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For my daughter




In this work of fiction I have, at times, described the way of speaking of the Cape Malay people. I have tried to maintain the authenticity of this dialect, though it has been modified for clarity to a wide readership. My writing of this dialogue is meant in respect and in no way is a parody of their dialect and mannerisms.


I have also attempted to speak about the imprisonment of a group of women who were activists during the anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa. Any documentation mentioned is not factual in terms of date, name, or place and is written in interpretive narrative form that is fictional, but strongly rooted in fact. I have attempted to treat this narrative with the greatest respect.


—z.p. dala




PART ONE


BACK TO BRIGHTON




CHAPTER ONE


Stalked by the specter of memory, Afroze Bhana drove her rental car into the town on a winter morning. The sun was deceptive. The brightness of its glare belied a bone-chilling sensitivity, its clarity leaving her to wonder at the ghosts at her back. She knew that the car attracted attention. It was too large and too clean. The early-morning bakers and greengrocers stopped sponging down their shop-front windows and watched her glide by.


A man was setting up a table of ascending oranges, bright and glistening with water, outside his vegetable store. The orange at the very top of his pyramid went rolling to the ground. As Afroze drove on she saw in her rearview mirror that a million oranges left their perches and followed her car. Even they were drawn toward her return. Asking the question she felt even the town must be asking, a best-kept secret about to be revealed: why has the Doctor’s child returned to the town where she was born, the town from which she was sent away at the age of six?
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The town was called Brighton. A Brighton far removed from the other Brighton—the seaside town on the English coast where you licked ice cream cones and froze in a bathing suit, exposing your thighs to unforgiving saline waters.


This Brighton was an antithesis. This Brighton was rugged and arid, a mountain shelf in the middle of rural Zululand, South Africa. The closest town, the even more parched Tugela Ferry, an hour’s drive away. Dundee, a veritable metropolis, with an actual ATM and one fast food restaurant, was half a day’s drive away.


Nobody remembered the Englishman who came over a mountain in the early 1800s and decided to stick a stake into rock and build this town. There was nothing here, no saleable commodities, unless you considered the hundreds of Zulu tribes that populated the rough mountains as commodities. To the Englishman, Lord Pomeroy, they were just that.


The Englishman was crafty, for he settled here, adopted the fraudulent title of Lord (when he was no gentry at all), and began recruiting, with threats and a gun, the local Zulu men, to send to the labor market in the big cities.


Men would leave their people and travel far away to the City of Gold, now called Johannesburg. The Zulus were a proud people. They did not lose their men easily. But choices belong to the victor—the one with traces of gold and gunpowder. To the City of Gold the men were conveyed, like carts of luggage, where they would descend into the innards of the Earth, disappearing for years. Down in the mines. Forgotten by the world. The wage pittance they sent home the only thing telling their stories, whispering to their women, “We are living. Here is our blood for sale.”


A tragic conception will bear a child that carries tragedy inside its genes. The cells of Brighton had begun life in a thick matrix of ugliness. Of loss. These cells would divide a million times over, creating a lineage of loss and heartbreak that would survive the centuries. Brighton, conceived in pain, would only bring pain in different incarnations to all its people. In the years that had witnessed the fall of empires, the rise of apartheid and then the false celebration of freedom for all after years of struggle, Brighton remained quite frozen in time.


A spell, only a powerful spell, would break the curse. Until then, pain became the pastiche composed in self-fulfilling prophecies of Brighton’s small populace.
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Afroze drove past the old mission hall, hearing the angelic voices of the Norwegian nuns that had once cloistered there, singing prayers to the Lord.


For the deliverance of the faithful. The nuns were no longer alive, but their voices resonated through Afroze’s gloom. From a tall minaret, another mournful angel sang out the call to another prayer.


For the deliverance of the faithful. She imagined nuns and muezzins praying for Afroze Bhana, calling her by her childhood nickname, Rosie.


Rosie, who hated coming back.


She found her mother’s house with ease. It had remained exactly as she remembered it. Thirty-six years had not altered the fairy-tale facade. A fake fairy cottage on the outskirts of Brighton. She remembered once, as a five-year-old girl, trying to bite off a piece of wall, wondering why her mouth tasted of salty blood and not of gingerbread. The witch lived in a gingerbread house. The one who had been trying to fatten up little Gretel. Afroze howled and ranted for days after, when nobody called her Gretel. And she howled from the pain of a broken front baby tooth.


The witch. Her mother. Doctor Sylvie Pillay—that witch who performed miracles of healing for the sick and the dying but could not take away a toothache from her own child.


