismissed his employees, wondering how many would remain by lunchtime.


‘It wasn’t hard to find you,’ said Louisa. ‘I didn’t expect it would be.’


Piet looked at her, and many things went through his head. Finally he said: ‘Of course the Fates should have sent you, Miss Vermeulen-Sickerts, to be present at my downfall.’


He took her to lunch at a tiny place with a Chinese chef recently off the boat from Shanghai. Louisa’s appearance at this crisis heightened its embarrassment so acutely that Piet abandoned himself to the suffering ahead. Almost with relish, he put away all deception and said: ‘I might as well tell you, I am ruined. My adventures in this colony have not been a success.’


The Piet Barol of six and a half years before would never have made such an admission. Its promptness was disarming. Louisa quite forgot her own mission and leaned forward. ‘Everyone means something different by “ruined”. What do you mean?’


‘We can barely pay our rent another month. The cook went long ago. Soon my son’s nanny will have to follow her. I have no funds to obtain wood of decent quality, and no staff to sell my remaining stock for anything like its true value. I have miscalculated. Trusted rather too much to my own luck.’ He looked at her, pugnaciously. ‘But then you always thought I would, did you not, Louisa?’


Louisa did not look away. ‘I suppose I did, Piet.’ It was the first time either of them had used each other’s Christian names.


He smiled. He felt no hostility towards her. The wounds she had done him years before seemed like a bruised knee of childhood by comparison with his current feelings. ‘I used to listen to you and Constance talking about me. The servants’ bathroom window was just above your balcony.’


‘Did you really?’


‘I did. Night after night. Learned never to eavesdrop. And I never have since. Thank you for that lesson.’


There was an uncomfortable silence. Both ignored the steaming dishes of spiced pork before them. During this silence, Piet’s mood fell off a cliff. He was not altogether proud of the way he had conducted himself in Louisa’s childhood home, and had many times sought to disentangle the mesh of praise and blame that a neutral judge might accord his actions in Amsterdam.


This was never possible.


‘I am sorry,’ said Louisa.


‘We were young. You didn’t like me. I was man enough to bear that.’


But the vicious remarks Louisa had made to her sister about Piet Barol were not what she had crossed the world to repent. ‘It’s the other thing I meant,’ she said.


He was touched beyond words. An intense affection rose through him – for Louisa and her family and the world he had left behind. He accepted her apology and peppered her with questions as they walked back to the Mount Nelson. At its gate he kissed her on her right cheek, then her left, then her right, in the Dutch manner.


Impulsively, she hugged him. ‘This is not the moment to lose heart. You are exceptionally talented. You need capital and a capable business manager.’


‘I’m afraid money doesn’t come when you have ceased to believe in yourself.’


‘You cannot have reached quite such a pass, Piet Barol. It would disappoint me tremendously if you had.’ She smiled. ‘Let me give you the money. Enough to pay your staff for a year and buy decent wood. You can sell me shares. It wouldn’t be a loan.’


But Piet, who had seen Louisa have this thought, and struggle to hide it from him all through lunch, raised his hand. He said no in plain terms.


‘Well eat with us tomorrow, then, and bring your wife. I am intrigued to know the woman who has tamed you.’


Since his arrival in Cape Town, Piet Barol had spent a great deal of money. An American businessman had provided him with one thousand pounds and advised him to exploit his European glamour. He had followed this counsel and leased lavish premises on Adderley Street. He had also rented a beautiful house in Oranjezicht, with a veranda entwined with bougainvillea and a view of the mountain and the vast plains. These expenses he did not regret. As he waved Louisa goodbye, however, it seemed unwise to have spent so much in the restaurant and bar of the Mount Nelson Hotel.


For a moment he considered going into the hotel. Its pink bricks spoke of certainty. He knew someone would stand him a drink if he claimed to have left his pocketbook behind. But he had seen many men in these early days of the Union of South Africa disguise their imminent ruin from themselves with alcohol, and so hasten it.


He pressed on up the mountain, leaning forward as the gradient rose.


It was two months since the Barols had owned a motor car, and the walk from his shop to his house was wearying. Piet had lost the heedless athleticism of his youth and the challenge of these daily hikes shamed him. When he had completed his climb, he was so ravenous he overindulged in the delicious, fatty curries Arthur’s Cape Malay nurse made, and though his thighs were as solid as the mahogany he could no longer afford, there was a ring of fat around his waist that spoiled the cut of his clothes.


The Barols had spent their early capital quickly. That they had spent much of it wisely was entirely to Stacey’s credit. Stacey Barol had an instinct for human susceptibility, and even Piet’s first, rudimentary chairs had found places in the homes of prominent citizens. In the early days, making workmanlike cabinets, tables and desks with a team of Indian joiners, they had made healthy profits – more than enough to leave them disinclined to economize in their private life.


But as Piet began to understand the possibilities of wood, he had become more reluctant to let each piece go until it was ready. At first his wife had found his artistic standards charming. Now Stacey was alarmed by Piet’s perfectionism. She knew what life close to the abyss of the fashionable world was like, and would not permit her son to share this knowledge.


Piet did not know when he had grown lonely. At first it had been merely tiresome to live up to an invention; but he had come to hate the Vicomte de Barol, and to wish earnestly that people knew him as he was. Stacey’s company and her wicked wit usually consoled him, but today he missed the confidential support of a friend. He found himself wishing he might spend an evening with Didier Loubat, with whom he had passed many hours of hilarious intimacy in Amsterdam.


Behind the pleasures of the life he and Stacey had made, anxiety had for several months haunted Piet like a malevolent demon. He loved taming wood into the shapes of his imagination. He wished he did not have to sell what resulted; that he could make each piece for the love of the thing itself. But by claiming an aristocrat’s privileges without entitlement to them, he had jinxed his good fortune.


He was thoroughly out of sorts by the time his own house came into view, and cursed himself for not having bought the place when the money was flowing. He paused outside the garden, catching his breath.


And at once he was calmed.


