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      About the Author

      
      Barbara Mutch is South African by birth and currently lives in Surrey but returns to South Africa every year. THE HOUSEMAID’S
         DAUGHTER is her first novel.
     

  



      
      ABOUT THE BOOK

      
      A South African THE HELP, THE HOUSEMAID’S DAUGHTER is a startling and thought-provoking debut novel which intricately portrays
         the drama, dynamics and heartbreak of two women against the backdrop of a beautiful yet divided land.
     

      
      Duty and love collide on the arid plains of central South Africa.

      
      Cathleen Harrington leaves her home in Ireland in 1919 to travel to South Africa and marry the fiance she has not seen for
         five years. Isolated and estranged in a harsh landscape, she finds solace in her diary and the friendship of her housemaid’s
         daughter, Ada. Cathleen recognises in her someone she can love and respond to in a way that she cannot with her own husband
         and daughter. Under Cathleen’s tutelage, Ada grows into an accomplished pianist, and a reader who cannot resist turning the
         pages of the diary, discovering the secrets Cathleen sought to hide.
     

      
      When Ada is compromised and finds she is expecting a mixed-race child, she flees her home, determined to spare Cathleen the
         knowledge of her betrayal, and the disgrace that would descend upon the family. Scorned within her own community, Ada is forced
         to carve a life for herself, her child, and her music. But Cathleen still believes in Ada, and risks the constraints of apartheid
         to search for her and persuade her to return with her daughter. Beyond the cruelty, there is love, hope – and redemption.
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      Author’s Note

      
      This is a work of fiction. Apart from recognised historical figures, the names and characers in the novel are the product
         of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. The places they inhabit,
         however, are real, even if they have strayed a little from their original sites. The Karoo itself is eternal.
     

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      Ireland, 1919

      
      Today I left for Africa.
     

      
      Out of the front door I went, and down the flagstone path. The gulls were shrieking over Bannock cliffs and my dearest sister
            Ada was crying. Mother – in the brown dress she wore for weddings and christenings – looked the other way. Remember this,
            I kept telling myself as I climbed into the pony trap.
     

      
      Remember this: the wheeling gulls, the click of the waves on the pebbles in the cove, Father’s hands red and chapped, Eamon
            shifting from foot to foot, a waft of peaty earth and chimney smoke and lilac . . .
     

      
      Remember this, hold it tight.
     

      




      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      I wasn’t supposed to be born in Cradock House. Not me.

      
      But my mother Miriam stayed by the kaia round the back, under the bony shade of the thorn tree, moaning quietly in the midday heat until Madam returned from school
         with the children and came down the garden to look for her.
     

      
      By then it was too late to go to the hospital.

      
      Master Edward was at home, seeing to his papers in the study. Madam sent him out to fetch the family doctor from his surgery
         on Church Street. It was lunchtime and Dr Wilmott had to be interrupted at his meal. My mother told me that Madam shooed the
         children – Miss Rosemary and Master Phil – away from the one-room kaia and helped Miriam up to the house. There, she held her hand and wiped her forehead with her very own hanky, the one Miriam
         had ironed the day before.
     

      
      The doctor came. Master went back to his study.

      
      I was born. It was 1930.

      
      Mama named me Ada after Madam’s younger sister across the sea in a place called Ireland.

      
      I think that being born in Cradock House has made me grateful all my life. It makes me feel I am part of it in a way that
         my mother Miriam never was. The narrow stairs and the brass doorknobs know my hands and feet, the bony thorn tree and the apricot bush hold me inside them, carrying me in their sap from
         year to year. And I own a tiny bit of them in return. So when Cradock House was taken away from me I could not understand
         my life after that.
     

      
      Cradock lies in the Karoo, the great semi-desert of South Africa that you find whenever you go far enough inland from the
         green mountains that edge the coast in a steep frill. The Karoo is the hard place you have to cross before you reach Johannesburg,
         where you can dig gold out of the ground and become rich. None of this I knew, of course. My whole world was just a square,
         two-storey house of cream stone with a red tin roof in a small town surrounded by rocky koppies, brown dust and a lack of rain. The only water I knew about lay in the Groot Vis – the Great Fish River – and sometimes stirred
         itself to flow along a furrow outside the house, from where it could be led into the garden for the plants to drink. On the
         edge of town where the sky met the earth, tough Karoo bush hardly ever taller than the height of a child clung to the dry
         soil. Above the bush poked the withered trunks of aloes, topped by orange flower spikes that stood out like flames against
         the scrub. There were some trees, like bluegums or frothy mimosas, but only in front gardens or down on the banks of the Groot
         Vis where their roots could burrow for water.
     

      
      On those few times when it did rain, the hammering on the tin roof was so loud it sent Miss Rosemary and young Master Phil
         into fits of screaming. My mother and I – in the kaia at the bottom of the garden – also had a tin roof but ours was grey and overhung by the thorn tree. It damped the hammering
         into a hiss. I didn’t scream at the rain, I stood at the kaia door listening to it and looking out over the veld beyond the fence. When my mother wasn’t watching, I would put one bare
         foot out into the tiny rivers that crept over the hard ground and watch the water pool and sink reluctantly into the ground around my toes.
     

      
      Cradock House sat on Dundas Street, just up from the Groot Vis and just below Market Square. Dundas became Bree Street about
         halfway along its length. I don’t know why one street needed two names – Mama said perhaps it was a matter of honouring ancestors
         equally – but that was the way it was. Once the street with two names crossed over Regent Street, it ran out of steam, fell
         into a township and disappeared.
     

      
      Cradock House had a wooden stoep with shell chairs to sit on that went almost the whole way round the house, like a circle. It stopped at the kitchen and
         then picked up again after the laundry, which was just as well, said my mother, otherwise we’d want to sit there all day when
         we should be washing or cooking or ironing.
     

      
      But although I longed to sit in one of those chairs, I was forbidden by my mother to do so. They were for the family, she
         said. ‘But I am also part of the family,’ I would say hopefully in return, stroking the grainy wood. ‘Shoo, child!’ Mama would
         mutter and tell me to get on with the polishing. Mama and I mostly talked in English, unless she was really angry with me,
         or singing to me in the night: Thula thu’ thula bhabha . . .
     

      
      Hush, hush, hush, little baby . . .

      
      I didn’t mind too much about the chairs. There was a secret lookout upstairs that was far better than the stoep. In the mornings when the children were at school, and while I was busy dusting on the top floor of the house, I would creep
         into Master Phil’s room, climb on to his toy box and peer out of the window.
     

      
      There it was: the whole of Cradock – perhaps, I thought, the whole of the Karoo – unfolding in the yellow morning sun like
         a map Master once unfolded for young Master Phil under the yellow lamplight in the study. If I narrowed my eyes and ignored
         the window frames, I could imagine flying right over the broad streets of the town, past the spire of the Dutch Reformed Church – far higher than St Peter’s, the Master and Madam’s church
         – then out over the brown shallows of the Groot Vis with its mimosas digging for water, then through dust devils that twisted
         into the sky above the stunted veld, then over rocky koppies piled high with polished stones in the early sun, and finally, as the desert heaved upwards, over mountains thick with forest.
         I could hardly see the mountains, but everyone talked about them as if they were there, especially when it was cold and frost
         coated the ground like sugar.
     

