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      Preface

      
      This revised memoir was written to recover three school friends who died young, and come to know what their friendship had
         meant and how the fifties had shaped us as women. By the end, their voices did feel close, but what I didn’t foresee was the
         impossibility of sustaining those voices in quite the way they existed while writing this book. The loss that followed was
         more final because this memoir was no longer in the making.
      

      
      It would be untrue to say that I never thought of publication, but it seemed at the time unlikely since the feelings of people
         who had loved these women might forbid it. I feared too that the doings of insignificant girls in so remote a place might
         be off the map. As it happened, it was accepted at once by Mary Cunnane at Norton, Liz Calder at Bloomsbury, and David Philip
         in Cape Town. With their understanding of Africa, David and Marie Philip were the perfect publishers to initiate this book,
         and I was honoured to be on the list of this pair who had carried on oppositional publishing through dark and dangerous years
         of apartheid. When I met them in December 1991, there had been a break-in at their publishing house. ‘A little nothing,’ said
         Marie. ‘Damage? Theft? What’s that compared with raids of the Special Branch who destroy whole runs of books?’ As she and
         David took us round their garden, they pointed to where they discussed risky undertakings, since their home was bugged. Apartheid
         was still in place, but Mandela had been released and a new South Africa was about to be.
      

      
      That was the political moment when this memoir was written, a time of transition, so that the situation in 1988 when I began
         had changed dramatically by the time it was completed in 1991. ‘The Struggle’, the inescapable topic of South African writing from the 1940s to the 1990s, would soon end – local readers were
         already sighing at its predictability – which meant that different kinds of writing had to come into being. As apartheid ended,
         South Africans would have to start seeing themselves in relation to the rest of a world that had undergone a women’s revolution
         in the seventies and eighties. This revolution had not penetrated the barriers that cut off our country for several decades,
         reinforced by a mentality of distance which, strangely, persists even now. To go from America or Europe to visit family in
         Cape Town was like going back to another age. South African men still behaved as in the fifties.
      

      
      So it was that what I had conceived initially as an experiment in applying the methods of biography to the lives of the obscure,
         turned into an expatriate perspective on forms of female life produced in the fifties in that most twisted and rigid of societies.
         How should biography approach girls whose gifts for friendship had no public importance?
      

      
      This memoir opened up new friendships with readers; in particular the writer Joan Smith all of whose feminist detective novels
         I had already enjoyed; Mary Dyson who had lived in Ethiopia and was then with the World Bank; Nicola Beauman who was to found
         Persephone Press; and the political activist Hilda Bernstein who had founded the first multiracial women’s organization in
         our racist society, the Federation of South African Women, and told her own story of women’s defiance as prisoners of the
         apartheid regime. Each of the readers who made contact had some story to share. A letter came from an Englishwoman, Anne Maxwell,
         who had left for Canada as a war bride before her husband could join her. She wrote vividly of her lone journey across a country
         that she had to make her own. Then there were letters from South African contemporaries like Sue MacGregor, and various men
         (one a London barrister filling me in about two of the characters) who had points of contact with the story I had to tell.
         Curiously, readers from very different places like the north of England or New Zealand also conveyed a sense of kinship, even if younger or older. It has intrigued me that what we experienced as Jewish
         girls in the fifties embedded in the mindset of a colonial town could speak to other times, other places.
      

      
      Many people who are part of this story helped to reconstruct it through their memories and photographs. I must thank Winston
         Rosenberg and Ronald Klein in particular, and also Shirley Gelcer for new details: an extraordinary dream she heard from Ellie
         and a letter from our friend Phillippa who was with Romy when she died. Some names were changed, and some elements fictionalized,
         but two central contributions can be identified: one by food writer Phillippa Cheifitz whose eye and artistry have helped
         make Cape Town as distinctive in spirit as in natural beauty, and the other by Sindiwe Magona whose novel For My Children’s Children, set in the Cape Town of our divided generation, gripped me while writing this book. I heard the confiding voice of her survivor
         as sister to Romy’s dauntlessness. Both told woman-to-woman stories of domestic and sexual disaster, and both had the vivacity
         to give these a comic twist.
      

      
      I am grateful to Lennie Goodings at Virago for taking this on, and to editor Sarah Rustin for handling revisions in so friendly
         a way.
      

      
      It remains to thank Siamon Gordon who participated in all drafts and gave, as ever, transforming advice. Finally, a special
         thanks for the enthusiasm of our daughters, Anna and Olivia, to whom this book is dedicated.
      

      
      Lyndall Gordon

      
      Oxford, 2004


   



      
      
      
      

         The best present I can give you are my friends

         Romy Gevint

         That mysterious being, the ordinary man or woman …

         Anthony Storr, Solitude

         The question now inevitably asks itself, whether the lives of great men only should be recorded. Is not anyone who has lived
            a life, and left a record of that life, worthy of biography – the failures as well as the successes, the humble as well as
            the illustrious? And what is greatness? And what is smallness?
         

         Virginia Woolf, ‘The Art of Biography’
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      Friends
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      That we had to leave an indefensible way of life became clear when Flora and I were students in Cape Town. In March 1960 came
         the Sharpeville massacre, when police opened fire on demonstrators against apartheid in a black township. I went to America;
         Flora to many places. She died in Paris in 1976. This book is her biography, as exact as if she had public importance on the
         stage of history. It is also the story of our origins and friendships, shared lives which go on in memory, though now I see
         these were sharings of women in a particular place and time: South Africa in the late ’50s.
      

      
      We were the last virgins, growing up in an increasingly fantastic colonial tribe. Dimly, we knew this at our girls’ state
         school: our lessons seemed hopelessly distanced, at the bottom of Africa, from the great world, six thousand miles away from
         thoughts that mattered, from cogent opinion, political and otherwise, from education itself. Once, Flora, Rosie and I lay stubbornly at the bottom of the grounds after the bell had gone, saying ‘It’s
         pointless to go in’. We were sixteen, in our matric year, 1958. The bell seemed to fill the whole jar of space around us,
         resounding like the boom of the speech teacher, like the insistent, half-heard clamour of what we must grow up to be. We lay
         on the farthest verges of the school grass, not rebels without a cause, but held – for a space – intact by the sun, in its
         circle of heat.
      

      
      Miss Potts, in her white lab coat, bore down. I can see her, a white speck, growing larger as she strode down the dried lawn,
         looming over our heads, blocking out the fierce African light. ‘Now, gals’ (she had a Cockney accent), ‘lazing? Inside. Quick
         march.’ Inside, we took down notes on the digestion of the fish. In English, Miss Tyfield, in what Flora called her ‘iron’
         hairnet (against the tearing south-easter), dictated a character-sketch of Heathcliff. In maths, flecks of foam appeared at
         the corners of Miss Johns’ mouth as she strove to explain a theorem to girls who could feel their breasts pushing against
         the buttons of their green uniforms. Those buttons were always straining, for the uniform had been designed by British teachers
         who had come out to Africa in droves after the first world war and had in mind bony girls who played hockey in the rain. Here
         on the scorching beaches our bodies ripened early to the pulse of the climbing waves as their crests broke over the rocks.
      

      
      ‘God, make me normal,’ I prayed at assembly that last year at school. ‘Don’t leave me plain; take away my freckles.’ The word
         ‘normal’ called up my sporting father at cocktail parties, winking, surrounded by blondes with painted claws and beaming,
         wide-open lips who giggled easily at his jokes.
      

      
      It occurred to me to offer God a bargain: ‘If You make me normal, I’d be willing to fail maths.’