The windows were lit with a gentle yellow light. His wife sat on the veranda, her back to him, with a blanket about her shoulders. Stacey had a long neck and the carriage of a ballet dancer. He loved making love to her. He loved being loved by her. He trusted her cleverness and her ability to restore his faith in his own value. He felt, as he opened the garden gate, that if he were granted one dying wish as an old man, it would be to return to this house; to one of these nights with Stacey and Arthur; to see them again, just as they were at this moment. And this allowed his gratitude for the present to warm the icy trickle that ran down his spine when he thought of the future.


Piet had been seen by his son, who betrayed his presence with a whoop of joy and launched himself at Piet from the top of the steps. The child’s certainty that his father would always catch him banished Piet’s fears. The little boy was nearly six years old and getting heavier. Piet threw him over his back, dangled him upside down by his legs and kissed his tummy, provoking squeals and giggles. As he returned him to the ground, he felt the twinge of pain in his lower back that these acrobatics had begun to inspire. His wife smiled. So many of her friends in Paris had been abandoned by their children’s fathers that Piet’s delight in Arthur neutralized the exasperation that had been building within her all afternoon. As Arthur clung to his leg and tried to climb it, Piet saw that various bills were scattered on the wicker table. He had no wish to discuss them, but in Stacey’s eyes was a look he had learned to recognize.


‘Will you bath me, Daddy? Please!’ called the child, rescuing his father.


‘Very well.’ Piet leaned over his wife and kissed her on the lips. ‘Later, my darling.’


‘But we must go through these tonight. Ignoring them won’t pay them.’


‘We will.’


He made Arthur’s bath last almost an hour, and they splashed so wildly that the floor was soaked. Piet mopped it dry himself. This took a further fifteen minutes. He sat with Arthur while he had his dinner, then tucked him into bed and read him four stories. He did not wish the child to fall asleep, but his voice always soothed him; and soon Arthur’s eyes were shut, his oval mouth open, his little head framed by golden curls.


Piet sat watching him for half an hour, filled with love. Then he went outside.


Stacey was still on the veranda. On certain nights, miraculously, the wind dropped. The tempestuous currents that raged between mountain and sea calmed. Tonight was one such. He went and sat by her and took her hand. For a long moment she did not speak. Then she said: ‘This is the last time, my darling, my dearest Piet, that we are going to find ourselves in this position.’


‘I hope so.’


‘It must be so.’ Stacey turned to face him. ‘You observe my current equanimity.’


‘I do.’


‘This is not how I felt when I discovered this.’ She took from the pile of bills an unpaid customs receipt. ‘If you’d only told me you couldn’t pay it! Every clever woman has something set aside. But you did not tell me, and you did not pay it and now they’ve impounded our mahogany.’


‘Couldn’t you pay it now?’


‘I don’t have the money now. I am almost in a rage with you.’


‘I’m sorry, my darling. Truly I am. I will atone in private as often as you will let me.’ He kissed her shoulder and expected her to smile but she did not. There was a softness in her husband that made Stacey reluctant to say critical things to him. She tried to speak without anger. ‘You must behave like a man of business.’


‘You’re right. I’ll do better. I promise, I’ll do better.’


And they went to bed, leaving the bills undiscussed, as they had left them on so many nights; and they slept close against one another as the wind lifted and the house clung to the mountainside.


‘Of course, she knows who I really am,’ said Piet to Stacey the next morning, conveying Louisa Vermeulen-Sickerts’ invitation.


‘How inconvenient.’


‘I don’t want to pretend.’


‘You’d better hope no one greets us then.’


No one did greet them as they crossed the Mount Nelson’s restaurant. Sitting at a table by the window were two of the best-dressed women Stacey had seen in her life, their glamour offset by the sombre tailoring of the man between them. She was used to being very grand in the Colony, and took for granted her status as an arbiter of style. Now she saw that she looked like the provincial copy of a lady of fashion that she was. She felt a sudden instinctive hatred of the two women. One had a mass of blonde curls, held in place by a brooch set with a huge aquamarine and diamonds. The other was dark, with a severe, strikingly beautiful face of the kind that was beginning to look so well in studio photographs.


‘I’m delighted to meet you,’ Stacey said, taking Louisa’s hand. ‘My husband speaks so happily of his time in Amsterdam.’


Dennis insisted on the springbok, though Piet told him it was likely to be tough at this time of year. Myrthe and Louisa ordered kingklip. Stacey, who had not eaten in a restaurant for eight months, ordered a slice of foie gras and the largest of the lobsters thrashing in a silver-mounted tank that the waiter wheeled to them on a trolley. Piet felt grateful to Louisa for the absolution she had given him, and exerted himself to entertain her husband. Dennis was not at all the man he would have thought of for her. In fact, he realized, he had never thought of her as any man’s wife. And though her husband sat across from him now, with his weak chin and sparkling eyes, he still struggled to imagine them together.


‘This kingklip tastes rather like turbot,’ said Louisa.


‘How I miss the turbot at the Ritz in Paris,’ said Stacey.


‘Do you know Paris?’ asked Dennis.


‘My wife was a singer there, at the Opéra Comique,’ said Piet swiftly, to divert Stacey from the fantastical narrative she usually gave of her time in the French capital. ‘We met on the liner coming here.’ It was a relief to begin with the truth.


‘Too divine,’ said Louisa. ‘I do hope you’ll give a private concert for us, Mrs Barol. There’s a piano in Dennis’ suite.’


In the Europe she had left behind, the expression of such a hope would have been an insult intended to wound. Stacey did not know what to make of it, and her stomach tightened. She had suffered in the chorus of the Opéra Comique, surrounded by women who were worldlier, and lovelier, and nastier than she. She knew the traceless ways in which women injure one another, and looked sharply at Louisa, whose glance was penetrating.


‘I sing nothing but lullabies now,’ she replied prettily. ‘I do hope you’ll come to tea and meet our son before you go.’


Later that afternoon, Piet said: ‘You did very well.’


‘You should get some money from her. She’s evidently stinking. She gave me her card.’


‘I would rather starve.’