      
      As I stood there every day, craning out, it seemed to me that for one special moment the whole town, the whole Karoo, was
         mine. From this spot, from this window, it belonged to no one else.
     

      
      Like Cradock House belonged to me.

      
      Maybe Madam felt the same way about the place called Ireland across the sea, where she had come from. She, too, seemed to
         stare out of windows, looking for something beyond the bluegums and the Groot Vis and the brown dust that hung over Market
         Square when there were too many horse carts and no rain.
     

      
      Mother and Father don’t mind me going to Africa – in fact they rather need it. But they won’t say so openly. And I don’t mention
            it. They can rent out my room for more than I can pay from my salary. Eamon needs boots, Ada’s coat – my old green – is worn
            out. There isn’t enough money for me to stay.
     

      
      I am looking forward to going, yet dreading it as well. For I know that once there, I will not be able to return. This is
            a commitment that will last a lifetime. And while I will keep up with friends and family through the letters we will exchange,
            I will never see their dear faces or hear their Irish laughter again. This is what it means to emigrate.

      
      
      Mrs Pumile, from the kaia next door, was jealous of my mother Miriam and me. She said that our Madam treated us well, unlike her own Madam who watched
         the level of the sugar in the kitchen and made Mrs Pumile turn out her pockets if she thought they were bulging with stolen
         goods.
     

      
      ‘Eeeh.’ Mrs Pumile would suck in her breath and waddle back to her kaia, doek askew, apron pockets flapping, the biscuits or whatever she had borrowed now lying in the bottom of Mrs Pumile’s Madam’s
         rubbish bin. Biscuits handled by Mrs Pumile were no good to her Madam. I never found out Mrs Pumile’s Madam’s name. She was
         just Madam, like most Madams were Madam.
     

      
      Our Madam’s name – apart from Madam – was Cathleen. Mrs Cathleen Harrington née Moore, as she once wrote for me in her swooping
         hand, though she didn’t explain why she had so many names. Madam was tall and gentle and had green eyes and brown hair that
         she twisted into a round ball at the back of her head during the day. I saw her once with her hair out of the ball and it
         floated about her head like smoke. She was in her pale blue nightgown at the dressing table, writing in her special book,
         and I was only there because my mother Miriam told me to fetch Madam as young Master Philip was getting sick in the children’s
         bathroom.
     

      
      ‘Ada!’ Madam said, getting up straight away, her nightgown with its embroidered flowers on the hem brushing the floor. ‘Is
         something wrong?’
     

      
      ‘Just Master Phil oops-ing,’ I said from the doorway. ‘Mama says to come.’

      
      Madam was a good mother, and not just to Miss Rosemary and Master Phil – although Miss Rose spent a lot of time arguing with
         her. But then Miss Rose didn’t often agree with anyone. ‘So perverse,’ Madam would sigh to Master, using a word I did not know but could guess what it meant. ‘Whatever shall we do?’
     

      
      Madam’s goodness to me meant letting me sit in the chair next to her on the stoep – despite my mother’s frowns – or by her side when she played the piano. Madam made me feel like it was my chair after all.
         She made me feel like I was hers, too.
     

      
      Master Edward didn’t make me feel like I was his, which was a pity because I didn’t have any other father. For a long time
         I didn’t think you needed a father to have a baby. In any case, I thought only white children had fathers.
     

      
      My mother Miriam had left KwaZakhele township outside Port Elizabeth when she was eighteen years old to go to work for Master
         Edward in Cradock. He had just bought Cradock House and was waiting for Madam to arrive from across the sea. Master had been
         saving for years, Madam said, before he could buy Cradock House for Madam who was to be his bride. Yet Master never came into
         Madam’s dressing room, and only sometimes into Madam’s bedroom. I could tell: the bed, when I made it each morning, carried
         the imprint from Madam’s body on its own. I was surprised about that. I thought that married people always wanted to be together,
         especially after saving for so long for Cradock House. But I didn’t ask my mother why not. It would be unfair to ask such
         a question when she didn’t have a husband of her own. But having no husband was not unusual. There were many like Mama. Mrs
         Pumile next door, for instance, although she had many callers to her kaia. But callers were not husbands and could never be relied upon to keep calling.
     

      
      When I asked my mother Miriam about her early life, before the possibility of husbands, she used to say that she came with
         the house. I don’t know if that’s true, I don’t think you could buy people along with houses, even then. But perhaps you could – perhaps that was why next door’s Madam kept Mrs Pumile even
         when she ate too much sugar and entertained too many callers?
     

      
      But it is true that Mama worked all her life in Cradock House and died there one day while she was polishing the silver at
         the kitchen table.
     

      
      I wanted to stay in Cradock House all my life as well. I didn’t want to live in that place where Bree Street ran out of steam,
         fell into a township and disappeared. I wanted to live and die in Cradock House, where I’d been born. Where I surely belonged
         because of that?
     

      
      But I wanted to die while I was polishing silver under the kaffirboom tree in the garden, where the emerald sunbirds darted
         among the red flowers and the sky poked bright blue between shivering leaves.
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      The distance we are from Bannock village, Ireland, is further than a hemisphere.
     

      
      And yet I do feel a curious sympathy with the townspeople I’ve met, though I know nothing of their past and they nothing of
            mine. And I remind myself that wherever one finds oneself, home and love is lent to each of us only for a while. We must care
            for it while it’s ours, and cherish its memory once it’s gone.
     

      
      So I embrace this new life, and these new people.
     

      
      Soon, I hope, we will no longer be strangers to one another.
     

      
      My mother Miriam never went to school and neither did I. Mrs Pumile never went to school either. There was a small school
         in the Lococamp township that served the railway workers across the Groot Vis, but the children there were always dirty and
         played wild games, my mother said. A bigger school lay in the township on our side of the river beyond Bree Street. It was
         called St James and it was run by the Rev. Calata. It had sports fields and a choir and it looked away from the town and towards
         the open veld. It was much more strict, Mama said, and that was a good thing for a school to be, but it was too far for me
         to walk to such a strict school on my own.
     

      
      
      We didn’t go across the Groot Vis often, only on Mama’s Thursday afternoon off, when we went to visit her older sister, my
         aunt. ‘So many people,’ Mama would gasp, perhaps reminded of her old KwaZekhele days, as we pushed across the bridge. ‘Stay
         close to me, child.’
     

      
      Auntie lived in a mud hut with no door and she had to wash her clothes in the river. Bad people came and stole the drying
         clothes off the bushes along the riverbank when Auntie went home for the next bundle of washing. Auntie washed for a living.
         In the matter of schools, Auntie agreed with Mama that the Lococamp school was not to be trusted. Auntie said it was as rough
         as life on the riverbank.
     

      
      It fell to Madam and Master to talk about a school for me.