Afroze was 42 now, on the shelf. No longer the frightened child who used to sit on the stone steps watching lines of bandaged and coughing people snake into the front room of the house. The most beautiful room in the house, the one where the morning sunshine flooded in to comfort, and the afternoon sunshine gave reprieve. Her mother had turned the best room in the house into a surgery, tastefully furnished in nonmedical style. The curves of a cottage-style dormer window reflected the curves of the hothouse orchids that thrived in splendor on the windowsill, gorging on an abundance of sun. On the floors, tiny parquet wooden rectangles in shades that ranged from caramel blond to deep mahogany were arranged in starbursts, the wood varnished to a gloss where people could see their reflections. On the pale walls hung two large Art Deco mirrors facing each other, creating a hall of mirrors that didn’t distort into ugliness. And beside both mirrors, Sylvie had sprinkled the walls with framed paintings that were neither landscape nor portraiture, but bright Pollock-styled abstracts of how dreams might paint themselves had they been given canvas. The out-of-place glass cabinets filled with her beloved Swarovski crystal collection stood next to an ugly, peeling examination couch and a trolley of medical supplies. This peculiar medical couch placed among opulence might have disturbed people. But, strangely, all of the doctor’s patients found relief in that room, even before she had injected them.


Afroze remembered the smell of cigarette smoke that had wafted under the door of the surgery. Her mother did not care in the least about the stench of the smoke to her beloved patients. She made no excuses. Her ever-present cigarette dangled from bright red lips as she squinted into wounds or shone her torch down throats. The patients never complained to the doctor; they thanked her in adept Zulu for her healing potions and pills. They left presents of fat, live hens at her door, or baskets filled with dewy vegetables glittering like the jewels of queens in their myriad colors. Afroze would linger near the trellis of nasturtiums next to the always opened dormer window listening to her mother’s rough, throaty voice speaking perfect Zulu, asking and instructing, diagnosing, and bossing her patients into some form of healing.


Her mother, known to all only as Doctor but whose rightful given name was Sylverani, always wore a sari.




Low-class name, that: Sylvie. Like a shop-girl name, that. Why you throw away your beautiful Tamil name? Call yourself English name, but fall asleep in your drunken daze always in your sari. Why do you always have to be such a conundrum, Doctor? Why?


I gave away my Tamil name, I gave away my Indianness, I gave away my identity because we all were told to be one, a machine. But they watched my defiance in six meters of cloth.





Afroze would watch the morning ritual, folds and folds of pale-colored chiffon floating up among the dust motes, waiting for her favorite moment. In a flourish, her mother would take the folded cloth and flick it upward, unraveling the diaphanous cloud high into the ceiling. Only when it came to settle in a soft pile at her feet would Doctor Sylvie begin the laborious process of pleating and tucking it into a perfectly worn garment. Afroze used to love to stand under the cloth as it fell to the floor. Her mother would ignore the tiny girl with outstretched arms. The girl whose chubby arms perhaps wanted to feel her mother’s embrace but who settled for the sandalwood smell of her mother’s favorite garment instead. It was many years before Afroze stopped dreaming about the feel of silk chiffon as it fell against her skin, or the way the light caught every ripple in the cascading haze before it fell in soft waves onto the floor.


On the morning the telephone rang, Afroze had been fast asleep. Dreaming strangely of tumbling chiffon on her warm, naked body, feeling the almost-nothing fabric between her thumb and forefinger. The smell of sandalwood, the smell of the old cupboard in which the saris were stored, assaulted her nose, and she woke up sneezing just at the moment the telephone screeched. It was strange, the interconnectedness of people, of genes. She knew before she answered; the message had been carried to her in her sleep, across the plains and mountains of her country.


“Your mother is very ill. You must come.”


It is strange, how blood would call to blood when death was flirting.
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There was no one outside the fairy house. The walls had now been painted an ugly lavender, and the concrete gnomes and toadstools littered the wonderful garden. Afroze picked her way through the turtles with silly grins, the elves with fishing poles, their fishing lines embedded into a fake pond in which fake fish poked their pouty mouths out of fake water. She stopped only for a second to pay homage to the rosebushes.


Oh, won’t you all just die already.


Despite the arid heat of this lost town, those showy roses had never failed to bloom. She hated them. Their garish redness was the last thing she saw before she was sent away. When she used to sit on the steps watching sick humanity come to the doctor for their balms and needles, she always marveled at how every single patient, no matter how unsteady on his feet, would somehow avoid the rosebushes, the fresh lawn, and the long arms of the gladioli. They weaved and careened but always remained on the cobblestone path, the one shaped like two S’s saying softly, sweetly, snaky, “Simon-says walk this way to me.”


That path was still there. The only addition was a large, gongy wind chime hung from the veranda rafters. It did not move at all. There was, and had never been, much wind in Brighton. Except for the day Afroze had been sent away. That night had been blustery and angry. She felt glad the wind chimes were a new addition. She would not have been able to bear the memory of deep gongs haunting her for years.


The door, still painted forest green, looking ridiculous, swung open with her approach. A tiny waif stood there, holding an armful of sheets. She peeped with large, beautiful eyes at the woman frozen in the collage of the storybook garden.


“Hello, who are you, then?” Afroze said, realizing too late that she had launched into the typical singsong voice adults reserved for children. She remembered this parody voice well. It had followed her for most of her childhood, when she had wondered why adults believed that if you increase the octave and amplitude of your voice, you were somehow less scary.


The little sprite bolted. In a language that Afroze neither understood nor recognized, she heard the girl calling someone.


A tall woman appeared at the doorway; the girl had dropped her dirty sheets and stood behind the woman. Clearly a mother and daughter.