The resentment that had been simmering in Stacey since her discovery of the unpaid customs bill overcame her self-control. ‘You may starve if you wish. But you will not make me or Arthur starve with you. It is time to throw yourself on Percy Shabrill’s mercy.’


‘Never.’


Stacey stood up. With a great effort of will she resisted the temptation to make any of the cutting remarks that were tearing through her brain. ‘As it happens,’ she said, ‘I’ve had a clever idea.’


‘Which is?’


‘I’ve done the accounts three times and there’s no chance of us getting to Christmas without fifty pounds. We need two hundred pounds to get our wood back and hire new staff.’


‘How much do we have left?’


‘That’s not your affair. It’s not enough to liberate our mahogany, but it will get us to Johannesburg.’


He groaned. ‘We cannot stoop so low as Percy Shabrill.’


‘We can indeed. We are going to get a large order from him, with a fifty per cent deposit to be paid in advance. That house he’s been building must be finished. They can’t have furnished it yet.’


‘They might have.’


‘If they have, we must make them repent what they have bought.’ She sat down next to him. ‘Really, do think Piet. Shabrill’s terribly jealous of you. One sees that plainly in those boastful letters he writes. He wants you to respect him as an equal. If he can establish himself as your superior by paying you to work for him, what rapture it will give him.’


‘You’re a devil woman.’


‘On the contrary. I’m your guardian angel. I’ll send them a telegram this morning.’
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Ntsina Zini was choked by Bad Magic. He saw it in the black faces around him; heard it in the white voices barking instructions. Even men who made Ntsina laugh till his stomach ached were sombre here. All the sadness in them was lured to the surface by the Pit.


At its entrance, demons swirled in the orange dust. Spirits shut away before time began. How foolish these white men were to liberate such dangerous prisoners! He thought of the snake-tongued man who had tempted him to Johannesburg with talk of radios and money. To whose temptation he had succumbed – he, Ntsina Zini, of the Gwadanan Zinis, great-grandson of the Great Founder who had led the Gwadanans and their cattles to safety during the Great Slaughter. He had been born in the protection of a powerful Good Magic. And he had thrown it aside.


The elevator that took human beings a thousand feet into the earth at the Crown Mine, Randfontein, was sixteen feet long and six feet wide. Ntsina was a son of the uplands, heir to forests and hills and vast skies. He joined the fifty-five other men crushed together in a stench of breath and bodies with distaste. Behind him a man with a morning erection was pushing it hard into the small of his back. Ntsina’s name meant ‘Laughing Boy’ and he had always honoured it. But confinement in a demons’ prison had robbed him of laughter. The dust stole into his mouth and nostrils, bringing the first thirst of the day. It crept into his eyes and ears. He whom the girls had called Enomntsalane, Alluring One; whom they had delighted in kissing because his smell was beautiful. More beautiful, thought his grandmother, than his face. He, Ntsina Zini, had not once been clean since his first descent. Physical dirt placed a strain on his soul. So did the facts of his predicament. He had been at the mine two months and six days and had only three shillings in the cowhide pouch around his neck to show for it. In his misery he had bought three bottles of brandy and two nights with a plump Sotho woman whose jolliness was a sham. On the morning after the second of these he had discovered a furious rash on her buttocks and behind her knees and five days later, today, he had woken to incorrigible itchiness in his crotch.


Ntsina could not scratch himself in the mass of bodies, and the itch overwhelmed him. He was ashamed of his amusements. From deep within, his truest self told him to go home. Only forests and cold streams could cleanse him of his defilements. But the owls at night that swooped over the men’s hostels, harbingers of doom to those who would die on the morrow, shrieked their veto: How? He had been brought to the Rand at no charge. A third-class train ticket to East London, which was a two-week walk from Gwadana, cost two pounds. Even if he never drank again, never bought a woman’s caresses, it would be a year before he had what he needed. As they slipped away from the sky, and the clamour of chisels on rock sank through his ears and into his brain, he knew that even another day was too long. The Good Magic bestowed on him by his birth was no match for the daily drinking in of demons and their dust.


They reached the bottom of the first shaft. Already the men were singing to shield themselves from sorcery. Ntsina had no voice for it. He stepped off the platform and went towards the dark tunnel that led from the cavern. He was afraid of it. Enchantments had been laid in this place. They caused beams to collapse and men to be trapped. They broke legs and arms and heads. He was thinking these grave thoughts when there was a shower of sparks in the darkness. High above, another platform was descending. From its passengers came a collective cry, a cry he would remember until his death sixty-nine years later. Eighty feet above the cave’s floor the elevator slowed, and for a moment everyone present held their breath. Then the Good Magic snapped and the cage fell until the rock stopped it.


No sound came from the cage. Not a whimper, though the heads were quite intact and seemed to gasp. Toes and feet and ankles and calves and knees and thighs and groins were red, red flesh and white bone. But chests and arms and hands and faces and ears remained. It took two days to send into the depths another platform chained by metal, and guns to herd the trapped miners onto it. During these two days, Ntsina had time to understand just what his ancestors had done for him. He had been early that morning and on the first transport, kept awake all night by troubled dreams. Usually he was late. When he was late, he was on the second descent. Had his dreams not disturbed him, he would be a mangled mass.


‘Thank you to the Great Goddess Ma, and the immortal Amarire, and my own revered ancestors, for troubling me last night and seeing me alert for this day.’ He intoned it over and over, so the men close to him stepped away, believing him to be mad. But Ntsina Zini was not mad. He was resolved.


The hostels were locked. He made no attempt to retrieve the second vest and undershorts he owned. With his money in a pouch around his neck he went to the gate, topped with barbed wire; and when the guard said he would let him pass only if he gave him two shillings, Ntsina paid this price and did not once look back, lest thoughts of brandy and radios disturb his conviction.


Ntsina walked until he could walk no more. He had walked through a whole day, and now it was night. He barely noticed when the road became a pavement. He did not see the gaslights on the corners. All that held him was his Thirst. In Gwadana one never walked more than three days without finding water. It was a stream he searched for, and none was here. And then it started to rain, and as it did he found his refuge.