      
      ‘Edward,’ I overheard Madam say one day as I was coming out of the kitchen carrying the ironing for my mother, ‘we can’t ignore
         it, we have a duty. The township school is too unsettled, perhaps Lovedale Mission?’
     

      
      ‘It’ll only lead to trouble later on, expectations and whatnot,’ said Master Edward, flapping a page of the newspaper over.
         ‘But look into it if you must. Will you play the Beethoven for me this evening?’
     

      
      I don’t know what ‘trouble later on’ Master was afraid of. And going to the mission school might have meant leaving Cradock
         House and leaving my mother, who needed me to help her as she got older and smaller, like a bird, while I got bigger. It seemed
         to me that life was strange in the matter of size, but maybe it was meant to be that way; you grew from a tiny baby into a
         tall grown-up and then you shrank until you died and were small enough for God the Father to deliver you to the ancestors.
     

      
      ‘I’m grateful, Ma’am,’ Miriam said to Madam when the subject of school came up again. ‘But Lovedale Mission is far away and
         Ada would be alone.’
     

      
      
      Leaving to go to school, and leaving to go to Africa must be about the same, I calculated, hiding behind the door while Madam
         and Master talked one evening in the lounge. Both meant losing your family and never seeing them again. I didn’t want to lose
         mine, like Madam had lost hers. I watched through the crack above the door hinge. Master was reading the paper and Madam was
         shaking her head. The round green stone she wore at her neck caught the lamplight. She had changed from the loose, low-waisted
         dress she wore during the day – Madam’s day dresses were made to withstand the heat, and were the colour of cream on the top
         of milk – into a fitted one in pale green to match her brooch.
     

      
      ‘I’d like to get her into the children’s school here in town but the head won’t hear of it,’ she said. The stone flashed at
         me again. I didn’t know what it meant when people wouldn’t hear of things. I didn’t think it had anything to do with being
         deaf. ‘Why is everyone so difficult about this, Edward?’
     

      
      ‘For the simple reason, my dear,’ Master said, frowning at her over the top of his newspaper, ‘that if you let one in, they’ll
         all want places.’
     

      
      ‘Is that so wrong?’

      
      He didn’t answer but instead turned another page, his dark head with its side parting disappearing behind the paper. I don’t
         know what he meant, or what Madam meant. But I don’t think Madam agreed with him. Perhaps she didn’t understand the trouble
         he said he was afraid of later on if I went to school. The trouble that I didn’t understand either. I would never want to
         cause Madam and Master any trouble. If going to school meant trouble, then I should not go.
     

      
      I watched as she stood up, looked out of the window for a moment, then walked over to the piano. When there was silence between
         Madam and Master, she would often go to the piano. Sometimes she played straight away, and sometimes she sat stiffly, staring at the keys.
     

      
      ‘Ada!’ hissed my mother, pulling me away. ‘The tokoloshe comes for bad girls that listen at doors!’ I ran back to our room and lay down, covering my eyes so I couldn’t see the evil
         tokoloshe when he crept on to the bed and took me away to hell. But he didn’t come. And Madam played Beethoven. The Moonlight Sonata. But she was distracted, I could tell. I could hear it in her fingers.
     

      
      ‘The child can learn all she needs here, Madam,’ Mama said firmly the next day as she looked for elastic for young Master
         Phil’s garters in Madam’s sewing basket. My mother had given me a talking-to when she later came to bed. She said that I didn’t
         deserve Madam’s kindness if I listened at doors. And that she wouldn’t have my schooling bothering Madam and Master.
     

      
      Madam pushed her needle into young Master Phil’s sock that she was darning. There was always a lot of sewing to do with young
         Master Phil. He seemed to be able to walk out of the house and tear his shorts or lose a button straight away. But all boys
         tore their clothes, Mama told me. It’s what boys do. But it didn’t seem to matter, for we all loved Master Phil, who was as
         sunny as Miss Rose was forever peeved.
     

      
      ‘We’ll see. I won’t give up just yet. You didn’t have the chance for school, Miriam dear, but Ada should.’

      
      But I never went to school.

      
      Instead Madam started to teach me my letters at home at the dining-room table when Master was at work and the children were
         busy. I don’t know why she wouldn’t teach me when Master was at home, but that was the way it was. We always had to pack up
         very quickly when Master’s footsteps were heard coming down the path. And my mother Miriam and Mrs Pumile from next door clapped their hands and said I was very lucky to be getting something they called an ‘education’.
     

      
      I began to read from the book Madam left in her dressing room as well, on the table next to her silver brush and her powder
         box where I dusted every day. No one else saw that book, not Master or Miss Rose or young Master Phil. I knew this because
         I could tell from the outline it would make in powder or dust if it had been moved by anyone apart from Madam and myself.
         I watched for this every morning when the sun came through the window and fell upon Madam’s dressing table in a revealing,
         yellow beam. And I made sure to put the book back to the page she’d been writing so she would never know.
     

      
      There were often sentences that I didn’t understand but I could think about them all day as I went about my dusting and polishing,
         and sometimes the meaning that had been hiding within them would jump out at me long after I had read the words. Musical notes,
         I later discovered, were also like words: they meant one thing when played on their own, and quite another when strung together.
     

      
      I don’t think that Madam knew I was reading her book, but maybe she did. Was that why, many years later, she left the book
         behind when she went away to Johannesburg? Left it for me? After all, without Madam and the children, Cradock House would
         be empty and silent. There would be only my footsteps and Master’s footsteps on the narrow stairs.
     

      
      Once I started to understand letters, I began to make out words on the front of shops in town when I went to post Madam’s
         letters to Ireland at the post office on Adderley Street. I started to search out new ones every time I went to town, peering
         into windows for so long that often the shopkeeper would come out and shoo me away.
     

      
      I learnt to walk slowly one way up Adderley, cross over the broad dirt road with its donkey carts and snapping dogs and fine gentlemen on horses and then slowly the other way so I never
         missed anything. Madam didn’t seem to notice if it took a while to post letters, so I could return via the Karoo Gardens on
         Market Square where there were wooden benches that I was allowed to sit on. I could stare up at the palm trees over my head,
         or at the flaming aloes in their square flower beds, and repeat the words I’d read while the sun warmed my bare feet. Then
         it was along Church Street – like Adderley, also broad on account of wagons and oxen needing to turn about in years gone by
         – and the last signs before the shops ran out at the edge of the Groot Vis.
     

      
      The first words I learned on my own like this were ‘Austen’s the Chemist’, ‘White and Boughton for paper and ink’, ‘Cuthbert’s
         Shoe Store for personal fitting’, and ‘Ladies find Quality at Anstey’s Fashions’. Outside Badger & Co., there was often a
         table with rolls of cloth, saying ‘. . . for a bolt’. I never could work out what those missing words were – I saw them in
         lots of places – but they weren’t made of letters I recognised, so they must have come from another sort of language that
         I didn’t yet understand. I never found any of those unknown words in Madam’s writing. I longed to ask her what they meant
         but I didn’t want to seem ungrateful for all that Madam was teaching me anyway at the dining-room table, and secretly from
         the book on her dressing table.
     

