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‘Although Every Secret Thing is so intensely personal, it incidentally illuminates the final phase of the Struggle more clearly than many books written with that intent. If it doesn’t become one of 1997’s best-sellers, we can only deduce that the reading public has lost its marbles’

Dervla Murphy, Literary Review


 



‘Compelling . . . far from being an exercise in self-pity, it becomes both a study in child psychology and an open-eyed tribute to brave, difficult and often combative parents’

Barbara Trapido, Spectator


 



‘Such is the strength of both narrative and feeling it’s easy to find yourself reading this book at one sitting. Full of fascinating insight into another side of the South African struggle, Slovo’s memoirs are a beautiful examination of the ties that bind a couple - principle, passion, power, pain - while they remain two absolute individuals. Excellent’

Time Out

 



‘The testament of a proud daughter. It is a song of tortured love to two complex, generous and ruthlessly dedicated people’

Independent on Sunday

 



‘A vivid history of the politics of modern South Africa . . . told with a powerful, underplayed directness’

Scotland on Sunday

 



‘I read Every Secret Thing at one sitting, gripped by both the style and the content . . . It throws a new, intimate light on that heroic story, with the directness of a natural writer without sentimentality’

Anthony Sampson

 



‘Compelling . . . the fact that the background is so dramatic only highlights the intensely personal nature of what she is writing about’

Margaret Forster
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Part One




Chapter One


An hour before she died my mother went shopping. In the company of one of her closest friends, Moira Forjaz, she left the house where they’d given lunch to fifteen. They were due to go their separate ways later that afternoon and so they drove in convoy. It was 17 August 1982 and Maputo’s faded elegance glistened in the bright winter sun.

Their lunch had been long and leisurely and they’d drunk more wine than anticipated: now my mother needed to restock for the party to be held that evening in honour of a departing member of staff. But in Mozambique in 1982, where even the most basic of foodstuffs was scarce, the only place to buy alcohol was at the loja franca - a shopping oasis for the simple reason that payment had to be in foreign currency. Flushed with the success of the conference she had organised, my mother headed out to spend her carefully amassed cache of dollars.

There is a photograph of her taken on the day before she died. I have it on my London wall - she stares at my back as I sit by my computer. I turn to look at her. I see her carefree, smiling, confident, at home and I conjure her up, as she must have been in those last hours, her feet clicking against the cobbled pavement, her neatly turned ankle lifted up into the ageing Renault 16 that she had shipped from England.

Turning away I close my eyes and am assailed by a different image: my mother as she had once been in England. I see a stylish, handsome woman who had never lost her passion for expensive clothes but who was showing the strain of an enforced exile, a husband who was constantly on the move and three angry daughters.

It is like looking past the fifteen years since her death and finding two completely different women: the one that I had  known, the other who had got away. I know what lies between these two images: it is 5,000 miles and the continent she loved, her home - Africa.

I saw her recently, captured on badly preserved, grainy 35 mm celluloid a few weeks before her death. She sits, at a table, facing a row of journalists, talking about the work that was her passion. Her hair is cut short, pulled back from her face to reveal her cheekbones and an ebullient smile she reserved for strangers. She was so engaged then, using her vivaciousness to charm and her hands to emphasise the points she was making in staccato Portuguese. Watching I sat alone in the stalls of a vast movie house in Maputo which had once been all plush reds and velvets but which had since grown tawdry from misuse, and I wondered whether I had ever really known her look so free.

In Mozambique, she had become a different person. She laughed more often. She sat in restaurants sipping at the bottle of weak beer which was each person’s meal-time ration, spinning stories. I remember sitting opposite her, the year before she died, as she basked in the admiration of a young economist whose shining eyes showed how stunned he was by her combination of vivaciousness and intellectual rigour. She flirted and was flattered: a butterfly dancing around a flame which I feared might burn her but which never did.

In most families it is the children who leave home. In mine it was the parents. And especially her: we stood on the sidelines, watching as she, who had fought her own inhibitions to make a mark in the world, reached out, openly, for what she wanted.

A new vigour crept into everything she did. I remember her in her Maputo kitchen after nightfall, using one of her beautiful Italian shoes to beat back the encroaching tide of small brown cockroaches. She, whose idea of bliss had once been to come out of a fancy grocer’s with a huge array of delicacies to add to a salad lunch, now made jokes about a hundred ways to cook Russian tinned beef. She was happy - able to push off the tide of guilt that had once bound her tightly to her three daughters. Her sharp tongue, which had so often got her into trouble in the  movement to which she had dedicated her life, was now an asset. And it was more often stilled - she was no longer on the outside, railing against the enemy within.

Against the grainy background of that last photograph, a band of white light shafts across her head. Her hair fluffs out softly in its own version of an Afro. For over thirty years she had struggled with that unruly, black frizz, making time in her busy schedule to go twice weekly to a hairdresser who washed and rolled and straightened, striving to tame it. But in Maputo, my mother conceded defeat: she didn’t have the time, she said, and besides, hairdressers were in short supply. That at least was her excuse. We knew that the truth lay somewhere else. At fifty-seven, Ruth no longer needed a fiercely regimented hairstyle to show control. What she had, she had finally accepted.

