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Everyone who is born holds dual citizenship, in the kingdom of the well and in the kingdom of the sick. Although we all prefer to use only the good passport, sooner or later each of us is obliged, at least for a spell, to identify ourselves as citizens of that other place.


– Susan Sontag


To fill a Gap

Insert the Thing that caused it –

Block it up

With Other – and ’twill yawn the more –

You cannot solder an Abyss

With Air.



– Emily Dickinson
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    The Soweto Uprising, 1976


    
At about 7 a.m. on 16 June 1976, thousands of African school students in Soweto gathered at prearranged assembly points for a demonstration. They launched a movement that began in opposition to the imposition of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction (in African schools), and developed, over twenty months, into a countrywide youth uprising against the apartheid regime.

This movement cost the lives of more than a thousand youths. But, like an earthquake, it opened up a huge fissure in South African history, separating one era from another. It politicised a whole new generation of youth, and consigned beyond recall the era of defeats in the 1960s. It announced the determination of the youth to end one of the most barbaric examples of modern capitalist slavery.



    
    – Weizmann Hamilton writing in Inqaba Ya Basebenzi (Fortress of the Revolution)

    The police garage was next to the mortuary, and the bodies of soldiers who had died in police or army operations came in daily. We began to keep score. I soon got used to the idea that a human life had very little value.


    – Johan Marais, Time Bomb: A Policeman’s True Story

    ‌

The crack appeared at the bottom of the swimming pool on 1 January 1976.

    Or, possibly more accurately, it was on 1 January 1976 that Janet first noticed the crack at the bottom of the swimming pool.

    It was not a big crack as far as cracks go. In fact, it went nowhere. It simply shimmered beneath the wobbling water as her three children lay on the slasto at the pool’s edge. Did she even see it.

    The children lay panting and glistening like oiled seals in the midsummer sun. Beads of water sparkled on their brown backs. Even from behind her sunglasses, Janet’s eyes winced at the brightness of their silvery-brown skin. They lay recovering from a game of Marco Polo that had descended into Sharky and the swallowing of great gasps of chlorinated water by the boy in the middle.

    Janet had come across from her deep oasis beneath the willow tree, summoned from her uncomfortable doze by the sounds of Pieter’s sisters berating his attempts at drowning. Her haven, a heaven of soft-lime striations, had yielded to their impetuous squeals. She had burst through the shroud of branches straight into the light.

    Sis, man, the girls shrieked in that high-tensile, female way.

    Ag, sis, man.

    Ma, Ma, look at Pieter.

    Their shrill cries had hooked her out of the limbo into which she was sinking. Into which she had been sinking these last eleven years. One moment she was drifting into the haze of steaming pine scent that seeped across from the neighbour’s garden. Then she was on her feet and moving fast across the big lawn as Pieter spewed his lunch over the side of the pool.

    She was in time to see the carrots she had chopped so finely lend a colourful sheen to the slasto beside the pool. Offset by the red and white of the radishes.

    Gross, man, Pieter’s sisters screamed with the addition of gagging sounds.

    Gross, squealed the older.

    That’s quite enough, Shelley, she snapped.

    Gross, echoed the younger.

    Be quiet, Sylvia, her mouth opened and slammed shut.

    Pieter knelt at her feet like a dog. Or a piggy, in the middle of two very vocal sisters. He seemed to be studying his reconfigured lunch with some surprise. He raised a hand and for a moment his mother wondered whether he was going to poke it, to play with his food that shone in the viscous sun, neatly filling the cracks in the crazy paving. Instead, he wiped his mouth and raised his little face to her.

    Sorry, Mommy, he said.

    I said that you should not go mad in the pool after lunch.

    His face fell.

    She was scolding herself, for letting them go berserk so soon after eating, but his little face fell.

    All their faces fell.

    It wasn’t the vomit that was ruining their game. It was her sharp voice. Her voice that cut through their childish fun and frolics. So what if Marco Polo had discovered the skill of projectile vomiting. Who really cared if Sharky now surfed through an acidic salad. Her sharp voice had snipped off the fringe of their fun and games. They were silly children now. Shelley. Pieter. And Sylvia. Three blonde heads and lithe bodies. Perfect little bodies gathered around the sick at the side of the pool.