      
      So I asked Miss Rose and young Master Phil instead.

      
      ‘I don’t have time to explain,’ said Miss Rose over her shoulder, as she brushed her yellow hair in front of the mirror. ‘You
         haven’t any money so you probably don’t need to learn to count.’
     

      
      ‘Why, they’re numbers, Ada!’ said Master Phil, grabbing a pencil with a chewed end and drawing some of the strange shapes on a piece of paper. ‘They tell you about quantity, how many of something you’ve got. I’ll show you some more after
         cricket practice – here, take this, you can try.’ He stood over me for a moment, and corrected the way I held the pencil.
         ‘That’s right, just like that!’ then ran off, his cricket bag banging against the banisters as he raced downstairs.
     

      
      ‘Less noise, Philip!’ came Master’s voice from below.

      
      But before the possibility of numbers, there was Madam’s book in her dressing room. It had a cover of dark red velvet, with
         a red satin ribbon that tied round its centre in a bow. I would stroke the velvet and the satin, and bend down and rest my
         cheek against them. Very often Madam didn’t bother with the bow and simply wound the ribbon around the book. I never meant
         to read it, I only started when Madam left it open one day and I had to move it during dusting. And it wasn’t as if I was
         stealing anything from Madam, like Mrs Pumile stole from her Madam. This wasn’t sugar or biscuits or jewels.
     

      
      At first I read each letter, beautifully formed in black ink, a slanting pattern of unrelated thick and thin strokes.

      
      ‘TomorrowIsailforAfrica . . .’
     

      
      Then, after many times of struggling, I began to separate the words. ‘Tomorrow I sail . . .’
     

      
      What was this thing, ‘sail’?

      
      And then the words joined together to become sentences. And then the sentences began to tell me what Madam was saying to the
         book. And sometimes what she wasn’t saying. ‘Five years of betrothal, Edward in Cradock, self in Ireland. Marriage is a step in faith, Father o’Connell says. But of course
            I still love him. And everyone says we’re made for each other.’
     

      
      The book became a secret conversation between Madam and myself.

  



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      A whole summer of heat and flies passed. In the garden of Cradock House the orange and blue strelitzia – crane flowers – swelled
         into huge clumps and the pampas grass waved feather heads that made you cough when you passed by. Invisible beetles rasped
         all day in the plumbago hedge, and yellow bokmakieries with black collars called to each other from opposite ends of the garden.
         In town, the new bank was finished on Adderley Street and everyone came to look at it; ladies in dresses with tucked bodices
         that needed lots of ironing, gentlemen in suits with watches on chains like the Master’s, little girls in smocked dresses,
         and boys in shorts and long socks and caps on their heads. People like Mama and I watched from the back of the crowd, although
         at first young Master Phil pulled me along to stand at the front. Master Phil often pulled me along with him.
     

      
      ‘Look, Ada – there’s Father!’ he cried, jumping up and down and pointing out the Master on a platform with a lot of other
         men beneath a sign that said ‘Bank’ and another word that I didn’t recognise. ‘Doesn’t he look important?’ And he did, in
         his best suit and with the shirt that Mama had starched so carefully the day before.
     

      
      
      ‘What does a bank do?’ I asked, pulling on young Master Phil’s sleeve to get his attention. Several of the white children
         nearby giggled.
     

      
      ‘What?’ He was craning forward to get a better look.

      
      ‘A bank.’ I cupped my hand towards his ear, so the others wouldn’t hear. ‘What is it for?’

      
      ‘It’s where you put your money,’ he said, then shouted, ‘Father, Father!’ waving his arms and jumping up and down again to
         get the Master’s attention. The nearby children stared, the girls among them covering their mouths against the dust from his
         jumping boots. Master turned impatiently in our direction, then turned back to a man who was cutting a red ribbon across the
         front door of the bank with a pair of scissors. I suppose young Master Phil shouldn’t have tried to interrupt the Master,
         but he never thought too much before he did anything – like eating too many apricots without worrying about the consequences
         for his stomach. Unlike Miss Rose, who could be silent for ages when she really wanted something, storing it up with sighs
         and shrugged shoulders until the moment when she knew Madam and Master could never refuse her.
     

      
      Rosemary has not been an easy child. Perhaps I was spoiled with Phil, whose good cheer was evident even in the crib. In contrast,
            Rosemary finds fault with the world in general, and her mother in particular.
     

      
      Such ill temper has been thrown into sharper relief by the demeanour of Ada, who has Miriam’s stoicism but also a lightness
            about her that is immensely appealing. Perhaps the fault lies with me. In my inability to be the right sort of mother. Yet
            every effort I have made has been rebuffed. There seems to be no pleasing Rosemary.
     

      
      Note to self:

      
      Try to find some simple readers for young Ada. I am determined her reading should progress, whatever Edward’s reservations. Perhaps the school library could oblige. I could say they are for
            a private pupil.
     

      
      I wasn’t allowed to go into the new bank, but you could see big ceiling fans and brown desks through the windows and signs
         that I could read saying, ‘Enquiries’ and ‘Manager’, although I didn’t understand what they meant. Mrs Pumile’s cousin was
         allowed to go into the bank because she polished the floor with red Cobra floor polish every morning. She brought Mrs Pumile
         sugar that was left over on the tea trolley. People went into the bank to give them money to look after. That’s what young
         Master Phil meant. But my mother Miriam said her money was safer in a shoebox under the bed, where she could watch it.
     

      
      There were many days that summer when I was too busy with the necessary sweeping and tidying, and with the washing of the
         family’s clothes that got dirty trailing in the dust, to spare much time to read. I would stare at Madam’s book on the dressing
         table in longing while I ran the lappie in slow circles around it and then Mama would call and tell me there was washing to take off the line.
     

      
      A whole winter of cold winds passed too; winds that blew in from the mountains I couldn’t quite make out from the top of Master
         Phil’s toy box. Sometimes I thought I saw in the distance a light dusting of white, like icing on top of fairy cakes, but
         I could never be sure that it wasn’t just me wanting to see such a sight. I have always wanted to see further than my eyes
         can manage.
     

      
      ‘The roof would be better for sightseeing!’ laughed Master Phil coming upon me one day as I craned out of the window when
         I should have been dusting.
     

      
      ‘Sorry, sir.’ I scrambled down and grabbed my lappie. ‘Just going.’
     

      
      
      ‘Wait! Wait, Ada!’ He grabbed my arm. ‘What’re you looking for?’

      
      ‘The mountains,’ I pointed over the brown veld, ‘where there is snow. Have you ever seen snow?’ I could never ask such a question
         of Miss Rose. And I would never want to trouble Madam.
     

      
      ‘Once.’ He grinned, slinging down his school blazer. I noticed one of the buttons was missing. ‘It was like wet cotton wool.
         You could roll it into balls and throw it. Snowballs!’ He mimed a bowling action, hair flopping forwards on to his forehead
         as he swung his arm. Master Phil always answered my questions. He never made fun of me, like Miss Rose did. Then he climbed
         up on the toy box himself, and showed me how he could brush the ceiling with his fingers as he pretended to bowl once more,
         and said he often did it to check how tall he was and that one day maybe even his head would reach the ceiling.
     