A month before she died she had been in London, on her annual visit. I see her as she was then, at the Camden Town house she and my father still owned. I remember standing by the railings, watching as she walked down the steep stairs that lead to her mother’s, my grandmother’s, basement flat. I had, for many years, been taller than my mother but at that moment I saw clearly for the first time, something that made me shiver. Looking down, I saw a portion of white scalp showing through her thinning hair. From my high vantage the henna that she used to hide the grey couldn’t hide her ageing. I had always thought of her as eternally young: now I was no longer so sure. My observation felt like betrayal: I pushed it nervously away.

Soon afterwards we went to a Greek restaurant. Ruth was in high spirits as she described the conversation she’d just had with her mother, Tilly, then aged eighty-four. The interchange between the two women was usually stilted by Ruth’s ill-concealed irritation, but this time she had somehow found the courage to speak her mind. She had told Tilly that life was short and that instead of playing the victim, Tilly should grab what was left of it.

In my mind’s eye I relive that moment, Ruth sitting opposite me, boasting of the encounter. She was so pleased with herself:  she had managed, finally, to cut the knot of aggravation that her mother’s passivity always provoked; she had spoken out for life.

The irony of it - that this was the last contact Ruth was to have with the mother who would outlast her by more than seven years.

We went shopping. Ruth was going to buy me shoes - something that came so easily to her and I in contrast, could rarely ever do. But at the plate glass of a slick Soho shop, the argument we’d started in the restaurant reached a fierce peak. We were on a battle ground that had been ours for years. The terrain was, ostensibly, about what was happening to my younger sister Robyn. Robyn was in crisis and with Ruth so far away I had become my sister’s surrogate mother. I felt the unfairness of what Ruth’s life had done to me. I protested, knowing that I was only making Ruth feel guilty but when she asked me what she should do to change the situation, I backed down. So we continued arguing, she driven on by guilt and me by righteous indignation, veering away from the catalyst of Robyn’s life into a more generalised conflict about Ruth’s choices versus mine, about the way she had struggled for recognition in a man’s world while my generation was offered, by feminism, a different path. Fine words these - a high-principled dispute about different ways of living. And yet each of us, I think, knew that what we were really fighting about was whether she had been a good enough mother, and whether I, her daughter, would release her from the anchor of her past mistakes.

There had been many times when we had gone over this self-same ground, and on each occasion we had ended by making up, pretending that we’d reached agreement. Not this time. By the shoe shop’s plate-glass window, my mother told me she didn’t like what I was saying and wasn’t going to buy me anything. I nodded acquiescence. I could have found the words to placate her, but I didn’t want to. We had moved on and it felt right that a conflict which had been raging for many years should not be resolved by a commercial transaction.

This was a first for us, that neither of us was prepared to make it better. In silence we turned away from the shop and took the  tube to Camden Town. There we stood briefly, as people rushed about around us, exchanging a stiff goodbye. I was leaving for holiday the day before she was due to go back to Mozambique. We didn’t phone each other before I left - another first.

 



In Maputo that day, walking into the loja franca, Ruth was a long way from her accusing daughter. She was in a euphoric mood. Her conference on southern Africa, funded by the United Nations and bringing together both academics and activists from all over the world, had been hugely successful and she was looking forward to that evening’s celebration. Joking with her friend Moira, she walked down the aisles. There wasn’t much to choose from: you could buy cheese, or you couldn’t; children’s clothes from Swaziland and a pair of kid’s plimsolls, in the right size if you were extra especially lucky; foodstuffs from South Africa, tins of meat and packets of breakfast cereal that no longer made an appearance in the rest of Mozambique; and wine, of course. My mother grabbed four bottles of red Portuguese Dao and paid for them.

At the door of the shop she and Moira parted, each of them going in a different direction. Moira recalls her one last sight of Ruth, a hand, captured in the rear-view mirror, raised in jaunty farewell as Ruth drove towards the university.

In 1975, after Portugal abandoned its colony in Mozambique, there had been a manic renaming of the city which had turned Maputo’s street map into something of a who’s who of great revolutionaries. In the time that she was there, my mother kept relocating. At first I wrote to her in a flat on Julius Nyerere; in 1981, the year before her death, when I visited her, we were ensconced high up in an apartment block on Mao Tse Tung  which overlooked the sea; and we used to walk in the shade of the jacaranda trees on Frederick Engels, trying to connect our two entirely different worlds.

Like the roads around it, the university where Ruth worked had also been rechristened. It was named after a Mozambican, Eduardo Mondlane. Mondlane had never lived to see his party, Frelimo, come to power. One day, in 1969, in exile in Tanzania,  he had collected his mail and taken it to a friend’s house and opened it. Someone had sent him a book. When he turned its first page a bomb was triggered, killing him instantly.

The university that bore Mondlane’s name was a set of sixties characterless, two-storey, buildings off the road that leads to the beach at Machinetta. Ruth worked in the sociology department which had a garden in an internal courtyard that gave the place a modicum of charm. Her office was on the second floor. She climbed the stairs, careful that her high heels did not slip against the over-polished red tiles, and went to her office.