Blood.


“Can I help you?” the woman said, guarding the door with her large, strong frame.


Afroze climbed the stone steps and faltered for a fraction of a moment. She extended her hand; the woman did not take it.


“I am here to see Doctor Sylvie,” Afroze said.


“The doctor is ill. She will not see patients,” the woman said and Afroze tried unsuccessfully to place the African accent. Was it Nigerian, Malawian? She had no ear for accents.


“No, I mean . . . I’m sorry, I should have been clearer. I am not here as a patient.”


The woman’s eyebrows raised and she looked almost ready to shut the door. It seemed as if she had spent a great deal of time sending people away from the fairy house.


“No, wait. It’s just that . . . I received the call. From the Seedat family who live nearby. It’s me. I mean . . . I am her daughter, Afroze.”


The woman’s face traveled through a range of expressions, at least one of which appeared to be wariness, to see this long-lost piece of the doctor’s history. Obviously this woman knew much. About the secrets the doctor kept hidden. With discomfort, Afroze noted that it is very unnerving to meet someone about whom you know nothing, but who by the words on their face tell you that they know everything about who you are.


“Rosie . . .” The woman breathed.


And although Afroze had not been called that name in over twenty-five years, she answered to it. “Afroze . . .Yes, Rosie. Who are you?”


“I am Halaima . . . I live here with Doctor. I look after her. I have been with her for ten years.”


Afroze saw the proud jut of the woman’s chin. She reveled in her care-giving. She felt that the old doctor was hers. Immediately Afroze knew: she was resented.


“May I see my mother?” she asked, stepping forward. Asking a stranger for the right to open the gates to her own heritage.


Halaima hesitated, looking backward into the dark house, as if she was asking the house for permission. Or perhaps she was asking a ghost in the house for permission.


Finally she moved aside and held her palm upward toward the passageway with a swaying motion. In her movement, she smacked the little girl standing behind her skirts in the face. A loud wail for such a tiny body.


“Oh, now look what you have made me do. Bibi won’t stop wailing now, silly child. Oh, Doctor will be so upset. So upset.”


And on cue, a hoarse voice followed by a racking cough echoed down the dark halls.


“Halaima! Halaima . . . why is my Bibi crying? What is it? Halaima . . .”


“Oh pssssh!” Halaima said, flustered. “Look now, what you have done. Just look how you have upset the doctor,” she spat out at Afroze, who was trying to work out how she was the one to blame.


Halaima pushed the little Bibi outside and, in her thick language, instructed her to go and complete her wailing at the far fence.


She turned to Afroze, who was rooted to the ground. It had taken her fewer than five minutes in that horrid garden to return to being the five-year-old naughty child, the one made to go and cry in far fences. Some things remain as they were. And they still smell of showy roses.


Halaima had scuttled back into the house, and Afroze heard a muffled exchange. A gruff voice refusing repeatedly. A softer one getting louder. Her mother did not want her there.


Finally, Halaima reappeared with a swish of her beautiful African skirt.


“Go in,” she mumbled, and indicated with her almond eyes toward the room on the left down the hall. The darkest room. The one where saris floated romantically to the floor.


Afroze walked with purpose. She was an adult now. A full-grown woman with her seals and medals of heartbreak, mad-crazy-forbidden love, sex, salaries, properties, dinner parties, cars, and nothing much else. There was no need to fear anything. She was a somebody now. But why did she almost trip as she entered the dark room?


The drawn curtains were pink floral. That was the first incongruous thing she noticed. Her whisky-drinking, cigar-voiced mother hated pink floral. But as she looked to the little head poking out from underneath mounds of covers on the bed, she noticed the pink floral pattern everywhere. It was dizzying. She felt the room spin.


“Mother . . .” she whispered.


The woman in a pile of pink and satin seemed frail and ethereal, staring with milky eyes at the wall.


“Mother, it is Afroze . . .” Again she whispered softly, in a voice reserved for rooms of the very ill and of the already dead.


Her mother did not move. Afroze crept closer and was about to speak again when her mother’s voice, in a loud, hoarse boom, spewed lava from her sickly colored bed.


“Rosie! What the hell are you whispering for? I am not dead yet.”


“Oh, Mother . . . I’m sorry. I thought you might prefer quiet . . . I . . .” That harsh croak had melted away all the years of steel, and she was a little girl again, watching her mother light a cigar and throw herself onto the lap of a man who had come to visit from the big city. One of many. She saw the clinking ice in the glass and the gleam of admiration in the eyes of a suave gentleman.


“Fuck you, Rosie. You ruined my body, the day you slid out of me. Now, go and see to Bibi because Halaima said you made her cry. Give her some of your money. I hate to see my little girl cry.”




CHAPTER TWO


What began as an intention to visit for a day began to slowly spiral into the possibility of a night. Despite herself, and the long hours of self-talk she had gifted herself on the drive to her hometown, Afroze felt disgusted but strangely drawn to this house and the women in it. She hated herself for lingering. But she felt that lingering was something she had to do. She reminded herself that one night meant nothing. Only one night, and tomorrow she would leave this horrible town behind—cleansed, purified, transcended, dipped in the pool of deliverance.