      
      That winter, the cold winds from the snow that Master Phil knew about cut through my uniform and numbed my face when I went
         down Adderley Street to post Madam’s letters to Ireland across the sea. Did those letters hold the same thoughts as the book
         on Madam’s dressing table? Or did Madam leave some things out of her letters, like she left some things out of her book?
     

      
      I hurried on my journey, wrapped in Mama’s old funeral coat, too cold to search for new shop signs or to read the words outside
         the newspaper office. Back at Cradock House, Mama and I made pumpkin soup and roast chicken stuffed with last summer’s dried
         apricots, and hot sponge puddings that young Master Phil loved. ‘More, please, Miriam,’ he would say after eating a mountainous
         bowl. ‘Best sponge ever.’
     

      
      Only after the winter was past did I realise that, in one important way, Madam was the same as me: we both carried sentences inside ourselves that we never spoke out loud. The difference
         was that she could tell her sentences to the book, or to her letters, whereas I had to keep mine forever inside my head. Because,
         you see, even although I could read, I wasn’t yet able to write.
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 4

      
      Miss Rose took piano lessons.

      
      Not at Rocklands School that I couldn’t go to because of trouble later on, or from Madam who was a music teacher herself,
         but from another lady teacher in narrow glasses who came once a week.
     

      
      ‘Arch the fingers, Rosemary,’ she instructed. ‘Up, up, up!’

      
      I used to dust the piano every day, so I could see what Miss Rose was learning. I could see the book with its pictures of
         white and black keys, and how they were named like the letters Madam had taught me – only the piano letters didn’t go all
         the way to the end of the alphabet. I wondered why not.
     

      
      So I could tell where Miss Rose needed to put her fingers to make a tune.

      
      Sometimes if I was dusting in the room and she made a mistake, I could show her where she should have put her fingers.

      
      ‘Smarty-pants!’ Miss Rose stuck her tongue out at me and tossed her long yellow hair back from her face. Miss Rose knew she
         was very beautiful but still spent hours looking at herself in the mirror in her bedroom to make sure, widening her eyes and
         turning from one side to the other. Unlike Madam’s soft green eyes, Miss Rose’s were dark blue, like slate on a roof or the Karoo sky just before night. Mrs Pumile had no time for
         Miss Rose because Miss Rose would never say good morning to her when she passed her on the street. My mother Miriam said that
         Miss Rose would ‘grow out of it’. Certainly Miss Rose seemed to grow out of her clothes very quickly because she always needed
         new ones, but how you grew out of rudeness I didn’t know.
     

      
      One thing was certain: Miss Rose did not love music.

      
      ‘I hate the piano!’ she would hiss at the back of the teacher in glasses as she and Madam talked in low voices at the front
         door after each lesson. ‘Arch, arch – I hate it!’
     

      
      This pained Madam, who had played the piano since she was a child over the sea. Indeed, one of the first things that Master
         Edward bought when he moved into Cradock House, and was waiting for Madam to arrive, was a piano.
     

      
      ‘It was made in Leipzig, Ada, in a country called Germany,’ Madam told me the first time it was my job to do the dusting.
         ‘Look,’ she pointed at gold lettering, ‘here’s the make – Zimmerman. We don’t often find words with a z, do we?’
     

      
      ‘Only “zebra”, Ma’am. How did it come here?’

      
      ‘Across the sea by boat, dear, just like I did. How kind of Master Edward to buy it for me.’

      
      I watched Madam as she looked up from the piano and out of the window towards the Groot Vis.

      
      Will I still love Edward?

      
      Will I be able to play for him as passionately as I play for myself? Will he want me to?

      
      All I knew was Cradock and the Karoo with its dust and rocky koppies and its lazy river, so a sea with endless water and places beyond such a sea were a mystery. Even the ragged place where Auntie lived across the river, and the crowded township at the
         far end of Bree Street where Mama sometimes took me to visit friends, and where the strict St James School lay, were better
         known to me.
     

      
      I could not imagine what a boat looked like. Clearly the people who lived in those faraway places were very clever and could
         make things like pianos and boats that we weren’t able to on our side of the sea.
     

      
      ‘Will you ever go across the sea?’ I asked Master Phil one day as he did his homework upstairs with the door shut, while Miss
         Rose fought with the piano downstairs.
     

      
      ‘Maybe,’ said Master Phil, considering. ‘You’d like to, wouldn’t you? I know you like new places, that’s why you climb up
         on my toy box to look out—’
     

      
      ‘But will you?’

      
      ‘I guess so,’ said Master Phil, his eyes wandering from the exercise book in front of him to the cricket bat and ball propped
         near the door for a quick getaway.
     

      
      He brightened. ‘Tell you what, we’ll go together one day. To Ireland, to see my Aunt Ada that you’re named for!’ He leant
         back dangerously in his chair.
     

      
      I giggled. Silly Master Phil. Such things weren’t meant for girls like me.

      
      ‘Even so,’ the chair wobbled as he flung an arm wide to take in the bedroom and the vast Karoo beyond the window, ‘what could
         be better than here?’
     

      
      Madam practised every day for an hour first thing in the morning before school. The whole house woke to her music except for
         the weekends when she and the Master rose late. And she played in the evenings as well, when Master asked her or when there
         were visitors who asked her. I grew to know what she would play at different times and for different people.
     

      
      The mornings were full of scales and arpeggios. Scales made smooth sweeping sounds that ran up and down the piano like wind,
         while arpeggios leapt off the keys like hail on the tin roof. Mrs Pumile used to say she could hear Madam’s scales rush all
         the way down the garden every morning and into her kaia next door.
     

      
      In the afternoons, when the children had finished their homework and Master Phil was restless, Madam would play marches for
         him to stamp about to as if he was a real soldier. Or, for Miss Rose, pieces with a swinging beat that made your feet want
         to tap in time – to encourage her to practise.
     

      
      But at night, after Miss Rose and Master Phil were in bed, Madam would play quieter tunes, tunes that slid about in your head
         and came back to you the next day while you were busy with washing or dusting. I used to creep out of Mama’s room – for by
         then we were living in the main house – and listen in the corridor leading to the lounge. It was dark there and I was afraid
         the tokoloshe would come.
     

      
      When Madam and Master had guests, Madam wore dark green satin and played bright music like waltzes. Sometimes the guests would
         sing along. Madam loved the songs from across the sea where her family lived and would sing them on her own or accompany a
         guest who had a fine voice; songs like Galway Bay and Take me home, Cathleen, which was the Master’s favourite. Except he liked to hear her play it when there were no guests. Master wanted Madam to
         himself. He did not want to share her. But Madam was happy to share herself, and her music.
     

      
      ‘This is the future,’ I read one day hurriedly during my chores. ‘Edward, a man whose face and touch I haven’t known for five years, and Cradock, a small town at the foot of Africa. This is where I will make my home, start a family, find new music . . .’
     