The room was not a fancy one: two windows overlooking a decrepit patch of ground; a couple of steel desks; some secondhand filing cabinets. There were two people waiting for Ruth: Pallo Jordan, a comrade from the ANC; and Bridget O’Laughlin, an American colleague. They were soon joined by a third: Ruth’s boss, Aquino da Braganza, who was carrying the post he’d just picked out of his cubby hole. He came in, complaining jovially that, although he was the boss, Ruth always got more mail than him.

‘That’s because I, unlike you, write letters,’ Ruth shot back and added that she’d been in too much of a hurry and hadn’t even checked to see if anything was waiting for her. Now, with time to spare before the party was due to begin, she went to fetch her mail.

She returned soon afterwards, carrying her own bundle. She stood by one of the windows, sorting through. Pallo was sitting nearby, at a table, Aquino opposite him, Bridget slightly to one side.

‘Look at this,’ Aquino said, stretching across the table, holding a letter out to Pallo.

It was at that moment that Ruth must have slit open the buff UN envelope that had been sent to her. In doing so, she broke the circuit that had been carefully laid inside. The bomb went off.

The men who had planned her death had taken no chances: the force of the explosion was powerful enough to blow out the window, sending half of the industrial air-conditioning unit thudding to the ground.




Chapter Two


When the phone rang, my father was at home in Maputo. He was working at his makeshift desk in the house he and Ruth shared inside the Mozambican ministerial compound, opposite the presidential palace. They had recently been moved in: things were hotting up, the Mozambican government had said; it was better that the two have proper security. So, reluctantly, they’d shifted out of the elegance of their Mao Tse Tung high-rise apartment with its sea views, and into this over-large concrete box whose only charm was the spoken rhythm of its street name: Rua Azarua.

My father never told me what he was doing when the phone rang. He did tell me, however, that as soon as he picked it up, one of Ruth’s colleagues, a friend to both of them, spoke out. His voice was shaking as he said: ‘Joe, come quickly,’ and followed that up with a curt, ‘Something has happened.’

That was all but it was more than enough. Dropping the receiver Joe ran out to his white Mazda and, without bothering to check it for bombs, he turned the key and drove straight to the university.

There was a commandeered jeep outside the university block, busy ferrying Ruth’s three injured companions to hospital. Joe vaulted up the stairs, weaving through a shell-shocked crowd. A finger pointed him in the right direction. He was moving more slowly now. He saw an open door. He went closer.

Her feet, clad in the t-bar, tan high-heel shoes that had been her favourites, poked out from the ruins of the room. My father was no stranger to violent death. The angle and the stillness of her legs told him everything he needed to know. He went no further.
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Ruth’s mother Tilly always went early to bed. Alone in her basement flat, she heard her front door-bell ringing. She lay still, wondering whether she had imagined the sound. When it came again, sharper and more insistent, she knew it was real. She got up, and in that midsummer’s half-night gloom, made her way through her living room and into the corridor. Hampered by the arthritis that worsened every year, she walked slowly to the door.

A woman whose beauty and strength still showed in her fierce face, Tilly seemed to have handed the baton of fine clothes to her daughter while she had let her own wardrobe sink into neglect. I imagine her as she was then, her back rigid with the sense of duty that had ruled her life and her body clothed in one of a succession of shapeless house-coats which were never entirely clean. She would have walked past the gallery on her wall - black and white photos of her grandchildren when they were young - past the room which, after the death of her husband, was always kept empty, down the dingy corridor and to the front door.

When she unchained the door and opened up she found a family friend, a woman of Ruth’s age, standing on the narrow doorstep. The woman was crying, so hard that although she kept trying to speak, no words emerged. Tilly had no idea what tragedy had propelled her visitor to her doorstep. She stood, waiting to be told. Without success.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked eventually and it was then that her visitor began to wail.

Who knows what went on in Tilly’s head: she was a cynic who expected the worst from others. Perhaps she felt that the display she was witnessing was some act of wanton hysteria in which lesser mortals would sometimes indulge. Or perhaps this account of what happened on the night of 17 August is just Tilly’s memory, playing tricks. Perhaps she was told immediately and didn’t hear. It’s possible. After all, the worst had happened: the daughter whom she had loved so fiercely, the woman who had lived the life that Tilly had always wanted, was dead.

[image: 002]

We, Ruth’s daughters, were all in different locations on that night of Ruth’s death. In London, Robyn came back very late to find the house lights blazing. A man with whom she shared the Camden Town house was waiting there for her and he told her what had happened. She didn’t believe him. She laughed. And then he told her again.

Shawn was in a different time zone, in New York. She had just come in when the phone rang. She left it alone: whoever it was could leave a message. There was a short pause and then my elder sister heard Ruth’s friend Moira’s voice, distraught across the satellite, begging Shawn to ring. At that very moment, the door-bell went. Shawn knew already, or she knew enough. Slowly she walked across her apartment and opened the door to the Mozambican ambassador who had come to tell her.

I was also elsewhere. On the night of Ruth’s death I was travelling home from holiday. The journey from Santander to Plymouth had taken over twelve hours. I’d spent it either trying to dig my six-year-old step-son, Ben, out of the video-games hall, or lying, miserably, on the outside deck swallowing down nausea. Messages were sent out on the tannoy, calling for me, but my partner, Andy, and I were too far outside and Ben too entranced for us to hear. So it was only after I handed my passport to the bearded man perched behind a high counter, that I knew anything was wrong.