It was a bush that grew in Gwadana, vast and tangled and bright with thirsty flowers. He knew that beyond its thorned branches was a snug hollow, large enough to sleep in if the plant was thriving. As a boy in the forest he had learned many secret sleeping places. He lay on the grass, face to the clouds, and gave gratitude for the rainwater. It washed his caked tongue and slid between the curls on his head. It slipped into his ears and ran down his back and the drops got bigger as the lightning flashed; and he, heir to forest and hills and vast skies, was cleansed. Cleansed of what he had been and seen. It was a warm night and the rain was warm. He took off his shirt and washed himself with it. Now it was pouring, and he pulled his trousers off and wrung them out and watched rivulets of demon dust run from them. He longed for the smoothness of a goatskin. Only goatskin could keep a man dry on a night such as this. Not having one, he accepted he would be wet. He was in the grasp of Good Magic at last.


He thanked his ancestors from the bottom of his heart. Then he retired into the depths of the bush, accepting the scratches and the blood, and was rewarded by a rat-proof resting place in a dome of green leaves that smelled inexpressibly sweet. There was mud on the ground and he laid himself on it. It clung to his skin, and dried, and made him warm, and he slept for eleven hours, diverted by dreams of home.


It was after nine o’clock when Ntsina awoke, and the milkman had long since been and gone. The morning heat swelled gently through the leaves above him. He shifted, and the mud on his back cracked. It was rich, red mud. For a moment he thought he was in Gwadana, but the belch of a goods van told him otherwise. He lay in the bush, thinking. To get home he needed money. Having come all this way, he did not intend, upon further reflection, to return without the hut tax or a radio. This part of the previous day’s plan he would modify.


Ntsina emerged from the bush and brushed the dried mud from him. He did it vigorously, rejoicing in the softness it had given his skin. He scratched his crotch methodically. Already his memory of the woman’s rash was easing, though the itch remained. He put on his clothes, already half dry. Looking about him, he saw that across the road was the largest homestead he had ever seen.


Dorothy Shabrill stood with her husband at one end of the vast space that would soon be her drawing room. With them was the decorator, Mr Naryshkin, an impossibly good-looking Russian from the Caucasus. Dorothy, a parson’s daughter, did not like him. She knew that her aunts in Tunbridge Wells would disapprove of him. And yet, as he and Percy conversed, she did not feel able to hold her own against the combined wishes of her husband and this ghastly man. Dorothy had been sent into a panic by Percy’s decision to invite Piet Barol. She had met Piet on the liner that had brought them all from Europe. She recalled having been in ebullient spirits, and talking too confidently of the School for Servants’ Children she had come to South Africa to found.


The failure of this institution was a matter of unspeakable shame to Dorothy Shabrill.


‘Capital, capital,’ Percy was saying. Dear Percy. She did love him. He took her hand. ‘Mr Naryshkin says the papers and the curtains will be hung in time for the party. Whether the furniture is here depends on the boat from Europe. She left Southampton yesterday. If she doesn’t arrive, we’ll put them up at the Carlton.’ He turned to Mr Naryshkin. ‘There’d better be a dining table. We’ve thirty coming to dinner next week.’


Piet was woken by the sound of a battered Louis Vuitton trunk being dragged into the room. He put his face under a pillow but in the darkness his future pressed down on him unendurably. He lifted his head, rolled over, and said, seeing his wife: ‘I wish you’d take that off.’


Stacey was wearing the scarlet dressing gown she had worn at their first meeting. It was now open at two seams and stained with breast milk. She looked at him, hesitated, and let it slip into a puddle at her feet. Piet stood up and went to her. Worry had kept Stacey awake most of the night. It seemed fitting that Piet should atone for the anxiety he had caused her. She liked to make love in the morning, and before she slept, and for the whole of Sunday afternoon.


When they were finished they were no longer angry with one another.


‘I’m sorry, my dearest one.’ Piet kissed her shoulder. ‘Forgive me. Help me.’


‘It’s your own pride that will destroy us. You must conquer it.’


‘I know.’


‘The more you let Percy Shabrill demean you, the more he will end up paying us. He’s terribly jealous of you. You must make him feel like he has won.’


‘It rather looks like he has,’ said Piet, bitterly.


Ntsina was still gazing, wonderstruck, at the vast house when its wooden gates swung open and an open-topped Packard nosed through them. It reminded him of the murderous monsters Amariva had loosed on the earth. Sitting in the back was a white woman who looked so unhappy he lost his fear of her.


He spoke three of the six English words he knew. These were: ‘I am hungry.’


The sight of a half-naked Kaffir in obvious want brought Dorothy to her senses. She was the luckiest woman alive, as Percy often told her. She had studied the Gospel too imaginatively to share most Europeans’ instinctive fear of a black face. She could see at once that this young man was from the countryside. He had not the veneer of city suffering. She could tell he was kind, and the way he hung his head and stood back from her, and then glanced up at her, and looked away again, told her that he had been raised by a good woman.


‘Do you speak English?’ she asked.


‘Thank you, sir,’ said Ntsina, employing his remaining three English words.


‘Very well. Run inside to the kitchen. Mrs Mafuduka will give you something to eat and something to do.’


The Xhosa chauffeur, observing that Ntsina failed to respond to this instruction, translated it for him. The radiance of Ntsina’s smile made Dorothy feel better, and silenced her thoughts on the matter of the decorative scheme to which she had just consented. The chief colour of this scheme was mauve. It was she who had remarked how pretty mauve is, when shown a hand-coloured photograph of the Empress of Russia’s boudoir. She had not intended this careless enthusiasm to infiltrate every inch of her house, nor did she agree with Mr Naryshkin about the importance of unifying themes. Nevertheless, she had quite possibly saved a young man’s life. This being what Jesus would have done, she felt fortified.