Her mother remained on the bed speaking to no one but the bustling Halaima. Afroze had sought out Bibi at the outermost fence, sobbing in the manner that all little children achieve in their early days. Half-hearted sobs. Scratching the dusty ground with her bare foot, she looked up often to the house to see if anyone was watching. When she had convinced herself that maybe an adult was looking at her, Bibi would wail and rack her body with tortured contortions.


She covered her face but kept two fingers slightly open, to watch the effect her drama evoked. She was a cosseted child, and one who calculated her actions by studying the reactions of the two women who surrounded her. But she was a child, after all. And sometimes something more interesting would catch her attention, and her sob performance would suffer.


A red centipede on the ground entranced her. The insect the local Zulu people called tshongololo crept with its many legs toward a hole in the ground. Spotting it, Bibi forgot to cry, and forgot to watch if anyone watched her, and she played the game all children play when they see centipedes. She stuck a toe toward it, and watched it curl up into a spiral. The closing in of the creature, its destination postponed, made her happy. She knew that if she crushed it with her heel it would never move again, and it would never reach that dark, cool hole in which it wanted to disappear for good. The strange idea made her happy. Crush the creature. Take away its life. Children can be cruel like that.


Bibi didn’t see Afroze approaching. Perhaps then she would have resumed her dry-crying, peppering her sobs with a healthy dose of head-holding and a stuck-out bottom lip. Afroze came to stand very silently next to the child, and watched her try to crush the centipede with a stampy heel.


“Don’t kill it, the poor thing,” Afroze said, startling the child. Bibi quickly resumed her stance, flat palms raised to her face. Her wailing resumed, their volume exaggerated by Afroze’s presence and the discovery of her guilty pleasure of crushing creatures. Within seconds a theater of chest-heaving sobs crumpled the girl’s body to the ground. But still, her eyes peeped from underneath lashes, between the tiny slit of two fingers. 


“No, please . . . stop crying. I’m sorry. I’m not angry with you. Please stop.”


Afroze wondered whether she was imploring the child out of real feeling for the tearful girl or whether she wanted to quickly pacify her, silence her so that her mother would not hear the loud sobs. Again, she was disgusted with herself. Years had melted away in that pink chintz flower room, and now she was this child—playacting at crying at a fence hoping for comfort, sweets, love, a pat on the head. All the same at the end of it all.


Bibi was savvy. She wailed even louder, sensing Afroze’s despair, and perhaps testing a relationship that only a child could sense hung in the balance. The veil of all adult defenses does not extend to a child. A child can feel and see what hangs in the air, needing no words to name it.


Bibi took advantage. She glanced at a rustle at the window, and her crying became a volcano spewing lava that could bury Afroze. A trial by fire. Let us now see who this daughter is, and who has loyalty to her.


Halaima was fast and light, despite some bulk. She flew to the side of the daughter she had shoved away earlier. Again, a play-act. She grabbed her child to her chest, smoothing down braided hair, crooning little clicks and moos. Bibi curled like a cat in sunshine. She knew what drew her mother’s love.


“Now what have you done?” Halaima spat, looking up at Afroze with deep hurt in her eyes. The ridiculous situation was enough to make Afroze balk a little. Halaima missed nothing. 


“You laugh? You are cruel. Doctor said you would be. What kind of woman laughs at the tears of a frightened baby? A childless one.”


“I am not laughing,” Afroze said, growing angry at this strange turn of events. Being blamed for making a child cry when it clearly was not her fault was one thing, but hearing hidden secrets spill out of a stranger’s mouth was yet another.


“Listen, I said nothing to the girl. I simply told her not to kill the centipede; that is all.”


Halaima stared at the empty ground. What centipede?


The one with a thousand-million legs had betrayed its savior and, with those thousand-million legs, had made a clean exit. Afroze sighed loudly, thinking that the centipede’s hidey-hole in the ground seemed a nice enough place now.


Afroze opened her mouth to defend herself, to carry on in a high-pitched voice she had not used for years that it was there, really it was, I saw it, I swear I saw it, don’t hate me, I was just trying to help, sorry sorry sorry.


She stopped herself. To steady her nerves, she looked upward into a relentlessly blue sky. An eagle or hawk sailed high above, scanning the arid aloes for hiding mice. As she looked around, jiggling the keys in her pocket as a reminder of retreat, she saw someone standing at the gate, regarding her car with deep interest.


“Okay, fine. Look I’m sorry. Bibi . . . listen, I am sorry. Here, I’ll give some money to buy sweets.”


Both mother and daughter stood straight up. Halaima, with a quick flick of her sharp eyes, conveyed a secret message to her child. All the while, Afroze’s attention diverted to the man now walking around her car, kicking the tires and knocking the windshield.


“Here, take it. Bibi. Take this. Go and buy sweets.”


Afroze absently shoved a note she had hastily pulled out of her wallet into the child’s eager hand and bolted toward her car. She never really knew how much her guilt and fear had cost her. Silencing the child so the adults wouldn’t scold was a strange irony.