    She gave commands.

    All shrieking stopped and they began to splash water from the pool so that it gushed over the vomit and sent it coursing to the edge of the slasto and onto the grass. The little bits of carrot, radish and lettuce lay wilting in the ferocious sun. Of the thick slices of wholemeal bread, oddly, there seemed no trace.

    Then they moved off to one side where the slasto was lovely and hot, and lay panting and glistening like oiled seals in the midsummer sun. Beads of water sparkled on their brown backs. Even from behind her sunglasses, Janet’s eyes winced at the brightness of their silvery-brown skin. Then her eyes were drawn to the wobbling water that lassoed the sun into strange rings and coils. And there, beneath it all, was the crack.

    For a moment, she thought that there was no crack. Surely if there were a crack, the water level would have dipped. Surely, she would have noticed if the water level had dipped. Or Solomon would have said something about the water level dropping. Nothing had been said or noticed. Until now.

    She stood there. Her three little silver darlings shivered in the heat and murmured to one side. She slid her sunglasses onto the top of her head. She stood over the pool, leaning out as far as she dared. Still the water looped and coiled the glinting light. It would take time for the waves to settle.

    But she had time.

    Of that commodity she had an abundance.

    Always that sense of time on her hands. As though time were some sticky substance that clung to her fingers and had to be carefully scoured off. Rubbed off with care and Sunlight soap so that it did not stick under her wedding ring or catch in the gap between the white gold of that ring and its little neighbour – the more recent eternity ring presented to her by Hektor-Jan after the birth of their third child, precious little Sylvia. Well done, said the ring. Well done on securing the next generation of white South African children, but enough, now, no more. The future is safe as the eternal circle of the ring suggests, but enough, too, as the white gold zero urgently implies. For ever and now. It felt strange accepting, for a second time, such a ring from such a man. Everything and nothing.

    Janet found herself looking down at her hands that rubbed themselves all the time in a silent ritual even though there was no sticky substance that clung to her skin. She quietly folded her arms and stood there, looking down. Trying to peer through the azure gleam of the water, like a priestess trying to divine the heavens. Yet in Janet’s case, her lips thinned as she smiled a tight smile, the heavens were an 8 × 5 metre swimming pool that reeked of chlorine and responsibility and was stuck at the far end of a suburban garden in the heart of the East Rand, in the town, Benoni, on this, the first day of another new year, 1976.

    She waited for the waves to subside. They must eventually settle down to a flat rectangle of blue that would present the world with one hot sun on its calm surface. And then she could move along the edge of the pool and find a spot that did not blind her, and then she could see to the bottom of the pool. She could see where the leaves lurked. Where moths and grasshoppers lay in the sapphire depths dreaming that they were flying free instead of being suspended in their 8 x 5 metre liquid tomb and going nowhere. Nowhere but up the coiled length of the Kreepy Krauly that would switch on at night and go chugging around the pool sucking up the leaves and the little dead bodies. Janet would lie awake and listen to the heartbeat coming from the swimming pool at the other end of the long garden. Sometimes it sounded like Hektor-Jan’s heartbeat or her own, but she knew that the timer had clicked and that the new Kreepy Krauly had begun its circuit of precisely random cleaning of the pool. That as they slept through the insistent chirping of crickets and the howl of a hunting mosquito, the little bodies at the bottom of the pool would disappear up the jerking, pulsing funnel of the Kreepy Krauly. In the morning, they would be gone, all those foetal corpses, and the pool would be ready for another day: fresh, blank and blue. It was the opposite of birth. It was a beautiful obliteration.

    But now there was the crack.

    Somewhere.

    Somewhere beneath the mass of shifting water she had seen, had sensed possibly, the crack. Janet almost wondered whether it was that that had awoken her in the early hours between 1975 and 1976. Whether she had, in fact, heard the smooth concrete split and had murmured in her half-awake, half-asleep dwaal. Murmured to Hektor-Jan that there was something out there.

    But she couldn’t have murmured anything. Certainly Hektor-Jan could not have heard anything, as he would have been up like a shot, switching on the emergency torch and getting the gun and leaving his wife gasping.