Ntsina, meanwhile, walked into a new world. A gang of men were laying bales of real lawn across the dry orange dust of the Rand. Behind them, twenty others were planting rose bushes along gravel paths. Nature had been sold into slavery. The smell of something foreign, which he did not know was creosote, was heavy on the breeze, drowning the scent of the roses. Only a nose as keen as Ntsina’s could have caught the flowers’ graceful lingerings beneath the dust and the turpentine. He knocked at a door and was pleased to see that the young woman who came to answer it was both a fellow Xhosa and very pretty. He had a way with pretty girls that made them fond of him and he smiled his most submissive smile.


‘I am here for Mama Mafuduka,’ he said.


With his damp clothes, mud behind his ears, Ntsina Zini provoked interest and sympathy in the Shabrills’ kitchen. He was given a cup of strong tea with six full spoons of sugar stirred into it. An entire loaf of bread and a half pound of butter were placed before him. The butter was freshly churned and salty. He had not tasted anything so delicious in many moons, and kept his eyes on his plate to make sure no one stole it. But the Shabrills’ servants were not like the men in the mines. The only things taken from him were his damp trousers and vest, which were put near a warm stove and replaced by an outfit of rough but spotless cotton. Ntsina’s grandmother was renowned as a laundress and Ntsina knew at once that a woman like his grandmother had washed this shirt. The housekeeper was jovial and fat. ‘I am your servant, Mama,’ he said. ‘With this big house and those sore knees you must need a young man’s help. I can carry and lift and I do not shirk duty and I am respectful and I do not drink.’


‘Then you are welcome here,’ said Mrs Mafuduka. ‘Where are you from, brother?’


‘From the forest of Gwadana, Mama.’


‘Then you must work in the garden.’ It was well known that Gwadanans had the Good Magic of growing things. ‘The Strange Ones love flowers. It is a small aid to us in our troubles.’


The set of three rooms that Percy Shabrill called ‘the servants’ wing’ had been built to house six adults and a golden retriever. Since the passage of the Natives Land Act the previous year, its occupancy had risen to twenty-seven. Mrs Mafuduka enjoyed Dorothy Shabrill’s total trust and found it hard to turn away refugees. By the time most country people reached Johannesburg, they were in bad physical shape. The air of these rooms was far from sweet-smelling. Each had a job, nominal or actual, in the preparation of the Shabrill homestead. The pitiful sum paid them was augmented by a generous provision of wholesome food – to the expense of which Dorothy Shabrill turned a blind eye when brought the provisioners’ bills.


Ntsina was almost ashamed, in this company, that his family had not been thrown off their land. It was clearer every day what mischiefs the spirits he had helped liberate had accomplished. How else could one explain such viciousness and greed? He heard stories of white farmers turning on workers they had known since childhood; of old ladies thrown out in the snow, and dead children buried in hedgerows. He knew that wicked spirits had roamed abroad in past ages; his grandmother had told him of the Great Slaughter of the Cattle and of many wars. But it seemed that the mines on the Rand, breaking open the hollow, secret places of the earth, work that he himself had undertaken for the lure of money and a radio, were unleashing Bad Magic in undreamed of quantities. He thought of the sadness in the face of the white woman who had saved him. Perhaps the Strange Ones were also afflicted.


The man whose sleeping blanket Ntsina was assigned to share was the backyard refugee best versed in the ways of Europeans: Luvo Yako, who poured the Shabrills’ cocktails. Luvo could write and speak fluent isiXhosa, English, German and Afrikaans, having been educated by German missionaries in the town of Cradock, in the upper valley of the Great Fish River. In the care of his teachers he had grasped the grammars of four languages and learned more than ten thousand irregular verbs. Current circumstances now obliged him to devote his prodigious memory to the alcoholic preferences of the Shabrills’ guests.


At their little school in Cradock, with its neat Victorian streets, Luvo’s German teachers had stressed the virtues of self-reliance, scholarship and allegiance to the Ten Commandments. He had read every book in the Mission’s small library and committed long swathes of Goethe and the Bible to heart.


‘How are you, brother?’ asked Ntsina.


‘I am well,’ said Luvo.


But this was a terrible lie.


The mission school where Luvo had been head boy was eight hours’ walk from the farm the Yakos had tilled for six generations. The school was an enclosed world, separated from outside events by a timetable of Teutonic precision. The husband and wife who ran it were so horrified by the Natives Land Act, and its abolition of property rights for non-whites in fourteen fifteenths of the country, that they had sheltered their students as long as possible from knowledge of its existence. This well-meaning decision had the unintended consequence of depriving their pupils’ parents of the support of their male offspring at the moment of crisis. When Luvo learned what had happened, he ran most of the way home to discover the cluster of huts in which he had lived since birth occupied by a strange and hostile family. This family, he was told by a neighbour, had handed all their animals to the white farmer who owned the fields the Yakos had sown. They had accepted his terms of servitude: a wage of two pounds a month for the father, with ten shillings per son and five for daughters. Luvo knew in his heart that his father would never accept such iniquity – he who often made one hundred and fifty pounds a year from the judicious breeding of cattles. From farm to farm he went, seeking his family, but he encountered only unknown, distraught faces. Some offered Luvo a meal of mealie pap; others told him, as though it were his fault, that they had nothing to share. At length he found, shivering on the side of the road, surrounded by dying animals (for the evictions had taken place in midwinter, just as the goats were kidding), a distant cousin who told him that his parents had gone to Cradock to find him.


Back Luvo raced, sleeping only when exhaustion crippled him; if not oblivious to the cold, then fortified against it by panic. There are many paths across the mountains to Cradock, and he prayed ceaselessly to God to lead him to his parents and sister. On the seventh day, God did. Luvo found them in a ravine, close to sunset, burying his sister’s two-year-old baby; and when his mother saw him, she who had not wept once, who had supported her husband’s decision to refuse slavery on any terms, even as she saw that freedom in a stolen land was meaningless; she, whom the village rascals had feared, who had raised her children on the strictest principles, gave way and wailed so loudly that even in that remote place, and at that grave hour, her husband shushed her for fear the police would hear.


‘Why are you here?’ asked Ntsina, who could tell Luvo came from the Cape.