He looked closely at my passport and then across at me. It brought back to me that time in 1965 when I had travelled alone on a cross-channel ferry. With its customary malevolence, the South African government had refused to renew our passports which left us traversing borders with brown-backed identity documents that nobody ever took seriously. Especially when it didn’t have the right stamps, as mine didn’t in 1965. I was thirteen years old and after berating me for my carelessness, the man at immigration allowed me ten days’ grace inside the country during which I had to get the correct permissions.

That was long ago. I was British now. So when this immigration man overlaid my passport with one large hand, I was forewarned. 

‘Phone your sister, Robyn, or your friend, Susie,’ the man said. ‘Do you understand?’

Of course I understood. It had come, that moment I’d been expecting throughout my life. One of my parents was dead. Not naturally: one of them had been killed. I knew that. What I didn’t know was which one. I got back into the car, told Andy to drive to the nearest telephone box. We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to.

In a call-box outside Plymouth, I stood with the echo of Susie’s voice telling me that it was my mother. I hung up and dialled another number I knew by heart - my mother’s London number where Robyn lived. She was about to head out to the airport with my grandmother, to get on a plane I had no time to catch. She handed the receiver to my grandmother. I heard Tilly’s crisp, clear, anglicised voice. ‘Gilly,’ is what she said, ‘mother [this the strange way she had of referring to her own daughter] is dead.’ One more, brief sentence followed. ‘And you weren’t there.’

I never asked her what she had meant by that. I never thanked her either for the £50 note she sent along with friends who met us at Heathrow. It was irrelevant; I stuffed it in my pocket. Only when we arrived in the Zimbabwean capital, Harare, and found we had six hours before our onward flight, did I realise that it was the only money that Andy and I had with us.

We’d been told that the Mozambican ambassador to Zimbabwe would look after us during the stopover in Harare, but when we emerged from a claustrophobic customs booth, the airport’s small entrance hall was deserted. We waited for a long time and then, realising nobody was coming for us, we took a bus into town.

Weeks later, I saw the ambassador in another airport. He had been away when we’d flown in, he said, taking his children back to the Mozambican village where he’d been born. It was an odd experience, he continued: his six-year-old had never been anywhere without electricity or running water. The child, unable to adjust to these deprivations, spent his two weeks holiday curled up on a grass pallet, whining to go home.

In Harare, I was useless. Andy booked us into the Meikles  Hotel, and while I lay on the bed in the enormous, darkened room, he did desultory laps on the roof-top swimming pool. I roused myself and phoned Maputo. A flustered stranger’s voice handed me on to Shawn. I didn’t know why I’d rung: there was nothing left to say. I was strangely calm, in a kind of no-man’s land which was empty of all feeling. I got up and went through the motions - showering, changing, returning to the airport.

The last leg of our journey: we were on the plane, strapped in, ready for take off, watching as a group of flight attendants huddled in consultation. We found out why when a thick Portuguese accent called out my name, asking that I identify myself. I put up my hand. A collective sigh of relief and a steward came down the aisle to tell me that they’d been instructed by their government that on no account should they take off if Ruth’s daughter was not on board.

I was on board. They closed the doors. We were off. I was no longer frightened of flying. Why should I be? What I feared, had already happened. I spent the short trip listening to a Mozambican man raging about the way this new government was destroying his country. Who knows why he latched on to me - perhaps my name sounding out over the plane’s intercom had made me seem important. Whatever the reason, he needed me to listen. I had nothing else to do. I listened.

The plane landed in Maputo. Although the doors were open, the passengers were told to keep their seats until Andy and I had left. We walked down the silent aisle and stepped out.

My memory is of darkness much blacker than it could have been, of night, a dense sky, and two men waiting at the bottom of the stairway. One was a Mozambican official who stretched his hand out for our passports. The other was my father.




Chapter Three


We drove through the deserted Maputo streets to my parents’ home. My father sat in the front, beside the driver. As we passed a set of street lights he turned. His fair skin was pallid in the neon light, his face strangely bland as if grief had smudged out his familiar features. He muttered something about a concert. I didn’t understand what he was talking about and he, gentle but at the same time very distant, didn’t explain.

We stopped at his house, dumped our suitcases and were on the move again, passing through a succession of road blocks to the huge Gil Vincente cinema - the same one in which, years later, I was to sit alone, plagued by fleas, and watch Ruth spinning her charm in front of an admiring audience. But in 1982, we were late: a knot of officials hustled us through the rundown lobby, up the wide staircase and in.

A concert was in full swing - South African musician, Abdullah Ibrahim and his band, backed by an immense black and white portrait of Ruth, playing township jazz in an impromptu tribute. A 16 mm camera crew from the Cinema Institute tramped about on stage, turning occasionally to shoot the audience. We were latecomers to a party, shuffling our way into the row where my two sisters and my grandmother were seated.

A man in the row in front of ours in which was seated almost the entire Mozambican cabinet, turned round and pressed his callused brown hand into my damp palm. I didn’t know who he was. It didn’t seem to matter: I shook his hand and sat down.

We were on display - my sisters and I exchanged quick nods while my grandmother stared straight ahead. A fleeting break in the disjointed piano notes and then Abdullah Ibrahim’s fingers skimmed the keys. On any other occasion the elegance of his  phrasing would have brought the audience to their feet, but not this time. Perhaps they felt as I did, that in this bizarre setting, the rules of behaviour were up for grabs.