Bibi looked hard at the note. It was the first time she had touched a hundred rand. But not for long. Her mother whipped it away from her before she even felt the softness of the paper. A revisit to the wailing began to start up in Bibi’s chest. Her mother silenced her with a darting eye. This was no time for that. Bibi wandered closer to Afroze, who had started a conversation with the man at her car. She did not have to be told that hugging Afroze would be the best possible thing to do at that moment.


Afroze didn’t feel the child steal slowly up and hug her thigh lightly. Her attention was taken by the man. He hobbled around the car, occasionally pushing at it with his fancy cane. He did not look old enough to need a walking aid, but Afroze sensed that he wielded the polished wooden cane with its phallic head for dramatic effect. That he believed it added a distinguished air to his person. A tilted, rakish Panama hat, a deliberately crumpled cream-colored linen suit, and a—yes, unnecessary—cane did make him appear a gentleman.


“Stop. Don’t do that to my car,” Afroze said again, this time more loudly.


The man looked up myopically and blinked at her, seemingly confused at the order. He was not accustomed to being told what to do. Afroze tried to shake off the hugging Bibi and lunged forward as the man began to push down on the trunk, with more force than he seemed capable of possessing.


“Stop! Who are you? What are you doing? This is my car.”


He looked up again. A big smile, the flash of a perfect set of teeth. “Oh, pretty Bibi. Pretty little Bibi fairy. How is my baby girl?” he said.


Only then did Afroze notice Bibi flashing a beguiling smile at her admirer. Bibi relinquished Afroze’s trouser leg and sidled over to hug the fawn-colored linen leg of the old man. He patted her head and cupped her upturned chin in his hand. Once again Bibi curled up like a cossetted baby.


“She is rather lovely, isn’t she?” he looked at Afroze, regarding her for the first time. Again, it was Bibi’s presence that had validated Afroze.


“Yes. Lovely,” Afroze said absently.


“Good car you have here. What—a four-by?”


“What? Four-by? Oh . . . yes, it is a SUV. Four-by-four, you mean.”


“Well, that’s what I said, didn’t I?”


How useless to argue! Splitting hairs with a stranger over a vehicle name. Afroze let it slip.


“What? Toyota? Mercedes? What?” the old man continued. Done with petting Bibi, he circumambulated the car again, not at all bothered by its owner’s irritation.


“Hyundai.” Afroze replied. She felt the tension, anger, and strangeness of her day settling into her, turning her body to fatigue. This had all been too bizarre. And she had banished all thoughts of the mother she had come to see because the day was too much to bear just as it was. She knew that the moment would come again, that she would reenter that cloying bedroom and do what she had come here to do. Say goodbye. Stay a night, drop a fat wad of fresh notes onto the table, absolving her of any arrangements that would inevitably need to be made. And leave. Swiftly, no emotion, just a clean, crisp farewell. Her mother, the doctor, would prefer it that way.


“Never heard of that model. You sure you didn’t steal it?”


“Steal it? That’s ridiculous. Look, it’s a rental,” she told the man, who was now being copied by Bibi in prodding the car.


“Of what relevance is that? Rental . . . Ren-till. Till what, my dear?” the old man said, pulling on the jutting mirror at the side.


“Please, don’t damage it. It’s a rental car,” Afroze said hastily. Looking closely at him for but a fraction, Afroze knew—with an intuition unlike her usual love for fact overfeeling—that this man’s talent for wordplay was just one in a string of talents. The type of talents that came with being a man who lived by the hustle.


The man stood up tall. Suddenly she could see he was not that old after all. Or perhaps he was deft and fastidious in the care of a face and body that he knew were his calling cards. He leaned on his cane, staring at Afroze for a long, uncomfortable time. He deftly removed his hat, revealing a wonderfully styled head of thick, silver hair and an angular, strong jaw, fleshy lips and deep eyes. Afroze almost smiled at him. He seemed to know the effect he was having and enjoyed it.


“You don’t look at all like her, you know. Your mother, she was a fiery Diana. My dear, you are rather insipid.”


Afroze felt strongly insulted, although she knew she shouldn’t be. Yes, a fiery Diana her mother had been, and clearly still was, but Afroze prided herself on being just the opposite. She had worked to maintain a levelheaded ambivalence to her difficult past, and had tremulously guarded this brittle air of nonchalance over the years. It was perhaps this cold detachment to her past and the people of Brighton that made Afroze appear insipid, rather than displaying the actual boiling feelings inside her.


She wanted to be the anti. Yet, in the gaze of this man, she wished for words that did not brandish her blandness. The shameful secret of women is that, though they protest otherwise, when there is mutual attraction, a man’s compliments are always welcome, and his rebuff always stings. No matter the woman. No matter the man.


“Who are you?” Afroze ventured, gathering up herself and her composure.


The old man laughed. First a little chuckle, which brought a parody chuckle from Bibi, then a raucous boom that made Bibi double over with child laughter. Afroze felt that she was being mocked.


“Who I am is who I am? And who I am is not a mystery at all.”


Afroze was weary. Tired of manipulative little girls who cried with one eye open, of intimidating women in African skirts, of a mother’s almost bald head peeping out from pink satin. She had had enough. Why was it that this town harbored people with such eccentricities?