      
      And what was this ‘future’? People talked about it and always sounded worried. Was it something you had to pay for? Like Master
         paid for the piano? Or was it something Madam brought with her from Ireland?
     

      
      I asked Master Phil one day, and he said it was something that you got when you grew up, so I shouldn’t worry about it just
         yet. Miss Rose said the future was something I wouldn’t get at all unless I went to school, so there.
     

      
      While Madam was playing, Master would stand straight by the piano and smile for the guests and pull out his watch from his
         waistcoat when he thought she’d played enough. When I was young Cradock House was never quiet.
     

      
      One day, Madam caught me correcting Miss Rose’s piano-playing.

      
      ‘Rosemary, dear, that sounds so much better!’ she had called cheerfully, coming into the lounge with floury hands from making
         scones, then stopped, seeing my fingers on the keys. Miss Rose tossed her yellow hair and paged noisily through her music
         book.
     

      
      ‘Sorry, Ma’am, I’m just going,’ I said and ran out of the room and into the laundry where Mama was starching Master Edward’s
         collars. Miss Rose would not be pleased to be shown up in front of Madam.
     

      
      ‘Why do you rush so, child?’ my mother asked me, thinking I had done something wrong.

      
      ‘Ada,’ Madam said, hurrying in and finding me behind my mother’s skirt. Maybe Miss Rose had already complained to Madam? She
         knelt down and looked me in the eye, like she did when she was first making me repeat my letters. ‘Would you like to learn
         to play?’
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 5

      
      I discovered Ada correcting Rosemary at the piano today. This has happened before. Rosemary was annoyed but I pretended not
            to notice. I remember the first time I encouraged Ada to sit by my side and watch me play. The child was nervous, but then
            put out a finger to touch a note and turned to me with such wonder that the breath caught in my throat.
     

      
      I learned to play the piano while something called the War grew.

      
      I also learned, through the words of songs, about English things like woods and maypoles and grass that was always green and
         never brown like ours was. Come to the Green Wood became my favourite piece. And Dance of the Gnomes.
     

      
      I learned history from Madam’s stories of the great composers and I learned geography from the routes they travelled in search
         of new tunes. I hadn’t realised that the piano did more than train your fingers. I hadn’t realised it could show me a world
         beyond Cradock House. The first time my fingers touched the ivory keys I knew music would lift my heart, but I didn’t expect
         it to stretch my head as well.
     

      
      The piano taught me more about numbers. I learned to count the beats in a bar up to eight. There was now a connection between
         the counts and the figures I saw on shop signs in town. For a while I could not work out quite how they were related. How could ‘four’ beats in a bar of music mean the same as ‘four’
         on a bolt of cloth in town when there was only one bolt? Numbers, I decided, were unreliable things.
     

      
      There was no war while Madam and I made music.

      
      As I sat beside her on the piano stool, her soft cream dress against my blue overall, her hands on either side of mine as
         she helped me, I began to picture the world like she did, although most times I had never seen the things she talked about.
     

      
      ‘A stream, the cry of seagulls, the curl and suck of the sea make a pattern over and over, one inside the other. Like the
         counterpoint we see in Bach . . .’ She floated a series of repeating melodies that wove around each other, her hands rippling
         over the keys.
     

      
      ‘What did the stream across the sea sound like on its own?’

      
      ‘Ah, if you could only hear it, Ada.’ She smiled fondly, as if the sound was echoing in her ear at that very moment. ‘Over
         Bannock cliffs and into the cove, it was Grieg . . .’ Her fingers danced across the opening chords of the piano concerto.
     

      
      I nodded. Her hands stilled and she glanced away out of the window in the direction of the Groot Vis, brown and sluggish in
         the heat.
     

      
      ‘A minor,’ she turned back to the piano, ‘falling into E – remember?’

      
      And I would feel the tune rise in my hands and join her in the tumbling cascade down the piano.

      
      A strange thing happened just after the start of the war. The sun disappeared one day. The koppies changed from brown to purple, and the birds in the garden stopped singing – even our bokmakieries. A man called General Smuts
         that I had heard people talking about, a man who had warned about Jerry controlling the sea route, visited Cradock to look at this daytime darkness. Crowds gathered outside the town hall on Market Square to
         hear him speak. Red and blue streamers flew across the front of the buildings to welcome him, and he was cheered all the way
         down Church Street as the skies darkened.
     

      
      ‘It’s an eclipse, Ada,’ Madam said, on her way out to listen to him, ‘nothing to be afraid of.’

      
      She said it was the moon that was hiding the sun from us, and that it happened from time to time. Miss Rose said everyone
         knew what eclipses were. Master Phil was away marching so I couldn’t ask him what he thought. Mama went to lie down in our
         kaia, so I crept upstairs and tried to see Market Square from the toy box as the light faded across the distant Karoo. Clapping
         reached me through the open windows. Perhaps General Smuts would call upon his powers to bring back the sun. I was sure it
         was the war that was to blame, just like it was to blame for the shortages we had in the kitchen. What else would cause the
         moon to cover the sun after all the time that I had known it to stay in the sky without trouble?
     

      
      So there was Cradock House in the middle of the dry, sometimes dark, Karoo, and there was Mama and Madam and Master and Miss
         Rose here, and young Master Phil going away to war. There were the sinister hadeda birds that flapped and honked overhead
         every evening against a sky streaked with orange and pink. There was Mrs Pumile next door complaining at the extra work because
         of the war.
     

      
      And now, instead of the occasional rain song on the kaia roof under the bony thorn tree, there was Mozart and Chopin and Beethoven every day – more tunes waiting inside the piano
         than I would ever be able to play. And more world beyond Cradock House than I had ever imagined. There was war, certainly,
         but there was also enough music to make you forget it.
     

      
      
      
      Miriam and Ada are becoming my family, too.
     

      
      No one warned me of this. They rather talked of heat, biting insects, restless natives. The possibility of finding companionship
            with my black housekeeper and her child was not even a remote consideration.
     

      
      I suspect Edward finds my attitude disturbing. But he can have no complaints about my devotion to my own two. Phil and Rosemary
            have my total attention, and where Rosemary is concerned, I take particular care to encourage her in her various pursuits.
            I am sure we shall find something that will capture her interest.
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 6

      
      Young men like Master Phil appeared on the streets of Cradock in smart uniforms and caps with badges. When they marched, their
         boots beat time against the brown earth like the staccato notes I learnt to play. Older men like Master did not march, they
         went to meetings in the town hall opposite the Karoo Gardens where I used to sit under the palms, and talked for many hours
         about somewhere called ‘Up North’.
     

      
      One day Madam gave me a message for Master and I stood at the back waiting to give it to him. All the important men in Cradock
         – or perhaps the whole Karoo – sat around a table, and talked in loud voices and sometimes banged the table with their hands
         like you do when you are making bread. There was a man in a gold chain, and many with long beards. They did not look at me,
         so I listened to what they were saying. I often listened to what people were saying when they didn’t expect me to hear them.
     