‘Why are any of us here?’ asked Luvo, dryly.


The Barols knew the value of a first impression, and did not intend to be seen emerging from a second-class train carriage by the Shabrills. Neither did their current situation permit the financing of two first-class tickets to Johannesburg. They solved this dilemma simply. Piet purchased a single first-class ticket and Stacey dressed to the nines. She had the demimondaine’s sense of the value of clothes, and had taken pains to treat her dresses well. As they boarded the train, she made a great show of dropping her ticket on the track. It was an old one and was soon taken by the wind. A chivalrous guard told her not to worry the slightest bit about it.


Thus it was that Percy Shabrill, who had come to the station for the pleasure of being present when Piet saw his Packard for the first time, had no reason to suspect that his guests were not in possession of a substantial private income.


Piet Barol was deeply disturbed by his failure to do better than Percy Shabrill. Than Percy Shabrill! Piet knew himself to be cleverer and more discerning than Percy. That these advantages were not reflected in their current circumstances was alarming. Since their parting on the Cape Town docks six and a half years before, having shared a cabin all the way from Europe, Piet had mentally divided by many times Percy’s tales of success, unleashed in occasional letters full of typographical errors. Confronted by Percy in the flesh, he saw that Percy was rich.


‘Shabrill!’ he said. ‘You look devilishly well.’


Percy took them first to the new house. The last square of lawn had been laid and a picnic set under fully grown oaks he had bought from a farm near Potchefstroom.


‘Who has the time to wait for trees to grow? Jolly sight worse than watching paint dry.’ He laughed and Dorothy blanched inwardly. She hoped Percy would not shame himself by being over-eager for his guests’ approval. She looked across the lawn, where Esmé was approaching.


Esmé was the Shabrills’ five-year-old daughter. She was spoiled, and inclined to unlovable displays of temper if thwarted. Dorothy knew firmness was called for, yet she could rarely stop herself from giving her daughter exactly what she wanted. This had begun as an expression of love, but lately fear had entered her motivation – for Esmé had her father’s stubborn determination and knew that poor behaviour in public was a powerful weapon against her mother.


‘Come sit by Mummy,’ said Dorothy.


But Esmé walked straight past her, right up to Stacey, and said in a voice of wonder: ‘What a pretty lady.’


As Stacey Barol squeezed Esmé to her, she wondered whether the furniture for the vast and empty mansion behind them had yet been ordered, and did her best to concentrate on the little girl. She was rather a poppet. Esmé had dark curls and a snub nose and bright blue eyes. The adoration in them fortified Stacey. She looked at Esmé’s father. It was clear from the look on Percy’s face that intimacy with his daughter would be well received. ‘When is your birthday, my darling?’ she asked. ‘I am going to give you a marvellous present.’


‘In sixty-eight sleeps I will be six,’ said Esmé proudly.


Stacey kissed her all over her face, and handed her back to her nanny. Esmé comported herself like a paragon of childhood virtue – Dorothy had never seen her so acquiescent. A little dagger pierced her heart, its point poisoned with the knowledge that another woman could achieve what she could not.


‘You’ve been so clever with this garden, Mr Shabrill,’ said Stacey.


The Barols were relieved to be told that they would be sleeping at the Carlton Hotel, the Shabrills being ‘all at sixes and sevens’.


‘I won’t hear of you paying your bill,’ said Percy grandly. And when Piet protested too vigorously, Stacey silenced him with a glance. As soon as they were alone, she undressed and went to bed. She was a great believer in afternoon naps. Piet took a bath. He lay submerged in scalding water, his heart thudding. When he emerged an hour later, he towelled himself dry in the dressing room of their suite. He tried to feel sure of success, but tonight he doubted himself; and another man’s doubt can rarely be disguised from a highly competitive male. This Percy Shabrill certainly was. Piet was used to being pleased by his reflection and sought the old remedy. He had a high colour from his bath and his eyes were their magnificent blue. But even when he pulled his shoulders back there was no disguising his changed silhouette, nor the fact that its narrowest point was no longer his waist. He dressed quickly.


The tail suit he put on called him to the other side of his twenties: to a slimmer, more certain self drinking champagne on a star-filled night in Amsterdam. That boy seemed lost to him now. He sucked in his stomach to close the trousers, which had already been let out two full inches. His wife appeared at the door from the bedroom, quite naked. She looked at him for several moments without being seen, an expression on her face that was at first inscrutable and then – at once; intensely – tender. She crossed the room and stood close behind him. Sleep had soothed her feelings. They looked at one another in the mirror, and Piet put a hand on her thigh and pulled her towards him. She put her arms around his neck. She was wearing a perfume he had given her for their first Christmas together, which she had wisely preserved. Its scent conveyed its expense without being remotely ostentatious.


Piet inhaled deeply.


‘We’re more than a match for these two,’ she said.
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Standing on the terrace of her gaudy new house, which still smelled of paint and wallpaper glue, Dorothy Shabrill found that her hands were shaking as she watched the Vicomtesse de Barol advance across the porcelain tiles. She looked at Percy, who was making nice to the Chairman of the Stock Exchange. The thought of failing him made her mouth dry. She looked up. In heels, Stacey Barol was four inches taller than she was.


‘Vicomtesse, how splendid you look,’ Dorothy said.


‘Do call me Stacey. And let me call you Dotty. I feel we are to be great friends.’


Luvo Yako, standing at the door and watching for half-full glasses, wondered how much the guest of honour’s jewellery was worth and prayed for grace. Stacey was wearing paste diamonds so large no one could disbelieve them. Luvo moved to refill Percy’s champagne glass in time to hear him say: ‘The government is well on the way to settling the native question once and for all.’


At this point, the only white member of staff, the butler, announced that dinner was served.


The thirty grandees whom Percy had invited to meet the Barols took dinner in a mock Elizabethan dining room, the only room in which Stacey was able to see any trace of furniture.


‘I expect you miss France,’ said Dorothy Shabrill to Piet as he drew out her chair.


‘One misses the food, of course.’