It was all too weird: the calm I’d earlier experienced turned to restlessness. Shawn and I tried to exchange a greeting but were stopped by one of Tilly’s reproving glares. We sneaked out. As we closed the auditorium doors, a group of slim, young protocol officials sprang into action, funnelling us out of the way and into a side room. It was a high and narrow enclosure, which no natural light ever touched. It was dusty with misuse, its only furniture a couple of olive green armchairs and a scratched side table planted on a threadbare brown carpet. We were stranded in its middle with our honour guard hovering close by, bound to us in cloying embarrassment. When we asked them to back off, they shuffled a few feet away and then regrouped to stand and watch. But their proximity wasn’t what stopped us talking. It was something deeper, the fact that we couldn’t find a way to share this loss.

Had it always been like this? Perhaps it had. I stood, remembering us a long, long time before. Shawn was thirteen then and I was eleven, and we were by a window in our airy Johannesburg living room as sheet lightning flashed across a gloomy sky and huge hailstones turned the lawn white. The water that streaked the outside of the plate glass was matched by tears running down Shawn’s cheeks.

‘She’s not coming back,’ was what Shawn kept repeating. ‘She’s gone forever.’

‘She’ was our grandmother, Tilly, who, a few hours earlier, had set off to deliver supper to our imprisoned mother. Tilly was the only adult member of our close family remaining in South Africa. Joe had left the country and couldn’t come back; Ruth was in her third month of solitary detention and recently, and inexplicably, our grandfather, Julius, had taken off - leaving behind, as evidence of his existence, a mug shot accompanied by the words ‘most wanted’ on the front page of the newspaper.

Which left Tilly. Who should have been back hours ago.  Since she wasn’t, logic dictated that she must have disappeared as well. I pretended to defy logic. I stood beside Shawn, calmly telling her that granny was merely late. Inside, of course, I knew Shawn was right, that granny had vanished and that we had been completely abandoned. I just couldn’t acknowledge it since that way we would both drown.

There it was: somehow we had absorbed the lesson that if we expressed our fears together, we would be lost. We had grown up, our personal roles defined as either ‘panic’ or ‘reassurance’. In that time, in the early sixties, what was happening in the wider society - a ferocious clampdown by the government - impinged directly on us. We suffered together but at the same time the secrecy that ruled our parents’ political activities contaminated our relationship. We had learned not to share experience but to hold it to ourselves.

Back then, as the storm blew leaves off the spreading poplar tree, we saw Tilly’s car heading up the driveway. I was proved ‘right’, Shawn was ‘wrong’. Our grandmother was safe. Panic over - for that moment. And yet we learned our lessons then so that now, so many years later when what we had always anticipated had come to pass, when our mother was killed, we couldn’t find a way of bridging a relationship forged in competition for such formidable parents. We hugged, briefly, unsubstantially, and went back to being part of the audience.

 



Before I went to sleep that night, I looked in on my father. I found him on the double bed that he and Ruth had shared. He was lying on top of a mottled brown fur skin that they’d used to keep out the winter’s chill. Joe, white South Africa’s bogeyman, a ‘teddy-bear terrorist’ as the South African newspapers later called him, had a joke for every opportunity.

For almost every opportunity. Now he lay alone on their bed, his bulk diminished by her absence. His voice was soft and so was his being. It was as if his outer skin had been removed.

But he had something he wanted to say. ‘They targeted her because of who she was,’ letting slip the guilt which must have  been consuming him, the fear that ‘they’ had killed her because they had not been able to get him.

‘It was the work she was doing,’ he continued. ‘It was dangerous to them.’

He could have been right. The research unit that my mother headed was investigating Mozambique’s dependence on its powerful neighbour. What she uncovered would have helped the Mozambican government sever its economic ties with South Africa, simultaneously lessening South Africa’s power to stop Mozambique from giving ANC guerrillas succour. And more than that: my mother was a symbol of resistance to apartheid - bright, attractive, fiercely independent - she stood as a constant reminder that whites could choose to stand up and be counted.

All this was true. And yet . . . was it reason enough for them to kill her?

I lay down beside my father. He was holding a piece of fur that had become detached, stroking it as if it were a cuddly animal.

‘She would play with this,’ he said, holding it up for me to see. ‘She joked that it was our pet.’

His fingers gripping on to the fur, he lapsed into silence. I wasn’t used to seeing my father so quiet, so vulnerable. I lay still, unable to fill the space between us.

Joe spoke again. He told me how, two nights previously, he had woken in the middle of the night and looked over at the sleeping Ruth. Her mouth had been open, he said, and she was very pale. For a moment he had thought she was dead.

I thought I understood what he was saying. He was talking, I thought, about the anticipation of disaster which, as it had been in 1963 with Shawn and me, was still so familiar. The risks our parents took had meant that we were always on the look-out for that terrible event which would break through the fragile skin of everyday life. Now, for the first time, I was hearing calm, phlegmatic Joe say that he lived like this as well.