      
      As we sang through the many verses of ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, I looked down the line at Flora, who was coaxing
         her lips into the inviting pout of Brigitte Bardot. The pout had been designed to hide her slightly crossed front teeth; its
         success prompted further efforts: her plumpness was redistributed by a powerful Merry Widow whose emphatic outline managed to defy
         the severity of the uniform, and her wild red crop was growing into the vivid mane that was to make her a beauty. At this
         time her work began to lapse (except for maths, where irrepressible aptitude showed itself in quick flares of comprehension).
         A psychological idea occurred to the speech teacher, Mrs Grazinsky: the lapse might be explained by Flora’s dismay at the
         angle of the offending tooth. So, after assembly, Flora was summoned to the Head’s office where Miss Tyfield, like a small
         hawk in her black suit, fixed her with a hard eye.
      

      
      ‘Open your mouth,’ she ordered without ado.

      
      Astonished, as Flora reported later, her jaw dropped automatically.

      
      Putting on her glasses, Miss Tyfield peered into the cavern. ‘Nonsense,’ she said crossly. ‘Go back to your classroom.’

      
      In the classroom the overtrained voice of Grazinsky, articulating every syllable of Tennyson with exaggerated distinctness,
         reverberated from the walls into every crease of our skulls. ‘Stand up, class,’ she boomed. ‘All together now.’
      

      
      ‘Break – break – break –’ she conducted with heavy pauses – ‘On thy cold grey stones, O Sea!’ It was easy to overdo the agony
         as we stood to attention, perspiring a little under our arms, in that still, dust-laden heat of the afternoon under the crest
         of Lion’s Head.
      

      
      My mother used to say that the name Flora Gevint sounded like a girl in a story but this, I repeat, is life, not fiction.
         It will be an authentic record of a group of women who met in 1954 at the age of twelve at a girls’ school. I should not be
         writing it if three of this group had not died prematurely in their thirties and forties, but primarily it is about the most
         vital member of the group, Flora, or as she called herself variously, Florian, F’lora, and (finally) Romy. There were, then,
         different Floras. There was the exuberant redhead who bounced from the slums into a classroom full of girls who knew one another, and unabashed, in a poor-white gabble we could hardly follow, demanded of twenty-five girls in
         succession to know our names. There was the Flora who took up Xhosa at the University of Cape Town, and who taught maths in
         Jo’burg in the ’60s and loved Mark, the intellectual; there was the glamorous Romy who mingled in fashionable circles, smoking
         and dieting; there was the member of the Black Sash who opposed the regime, and the Romy who left South Africa and settled
         in Paris. Whatever milieu she entered, she took on its colouring so completely – through quick sympathy – that it took to
         her as one of its own.
      

      
      Flora was not, in fact, her name, any more than the names she later adopted. Her parents, who had fled Europe at the last
         possible moment to avoid the extinction that befell other Jews during the second world war, had given her a Yiddish name:
         Fruma. This is what she was called at home, but when she went to school she was given the more acceptable name of Flora, which
         stuck through her teens. The old-fashioned propriety of ‘Flora’ was incongruous: she was a raw, untamed girl who seemed to
         belong neither to her bowed and struggling parents nor to suburban Cape Town, which retained in the ’40s and ’50s the exaggerated
         Englishness of a colony. Girls at school talked of England as ‘home’: Flora called them dismissively ‘Rosemary-Anns’.
      

      
      Later on, when she returned to South Africa after her first stint abroad, she came back as ‘Romy’. We agreed to call her that
         though, privately, I thought it a movie star sort of name. But by the mid-’60s, when she was at the height of her beauty,
         she was no longer quite the wild creature of our school-days – though she retained something of her freedom always. By then,
         she did not look much like a Fruma or a Flora, with her long, straightened hair cut in provocative chunks around high cheekbones
         and her strong, slimmed-down body in the tight miniskirts of the time. She argued that ‘Romy’ was closer to ‘Fruma’ than either
         name to ‘Flora’, but the real reason for change was to cast off finally and for ever her outlived identities as child of vulnerable
         immigrants or undesired fat girl. The stunning Romy would replace these according to the standard female dream of transformation. I, alas,
         remained plain, and perhaps for this reason more attached than any in our group to the Flora with whom I once shared a phase
         of freedom. For plainness has this advantage: it can free women from the distorting temptations of conformity. For a space
         in our teens we gave rein to authenticity, and this was formative, for later we both rebelled against certain norms of womanhood
         in more serious ways. Flora’s rebellion took the form of a protracted refusal to marry, which she sustained in the face of
         pressure from suitors and, more difficult, from her distraught parents.
      

      
      Plainness, if nothing else, absolved me early from the struggle to look right, but Flora and others, Rosie and Ellie, took
         up the business with ironic dedication. As we had known one another in what Flora called our ‘gruesome’ stage, there was always
         the understanding that rightness was contrivance – and it was with glee as well as reproof that Flora continued to call me
         ‘Gruesome’ at the time when she and the others embraced fashion. All were daughters of immigrants and, as such, were compelled
         to take on a society in which their parents remained aliens. They took on its shallow glamour, its visual opulence, the lavish
         make-up and body culture of women whose undemanding lives were propped by servants. Savagely, at sixteen, Flora nipped her
         waist to set off stiff petticoats and forced her sturdy toes into the narrow points of ‘winkle-pickers’; her spontaneity was
         transformed into the gushing warmth that was the mark of womanly responsiveness. And yet she and Ellie, the most determined
         image-makers, were the two to hold out against marriage.
      

      
      They were helped in this by their attractions. The plainest girls married first. Beauties could afford to wait. Looks were
         so important because, in that time and place, women could express almost nothing else. You could not hope for discernment
         from the run of South African males. They were virile bodies on the beaches, saying to schoolgirls with thrilling condescension:
         ‘Phone me in five years’ time.’ You had to speak to those bodies or be left out. I knew already at fourteen I was to be left out when Phillippa, her strap slightly stylishly off one shoulder as we strolled
         along the promenade at Muizenberg, asked if I were a member of the ‘WHS’.
      

      
      ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

      
      ‘It’s the Wandering Hand Society,’ she explained in the low, secretive voice of an initiate. She was projecting an image of
         sophistication, not confessing any infringement of our code of virginity. The sign of Phillippa’s superiority was that she
         had been chosen to be put to the test.
      

      
      A boy might put his arm around you or lay a ducktailed head in your lap or stand face to face holding your hands, but you
         were known – by virtue of your family – to be destined to be a ‘nice’ girl. When I went abroad for the first time, at seventeen,
         I was shocked by the lunges of a man in a taxi. Unprotected by family, you were prey. But at home, the price of protection
         was another sort of trap: the assumption that the nicest girls would be engaged by twenty-one to a boy from a comparably nice
         family.
      

      
      It is impossible for any outsider to understand fully the rites that governed our lives, their anthropological rigidity, all
         the more primitive for the fact that they were, for the most part, unstated – imprinted in preverbal habits of mind, deeper
         than language, and therefore unquestioned. The obsession with group-identity in South Africa extended far beyond the racial
         divides that excited international attention: each group closed off from others, and none more exclusive than Jews who, anyway,
         looked upon themselves as a Chosen People. In this they were mirrored by Afrikaners, who had seen their Great Trek into the
         interior in terms of an exodus to a promised land, and imagined themselves, too, the People of the Book. So the ghetto mentality
         of eastern Europe fitted rather well in the remoter rural areas of southern Africa, where Afrikaners farmed and where many
         of the immigrants tended at first to settle. Within this group nothing could have been stricter than the rites to do with
         women and marriage. It was these that Flora was to refuse through her twenties, and Ellie to invite and evade to the end of her life; and to these Rose succumbed.
      

      
      None left any record apart from letters. What, we might ask, shaped these lives in the shadow of possibility that lurked between
         the certitudes of conformity and those of liberation? Were there forms of sharing as yet unrecorded in the years before women
         emerged as political ‘sisters’? What unrealized possibilities lie unnoticed behind the silence of women’s lives in the outback
         of history, biography, and memoir, the standard records of the past? I shall approach this through my own past in South Africa,
         through diaries, letters, and memories, my own and those of my contemporaries who were, most of them, forced into exile and
         scattered widely in England, America, Israel, Canada and Australia.
      