      
      ‘Why should our boys have to fight and they don’t?’ I heard one man say loudly.

      
      ‘Throw them in jail,’ said another. ‘It’s treason!’

      
      I didn’t know what treason was. But it must have been bad because jail was where you were sent when you had killed or hurt someone so badly that you had to be locked away forever. There was a jail at the far end of Bree Street, and I think
         that was one of the reasons Mama would not let me walk to the strict St James School that lay beyond it. And jail, Mama once
         said, was not just for bad people. Jail could reach out and snatch you if you weren’t careful.
     

      
      ‘What is it, Ada?’ Master had come over to where I was standing. He was in his shirtsleeves, and I noticed that his collar
         was drooping. It was hard to find starch because of the war. I held out the note. He read it, passed a hand over his thinning
         hair and then crumpled the note up in his fist. There were small drops of sweat on his forehead.
     

      
      ‘Tell the Madam I will be back as soon as I can,’ he said, not looking at me and turning quickly to go back to the table of
         shouting men. That was the time when we found out that young Master Phil was to go to the war.
     

      
      At first, Master Phil just had to wear a uniform and practise the sort of marching he used to do while Madam played the piano
         when he was a boy. He would come home each night after a day of marching in the veld, and have dinner and then go again in
         the morning while Madam’s scales swept through house. I was very proud of him and took extra care with the ironing of his
         khaki shirts. He even had time for the odd game of cricket with the other boys who were learning to be soldiers, although
         the dusty marching square where they played dirtied his cricket whites and gave me extra scrubbing that he was always sorry
         about.
     

      
      ‘What do you do in the war?’ I asked him one day when he came home early and was lying on his back in the grass watching the
         sky through the kaffirboom leaves. I was pegging washing on the line. ‘Is it very hard?’
     

      
      He sat up on an elbow and looked at me. Master Phil and I had always talked easily, from the time he first showed me numbers and even when he seemed to be growing beyond me. Master
         Phil was my friend, the first friend I ever had. ‘It’s not hard yet,’ he said after a pause, ‘but it will be when I’m sent
         off to fight.’
     

      
      I thought about this as I pegged up a pillowcase. ‘Will you be afraid?’

      
      He looked across at the house. Madam was at tea with friends, my mother was in the laundry, and faint sounds of dance music
         filtered from Miss Rose’s open window.
     

      
      ‘I hope not, I . . .’ he reached for a leaf and began to tear it into neat pieces along the line of the veins. His fair hair
         flopped on to his forehead. ‘I don’t want to be afraid – but what if I am?’
     

      
      A silence fell between us. His sleeves were rolled up and I could see where the marching had made the muscles of his arms
         rise in strong cords under his skin. Dear Master Phil, always so keen, always at the front of every game, always wanting to
         play his part. I was sure he would make a great soldier, too.
     

      
      ‘I don’t want to be afraid of the tokoloshe,’ I said, leaving the washing, and kneeling down at his side, ‘but it is God the Father’s way of teaching me to be brave.’
     

      
      His hands stilled from their shredding and he stared at me.

      
      ‘But war’s about killing, Ada. Killing,’ he repeated, his voice not much more than a whisper. ‘Not ghosts or evil spirits!
         Does God want us to be brave for that?’
     

      
      Master Phil’s eyes were very light, much lighter than the sky, much lighter than Miss Rose’s steely blue, you could look almost
         all the way through them as if they were water. They were searching me now, and I had no answer for them.
     

      
      He picked up another leaf and began to break it into pieces once more.

      
      
      I got up and fetched the next shirt from the washing basket. Silence stretched between us. What could I say to reassure him?
         I ought to help, as he had helped me in the past. But I knew nothing of war and what it demanded. Then another thought came
         to me and I tried to turn it away but it kept coming back. Was it possible that Master Phil, despite his energy and his good
         heart, was not meant to be a soldier?
     

      
      And what would Madam have said to his question if he’d asked her? Was there a lesson on God and war to be taken from Madam’s
         book in her dressing room?
     

      
      ‘I will pray for you, sir,’ I said, holding the damp shirt against my chest and feeling the cold on my body, and hoped my
         praying would be enough. ‘And Madam and Master will, too.’
     

      
      He smiled up at me with his mouth. Then flung off the torn leaves, jumped to his feet and strode back inside.

      
      While young Master Phil marched, my mother Miriam and I saved food in the kitchen and Madam collected spare cake tins and
         knitted socks for some of the young men who might get cold in boats – strange machines that I had never seen but seemed to
         be necessary for war and for taking pianos across seas. In the town square there were rallies with important people coming
         to tell us to ‘support our lads and smash the enemy’.
     

      
      During the war, some of the men in uniform were coloured people, a lighter colour than Mama and I. They lived in a part of
         the township that I had never been to, above a drift in the Groot Vis where it was possible to get over the river when the
         water was low. The coloured soldiers were very proud of their khaki kit and marched around the edge of Market Square, kicking
         up puffs of dust to dirty their new boots. This I could see when they stopped in front of the town hall for some saluting.
         Then they started off again down Church Street and across the bridge to the railway station to go away to war. One handsome boy
         winked at me as he stamped by and my mother pulled me away from the front of the crowd. ‘Cheeky,’ she muttered. ‘Just because
         they got uniforms like whites.’
     

      
      The whole town came out and cheered them and waved little flags.

      
      There were no black soldiers the same colour as Mama and I; they stayed in the crowded township beyond Bree Street or worked
         on the farms. I don’t know why they didn’t go to the war. I asked my mother but she said it was because they hadn’t been asked
         to go, and that it had something to do with not being trusted with guns.
     

      
      A few white men didn’t want to fight and were put in jail – I heard this from the corridor one night when Master leant over
         the piano as Madam finished playing. They’d be left to rot there, he said, sounding satisfied.
     

      
      I remembered the meeting in the town hall and the shouting of the word treason and Mama’s fear of jails and what they could
         do to you even if you had never hurt anyone badly enough to be put there.
     

      
      But I couldn’t understand about the men being rotten as well. Only fruit like apricots went rotten when they fell from the
         tree on to the ground. Not people. Maybe the white men didn’t want to fight because they were already frightened, like young
         Master Phil had said he might be?
     

      
      ‘They see no reason to fight for England,’ Madam said sadly. Master patted her shoulder. He touched Madam a lot more since
         the war started. And Madam walked away to the piano a lot less than she did before the war. Maybe war makes you value things
         and people more than you did when there was Peace and you knew there would never be a shortage?
     

      
      
      I wondered about the black men who hadn’t been asked to go to war. If ways could be found to trust them with guns, then they
         could take the place of the white men who didn’t want to go. And no one would have to go to jail. I wanted to say this to
         Madam, but my mother Miriam said it was not my place to question Madam and Master about such things.
     

      
      I didn’t understand about the sides in this war either. Especially as I remembered Madam saying that our piano came from Germany.
         This must mean that the clever people who had made our piano were now our enemies. It seemed to me that this might be the
         worst thing about war: that friends could be enemies-in-waiting.
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 7

      
      ‘Ada!’