This remark ignited Dorothy’s simmering unease about the menu. Mrs Mafuduka was a superb cook when entrusted with simple, wholesome recipes. Phyllo pastry stuffed with artichokes and foie gras now seemed to be asking too much of her. She felt a cavern of shyness open before her.


Percy Shabrill’s own opinion that he ‘rubbed along with anyone’ had been confirmed by his election to the Rand Club, in whose smoking room the adjective ‘sound’ was often used of his political views. He had come to South Africa with nothing but an ingenious system for cooling air and had begun by installing cool rooms in large houses and country clubs, taking care to get on drinking terms with their owners. Percy had no ear for a snub, which was a powerful advantage. He also had a plummy English voice that got plummier and plummier each season. Though he sang God Save the King whenever he could, Percy was glad to be out of England. He had not excelled at his minor public school. He had loitered outside the gates to advancement in his own country and found that his sort of man was rarely at the front of the line. In South Africa all this changed. Every white man with some pluck could take for himself a share of the spoils.


It had taken Percy two years, and the provision of many chilled pink gins, to break into the torrent of money flowing from the gold mines. Cooling their managers’ offices had made him rich enough to take a seat at the Rand Club’s Long Bar within hailing distance of the alcove where Barney Barnato sat. He rather thought he might make it to Parliament, and was cultivating contacts he could rely on when the moment came.


The prospect of one day telling his pompous older brother Cyril that he was a Member of Parliament was very pleasing to Percy Shabrill. He was a believer in Capital, Empire, and the need for the white races of the Union to settle their differences after the unpleasantness of the Anglo-Boer War. Englishmen and Afrikaners alike were welcome at his table, and he was gratified to have prime specimens of both to exhibit before Piet Barol tonight.


‘D’you know,’ he said, as his guests took their seats, ‘I should like to begin with a toast. To friendship and this marvellous country.’


‘To friendship and this marvellous country!’


The cry was lustily taken up by the younger men, who were anxious to win Percy’s favour. Their wives were full of compliments and wearing new dresses.


‘Your daughter is heaven,’ said Stacey, on Percy’s right.


‘A perfect terror, her nanny tells me, but I’m afraid I agree with you. Perhaps she’ll marry your Arthur one day.’ Percy drained his glass of white Burgundy and motioned to Luvo to refill it. He felt superb. ‘If he can afford her.’


‘My mother-in-law will insist on a duchess for him, I’m afraid. So old fashioned!’


Percy did a good line in patriotic plain-speaking and was proud of the way he was conducting himself. He had almost forgotten that he had ever been afraid of beautiful women. ‘A British subject is worth any number of foreign duchesses,’ he said roguishly. ‘I can say that to you, of course, as a fellow Anglo-Saxon.’


Luvo counted the diamonds on Stacey’s neck. Before every meal at school the boys had recited the Ten Commandments in English, isiXhosa and German. He heard them now and resolved once again to obey them, though it seemed to his methodical mind that Moses had not considered every situation when applying his blanket ban on theft. He moved up the line of guests, pouring white Burgundy, and as he reached his employer, Percy said: ‘Mr Keyter, you have done an excellent job in difficult circumstances. My thanks and admiration.’


Mr Keyter, the National Party’s member for Ficksburg, who was used to being the object of toasts at official banquets, favoured Percy with the humble smile he reserved for such occasions. ‘It is a white man’s country now,’ he said, ‘and the statute books must reflect that. For the good of all members of our society, whatever their God-given hue.’


‘Capital!’ cried Percy, who had recently bought a share in a gold mine. Although he had promised himself to delay the introduction of this fact, he could not honour his vow a moment longer. He turned to Stacey and said: ‘I’ve just bought a mine,’ rather exaggerating the scale of his purchase. ‘I can’t tell you the trouble we have with labour. That’s why this new act Keyter’s lot have brought in is so precisely what the country needs. These Kaffirs don’t want to work. They don’t value money. If left to themselves, they’d do nothing but beat their women and raise cattle and make war.’


‘How tiresome for their women.’


‘Indeed. Better separate the men from them entirely. This is the clever thing Keyter’s done.’


Stacey nodded, an expression of great interest on her face. In truth, she did not care for political talk. On her right was a portly English gentleman named Merriman, who now spoke.


‘My dear Shabrill. That’s not quite fair. You forget who laid the railways and dug the mines. Indeed, many natives have a greater trade value than a lazy white, and yet we do not make poor Afrikaners homeless. Nor,’ with a jovial bow in the direction of Mr Keyter, ‘would we dream of doing such a thing.’


Mr Keyter was too tactful to point out that Englishmen like Mr Merriman had done exactly this barely twelve years before, when, in a bid to win the Anglo–Boer War, they had burned thousands of Afrikaner homesteads and herded their occupants into concentration camps. His own uncle and aunt had been among the unfortunates, six of his cousins had died, and in his youth he had sworn never to break bread with a bloody Englishman. This vow long overturned, his only response was the beatific smile that had won him a reputation for wisdom.


Luvo filled Percy’s glass and stepped back. He trained his eye on an imperfection in the panelling. Had anyone looked at him, they would have seen that his carotid artery was throbbing.


‘This legislation is not sensible,’ said Merriman. ‘The natives are exceptionally docile when well governed and fairly treated. In my opinion, it is dangerous to throw them off their land and leave them to roam the countryside.’


‘Our land, Mr Merriman!’ said one of the young wives.


‘Hear hear!’ roared Percy. Dorothy glanced at him and he lowered his voice. ‘I don’t deny that natives, backed by European capital, have accomplished much that is useful. But we must look to the future. A man will not work in a mine for long if he has the least desirable alternative. This Land Act is timely and admirable. In a short period of, admittedly, some little suffering, the native will relinquish his claims to equality and accept his condition.’


‘But surely, Mr Shabrill,’ said a young woman with pale skin and a sunburned nose, ‘the black races are the original occupants of South Africa. It cannot be just to prohibit them from owning land in their own country. Nor to deprive them of land they already occupy in these so-called “white” areas.’