      
      Inevitably, the obscure reaches of Flora’s life, and the lives of Ellie and Rosie, took on the peculiarity of white women
         in South Africa. Their potentialities struggled within the framework of a white tribe in which mental habits of categorization
         – of gender no less than race – verged on the grotesque. Though Flora, Rosie and Ellie grew up amongst liberals who repudiated
         apartheid – a milieu that found it easy to distance itself mentally from the country in which it lived – no woman in the ’50s
         in this society could be impervious to the norms of gender. These women, coming to adulthood in the late ’50s and early ’60s,
         belonged to the last generation to have no political awareness of their fate as women, and yet each contrived to resist, in
         different ways, the models which they did also absorb.
      

      
      To look back in this way is to attempt to recover what Henry James called ‘the visitable past’, which in any generation is
         still within reach of memory: a doomed way of life, like that of the American South, at its apogee in the late ’50s, just
         before the Sharpeville massacre that could be said to mark the beginning of the inevitable end of white minority rule. This
         will be an attempt to convey both the rot and residual vitality of individual life in a terminally sick political context,
         now outlived and passing away: a particular generation of the white middle classes whose way of life, as they were intermittently aware, was on the edge of
         eventual extinction. It has to be a form of history, going on below the platform of public fact and usually lost to record.
         Acts of memory will dredge up four or five motes in creation as they pass swiftly in the current of time, moving steadily
         towards oblivion.
      

      
      I have thought of this book all through middle age, from 1976 to 1988, through my mid-thirties to mid-forties, but only at
         forty-six did I see in perspective that Flora’s death at the end of youth, in 1976, foretold a first lapse of energy twelve
         years later, marking the imminence of the moment when our generation will move into the past. The time has come, then, to
         record the end of a way of life and, more elusive, the truncated lives of women who were shaped by a warped society yet who
         were, all the same, portents of the future.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      Families
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      ‘Isn’t it pointless,’ I said, on a cloudless summer day in December 1954 as Flora and I were making the low-tide trek from
         the deep sea to the beach at Muizenberg.
      

      
      Pointless. Flora ‘tasted’ that word, she said later. It was not one that her parents could afford: Mr Gevint toiling in his
         crowded furniture shop – called a ‘business’ in imitation of men who were not ‘greeners’ [immigrants] – in the run-down thoroughfare
         of Salt River; Mrs Gevint opening her modest dress shop on the edge of District Six where coloured families then lived. There,
         she sold local copies of styles from overseas, sleeveless versions of the new A-line, in pinks and yellows that stood up to
         the African glare.
      

      
      The Gevints lived in the adjoining white area of Woodstock, which was almost as poor and violent as District Six but in its
         way more marginal: predominantly, in those days, Portuguese and poor white. Such were the advantages of simply being white that to sink to Woodstock was to fail. This, of course, did not
         apply to the community of hard-working immigrants like the Gevints for whom Woodstock was a way-station to security. When,
         eventually, I met the Gevints they seemed shy, muttering their welcome in broken English, only to duck away. Ten years after
         the Holocaust, they were still survivors, for their families were gone, and like all such survivors were excessively anxious
         for their children’s health.
      

      
      ‘Es, es, mein kind’ [‘Eat, eat, my child’], Mrs Gevint urged Flora, who grew steadily plumper. Flora and her two brothers were tall, almost
         twice the size of their frail parents, who, I imagined, had been undernourished during terrible Russian winters when they
         were fleeing as refugees during the first world war. They never spoke of past sufferings; they preferred to forget them –
         or perhaps they did speak within the knowing circle of the Landschaft Society. This was a society for immigrants from the town of Ponevez in Lithuania. When Mr Gevint arrived at the Cape in 1927,
         the society numbered forty to fifty; by the ’80s it had dwindled to nine or ten and Mr Gevint was still a member. There was
         a certain gap between the Gevints and their robust, noisy South African children, who could reach them only through an almost
         protective affection. Years later, I saw Flora collect the Gevints from the airport as though she were the parent, they the
         children, as they struggled for words, intimidated by petty officialdom.
      

      
      Survival was the Gevints’ real business, and it shaped their attitudes, as it had shaped refugees before them. As the flourish
         of ‘pointless’ would have been, for them, an unthinkable luxury, so too were the indulgences of romantic love. Clara, as an
         unmarried girl, had arrived in Cape Town when legally it was too late: rising anti-Semitism backed D F Malan’s Quota Act which
         became law in 1933; the last ship with immigrants arrived in ’36. The only pretext for Clara’s visa was to visit her elder
         sister. To have returned to Europe after this visit would have meant almost certain death, so (the story went) the only way
         that she could stay was, very quickly, within three months, to find a husband. She found Itzhak Gevint. There was an outing to the bioscope, and
         the decision was made. She knew at once that this was a man she respected. I can’t see that warmer feelings, at this point,
         came into it, for they remained vastly different: Mrs Gevint was a pretty woman, with rosy colour and tight-curled hair, but
         a shy and abject manner obscured her prettiness. She behaved apologetically in her own house; so she greeted me as a mere
         schoolgirl, not knowing how much I responded to her maternal style of unconditional love.
      

      
      She and her sister, orphaned early, had been farmed out to various members of their family with whom they had spent their
         childhood in the position of unwanted dependants. Clara always retained her diffidence, backing away from the affection she
         aroused, so that, to her daughter’s friends, she conveyed welcome through remote gesture as she retreated in the direction
         of the kitchen.
      

      
      Though her husband, too, appeared shy to strangers, he was a forceful character with a straight-faced vein of Jewish humour.

      
      ‘Daddy, how’s business?’ asked Flora, throwing herself at him as he came through the door.

      
      ‘Quiet in the morning but [pause] dead in the afternoon.’

      
      He was not demonstrative, but she was confident of his love and almost defiantly proud of him. She told me repeatedly that
         he was a great reader, in Yiddish and Russian, and enjoyed keen arguments with his cronies. Mrs Gevint, simple-hearted and
         self-effacing, was not of his mental world, and yet they made a marriage of it and gave life to three strong children. And
         even if survival had not been the immediate issue it was, they came from a society which did not go in for overt expressions
         of feeling between man and woman. Weddings in the Old Country were arranged, and with a prime concern for dowry and family
         position. Passion and tenderness were for relations with children: those emotions were recognized, talked of, intense.
      

      
      As a child, Mr Gevint had been the ben yachad, the cherished only son. His parents, he said, had ‘carried me on their hands’. They never punished him, reproached him, or required anything
         of him beyond a creditable performance at school. He might have become a little monster of helplessness; instead, he became
         resilient. As an immigrant on his own, his independence was a matter of pride.
      

      
      ‘Don’t cry for yourself,’ he told Flora. ‘You got ten fingers and your brain. Use the ten fingers and the brain, and God helps
         you.’
      

      
      It was a matter of principle to ask help from no one, least of all ‘the high and mighty’, by which he meant established Jews
         of English or German origin. ‘I used to solve my own problems,’ he said. ‘I always had my own opinion.’ There was something
         impervious, a deliberate withholding of the self, in this independence that became his proudest value over the slow, hard
         years of adaptation. He preserved a determined reserve which sustained him through domestic turmoil – the savage fighting
         of Flora and Reggie, these huge, fierce children who were trying to throw each other out of the window. He did not expect
         to be disturbed after his day at work. ‘I don’t want to hear,’ he said, shutting his door, retrieving his book.
      

      
      He was born in 1907 in the town of Poshtor in Lithuania. ‘We were not rich,’ he said, ‘but we were well-to-do, with two shops
         and four assistants: Jewish girls, hard workers and honest.’* The babushka, his grandmother, took care of the house, while his mother ran the shops. She came home at night as ‘a welcome guest’. The
         father was bookish – there were ‘shelves and shelves’ of books – and devoted himself to a Zionist organization that was forbidden
         under the Tsar. He was imprisoned briefly, and his son was allowed to bring him kosher food if he gave the guard five roubles.
      