      
      I looked about. No one ever shouted to me on Church Street. The town streets were mainly for white people to shout on, black
         people did their shouting in the township alleys where Auntie lived. As if, Auntie used to say with a sniff, they lived on
         opposite hills instead of just across a dirt road from one another.
     

      
      ‘Ada!’ Young Master Phil in his khaki uniform marched across the gravel, avoiding a horse and cart coming along at a trot.
         ‘What are you doing here?’
     

      
      ‘Posting Madam’s letter, sir.’ I showed him the envelope with Madam’s beautiful thick and thin pen strokes. I had been hiding
         it in my pocket so it wouldn’t get dirty from the dust of the street, or smudged from the heat of my hand. It was a letter
         for Madam’s sister, Ada, who I had been named for. I wished I could write to this Ada and ask her about her life in Ireland,
         if it was less dusty there, and if the stream still played Grieg as it fell over the cliffs into the sea.
     

      
      ‘I’m leaving soon,’ said young Master Phil, standing like a soldier, feet apart, shoulders square.

      
      I looked up at him. His pale eyes were staring down the road, where the horse and cart were heading in a brown cloud. Only
         his hands moved, flexing themselves against his drill trousers. ‘Where will you go, sir? To protect Madam’s country? To Ireland?’
     

      
      He laughed then, but it wasn’t a happy laugh. ‘Oh no, Ada, there’s no war in Ireland. I’ll be sent up north, probably, to
         north Africa. Come with me.’
     

      
      He began to walk up the road. I didn’t know whether to follow. He turned and looked at me. I could walk and talk with Master
         Phil at Cradock House, but here, on the street, in front of white people, it was different. I’m not sure why it was different,
         skin difference was not a matter of law at that time and there were no signs saying benches and entrances were for white people
         only, but already I knew it was so. Even when I was on my own, the shopkeepers shooed me away if I hung around too long reading
         their signs. Church Street with its line of pepper trees and its soaring Dutch Reformed Church was not meant for people like
         me. Walking along Church Street by the side of a young Master in the uniform of a soldier was certainly not meant for people
         like me.
     

      
      Already someone had noticed.

      
      A lady in a pink frilled blouse and a darker coloured skirt was coming out of N.C. Rogers General Dealers, fanning herself.
         I saw her look from Master Phil to me, and back to Master Phil once more.
     

      
      ‘Why,’ she said, turning her back to me, ‘it’s Philip Harrington, Cathleen and Edward’s boy. How smart you look!’

      
      Young Master Phil took his gaze away from me and walked across to shake her hand politely.

      
      ‘I believe,’ she lowered her voice, ‘you lads are to leave soon.’

      
      ‘I don’t know yet, Ma’am.’ Young Master Phil’s words were steady, but I knew the fear that lived just beneath them. I had
         heard it in his voice in the garden at Cradock House, just as I’d seen the sun shine on the muscles he’d grown for war. I hated the lady from the General Dealers. I hated her for reminding
         young Master Phil that not only he, but others as well, would soon find out if he was too afraid for war.
     

      
      I waited, just behind them. Master Phil’s eyes as light as water met mine over the lady’s frilled shoulder. Some men clattered
         out of the store and went over to check on a horse tied up nearby, its nose deep in a bag of oats.
     

      
      ‘Sir,’ I called, over their talk of the horse, ‘here is Madam’s letter for posting.’

      
      The lady turned, her lips tight from the interruption.

      
      ‘Thank you, Ada,’ said Master Phil, and touched his cap to the lady. ‘Please excuse me. It was very nice to meet you. Ada,’
         he turned to me, ‘we must also check if Father’s parcels have arrived.’
     

      
      With a bob of the head, he began to march up the road towards Market Square. I kept my eyes away from the frilled lady and
         hurried after him, keeping a distance behind. Once he was alongside the Karoo Gardens, he stopped beneath the striped shade
         of a pepper tree and waited for me to catch up. Across the square, carts drawn up in front of the town hall wavered in the
         heat as if readying themselves to drive off on their own. Master Phil wiped his forehead.
     

      
      ‘You’ll be a good soldier, sir,’ I said, looking around to check no one was watching. I reached a hand across the space between
         us to touch his arm. ‘I know you will.’
     

      
      Some nights during those first seasons of war, while young Master Phil trained in the veld nearby, Madam and Master would
         cluster about the radiogram and listen to a man with a deep voice called Mr Churchill. Mr Churchill, it seemed, was more important
         than General Smuts. Sometimes Madam wept at his words, and Master paced up and down, squeezing his hands, his jacket thrown aside on the chair, his normally flat hair
         in tufts. The radio talked about things called bombs making fires in a town called London, which must be near to Madam’s home
         in Ireland for her to be so worried. They talked about aeroplanes that dived to deliver the same fire from their guns and
         caused great ships – still I could not imagine these, nor could I imagine the endless seas on which they floated – to sink
         beneath the oceans forever. And Miss Rose would run upstairs and shut herself in her bedroom and cry that she was tired of
         the whole war and why couldn’t everything be just like it was before.
     

      
      ‘When will it end?’ Madam would whisper. ‘So many boys lost. Ada,’ raising her voice, looking about for me in the corridor,
         ‘come and play for us.’
     

      
      And I would play quiet nocturnes, or a prelude like Chopin’s Raindrop, its single notes falling into the anxious, pressing silence. Master would return to his newspaper, smoothing down his grey
         hair. Madam would sit pale in the lamplight, hands clasped in her lap, for once not keeping time with the music.
     

      
      Phil has received his orders.
     

      
      We try to be cheerful.
     

      
      Miriam makes his favourite jam sponge, Ada plays marches, even Rosemary rouses herself to be agreeable. But Edward and I remember
            too much about the Great War to be swept up in any sort of euphoria.
     

      
      Ada has ironed his khakis obsessively. She wants everything to be perfect when he leaves.
     

      
      Mr Churchill sent young Master Phil ‘up north’. There was no ocean or great ships there, but a desert more vast and more dry
         even than our Karoo.
     

      
      
      
      I asked to go to the station to see young Master Phil off. The station was across the Groot Vis, on high ground some distance
         from Auntie’s small township. My mother Miriam said later that it was not my place to ask such a thing, but seeing as I asked
         Madam when Mama was busy in the kitchen, it was done before she could forbid me.
     

      
      ‘Why, Ada,’ said Madam, with a quick glance at Master behind his newspaper in his chair opposite her, ‘of course you can come.’

      
      It was the busiest I had ever seen the station. Young men stood about with kitbags over their shoulders and talked in high
         voices and punched each other with their free arms. A train waited for them, its dark red carriages dusty even before the
         journey had begun. With an explosion that shook the air, the train’s engine began to work up steam into white clouds, forcing
         smart ladies on the platform to turn their faces away from the blasts of grit. A conductor in a blue uniform and cap paced
         up and down the platform and then, at some signal that I did not see, began to blow hard on his whistle to get all of the
         excited soldiers on to the train in time.
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