“Please, enough!” She raised her voice. “Enough now. Just be plain. Who are you? Clearly you know who I am. And would you please leave the car alone.”


The old man cuddled Bibi for a second before extracting a sweet from his pocket and popping it in the waiting mouth of the child. Bibi ran off toward the chicken coop.


“I am your mother’s lover. Sathie,” he said casually.


Afroze almost doubled over in shock. Lover! At seventy-one, her mother kept a lover? Afroze had fallen down a hole filled with absent rabbits. She had drunk of a brew that made her small-tiny. She had eaten a poisoned apple. The world was askew.


“You do appear shocked. This and such and such would shock your type. But Sylvie and I have been lovers for years. And as such and such, we shall remain. Did you not hear that Abraham impregnated Sarah at the age of eighty? Are you not schooled, daughter of the flaming Sylvie?”


Sathie spoke beautifully, his voice a velvet amalgam of training, an embodied intonation that arose from deep inside his chest. His words arrived into the world as studied, resonant things of beauty.


Lost, Afroze stared at the man. Not an old man, not a young man. A man who had run the gamut of life, and wore his being like his own crown. He stood with an even more debonair pose now that his status had been spoken out loud.


Looking at the tall, straight-backed man leaning on his cane, Afroze somehow ignored her factual mind, and allowed her heart and body to see. And she saw a man who could have once been one of the great lovers. Looking beyond his body, she glimpsed a handsome man whose attraction lay within and also beyond his form. She shook off the feeling, pulling her rationality away from this whimsy that had taken over her emotions lately.


Sathie knew women better than they knew themselves. He noticed imperceptible things. He noticed a woman suddenly noticing him. And he began to stir inside. Interesting events.


Afroze, despite her attempt at aloofness, found herself blushing and didn’t even know why.


When she was five years old, sitting for hours on the steps of the cottage, she saw many of her mother’s lovers come and go. The ice in their glasses would keep time with the gramophone, the Indian violin music her mother so adored. They would arrive on Fridays, handing out little presents to Sylvie’s little girl, and leave on Mondays at dawn, straightening their ties and jackets, leaving Afroze to silently watch her mother play the melancholic violin records and sit languorously, dreaming on her lounger in the beautiful veranda until her first patients began making their appearances. Sylvie would not speak to the little Afroze. She would only sigh occasionally, smoking her fragrant cigarettes, and perhaps once or twice say words to the morning air. Words a daughter should not hear.


Afroze was happiest when the men came to visit her mother, to stay the night. It was probably because her mother was happy at those rare times, but it was also that the men seemed to feel the need to spoil and indulge Afroze with little gifts of toys and sweets.


She leaned against the car for a minute, the hot sun making her feel nostalgic. She heard the Carnatic violin music drift in from a breeze that did not blow. It was all inside her memories.


“Ahhh, Uncle Logan, throw me up into the air. Come on, throw me up, I want to fly,” her child voice rang in the air, and she felt her mother’s lover’s strong arms hold her tiny waist and swing her off her feet.


“So, you want to fly, do you, Rosie girl,” he said and held her by the tummy, sailing her through the air, her arms open wide. She felt like a beautiful and free bird. A swallow. No, a hawk. A hawk.


“Logan, leave the kid. You’re just going to make her throw up all those chocolates you gave her.” Sylvie appeared, ruining what had been Afroze’s only joy.


“Sylvie, you’re so hard on this kid,” he said and continued to sail her around the rose garden, dodging thorny bushes.


“Leave her, I said leave her,” Sylvie’s voice, now growing gruff with chain smoking, rang out.


“No, Uncle Logan, don’t leave me. I love to play. I love you.”


An imperceptible look passed between the two lovers. He stopped flying Afroze through the air; her hair, which had been flying like raven wings, fell flat onto her face.


Sylvie leaned against the wooden post of the porch and lifted a sharp eyebrow. She clinked the ice in her glass of Scotch and walked up to her lover, staring him straight in the face.


“See, I told you. I don’t want the child getting attached. What’s the point, seeing that you will never get attached to us?”


“Sylvie, stop it. I told you. You know my complications.”


He placed Afroze on the ground, and she stood like a mistake between the two adults who were glaring at each other.


“Psssh! Get out of here, Logan. Take your complications and get out!” Sylvie growled.


“Sylv . . . baby. Come on, I’ve just arrived. Let’s have this weekend. Forget about all this nonsense now. I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful, I promise. She’s so sweet, looks so lost, your little girl. I just forgot myself for a moment.”


Afroze looked up at her mother. She could clearly see the sadness etched into a face that had grown so accustomed to hard lines. She almost believed that she saw eyes glittering with tears.


Sylvie took a long gulp of the straight Scotch. She glared at her lover, handsome and tall with his rakish, long hair and his perfectly shaped beard. Although Afroze could never recognize it, she felt it. She felt things she could not understand emanate like waves from her mother. It felt like a mixture of love and longing, and possible fragments of regret.