      
      
      Mr Gevint recalled how, in 1915, when the Russian army retreated, ‘they made a pogrom in the shtetl and every Jew hid himself. The Cossacks lined Jews up against the wall and they wanted to shoot them but – I don’t know where
         from – came a Russian officer [who] asked “What is wrong here?” and the people started crying and explaining what is it. He
         told the soldiers to scram, and he took out his revolver and threatened to shoot them: a miracle.’
      

      
      The family then fled into Russia and there they remained at Pogtavna until the Revolution. When they returned to Poshtor everything
         they had owned had been burnt: ‘We did not recognize the street.’ They settled in Ponevez and again they opened a shop, but
         this time did not prosper. For all who returned ‘the pockets was empty. It was very depressed. Rich weddings, we could not
         afford them: a little bit of brandy, a little bit of cake.’ Still, the community was strong: ‘The door was open, the windows
         was open, everything was open – “just come in” – everybody was welcome.’
      

      
      His older sister left for Palestine, but when the time came for him to follow her, the British, then in control, refused him
         entry. ‘I decided to come to South Africa. America was closed. No country wanted Jews. The only country with still a small
         door open was South Africa.’
      

      
      In 1927 Itzhak found himself, at the age of twenty, on board a ship bound for the Cape. For the first time since the war,
         food was plentiful and the thirty emigrants ‘used to eat and eat – and still always hungry’. In Cape Town a shoemaker from
         Ponevez ‘signed’ for him and gave him shelter for a year while he worked as a dental mechanic. He earned five pounds a week:
         from this he spent a fraction on bus-fare, ten shillings on cigarettes, and absolutely nothing else. Every month he sent ten
         pounds to his family in Lithuania – half his salary. For entertainment, he walked the streets and window-shopped. He told
         himself that he could afford no films, no theatre, and no time for women. Poor and without prospects, he would not have appeared
         eligible to Jewish families, and he would not risk falling in love with a non-Jew.
      

      
      After a year, he became a furniture salesman who went to private homes. The human aspect of the job delighted the lonely boy:
         ‘Contact with people, white people, Indian people, African people, it came easy to me, as if I was born to it. I liked the
         people, liked to talk to them, listen to their grievances, tell them my grievances.’
      

      
      After two and a half years, he opened his own furniture shop on the wide, squalid Main Road in Salt River, and extended the
         network of his clientèle: ‘I dealt with a mother, then a daughter, then a grandchild: three generations.’ He lived wholly
         for his customers, partly from a determination to succeed, partly from this absorption in the relationships he was forging
         with coloureds who lived in Salt River and with the poorest Afrikaners and English-speakers who lived in the adjoining areas
         of Woodstock and Observatory. The English pronunciation he had learnt at school did not prove intelligible, so he took lessons
         with a private teacher and tried to read with the help of a dictionary. ‘It did not take me long.’
      

      
      When Itzhak was thirty, a friend invited him to meet Clara. Here he was reticent. ‘She wanted to get married or she would
         have to go back,’ was all he would say. There was no money for much of a wedding: ‘I was poor and she was poorer.’ They invited
         ten to fifteen people, and Itzhak ‘had to scratch my head to pay for it’. He was taken aback to get an account for the twenty
         pounds that Clara spent on bridal clothes.
      

      
      ‘Did you have a honeymoon?’

      
      ‘In the shop.’

      
      After two years in a flat in Observatory, the Gevints moved to Woodstock. Reginald was born in 1940, Fruma in 1942, and David
         in 1945. There were five Jewish families on one side of the street and two on the other, and they renewed the community habits
         of Lithuania. ‘When a neighbour moved in, we all used to come over and meet him. I went to our shul and there everybody knows everybody else, like one family. We never had any distinction between rich and poor; we never had such a thing as high
         society. We were born plain people and we lived plain lives.’
      

      
      A consolation for plainness was the increasing brilliance of special occasions. These were lavish in the extreme as though
         to make up for the privations of the Old Country. ‘A bar mitzvah was like a wedding, and a wedding like a feast. Everybody
         was inviting each other. When a family had a wedding, two, three hundred people used to come. We used to bring a carload of
         presents – by the hundreds.’
      

      
      The community closed in on itself with the rise of Nazism amongst Afrikaners. ‘Most of my customers were Afrikaner, and when
         I came into their houses, I saw the swastika … As soon as Hitler came in, all the hatred came out: what is hidden in your
         character for a long time must come out.’ Mr Gevint was increasingly taciturn and, at the same time, bound to his group. When
         Flora was growing up he would tell her, ‘I found that you could not be out of the crowd, against the stream. You must swim
         with the crowd.’ In the ’50s, in the thriving economy of expanding white privilege, the crowd was swimming in the direction
         of better living, moving from Woodstock to the pine-clad mountain suburb of Oranjezicht, and from Oranjezicht to the gregarious
         beach-front suburb of Sea Point, and from Sea Point to the verdant, exclusive estates of Kenilworth and Constantia.
      

      
      The Gevints took their first step away from Woodstock when they sent Flora to Good Hope Seminary, perhaps for its proximity
         to Oranjezicht. But by the time Flora and I met at Good Hope the whole area had run down. My mother, who had attended the
         school during the bracing influx of British teachers, imagined it had remained unchanged. She and her school chum, Jessie,
         resolved to send their daughters, in turn, to Good Hope. In fact, as Myra and I soon discovered, the school had deteriorated
         with the neighbourhood. The teachers were for the most part bored, and found it easiest to underline textbooks and dictate
         old notes, which the girls were to learn by heart. At no stage was it expected that a thought would pass through your mind, and if that did happen, you knew better than to inject it in your work.
         So, propelled by our mothers’ blithe nostalgia, we made the long, daily journeys from Sea Point – Myra by chauffeur, I by
         bus – to undergo a systematic process of stupefaction.
      

      
      In 1957 the Gevints moved to Sea Point, to a barely furnished house that was, to me, refreshingly different from the showpiece
         houses of the area with their claw-and-ball tables, display cabinets, and heavy brocade curtains. The smugly secure of Sea
         Point tended to wad their nests with a clutter of ugly ornaments: as a child, I particularly disliked silver sweet-dishes,
         toast-racks, gold-rimmed plates and figurines that had been wedding presents (bought on the cheap from wholesalers) and displayed
         on long trestle-tables as the indispensable cement of a marriage. This clutter, cleaned scrupulously every single morning
         by two servants, closed us off from any immediate awareness of child mortality, starvation, and murder in the unsanitary,
         smelly black townships, Langa and Windermere, on the edge of Cape Town. The perfumed lotus-people, golden with sunshine, reclined
         beside the sea and echoed the usual lamentations of distant racial wrong,
      

      
      

         Like a tale of little meaning though the words are strong;

 Chanted from an ill-used race of men that cleave the soil …

      



      
      In this, the wadded homes of a suburb which considered itself responsibly anti-government actually reinforced the ultimate
         perversion of apartheid, which was to separate not only races, but mental awareness: the perversion, in short, was to instil
         mental habits of oblivion. It was impossible, growing up in Sea Point, wholly to escape this insidious comfort, despite its
         lip-service to political enlightenment. The children of Sea Point, gravitating from the card-tables of the smoking, idle mothers
         of the ’40s to the living centre of the kitchen, occasionally broke through the illusion of security, for in the kitchen the
         ‘maids’ received their visitors, and we overheard bits of their stories, stories quite different from our mothers’ old books, like That Girl by Ethel Turner or The Jolliest Term on Record by Angela Brazil, which lined the shelves of our frilly bedrooms. The kitchen stories were of drunken brawls – ‘and he knifed
         her in the tummy …’ – and of babies who should not have been born because there was no one to care for them – ‘… and the Meddum
         wouldn’t give her off’ – and so the babies had accidents and died. And shooting through these juicy stories, related with
         a certain dramatic pride, there came now and again the thrill of fear, the fear of women who had no control over lives spent
         in service to white ‘madams’ who doled out the occasional ten-shilling note or extra food in lieu of asking to hear the whole
         impossible truth.
      