But was that really what he meant? Years later, after Joe had died, a friend recalled a similar conversation she’d had with him. No surprise that he raised the subject with both of us: Joe was  a consummate raconteur who saw nothing wrong in repetition. But what was different was the way the friend interpreted what Joe had meant. She had thought he was talking about the fact that days before Ruth had died, Joe had woken up and realised that his wife of thirty-two years was no longer young.

When I think about it now, I remember Joe talking to me, just after her funeral, of Ruth’s ageing. She wouldn’t have liked getting old, he’d said, she was far too worried about her appearance. I thought he was trying to wipe away some of his own pain and I told him that he was wrong. She was flexible, I said, she could have learned to adjust to the indignities of encroaching age. Joe nodded in apparent agreement but I can still recall the unspoken uncertainty that flickered across his face.

 



The last time Andy and I had been in Mozambique we had been disturbed each morning by the sound of Ruth’s fingers hammering on her Hermes typewriter. Now, on that first morning after her death, I was awakened not by the sound of her typing, but by the lack of it. We were at the top of the house, in a place which Ruth’s fine eye for design had not yet reached. I lay, staring at an unpainted wall, until I could lie no more.

I got up and went downstairs. I found my father shifting from one point in the house to the next, unable to settle down. We needed some way of passing the time: we went out for a drive. Under a sky still half-grey with night, we walked along the beach front. As a flat grey sea lapped desultorily against a dirty row of pebbles, a memory - that same beach but many, many years before - came back to me. I couldn’t remember how old I was then, eight, or nine or ten. I’d been brought to the city (then called Lourenço Marques) by a friend of my mother’s who took me as a companion to her daughter. Although I remember little of what happened that day, I have retained, quite vividly and with the kind of ghoulish horror that comes from childhood, a startling memory of the beach front. It was alive with crabs: small, scuttling creatures that carpeted the sand so densely that each step we took brought us into contact with their soft-shelled bodies.

Over twenty years later, on that same beach in 1982, there were no crabs in sight. I wondered whether my memory was playing tricks. I stood, quite still, watching the first rays of daylight, trying to puzzle out what could have happened to those flitting bodies.

I turned, eventually, and saw my father standing a short distance away staring out to sea. Another memory surfaced - the year before, Andy and I going on a trip with my parents out to the beach at Ponta do Ouro. We’d crossed the bridge at Catembe and driven down the tar road Portugal had built to link its colony to South Africa. We were stopped sporadically by badly dressed Mozambican soldiers who, ostensibly engaged in the official business of checking our passports, were actually cadging cigarettes. As we got closer to the beach, closer to Mozambique’s border with South Africa, the road narrowed and became dirt. Through the low scrub that stretched on beyond the track, we caught glimpses of another life: a group of grass huts; a child using a stick to drive on a handful of goats; a woman balancing a jug of water on her head.

One more turn and we were at the resort which had been built for the hordes of South Africans who used to come and feast themselves on Mozambican crabs and prawns and Portuguese beer. This was tourism on a mass scale, designed for people who wanted excess and wanted it cheap. But ever since Mozambique had turned socialist, the South African visitors had stopped coming. Inside the main buildings were tacky lounges and cavernous dining rooms echoing to the sound of waiters far too numerous for the handful of guests who now ate there.

The sky had been overcast then: wild Indian Ocean breakers crashed against the white sand. We walked, Andy and I, behind my parents. Their heads were bent together, their lips close enough to nudge each other’s ears, not out of affection or against the ferocious wind, but so that no one, not even their daughter, could hear what they were saying about my father’s secret work. We walked as far as we could to a sign which told us that a few yards in front Mozambique ended and South Africa began. Just  a few yards - that’s all my parents had to cross and they would be home.

We didn’t cross. We turned instead and walked back to the beach house. My father poured himself a malt whisky while my mother and I began the games of serial patience we used to stop the words we couldn’t say to each other from hanging too heavily between us.

Is this what happens, I thought then, that the webs of secrecy enmesh all of life, shrouding not only the details of the military operations that my father had organised, but also the way we feel towards each other? I never found a way of asking her.




Chapter Four


A grimy silver light reflected on the mud flats. Dawn had come, bringing with it the time for official mourning. Joe and I drove to a home which was already teeming with people. A gang of ample, African mamas had taken over, preparing food for the flood of visitors that would follow.

Nobody told us what to do - we were passive in the face of a tradition that we, white children, born into Johannesburg’s suburbia and transplanted to England’s capital, didn’t really understand. Not that anything was required of us, merely that we be there.

People came and went. Some talked of Ruth: others merely sat. There was one amongst them, a thin rake of a man, who outlasted all the rest, sitting quietly by the front door for hours on end. He never spoke to anybody, nor was he acknowledged, but neither did he ever leave. By the second day, I felt sorry for him. He was toying with a chess set - I asked him if he’d like to play.

It took longer to lay the game out than to finish it. I was completely outclassed as his cracked fingers plucked my pieces from the board in quick succession. When it was over, I asked him who he was.

‘Oh,’ he said, surprised that I didn’t know. ‘I’m your bodyguard.’

We laughed about it, my sisters and I, that such a frail-looking man was set to be our guard, and that none of us had guessed. But of course, we knew so little. We’d been brought up that way, to tune out whispered conversations. The method that my parents had used on the beach at Ponta do Ouro wasn’t new: it had its origins long ago in South Africa when they had stood, with their comrades, on our rolling lawn and talked in code about what their next move should be.