“Yes. You and I knew the deal when we got into this. So leave the mollycoddling of my kid alone. Let’s go in. I have a new LP with some beautiful ragas delivered to me yesterday. You would love them, Logan. Beautiful sitar and karnatic violin. Come.”


Sylvie stared into his eyes, and Afroze saw the things she could not understand pass between them. Logan forgot the tiny girl and placed his hand on the naked flesh between the blouse and skirt of Sylvie’s pale blue sari. He licked his lips and smiled. Sylvie smiled too, but maybe Afroze imagined that her mother’s eyes were hard. Hard or sad. Both.


They walked away into the house, and Beatrice, the woman who had come to live with them to care for Afroze, came scuttling.


“Baby Rosie, come, I will take you for a walk to the temple grounds. Someone told me they have brought a cow and her calf there. Let us go see it.”


Afroze looked up to the window, covered by the flimsiest of lace. She saw her mother with her head on Uncle Logan’s shoulder, holding him tightly. He smoothed her long plait and they danced together to the mournful raga. There was sadness in the air. Afroze knew Uncle Logan would be gone tomorrow. Without a goodbye.


Her mother would remain in the darkest of moods for days, doing only her nightly dance with the strange sounds in the khaya, and then suddenly, after holing herself up in a dark room, smoking and refusing to see patients, she would emerge in a fresh sari, loudly proclaiming that it was his damn loss.


In time, another man would arrive and be duly warned to not get too attached to the child. Some kept their distance, watching Afroze with apprehension and barely nodding at her. Some were taken by her sweetness, her air of loneliness, that same loneliness that they perceived in their lover, her mother. For some men, this forlorn brokenness was a drug, but once they had had their fill of it, they hastily ran away.


Afroze always blamed her mother for chasing them away, chasing away men that could have been called “Daddy.”


Now, the memory of those veranda mornings enveloped Afroze, catapulting her into her five-year-old world, where on one Monday morning crashes and shouts echoed through the air. Her mother’s gruff voice was not her own. It pleaded. It cajoled. It promised.


“Please, please stay. She is no trouble at all. Just a child, a silent one. Please stay . . .”


And the day had ended with her mother talking to the rosebushes, meaning it for Afroze.


“Maybe you should go to your father in Cape Town. I don’t know if I can do this anymore.”


But even when her lovers left, taking her dignity in their overnight bags, and even though Sylvie would pour her vexation onto the roses, threatening to send the child away, she never did send Afroze away. Until a horrible night fell like a cloak on her fragile world, and Sylvie finally did banish her child.


It had been a dark midnight. Afroze had never even been warned.


“Please, you have to take her. Take her away. Take her now.”


Afroze had cursed the lover who had bewitched her mother’s eyes, causing her to exile her only child into a world unknown. But as the years passed, deep into the forest of her banishment, living with a cold, unstable father who explained nothing and a simple but comforting stepmother who knew of nothing to tell, Afroze’s curse mutated into cursing the mother who no longer wanted her.


The years droned by in a cautious silence, an eggshell existence. It was as if the day she was dropped into her father’s world was the actual day she was born. In her new world, no one believed in past lives. She concentrated hard on the urgency of forgetting. But one image she could only ever remember was her mother’s turned back as the car drove off at high speed, not bothering with the crying child and her plastic bags of possessions in the back seat.


Now, this man calling himself her mother’s lover grabbed Afroze’s thoughts from the past and pulled them with his bare hands into the present. But even here, in the existing now, her mind was racing. Her thoughts gained momentum. Sensing the explosion, the man took her by the elbow. His touch felt cool. Coolness to her rage, coolness to her memories. Heat to her skin.


“Come, let us go in to see my Diana. May she teach her child about fire.”


Afroze followed him into the cottage, muttering softly, “Fire razes everything to ashes.”


The man, his hearing sharp, turned to look her in the eye. 


“Yes. But it is so beautiful.”


Halaima, with her laundry on the table that overlooked the front rose garden, watched from beneath the cover of busy hands. Folding and fluttering her fingers in acts that belied her keen attention.


Afroze pulled her eyes away from the unblinking beauty of Sathie. Uncomfortable, she swallowed and attempted to shake herself clean of something she could barely recognize. It took the physical effort of squaring her shoulders and willing her limbs to walk away from him, into the house, to break an infant spell. A tiny, little, newly formed crackle of electricity with a world of potential.
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Sathie lingered for a second, watching her march into the house.


“Be careful, my friend,” Halaima said, coming to stand quietly next to him, her eyes on the retreating figure.


“I am never careful, my beautiful Halaima. I have never been careful a day in my life.”


“Yes, and see where that has gotten you.” Halaima shot off, their familiarity easy. Only one who knows you well will warn you if you are heading into your demons’ lair.


“Halaima, you know my situation well. I am weakened by my need for a confidante. I didn’t expect that you would throw it in my face.”


Halaima laughed and pulled Sathie toward her in a light hug. Her affection for this man, despite his showy mannerisms, his sickly sweet speech, and his belief that he was still young and able to turn hearts was strong and unwavering.


“Sathie . . . my dear friend. You are silly silly. You think you are playing with these cats, but the cats are going to play with you.”