      
      Though the Gevints moved, inevitably, to Sea Point, they never went in for the useless clutter and the oblivion that went
         with it – not because they were high-minded but simply because they could not dissociate themselves, in their new prosperity,
         from the ingrained habits that in time became the comforts of triumphant struggle, and they still went every day to work in
         Salt River. And if Mrs Gevint did happen to be at home, she would not be sitting in high heels pouring tea, like other mothers,
         from a tray prepared and brought in by the maid. I felt easy with her precisely because she had no notion of being gracious
         but was awkward, loving, spontaneous. Endearingly, she thought me an ‘angel’, as Flora, hooting over her mother’s innocence
         reported: ‘angel’, she taunted, putting on her mother’s greener accent. Yet her mother’s feelings, transplanted in the stark
         Africa which she could not comprehend, touched Flora with the pathos of the lost ghetto, in which extravagant maternal tenderness
         had a special weight recalled in plaintive melodies. Where my toes curled at the sobbing violins of Jewish song which played
         so blatantly on the heart-strings, Flora, closer to the lost world, had the measure of her mother’s unconditional love. For
         this there were no words; only deeds: she gave, she spent, she reverenced and spoilt her children, and said ‘come in, come
         in’ to their friends.
      

      
      Flora, in turn, was fascinated by my family, who was as strange to her experience as hers to mine. She was drawn, oddly enough, to the two most dutiful: my grandmother Annie, and my Aunt
         Berjulie. Most women have looks that fluctuate according to morale; these two had the steady good looks of unshakeable confidence.
         Berjulie had sparkling, dark-blue eyes and dark hair, cut in the glossy Italian Boy style of the mid-’50s. Granny’s hair was
         the kind of gold that is just touched with auburn, a colour not allowed to fade until her last illness in her ninetieth year.
         All her life Granny fought the tendency to freckle that went with that colouring – she used Metamorphosa cream, which bleached
         the skin as well as the freckles, and she was never without her large hat or parasol, beneath which she forged ahead with
         determined readiness, expecting to know people and be known. The joy of her life was placing antecedents, particularly if
         she could trace links with her family; she was an encyclopaedia of names and connections. She judged by appearance alone:
         you were not really acceptable if your hair was not freshly set, if you wore no make-up, or last season’s fashion. What drew
         Flora was the certainty of Granny and Berjulie, the bella figura of women who knew exactly what they wished to be – which was what all women should be. For a daughter of immigrants they
         had the attraction of social authorities, who were prepared to take a flattering interest in an unkempt girl who showed herself
         willing to be formed by their rules.
      

      
      Berjulie had married Granny’s youngest son, Hubert, and they had settled at ‘Willow Stream’ in one of the outlying areas of
         Johannesburg. She had been brought up by two formidable aunts called Bertha and Julie in Lusaka, in what was then Northern
         Rhodesia. ‘Berjulie’s aunts’ were family watchwords for the punctilious performance of duty. When Berjulie delivered her ultimatum
         to Hubert – an effective proposal to a cautious bachelor – her reputation for attentiveness to her exacting aunts was welcomed
         by the family as a sign that she would make an admirable wife. And so it proved when Hubert’s fads asserted themselves, politely
         but firmly. They centred on a delicate stomach. Berjulie was by nature brisk, busy, and not given to fuss, yet Flora, meeting them on a visit to the Cape, was struck by the patience with which Berjulie peeled and de-pipped each grape
         before Hubert consented to eat it.
      

      
      When my aunt travelled, she forged ahead of my uncle, with tickets and cases (all matching and packed with tissue paper in
         every fold to prevent creases). Her case contained shirtwaist dresses with crisp stripes and small, neat tucks and, for shopping
         in Town, she had Swiss Hanro suits with toning Italian shoes and matching bags. In the ’50s, a hat and the best leather gloves
         completed the outfit in which, in those days, the worldly from Jo’burg made their appearance in windy, provincial Cape Town:
         they would dress up to ‘arrive’ after the dusty, thousand-mile train journey (two nights and a day across the highveld and
         the empty, baking stretches of the Karoo). My mother deplored ‘getting and spending’ yet, out of loyalty to family, she did
         defer to the arbiters of appearance, and I remember being compelled, at fourteen, to wear a particularly silly white hat and
         white gloves to meet my aunt and uncle when they arrived with Granny for the summer season at Muizenberg.
      

      
      That summer of 1955–6, the girls of our age graduated from the family beaches at the breezy far end of the promenade to the
         central Snake Pit, as it was called, an airless triangle of coarse sand enclosed on two sides by the promenade and pavilion,
         and on the third (sea) side by a line of bathing boxes. There, teenagers baked for hours, oiling their limbs as they turned
         with languid movements from back to front so as to brown evenly. Their bodies lay tight-packed, exposed, and churning slightly
         as they eyed one another. Popular boys like my cousin Leonard chaffed the more grown-up girls all day at the Snake Pit.
      

      
      I asked Leonard: ‘Who’s your favourite girl?’

      
      ‘Marilyn Monroe,’ was the prompt and, I vaguely felt, crushing reply.

      
      One day, while Leonard was at the beach, Flora and I went through his bag. All we found of interest was a novel that began:
         ‘Dames are my trouble – blondes, brunettes, redheads, and inbetweens.’
      

      
      
      When Flora and I made our way to the Snake Pit, we wore our neckerchiefs like brave flags, but kept our distance. We preferred
         to sit on the balustrade of the promenade, looking down, envious and doubtful, rather than make the descent to the Pit itself.
         Berjulie thought me prim. Noting my mother’s unworldly absorption in matters of faith, she drew me into her bedroom, and shut
         the door.
      

      
      ‘Do you or don’t you want to grow up like others?’ she demanded. She put it to me that I was absurdly backward. ‘It’s time
         you wore stockings and lipstick,’ she said in her quick, decisive way. ‘Someone has to tell you that it’s not a crime for
         a man to have a few drinks, and it’s nothing to kiss a boy. Don’t you be a prude.’
      

      
      Two weeks later, the chance came to prove my normality. My ballet school was to perform at a gigantic New Year’s party at
         a vineyard estate at Somerset West, about thirty miles from Cape Town. In costume, with stage make-up and hot-black on my
         lashes, I looked more than fourteen. After the performance, when we joined the party under the starry sky, a grown-up man
         asked, ‘Will you marry me? If not, let’s dance.’
      

      
      He fitted exactly one of my mother’s two images of the colonial Englishman. He was not the ‘stiff’ administrator, typified
         by the Governor-General or the Commander-in-Chief for the South Atlantic who used to appear in the classier pages of the Cape Times, flanked by an angular wife with the correct brooch pinned to the left of a lifeless bosom. John was the other, hedonistic
         kind, who drank heavily to overcome inhibitions my mother had explained. He had slack lips which hung wetly open.
      

      
      ‘Kiss me,’ John murmured, thick with alcohol, as the clock struck twelve and the band played ‘Auld Lang Syne’.

      
      Mindful of Berjulie’s injunctions, I braved the fumes. The kiss was, fortunately, quite brief and friendly. I was proud of
         this act of normality, and still more pleased when the car broke down at 2 a.m. It took ages to change the wheel and by 4
         the dancers, all older than I, were ready for another round of drinks. We pressed on to a pseudo-Bohemian flat, all divans and floor cushions, belonging to a not-very-good dancer called André. It was 6 a.m.
         when another dancer – who looked, I thought, as noble as the Scarlet Pimpernel – drove me home.
      