    You never mess around with things like that, he would have said. Better to be safe than sorry. And he would have gone prowling through the deep house with his torch and his gun. Checking doors and windows. Ready to defend hearth and home. And the children would have been noisily sleeping in that messy way children have, she prayed. All snores and snufflings, please, dear God. Pieter in his own little room and Shelley and Sylvia together in theirs. Please, oh please. And every lock and burglar bar would be safe and secure and the children still squirming from the excesses of Christmas and not yet ready for school. He would wander to the spare bedroom, the one that looked out over the little courtyard to the maid’s quarters, the kaya that abutted the double garage, and check that there were no comings and goings there. Janet held her breath. Then Hektor-Jan would have returned with his hand over his torch so as not to blind her and would have hidden his gun. With a playful slap where her nightie just about covered her bottom, he would sink into bed and perhaps into her again as she lay in fear of what might have been out there. Hektor-Jan would try to continue celebrating the start of the new year in style. They had had a busy night of it. They had gone round for drinks at the neighbours to their left, but then straight home and to bed for the children, who would be starting school in a week’s time. The playful slap after the playful clinking of glasses to usher in 1976. It was going to be a good one. To continue the economic recovery after the grim times. That’s what Doug had said as he raised yet another glass of 5th Avenue Cold Duck sparkling wine and refilled theirs and Noreen had quacked away with flushed cheeks and they had all said, Cheers! once more. And Hektor-Jan had made a lovely speech. Surprising, impromptu, but a sweet speech. Yes, 1976 was set to be a good one.

    And just before the stroke of midnight, after they had returned home and put the murmuring children to bed, she and Hektor-Jan had escaped from the house into the cool depths of the garden. And bubbling after the third bottle of 5th Avenue Cold Duck, they had giggled their clothes to the ground and slipped into the coolness of the pool. When last had they skinny-dipped. When last had Hektor-Jan been free of his uniform, and Janet so uninhibited. The booze made them brave. The chlorinated water made their skin hard and Janet had said Goodness me, it was happening so unexpectedly and Hektor-Jan had whispered Happy New Year and had made another pass at her. But there was moonlight and the black water shone very brightly and Hektor-Jan had said The children – and Janet had remembered and she had playfully pulled him. Out of the pool she pulled him and he could not resist as 1975 slipped aside and in flooded 1976. They kissed beside the pampas grass. They kissed beneath the willow tree, but the moonlight was bright and the windows of the house were watchful. They were alone, but the children – the children. So Hektor-Jan bent his strong arms and she was lifted as light as a fluted glass brimming with bubbles and, like the sparkling wine, she was swept off her feet to the side of the house. Shhh, breathed Hektor-Jan as she chuckled and tried not to snort in an unladylike way, and then they were at the double garage which adjoined the maid’s quarters, but Alice was not back yet. And Hektor-Jan wiggled his eyebrows in the moonlight and before she knew it they were in the garage and there was the smell of oil and paint and soft sawdust. The concrete floor was cold as he let her down slowly, slowly down the length of his burly body. And her husband was warm and he turned her and she leaned on the smooth metal of the parked car and Hektor-Jan took charge from behind. But then you could not tell who was leading and who was following as they struggled together over the cold bonnet of the Fiat – which had the habit of backfiring. Janet almost heard the car as Hektor-Jan crashed behind her. There was a warm bang, the gasp of a sound as something metal fell, some big tool, and then it was just their laughter as she bucked and called, Hektor, my Hektor-Jan, and Hektor-Jan cried, Janet, Janet, right beside her ear. And all her senses were arrested as her policeman husband held her, overwhelmed her, with his great love. And then she turned and kissed him.

    They were so close. Locked together in the oily garage with their wet skin and warm kisses. Gentle and rough, loud and quiet.

    That was 1975. Or was it 1976.

    It will be different, he whispered. New. A brave new year.

    And now, already, the crack. Tomorrow, next year, was already today. And it was the first of January – definitely a very bright, new day –

    Still the water wobbled. But the many, many suns were slowly reducing in number. It would not be long before the water lay calm and yielded up the bottom of the pool. And Janet had time. Great, generous dollops of sticky time.