This was the stuff of childhood, a world that I thought I had long left behind. Yet it didn’t take long for old habits to slip back into sync. On the third day I overheard someone telling my father about a meeting that had taken place in Cape Town. Just as I had when I was a child, I read between the lines and guessed that the meeting must have been somehow connected to Ruth. I waited for my father to tell me more but all he did was look once at and then beyond me and walk away, silent, shutting me out.

I was just as bad. I didn’t ask him. I swallowed down my questions, accepting as I had always done that these secrets were not for me to share. I upheld the taboo.

And yet I wouldn’t let myself forget. Fourteen years later, going through South African newspapers, I chanced upon a 1982 report of a memorial meeting for Ruth which, held in Cape Town, had been broken up by the security police. I knew, immediately, that it was this news that had brought the two men’s heads so close together. A public meeting, that’s all. An act of rebellion by South African students to honour another martyr. A public meeting but we were not told. That was the way the family worked: knowledge, even of the most innocent events, was dangerous and we, the children, had learned to be compliant.

And there we were - Ruth’s mother, her three daughters and her husband - closeted together for the first time in many years. A family dominated by women, our mother at the apex, the capable one who held us all together. Old rivalries, old problems jostled but couldn’t surface. How could they, without her there to arbitrate? We spent hours in each other’s company, saying little.

My grandmother was the only one to find adequate words - regal votes of thanks she produced to satisfy the honour of passing dignitaries. Her face was powder white with strain, her eyes shifting occasionally into confused distress, and yet she stood, ramrod straight, in her old wool skirt and soft wool jumper and thanked the Mozambican vice-president for inviting us to eat. Each word came out, precise and dignified, her hawk-like face still as she spoke, and for the first time I caught a glimpse of the young woman she had once been, that long-haired, fur  coated, lively belle who sat on the jump-step of her brother-in-law’s gleaming convertible, smiling at the camera - that woman born to rule, before her daughter filled her space.

I don’t remember my grandmother beside us on the mortuary steps on the day of Ruth’s funeral. Perhaps she was seated in one of the waiting cars. The rest of us, Ruth’s family, stood with our backs to the chapel-like mortuary door, looking down on to a large courtyard where a crowd of students and foreign corporantes 1 waited. They had started singing when we stepped out of our cars and they continued now - massed ranks of them lilting out the words of South African freedom songs.

I stood there, watching them and I wondered what Ruth would have made of the display. She was a woman whose insecurity made her seem arrogant. Perhaps, somewhere, deep down she knew how much she was worth and this fuelled her anger at the way she had to struggle to be heard. Yet even so, she would have been surprised at the thousands who came to mourn her. And of course, she would not have been able to still her sharp tongue at those whose tears came either from obligation or cheap sentimentality. The daughter of two life-long communists, Ruth hated dogma and empty displays of revolutionary fervour. As I stood watching I thought that she would have distanced herself from the mourners whose songs foretold of the impending victory for which she had given her life.

And yet, maybe I was wrong: maybe Ruth, in her Mozambican incarnation, would have been amongst them. The last photo she sent me had been taken as she marched with members of her university department in a rally. Ruth is in the foreground. On top of her frizzed-out hair perches an incongruous miner’s tin hat. She is carrying a flag and smiling proudly - a woman who has finally joined in.

The door behind us opened. We were led into a gloomy high-domedroom where a stone slab, a coffin and a group of ambassadors were waiting. As we walked closer, Joe whispered that by custom, we should now be viewing the body. But, he added quickly, he’d said no and asked that the coffin be sealed.

For many years afterwards, I wondered about his decision. I listened to bereavement experts talking about the aftermath of sudden death and I believed them when they said that relatives who view their loved ones find it easier to accept what has happened. I used to wonder whether, if Ruth’s coffin had been open and we had seen Ruth’s corpse, the impact of her murder might have ebbed away in an easier fashion.

Now I know better. I had clung to Joe’s account of Ruth’s perfectly formed feet lying on her office floor and I had used this image to discount what I was also told: the hole in a brick wall; her four-pronged ring fused into one; the look on the friend’s face who talked about identifying the body. I should have known that what lay inside that coffin was not my mother. Not my mother in one piece.

It was years later before I read in a series of descriptions of life in exile, an article by one of Ruth’s colleagues where he described the act of scraping what was left of her off the wall.

And there was still more to come. Fourteen years on, I sat in Maputo’s dingy Cinema Institute, staring at a screen of an antique Steenbeck editing machine on which was threaded footage on those days. There was a short section that had been excised from the news broadcast that was shown all over Mozambique: a slow pan across the room after the bomb had exploded. I saw the desks, covered in what looked like cinders, the gaping window and then I saw the walls. Was it blood that streaked the corner of two sides of the room? Was it blood, or was it also Ruth’s flesh?

I understood then, finally, what Joe had been trying to tell us when he talked of the closed coffin. And I thought: perhaps the mind does everything the experts say it can - including waiting until even the unbearable can be endured.