      
      This solitary escapade failed to convince Berjulie of my normality. When she heard of my love for tragic arias from La Traviata and Rigoletto, she sent Flora and me to hear Johnny Ray sing ‘Cry’. His trademark was to sob as he sang – accompanied by sympathetic cries
         from his audience. ‘The Nabob of Sob’, said the posters, ‘The Prince of Wails’. He shook and wept, a wimp with his hand over
         his hearing-aid as he sang:
      

      
      

         When your s[sob]WEETheart sends a letter of good(aah)-BYYEE,

         It’d be (aah)better if you(wah) sat right down and c-ah-ah-CRY-YEE …

      



      
      The floodgates opened. Everything in the theatre was soaked in seconds. I was obliged to tell Berjulie that I had enjoyed
         it, to cover the shame of not being able to ‘Cry’ along with the others.
      

      
      Flora was more genuinely appreciative, and it occurred to Berjulie that she was more promising material. When my grandmother,
         never tactful, rebuked Flora for coming untidy and unironed to the beach – ‘you can let go after you’re married,’ she said – Flora was not resentful; she was amused and conciliatory.
      

      
      ‘You’re right, Mrs Press,’ she said warmly, ‘and I’ll always remember that.’

      
      Her extravagant warmth was not quite a sham: it was designed to egg on elders to make those revealing pronouncements about
         women’s fate which she would repeat as ‘stories’. She could take the faintest hints to convert into ‘stories’. We laughed
         all the time, as girls are always laughing, doubled over, at fourteen. In a forthright voice, Flora would repeat Berjulie’s
         warning, ‘Don’t go too far’ when, eventually, we went on dates. ‘There’s no going back.’ Her prudential advice leapt several steps ahead of our
         intentions. Who would fondle weedy, immature Ernie and Bernie, or ‘Slimy Hymie’, or any other ‘pathetic’ (our current adjective) boy of
         fifteen? So much was made of the boys of the beaches, the potential husbands, that they behaved with the careless indifference
         of lords. And yet most of them were callow, with thick belly hairs under-pinned by the knobs of tight tangerine bikinis. I
         never dared voice my resistance to sitting out what I called in my diary ‘the awful clashing boredom’ of the Vic Davis band
         at the pavilion in the silent, eyes-front company of Ernie and Bernie.
      

      
      In a few years, our contemporaries – to our amazement – would be engaged to slightly older but no less unappealing versions
         of Ernie and Bernie. To Granny and Berjulie, this would have been entirely acceptable, given the fact that they came from
         the right sort of families – those with means. Our advisers presented a model of assured women, untroubled by the darker places
         of the imagination, for whom the life of a woman was simple if one followed the rules. The prime rule was to respect men as
         providers and protectors – and, of course, the richer the man, the better he could provide. Some years later, when Flora broke
         off an engagement, after months of doubt, my grandmother, tripping along like the Queen of Muizenberg under her yellow parasol,
         asked with her usual directness:
      

      
      ‘Why didn’t you marry him?’

      
      ‘You see, Mrs Press,’ Flora lowered her voice with teasing confidentiality, ‘he wouldn’t give me a great big diamond ring.’

      
      Granny thought this over very carefully.

      
      ‘Well,’ she said after some time, ‘it’s not the most important thing.’
      

      
      My grandmother was unusual in her generation for having known no other world than South Africa: the very predictability of
         her world gave her a confidence that was attractive to a girl like Flora whose parents went burdened by the cruelties of history.
         Granny would tut respectfully over the Jewish Problem while she planned her next party. Mindful of the most distant relations,
         she left out none, but to accommodate so large a group she gave her parties in relays, over three days. On the first day she had the rich, important relations to a lavish tea; on the second
         day the middling rich had the left-overs; and on the third day the poor and distant relations were given a tea of reconstituted
         remnants. They appeared humbly grateful to be part of Granny’s indefatigable network of connections.
      

      
      One of my cousins used to tell his children Bible stories which always ended ‘and the Jewish people lived happily ever after’.
         This witticism was, as it happened, applicable in its straight sense to Granny’s family. For generations they had lived, free
         of trouble, in the town of Shillel in Lithuania, where a great river ran through a dense forest. Granny’s great-great-grandfather
         and some of his friends had obtained permission from the local baron to clear the edge of the forest for settlement. His son
         built a watermill and married three times, on each occasion the daughter of a learned man.
      

      
      Though marriages were arranged by the shadchan, the love-match was not unknown. In 1863 Granny’s grandmother, Gute Milner, at the age of eighteen, became engaged to a man
         she loved, Isaac Hoffman, but at that time had the misfortune to lose her mother. Her father, determined to remarry, withdrew
         her dowry in the form of a kest: this was a promise of board and lodging for ten years, as well as clothing for children to come. Isaac, who had recently
         completed his Talmudic studies, wished to become a rabbi, but to do this he did need the support of a kest.
      

      
      ‘Under such conditions,’ said Granny, ‘an engagement would have ended, but Isaac and Gute were determined to go ahead and
         trust in the Lord.’
      

      
      In the event Isaac did not fulfil his religious bent, nor did he succeed in secular enterprise: a dairy farm failed; a school
         lasted only a year, for he talked above the children’s heads; matzah-baking (for the Jewish festival of Passover), in demand
         only for ten weeks a year, proved too seasonal for profit. For some time the family’s supporter was really Gute, who grew
         groats which were exported to Germany. Then, unexpectedly, Isaac came into his own when he organized the building of a synagogue. He became an assistant to the mayor and soon mayor himself.
      

      
      None of the sons was caught by the dreaded twenty-five-year draft of the Tsar, though recruiting officers, on duty in the
         area, actually stayed in the mayor’s house. The pogroms of 1881 passed them by. The intelligent eldest son, designated for
         the rabbinate by Gute’s wish, turned to mathematics and chemistry. The second son, Jacob, was different: he left school at
         the age of twelve; at fifteen he wished to emigrate. His parents restrained him until the age of seventeen. In that year,
         1883, he left for Wisconsin. Four years later he returned to Shillel to persuade his parents to return with him, but they
         held out for two more years while Jacob took up logging on the river. In the meantime, in 1886, gold was discovered on the
         great reef beyond the Vaal River, and it occurred to Jacob to go there instead. In the summer of 1889 he left with his father
         and elder brother. His father died soon after their arrival in Johannesburg: one of the first graves in the Jewish burial
         ground.
      

      
      The handsomely-bearded Jacob had the resilience of the unimaginative. He was a bon viveur, an urban character and, unlike most immigrants, never did a stint in remote parts ‘up-country’. In those early Johannesburg
         years he ran a hotel and imported woollens from England. In due course he sent for a bride from the Old Country. So Rebecca
         made the arduous journey from the huddled, ingrown shtetl under leaden skies to the wide, blazing veld as the coach jolted its dusty way from the end of the railway at Kimberley,
         another few hundred miles north to the half-remembered bridegroom in Johannesburg. She bore him six children; Annie, born
         in 1892, was the eldest. During the 1890s, England was promoting uitlander grievances to provide an excuse for invading the gold-rich Republic. By 1896 there were 44,000 uitlanders, who probably outnumbered the Boers. Annie’s first memory was of the family’s flight at the outbreak of the Anglo-Boer War
         in 1899; they managed to board the last train for the Cape. Jacob left everything except some notes which Rebecca sewed into her corset. They were searched on the train, but not thoroughly. Jacob’s English connections gave him the credit
         to begin again, and the firm of Rabkin and Hoffman took shape in a room in the new home in Cape Town. And then, said Granny,
         as the main wave of immigrants rolled forward, Rebecca would go down to the docks to meet the ships, and Norman House in Maynard
         Street became a welcome point for greeners.
      

      
      Amongst the arrivals there came, every so often, a governess for Rebecca’s children. Jewish women were scarce. After a term
         of service, the governess would marry and Rebecca would send for the next. To bring about a marriage was an act of religious
         benevolence, a mitzvah. Because of the scarcity of women, some men ordered brides from the Old Country.
      