The volume of talk and laughter dipped noticeably. The young woman had recently arrived from England and spoke louder than necessary. She was not three weeks married to a lieutenant of Percy’s, whose chances of advancement shrivelled then and there. Percy’s father, when challenged, had specialized in freezing stares. Percy essayed one now, but he was on his third glass of white Burgundy and his gaze lacked focus. All his employees fell silent.


‘But enough about politics!’ exclaimed Dorothy. She rang the bell for the next course to disguise her confusion. She had never enjoyed being the object of attention. When a young man began to talk about race horses, she felt obliged to say something to her neighbour. To her dismay, she found herself introducing the topic she least wanted to speak about. ‘I’m so glad the house is finished at last,’ she told Piet. ‘It has been a monumental effort. So much choosing!’


Piet steeled himself. The moment had come.


‘Have you furnished it?’ he asked.


‘We’ve a few sofas in the drawing room. Everything else is on the boat from England.’ Dorothy fiddled with the rope of medium-sized pearls round her neck. ‘We rather went in for mauve. Our decorator is a Russian. He tells me it is the Empress Alexandra’s favourite colour.’


The obliteration of Piet’s hopes made the room swim. Everyone felt very far away. Watching him, Stacey felt fiercely protective. ‘Of course Pierre’s ancestors,’ she murmured, ‘who date to Charlemagne, think the Romanovs rather common.’


The idea that the Russian imperial family might be common so disturbed Dorothy Shabrill’s confidence in the order of things that she barely registered relief when the phyllo pastry Mrs Mafuduka served was perfect. As she discussed the African heat with Piet, and how pleasant a European autumn would be, her mind enumerated the many instances of mauve to which the Barols would be exposed as they toured the house. She began to harbour violent thoughts about Mr Naryshkin – and then about herself.


Percy, intending to reprimand the sunburned young woman severely, dismissed the servants. Luvo left the dining room and walked down the long passage to the kitchen. He was a person who preferred his own company, or his sister’s, to that of most people. The battle of voices coming through the kitchen door was a powerful repellent. He found the overcrowding of the servants’ quarters unendurable. On certain nights, when the others were asleep, he crept out of the yard and went to the glade of oaks that Mr Shabrill had bought. He was a devout believer in the Lord Jesus Christ, and thought of the barbarities the Israelites had endured and been saved from. Surely God would not abandon His Bantu in South Africa.


He thought of his sister’s baby, and frowned. The child had died on the mountainside in the days after their eviction from their warm, thatched hut. He kept to the side of the house. He felt his chest might explode from the turbulence of his thoughts. Leaning against the fountain made of imported Italian marble, looking up at the clouds, was Ntsina.


‘Good evening,’ said Luvo.


‘Greetings, my brother.’


They stood in silence. Ntsina, feeling awkward, broke it with a question. ‘Where is your home?’


‘I have no home.’ Luvo did not cry, mindful of what was proper for a man. ‘I was too late to save my father’s house, or my sister’s child.’ He told Ntsina how he had taken his family to Cradock, to his German teachers, who had offered them employment and the permission it conferred for a black person to reside in a white area. ‘The government says natives must work for whites or go to the native locations. But the locations are so crowded there is no land to farm, and no employment to pay the hut tax. It is simply a ruse to force us to work on the mines, as you have done.’ As he spoke, the moon came out and the house reappeared and Luvo remembered that he should be on duty, handing round the coffee and cognac. The thought appalled him. ‘We must act!’ He kicked the fountain, impotently. ‘Waiting in those stinking rooms will avail us nothing. We must protest.’


‘But to who?’ asked Ntsina.


‘To the King of England. We are British subjects, just as much as the whites. The British let the blacks of the Cape Colony vote. Some of them, at least. It is because we are voteless now that we have no one to speak on our behalf in the Parliament.’ He glanced at the house. ‘Some of our brothers and sisters have formed a congress. It is named the Native National Congress, though I think African National Congress would be better. We are Africans, after all. They want to raise funds to send a delegation to England.’


Ntsina was stirred by what he heard. ‘Let me go into the house and steal a treasure,’ he said. ‘These Strange Ones have stolen so much there is honour in stealing from them. I will do it while they are eating.’


‘That would make us as bad as they are. Believe me, I have considered it. But Moses tells us “Thou shalt not steal.”’


‘Who is Moses?’


‘A prophet of the Jews.’


‘But we are not Jews. And our needs are pressing.’


In their bedroom at the Carlton Hotel, Piet took off his tailcoat and groaned. ‘God, I hate this thing.’ His shoulders had broadened in his late twenties and the coat no longer fitted as it had once done. He feared Stacey would be angry with him, but instead she was thinking how handsome he was, and remembering how divine his hair smelled when she woke in the morning, curled against his chest.


She went to him and nuzzled his neck. ‘We must make them hate what they have bought. That is all.’ She tried to put her hands through the waistband of his trousers, but they were too tight to admit access. She moved to stand in front of him, and forced the clasps. ‘I love you, Piet Barol,’ she said. ‘Do as I say and all will be well.’


Lying under the blanket with Luvo, who seemed to be sleeping, Ntsina was seized by an itch worse than he had ever known. An autocratic itch. A curse sent by Atamaraka, the Queen of Evil. He lay in the dark, oblivious to the snores of his neighbours; wondering how he could lie still all night with such an itch as this. Eventually he could bear it no longer. He slipped his right hand through the uncomfortable mlungu underwear Mrs Mafuduka had given him, and scratched so hard he made the skin bleed.


Luvo, who was not asleep, attempted to decode the significance of his blanket-partner’s furtive movements. At his boarding school, he had been introduced to masturbation by several of the boys, and had grown used to falling asleep to the gentle rasp of blankets on skin. But he was a fastidious person. He had never been drawn to touch anyone, and when touched himself he had not liked it. He did not at all like the idea that the man with whom he would be sharing a blanket for the foreseeable future might be masturbating beside him.


‘What ails you, brother?’ he asked at last, in exasperation.
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