    Alice would be back soon. Helping to clear up the mess as all that time melted and dripped through her fingers. Ah, the luxury of a live-in maid. So many in white South Africa had a live-in maid. What was life without a black live-in maid. Her Alice. Who helped her to make and preserve a wonderland.

    Last night Noreen had gone on about life without her girl, her Emily. About the mysterious pregnancy, as Emily was not supposed to have gentlemen callers while she was there in the kaya working for them full time. Her Emily had given notice and Doug and Noreen were looking for a new maid. Emily had gone back to Daveyton, the sprawling township a train-ride away from Benoni, and from there back to Zululand, apparently. Now they were looking for a new maid. And Janet had tried not to let Hektor-Jan’s hand on her shoulder distract her – his fingers were the size of fists – while Noreen asked, Did Janet’s Alice know anyone. Or Alice’s mother, the old but legendary Lettie. Surely she would know someone, or have another daughter or niece or whatever who needed work.

    Her Alice, Janet was sure, would know several young women keen to escape into a kaya that lay adjoined to the back of a double garage. A neat retreat from life in the townships of the East Rand. To be yoked to a white family from morning until night with the odd afternoon off. To be spared the multifarious claims of one’s own family by being pressed into service of another family and paid for it. To become a domestic servant. To suspend yourself in domestic servitude until the Kreepy Krauly of life sucked you up and out. Isn’t that what happened to Noreen’s Emily. Her womb, like the pulsing funnel of the Kreepy Krauly, had sucked her up and out of her old way of life. Now she was gone. Their pool was clean. Clean, but somehow bare. Noreen had said, That was one way of looking at it, yes, for sure, if you put it like that, and Hektor-Jan had secretly pinched Janet softly on the bottom, just there, right where her bottom began.

    And there was the crack on this, the bold, blue 1 January 1976. In the heart of the swimming pool and running along its entire length. A hairline fracture in the concrete scalp of the pool. Not much to look at. Indeed, barely noticed. In fact, completely unnoticed were it not for the game of Marco Polo followed rather too soon by Sharky and Pieter’s vomiting.

    Janet stood with her arms folded, looking down. She could be a bird in the sky, looking down from the heavens on the world far below. Perceiving some divinest sense – to a discerning eye, or perhaps amazing sense – from ordinary meanings. Her delicate hands lay resting on her arms. They were her wings, and folded, so she did not fly and she could not be a bird. Then she unfolded her arms and knelt down at the edge of the pool for an even closer look. Maybe she was a giraffe now, her limbs splayed out to support her weight as she peered over the edge of the pool, straining ever further to see what was shimmering there at the bottom of the pool. She bit her lip. It was a crack, of that there was no doubt. Why had the children not said. They played in the pool incessantly. It was their second home. Why had Solomon the gardener not said. He basically lived in the garden, both in the front and the back garden. Surely someone should have noticed and raised the alarm. Come running to her to say Mommy or Madam, there is a crack at the bottom of the pool in this the year of our Lord, 1976. The children should have called Mommy! And Solomon could have spoken softly, his shaven head respectfully bowed as he clutched his rake for support and said, Madam, the swimming pool, eish.

    She did not need this in her life. Not at this juncture. Not with Hektor-Jan about to start working a new shift and certainly not with the play that they hoped to put on, the great drama scheduled for the end of the summer. They had only a few months.

    Maybe it would go away.

    Janet stood there on the edge of the pool.

    She could feel the house in the background, squatting prettily within the newish cement-slab walls that bounded the property and already hidden by big, established shrubs. She felt the fierce green grass, the lawn that seethed from the house all the way to the pool at the far end of the garden. And she could feel the shrubs and trees and flowers and insects all buzzing and bursting in the midsummer sun. Everything that kept Solomon busy like a ragged black bee three days a week whilst Doug and Noreen next door had him only for two. And the unexplained absence of Wednesdays, the gap in the middle of the week when who knows where Solomon went. The bee, the bee is not afraid of me, she thought as she tried to swat away the humming sound that persisted on the edge of sense.