      
      ‘When a ship docked at the old pier, my father went with the husband-to-be, to support him. They were nervous, you see. What’s
         a photograph? One man, when he saw his bride coming down the gangplank, so ugly, he fainted.’
      

      
      ‘What happened to them?’ Flora asked.

      
      ‘Oh, he married her, of course. My father said he must – persuaded him it would be right, after bringing her so far. And he’d
         paid her passage,’ Granny added. ‘It cost a lot of money. You wouldn’t throw it away when you’re a man with your way to make.’
      

      
      ‘But did it work?’ Flora urged. Her thoughts, like mine, flew to the ugly bride. To provoke recoil, and still to marry, to go to bed with
         a stranger who would do his duty, as Jacob in the Bible had been compelled to take on Leah, unwanted Leah who tried to please
         him. Reuben, she called her first-born, which meant in Hebrew: ‘Look! A son.’ But however many sons she produced, Jacob could
         not love her – though impregnate her he did, again and again.
      

      
      ‘They were married,’ was Granny’s laconic reply. She was not to be drawn about feelings. She retained the Old Country view
         that right conduct, backed by security, took precedence over taste. To her mind there would be, in fact, no discrepancy, for
         a good woman would wish, above all, to preserve the community: good connections, good homes, good children, who perpetuated what
         was proudly called ‘tradition’. This was exactly what Mr Gevint meant when he advised Flora to ‘swim with the crowd, not against
         the stream’.
      

      
      The unusual fortune of Granny’s family in the grim context of Jewish history had produced cheery characters with an infectious
         enjoyment of food, eiderdowns, afternoon rests, morning bathes in the sea, and songs at the piano. They respected people in
         their own image: energetic men who were providers; spruce women who were skilled housewives. None of them ever read a book
         except for daily prayers, and though none was accomplished in any artistic sense, they all played the piano in an easy, light-hearted
         way, songs like ‘I Do Like To Be Beside the Seaside’ and ‘K-K-K-Katie’, with many introductory chords and trilling embellishments,
         followed by happy clapping.
      

      
      There is a photograph of my grandmother in 1910. She is seated in a white blouse and skirt, dark stockings, and well-polished
         black shoes with a strap across the instep. Eighteen in that year, she holds a posy in her lap and her golden hair is up,
         in contrast with the flowing hair of her younger sisters who stand grouped about her: Minnie, Gertie, and the youngest, Betsie,
         a child of nine in dirty white buttoned boots, one hand behind her back as though she were holding something out of sight,
         and refusing to look at the camera. Betsie was to be the rebellious one, fractious with Annie who ruled her siblings with
         a determined will.
      

      
      ‘Papa was strict,’ mused Granny. ‘When he came into the room he tapped his heel for attention, and we stopped talking as he
         went across to the fire and stood there, flapping his coat-tails. He used to tell off his sons for looking up at the female
         gallery in shul, but he’d do it himself. After my mother died, he used to take a woman to tea at the Waldorf every Saturday afternoon, and
         he’d present her with a posy of violets.’
      

      
      Soon after her mother’s death, when Annie was twenty-two, she married Philip Press. Her choice of husband was the only unusual act of her life. Philip, coming from up-country to order goods, saw a young woman seated on a stool. She was doing
         the accounts, her back to him. Her gold hair glowed against her black dress. Later, when her father had Philip to dine, she
         sat at the piano, in white, and sang ‘Cherry Ripe’. Coming to this from the rough veld, he saw a vision of all that was beautiful,
         and he fell in love at once – in the way of a bookish man, with little knowledge of women, who seizes on a lovely ornament
         without thinking what it will be like to live every day with a trivializing mind.
      

      
      Annie’s acceptance was more surprising in that Philip had no looks or riches to commend him and had the seriousness, behind
         his glasses, of a thinker. At the age of thirty-six, he had yet to establish himself at Klaver (later Klawer), on the Namaqualand
         border, a place that was in 1914 nothing more than the end of the railway to the north-western Cape. A more improbable setting
         for Annie, twirling her fashionable parasols, could not be imagined. Nor, given her optimistic, unreflective temperament,
         would she have visualized in advance the stunted thorn bushes stretching to the horizon, broken only by the slow-moving expanse
         of the Olifants [Elephants] River.
      

      
      How did Annie discern Philip’s character? For she did, she said, recognize his superiority though he was a man who had been
         a smous [pedlar], wearing verweelbroek [corduroy trousers] like a Boer, and sleeping under his cart, pulled by two mules called Plaatjie and Donkerbok. At the time
         that he started to roam the veld in 1894, Annie had been a child of two. Twenty years later, he still could not support a
         wife in the comfort of Norman House. He had, moreover, this intellectual bent, having studied the Scriptures in the Old Country,
         and continued to mull over the Bible which was always on the table in the voorkamer [front room] of the farflung farms of the Afrikaners, who had been, for years, Philip’s only and intermittent company.
      

      
      Flora’s questions drew from Granny details I had not heard before. When she related her courtship story of the day they walked
         on the old pier, and the day he came to the door with flowers behind his back, and what she wore – her brown silk with beige lace insets, and a frilled beige parasol – Flora interrupted:
      

      
      ‘But, Mrs Press, you haven’t told us about the proposal itself. How did he do it? What exactly did he say?’
      

      
      ‘It was difficult for him, you see, because of his position. I knew he wanted to speak, but he had to wait and be patient,
         not like you girls of today, rushing to phone boys, inviting them into your room, showing yourself on the beach. I’d be ashamed
         …’
      

      
      ‘But, Mrs Press,’ Flora diverted her back to the past, ‘what did he say?’
      

      
      ‘He couldn’t say anything, of course, until he had spoken to my father. I knew what it meant when he came to the door and
         asked for Papa, and I waited above the bend of the stairs. And then they called me, and my sisters stayed peeping round the
         stairs, and I said yes, I would marry Philip.’
      

      
      ‘And then,’ persisted Flora, ‘when you were alone?’

      
      ‘We sat on the sofa, and he said, “Would you take down your hair?”, and I didn’t know what to do because, you see, I wore
         a hairpiece. My hair was lovely – tinted now, and not the same – but it was always a bit thin.’ Granny’s voice took on the confidential note for womanly
         matters – the really important matters of appearance. ‘It had to be padded out to look right.’
      

      
      ‘Did you tell him?’ Flora pressed her.

      
      ‘Tell him! Go on! Of course not. You girls have to tell everything, but it’s not necessary. They don’t want to know.’

      
      ‘So what did you do?’

      
      ‘As I unpinned my hair,’ said Granny triumphantly, ‘I felt for the hairpiece and dropped it behind the sofa. He never realized.
         He thought I was beautiful.’
      

      
      ‘Tell us, Mrs Press, tell us, please,’ Flora urged, ‘about the wedding night.’
      

      
      ‘We went to Caledon. It was the place to go because of the natural springs. Visitors took the waters for their health. And when we were alone in our room,
         my husband said to me, “Now we’ll enjoy the fruits of our love.”’
      

      
      
      Granny was teased by the family for inviting her sister, Minnie, to join her on the honeymoon. Minnie, who was accustomed
         to share a bed, had not been willing to sleep alone. So it happened that Philip was displaced from the marital bed, by common
         consent of the sisters, and made to sleep behind a screen.
      

      
      ‘Didn’t he mind?’ asked Flora.

      
      ‘He knew, you see, that Minnie was missing our mother the most. And one day, while we were playing croquet, he said to me:
         “This place would do poor Minnie good. I have a plan.” So we telegraphed Minnie to say that Philip was called away, and I
         was left alone, and could she come and keep me company. Minnie wouldn’t have come, otherwise. And, anyway, what I couldn’t
         tell,’ again her voice became confidential, ‘I had my period. According to Jewish law, a husband must leave the bed until
         it is over, so, you see, it had to be, and Minnie had the benefit of a holiday. He was always kind to my family, that way,
         thinking of others, not himself. He was a generous man, and that’s why I, why everyone, respected him.’
      