“Cats! Oh, indeed . . . you and your little veiled stories. Don’t you think it’s time you spoke clearly, Halaima of the distant hills?”


Halaima’s arched left eyebrow shot up and she smiled in jest. “Oh, really, Sathie of the shadows. Don’t you think it’s time you spoke clearly too? The doctor laughs at your language; she calls it proody.”


“Proody? What in the bloody world is proody? Aah! Parody. Nice to know that you’re improving your English. You are most welcome to come to my room at any time for further lessons.”


Halaima chuckled and rubbed Sathie’s back. “Oh, no no, Sathie sir. I won’t be coming to your room for any lessons, unless you let me bring my husband too.” She pushed him away lightly.


Sathie laughed, knowing that this woman was immune to his advances. Not that he ever intended to advance upon her. She had become dear to him, a sister and keeper of his worst fears.


Despite his calm appearance, when he saw the doctor’s daughter arrive, those large fears came crashing down. And when he looked at Halaima,he knew she was fearful as well.


“I wonder, Halaima, what this rich Cape Town daughter with her fancy clothes and big car is going to do with us. Maybe you and I had better start looking for places where we could go. This daughter has cold eyes; she won’t let us linger here like the doctor does.”


“Don’t worry, my friend. We will be okay. We have nothing, and if we always have nothing, then that is our destiny. And maybe this daughter will be good to us after all.”


Halaima, remembering something, patted Sathie comfortingly on his arm, and then quickly started forward and rushed past him to ensure the doctor was dressed.


Sathie watched her hasten away, the ever-faithful maidservant. He was far less confident. He had finally found a home here in Brighton, a place where his creature comforts—fine food, afternoon music—were indulged. He had come to enjoy the sometimes tedious conversation with the doctor, who had finally warmed up to him after months of calling on her, praising her, patronizing her. Now, with the arrival of this daughter from Cape Town, worry and fear began to creep into Sathie’s otherwise flawless facade. Would his days of hard-won comfort be taken away from him? He didn’t know.


“Destiny means rot. Hope is rubbish. I will make my own hope,” he muttered, composing himself in the practiced way that he had learned to cast every thought and fear away before he stepped onto a stage of women in love.




CHAPTER THREE


Have you met the great beauty, Sathie?” The doctor’s voice echoed through the open door.


Afroze found herself tentatively lingering in the hall as Sathie’s ease in her mother’s home became apparent. He was a gentleman, his ministrations seemed old world, and more than a bit contrived. He had announced his arrival by calling out in a hearty voice. Afroze had the distinct impression that he used this same call every time. It was trained, the ritual of a method actor.


“Now, where is my great lady love—Artemis, do not hide. I am here and you have never been coy.”


A bustle in the bedroom, the sound ladies make when rapidly preening for a man.


Almost a giggle, a waft of the very same perfume she had always worn, the perfume whose scent haunted many days and nights of a child daughter. What was it called? Ah, yes . . . Cache, Hidden. When she was a little girl and could barely read, the ornate crystal bottle of the French fragrance, shaped like a treasure chest inlayed with gold and boasting a delicately crafted gold lock and key, had captivated her as it reflected morning light, much as the creamy chiffon sari fabric would ripple and dapple with that same morning light.


She could not yet read well but could sound out words and the word Cache emblazoned on the bottle in black sounded out in phonetics to Cac. Which sounded very much like kak, a local word for “shit.” And back then, the perfume smelled quite divine. But as she grew older, far away from its smell, its memory earned this misnomer. Crap apt.


The floating perfume scent got stronger and, with a dragging huff-puff, Afroze’s mother appeared at the door, dressed in a satin nightgown of the deepest red, ruffles tied with ribbons at the sagging drape of her throat, her face made up in a garish heaviness of reds, blues, and pinks. The sight was quite horrific. The scarlet lipstick had been painted on in haste, you could clearly see, but then again, with such a sagging, downturned pair of lips, mistakes would so easily happen. Who had done this? This clown-dressing?


Halaima . . . 


“Aha, now the blood is beginning to flow in the heart of this mad, desperate lover,” Sathie announced, glimpsing Sylvie walking into the passage outside her bedroom. He bowed as low as his stiff back would allow. His every word, his every nuance, was a performance. Afroze, lingering in the passage, looked in puzzled revulsion at the intelligent, abrasive, worldly woman who could stamp out any debate with choice intellectual ripostes, melting under the florid grammar.


What on Earth had happened to this mother, the one who unnerved her dreams with memories of formidable strength? This was not her. This aged doll. This melted wax. Grotesque.


As soon as the doctor bestowed a gummy smile at her lover, she glimpsed Afroze hovering and a scowl came to her face. Afroze quickly slipped in to stand behind her, not wanting that awful childhood feeling to return, where she was a little girl standing between lovers. She ached to just hide away, for a little while.


“Didn’t you hear me, Sathie? What do you make of the great beauty?”


Her mouth curled downward. Such a bad taste on the tongue. She was too ladylike to spit, although there had been many times in her life when she had easily lobbed gobs of smoke-scented saliva at anyone who annoyed her. Sathie, her lover’s presence, preserved her etiquette. For now.
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