    Today, Solomon was not hers. His stern body with his lithe limbs and shaven head would not be servicing the garden. Grass would not be mown, shrubs trimmed, flower beds weeded nor cracks noticed by Solomon. Solomon would not hum and sing as he worked.

    Today was Thursday, and New Year’s Day.

    And Hektor-Jan had to disappear. Even on this first day of 1976. His promotion demanded such things of him. No longer would he wear a uniform. Now he was in plain clothes and he was going to have to rely even more on his wife to keep the home fires burning, their little ship on even keel. Janet was left holding the fort and now there was a crack in one of the surrounding walls, a chink in their armour.

    Like a giraffe, she lowered her elegant neck to the surface of the water. Her sunglasses stayed perched on the top of her head. Be still, be still, she silently commanded the waves. It would not be long now.

    Crouched there, she suddenly sensed, as she sensed the house and surrounding garden – her home, her motherly, wifely, womanly domain – that she was being watched. Just as her short neat dress crept up her slim thighs and exposed the backs of her legs to the sun, Janet felt the prickle of a male gaze. She knew without looking that it was coming from the neighbours to the left. That once again, it was Doug, Douglas van Deventer, and that Noreen was no doubt buried somewhere in the house, possibly incapacitated by one of her migraines, lying in state in her bedroom with the curtains drawn. That would leave Doug free to grasp his shears and a little ladder and edge along the wall that bounded their properties. He would be pruning. Even at this stage of the summer, there would be the snip-snip of wayward branches being cut back, brought under control. And Doug’s head would bob along the boundary. Like a dog at the wall, leaping to look up and over and into their lives. Doug the dog. And if he clambered to the top of that little A-frame ladder, he could peer through the bushes and tangled foliage into their garden, right across the lawn and almost, but not quite, up Janet’s dress.

    The backs of Janet’s legs stung in the sun.

    Now she was caught between propriety, her own at least, and the urgent need to confirm the existence of the terrible crack that seemed to split the bottom of the pool. In a moment the water would finally be still. If she leaned out a little further, just a fraction further –

    Janet did not lean just yet. She sent one hand to the back of her dress and gave it a modest tug. It was high, but hopefully not too high. Her hand came back around. She leaned out as far as she dared and held her breath.

    Ma, came the urgent whisper from her eldest. Ma, hissed Shelley.

    Janet froze. She could not move. She could not look back now.

    He’s at it again, Ma, whispered Shelley and she knew that the children had spotted Desperate Doug amongst the trembling foliage.

    It’s Uncle Doug, Pieter’s piping voice confirmed. Like he was proud. Like he was unwrapping yet another Christmas present. Janet closed her eyes. In no way was Doug van Deventer related to them; they were just polite kids.

    His older sister shushed him. Not so loud, she hissed.

    They all knew Mr Doug van Deventer. Uncle Doug. His strange habits. The way the little man managed to do lots of gardening when Mommy lay in the sun, or when Mommy occasionally swam or when Mommy patrolled the garden checking that Solomon the garden boy had done a good job. Uncle Doug was very friendly, but there were times when he gave them the creeps, when they wished that he was less friendly and that he would stop pretending to cut branches and peering in on their lives. He was a bit like the giant in Jack and the Beanstalk, hey. Even though he was a shorty-pants, a small man, hey. More like Rumpelstiltskin, if you wanted to get all technical.

    Janet did not want to get all technical. One did not get technical when one was about to fall into the pool with one’s skirt hitched up almost beyond the bounds of modesty in front of a leering horticulturist and one’s three young offspring. And there was the crack. It was surely about to reveal itself when the tiresome water finally ceased shimmering.

    There, there. Now. Almost now. If she waited for just another second or two, leaned out another fraction of an inch, there it would be. She could be sure. Possibly, absolutely certain. Many things in this life are uncertain. Janet wanted at least to be certain of that one thing. It is not often that one discovers a crack in the bottom of the pool on New Year’s Day. She leaned forward another fraction.

    Yippee! screamed Pieter as she toppled into the pool.

    One moment she was suspended above the water. Then she was a living splash.