      
      It proved a happy marriage of the sort in which little was expected of a woman but to be seen and adored. Philip indulged
         his ornamental wife. He did not expect her to share the heat and privations of the country, where he stayed on his own during
         the worst months.
      

      
      ‘You must go to Town now, darling,’ he would say when summer began. And so the green, domed trunk was packed with Annie’s
         many necessities – her kosher china, her hand-embroidered tray cloths, her freckle-cream, her wide hats (one to match each
         outfit) – and she, and the four children, would board the overnight train for Cape Town and the ease of her father’s house.
         Every summer, from December to February, they took a place at Muizenberg, and Annie would preside in her pale silks, and invite
         her great network of connections to her relay teas.
      

      
      So Annie, we discerned, remained for a large part in Town, running her father’s home and managing, with benevolent intent
         but insensitive practice, her brothers and sisters. Those who were subject to Annie all confirm that in the years when she
         had the backing of an indulgent husband, her power had been awesome. With the buffer of a generation between, we saw Granny,
         for the most part, in a different light. What gave Flora fierce delight was her frankness about the body. The Gevint parents
         were too busy, and too inarticulate, to talk of the body; while my mother relied exclusively on the Scriptures. At weddings
         she would observe: ‘The bridegroom rejoiceth in the bride.’
      

      
      ‘What’, Flora asked when we were alone, ‘if the bride did not rejoice in the bridegroom?’
      

      
      The Scriptures offered no help on that vital question. To console ourselves, we read and reread the beach scene in The Lying Days by a new South African writer, Nadine Gordimer:
      

      
      

         We went to the beach in the morning on our own … We had walked a long way, past the rocks where no one but Ludi himself came
            to fish, and he had unfastened the halter of my wet bathing-suit and peeled it down from my breasts. Neither he, nor anyone
            else, had ever touched or seen me before … Round the nipples tiny fragments of shell and pebble, worn membrane-thin by the
            water, stuck, shiny, pinkish-pearly to the skin. I lay so still I might have been waiting for a dagger. But Ludi, with a tone
            of delight that astonished me, smiled, ‘Look, the sea has been here … You’re all gritty.’*

     



      
      We read this on the ledge outside the upper windows of Flora’s house on the High Level Road, while we munched hard-boiled
         egg on Provita (as part of a diet), saying to the sky with extravagant passion: ‘I want, I want, but I don’t know what I want.’
      

      
      What we wanted was too much for simple solutions. The boys of the beaches with their scrawny or podgy bodies, their self-satisfied,
         blank eyes, and whining ‘Jo’burg accents’, were too ‘pathetic’ to contemplate. They paled to insignificance beside Mr Rochester,
         whose inward authority set Jane free to explore the unknown frontiers of her nature. Could Mr Rochester, could Mr Darcy, men
         who might offer an equal discernment of women, come into being? We doubted it – and continued to live in our impossible dreams.
      

      
      All this was as far as possible from Granny, who read only The Jewish Chronicle on Fridays and a set passage from her prayerbook before she turned out the light, and who dictated an ethic of deference
         to a man’s ‘position’. Yet Granny and Berjulie compelled us with their clear articulation of what we must bring ourselves
         to face. They spoke as acknowledged arbiters of social rituals, weddings and funerals, rituals that obscured what we called
         the ‘gory details’ of sex and death. Jewish society was obsessed with the minutiae of a set of customs that, as practised
         then in South Africa, seemed to deaden feeling. The rituals of joy and grief had become so ornate, in our affluent society,
         as to verge on decadence. The prayers that were chanted ritualistically, and translated in the prayerbook into pseudo-lofty
         English, came to us drained of the spiritual meaning inherent in the Hebrew. So the bridegroom had to be seen to rejoice in
         the bride; the bride to play the game of radiant surrender even if, in fact, both were rather fraught by battling family claims,
         guest lists, bridesmaids’ frocks, and a sulking mother-in-law whose wish for the prominence of a favoured uncle at the top
         table had been overlooked.
      

      
      Granny and Berjulie were a relief because they insisted on no pretence. Berjulie readily owned that marriage had its disappointments
         as she laid out its duties in no uncertain terms. ‘Duty’ had for her the attractions of heroic sacrifice, as in ‘England expects
         every man to do his duty’. Yet, with disarming honesty, she did acknowledge the imprisoning aspect of duty for women who were
         constrained to visit themselves at the oddest hours.
      

      
      Granny described to Flora and me how ignorant brides of her generation would urinate after intercourse in a vain attempt at
         contraception. She did not shrink from ‘gory details’, and did not mince words as she counselled, like Berjulie, obedience
         to custom. Their realism was a bracing antithesis to our ineffable dreams: it had the fascination of glimpsed truth. Both
         were prepared to state what women actually experienced, as they spelt out the compromises we were to make for the benefit
         of sharing the male ‘position’. They told us what to expect in blunt terms, and our natural dismay at the prospect of a ‘difficult’
         man and the acknowledged ‘agony’ of childbirth – Granny told us how she would tear the sheets tied to the foot of the bed
         – was tempered, at least in their company, by the brisk resilience of their manner. They were too sane, too matter-of-fact,
         too conditioned to the norms of custom to approach our horror. Weddings brought custom to an elaborate climax. This was to
         rivet Flora as something she could not bring herself to face; a ritual tinged with comedy but, yes, a special kind of horror
         that was to play so large a part in her story.
      

      
      Years later, in 1988, I was having my hair cut in Cape Town when I overheard a conversation between two middle-aged women.
         ‘Mrs Gelb is desperate,’ said one in a low voice.
      

      
      Desperate? I leaned closer.

      
      ‘You see,’ the voice went on, ‘she’s got a bar mitzvah in only a week, and she still hasn’t got her dress. It’s got to be
         understated.’
      

      
      This, then, was the reaction against the lavishness of the ’50s and ’60s. One was desperate for understatement while racial
         oppression slowly destroyed the country; while protesters of the mildest kind could be whisked into detention, without trial,
         many tortured, for six months at a time; while Dr Asvat was mysteriously gunned down in his surgery, a tireless worker who
         was dearly needed and loved in his Soweto community.
      

      
      I relayed Mrs Gelb’s plight to Phillippa over lunch at Freda’s Restaurant in Tamboerskloof. Now a successful journalist, she
         was elegant as ever in her khaki skirt and black jacket, her straight, chin-length hair cut in a classic line, her sun-glasses
         pushed back on her head, and unbelievably cool in the midday glare. She was writing a photographic article on new white lifestyles.
      

      
      ‘The new young Afrikaner’, she said in her slow, faintly caustic way, ‘lives in a converted Old Dutch homestead in Stellenbosch,
         and serves lovely food, a simple quiche and bread and fruit – all very casually. The Jewish architect and his wife live in Sea Point, and their
         taste is perfect, with wonderful works of art. But it’s competitive, all the same,’ she added. ‘The food was too carefully presented.’ With
         a little rueful smile, she owned that this perfectionism had been so insistent that she simply hadn’t been able to tell them that the article was sponsored by an inferior wine, photographs of which would accompany the contrived
         chic of the Sea Point lifestyle at every point.
      

      
      We went on to wonder if such material perfectionism was the ultimate debasement of the moral fervour of the Hebrew Bible,
         the intensity and will of the old Prophets, the detailed strenuousness of the old Law. And then we touched on Flora – and,
         as ever, words faded. I had returned to visit my mother, but also to bring back Flora and Ellie and Rosie, sharers of a past
         that still hovered intact in the silence that bound Phil and me. All the summers since their deaths, and there they were.
         And behind us loomed the unchanging rocks of Lion’s Head and below us the steep, humped streets going down to Good Hope Seminary
         where we came together in Miss Smit’s class on the first day of high school in January 1954.
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