[image: 003]

On the day of her funeral, we drove through the streets of Maputo, on the road to the northern industrial suburb of Matola, and through the ornate metal cemetery gates. The walls were mass graves, small drawer-shaped shrines where remains, photographs, inscriptions and plastic flowers had been left as a marker to each separate life. But this was not the place for Ruth. Our cavalcade moved beyond the walls and unloaded us in a special section of the cemetery. In a line were heaps of dry, brown-red earth, the graves of twelve MK soldiers, Joe’s boys, who had, the previous year, been killed by South African commandos.

Six people carried Ruth’s coffin and laid it carefully down beside the freshly dug grave. I didn’t know the pall-bearers, can remember only one in front, a stocky African woman, smart in her women’s league uniform of black and green, her lips clenched against an emotion she didn’t want to show. She stepped to one side and speeches rained down on us. We stood in front, a mute family line-up, waiting for the words to stop.

My mother had always had an eye for detail: I remember her speaking lyrically at a funeral of her friend’s infatuation with garish hats. No one spoke of Ruth like that: no one talked about the silk underwear that she had packed to take to gaol in 1956; about the way she would fall asleep if she was bored; or about her recently developed, and inexplicable passion for overblown jigsaws. They spoke instead of a cardboard heroine, a woman who had given her life to the struggle. I didn’t want to hear of that Ruth. I wanted them to talk of the mother I had known.

But if they had been able to, what would they have said? She had lived so many lives, there were so many Ruths. In the weeks that followed, when people spoke of her, they each conjured up a different woman. There seemed no meeting point, no one picture that would join the rest together. And time has changed all that as well. When Shawn’s film about the Ruth in 1963, A World Apart was in pre-production, we met together with Barbara Hershey who was to play Ruth. While Barbara talked about the kind of woman our mother had been, and about the  kind of clothes she would have worn, I sat there thinking: she is nothing like my mother. And yet, years later, on a London tube escalator I caught a glimpse of that same actress’s face advertising another film and, before I had time to censor myself, I thought, ‘there’s my mother’.

A hand touched my elbow: the speeches were over. We moved to the grave and, as the crowd began to sing, we threw roses down. The songs of grief and of revolution swelled: we moved back, supplanted by lines of mourners who queued to heave spadefuls of sand over the coffin until finally it was covered. We turned and left while Ruth stayed there, a lone white woman buried alongside twelve black men.

Three weeks later, Shawn and I were sitting on the plane. Through the small windows we could see Joe on the tarmac, waiting to wave his final goodbye. But the plane didn’t move, not for the longest time. As the passengers got increasingly restive, the French pilot appeared. ‘Don’t complain,’ he said. ‘We are waiting because I have forced them to repack the luggage hold. The way they had done it before, if we had taken off, our plane would have crashed.’

The baggage was reloaded, the doors closed. My father stepped back, a lonely figure, shrunk by distance on the tarmac. The plane took off. And I sat in it, going back to London, to my home, armed with the jigsaw image of my mother’s shoes, and with the first stirrings of a search for the truth that would only really begin more than a decade later.




Part Two




Chapter Five


The bomb that killed Ruth put an end to a marriage which, full of conflict and of passion, lasted more than thirty-two years.

It all began in 1948, the year the South African Nationalist Party won its first election. One ordinary day in’48, Wolfie Kodesh, a Johannesburg-based Communist Party member, got a phone call from a student called Joe Slovo. Joe asked Wolfie to meet him urgently although he wouldn’t say why. Wolfie wasn’t too surprised. Those were, after all, the beginnings of the conspiratorial years. The Nationalist Party, which was to win every whites-only election for the next forty-six years, had scraped through to its first victory with a vow to stamp out both the ‘black peril’ and the ‘red menace’. Everybody knew that the membership of the Communist Party, which was an explosive combination of both, might soon be made illegal. In anticipation, comrades had begun to be much more circumspect about where they talked, who they talked to, and what they said. Without asking for any further information, Wolfie fixed a meet with Joe.

It was dark by the time Wolfie parked his car in a side street just off Johannesburg’s main Harrow Road. He doused his lights and waited. Within minutes, he heard footsteps coming closer. In his rear-view mirror, he could see twenty-two-year-old Joe Slovo heading towards his car. They were part of the same circle, a tight-knit group of right thinkers, and Wolfie knew Joe’s history well. He knew how Joe, aged ten, had travelled from Lithuania with his mother and sister to join his father in South Africa. He also knew how Joe’s mother had died when he was twelve; how at fourteen, Joe had left school and got a job as a dispatch clerk in a pharmaceutical company; how, at sixteen, he’d led his first successful strike and how, at eighteen, he’d lied  about his age and joined the army. It was a move which would stand him in good stead: in 1946 he emerged unscathed from the Italian campaign to find that, as an ex-serviceman, he was not only exempted from university qualification requirements but also eligible for special loans.

And so it was that on that night on a deserted road, Joe was a law student. His was seemingly a typical immigrant’s story endlessly narrated. He’d arrived in South Africa a Yiddish speaker, his head shaved against lice, carrying a brown paper bag containing fruit so overripe that its pulp was seeping out. Now, eleven years later, his English was fluent, his skull was blanketed by thick brown hair, and black round-rimmed glasses framed the top half of his genially chubby face. He was a charmer who played the guitar often, if badly, and who always had a steady supply of jokes at hand - a man who liked to party.
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