    Yippee! yelled Pieter and then they were all in the pool, all three of them like puppies or seals, wriggling and thrashing beside her, on top of her, kicking up water in her face and making her gasp and choke. They were laughing. Hanging from her, pulling at her arms and legs. She would lose her dress. She was fighting for breath, then she was laughing too. Clutching them to her like a watery mother hen as they wriggled and squealed like electric eels. Brown worms. They were wriggling worms and she was the early bird.

    Marco Polo, Sylvia shouted. The memory of the recent game still fresh and sharp.

    Sharky, shrieked Pieter, his recent vomiting forgotten.

    Janet threw back her head and laughed.

    She wiped her hair that instantly had plastered her face. She swept clear the brown, slick curtain and peeped across the garden before the children renewed their attack. She laughed and laughed as the thick rhododendrons wriggled against the neighbour’s wall and then were still.

    Suddenly, she too, was still.

    The shock pulsed right through her.

    She felt it black and swift and certain. There was no mistake.

    It was a mistake.

    She went rigid.

    She was standing on the crack at the bottom of the pool.

    He slept and dreamed and his dreams mocked his sleep. In the heat of his midday bed, he turned and cursed himself. In the house of his father-in-law were many rooms. But not one he could call his own. He did not feel at ease. He felt his children, the fruit of his loins, twisting and turning. It was a long hot night and now it was well past midday. He lay asleep, but waiting. From within the four warm walls of his mind came the Roepstem, came the Call. The voices were urgent and unquiet. He knew what to do. He always knew what to do. He reached under his pillow for his gun. It was at the ready. His knife was hidden, but his gun was always waiting. For who should descend into the deep but him. And with each uncomfortable sigh, he breathed in the certainty. With each breath he blessed the Lord his strength, which taught his hands to war and his fingers to fight. There was the thud of subdued flesh and the slap of recognition. There was the crunch of bone and the silent seeping of blood. Contusions and joint-popping contortions. Internal bleeding and hopeless screaming. But he blessed his God, his goodness and his fortress, his high tower and his deliverer, his shield and he in whom he trusted, who would subdue his people under him. He was fond of the psalms. But out in the darkness the monster began to walk, and the warrior slept. He was terrified.
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    The poverty in which most African families lived had far-reaching implications for many children. As a result, the boundaries were not always clear between childhood, adolescence and adulthood. The youth of ‘school-going age’ spent their days on the streets doing odd jobs and playing, but mostly taking responsibility for their siblings and homes while their parents were at work from early morning until late at night. Many had to raise cash for their families as hawkers (selling fruit, peanuts and other goods on trains and at various railway stations) and others worked full time as providers. Child labourers included ‘spanner boys’ who helped to fix cars and those who sold coal and firewood, as Soweto had no electricity.


    – Sifiso Mxolisi Ndlovu, The Soweto Uprisings: Counter-memories of June 1976

    
It is very difficult for me to open up and write about my husband, because it is a pain you can’t describe to anyone else. My husband began to suffer from stress after being exposed on a daily basis to scenes where people had been killed, shot or maimed – to people whose decomposed remains he had to take out of the water in the course of his job as an emergency diver for the South African Police Service.

It became so bad that he began to patrol the house at night, getting up at the slightest sound and inspecting the entire house and property. Our curtains had to be left open so that he had a clear view when he heard a sound. He sat staring through the window for hours and no one could persuade him to sleep.



    
    – Johan Marais, Time Bomb: A Policeman’s True Story

    ‌

The crack did not go away. No. It seemed it was there to stay.

    When they trooped inside on that first day of the crack, she sensed the burden that she was going to have to carry to her husband. It seemed as though life was a spell so exquisite that something now was trying to break it.

    Despite their laughter and the children’s excitement that Mommy had swum in her clothes and had discovered the joys of Marco Polo and Sharky – twice! – they crept into the house.

    Daddy was sleeping. Daddy was sleeping so that he could begin his new job that night when he started night shift. Wasn’t that strange, she had prepared the children. Wasn’t that exciting that Daddy was going to start a new job which meant that as they were going to bed, he was going to work!

    Poor Pappie, Sylvia had cried out. Poor Pappie, working in the dark. What would he see but blackness? What would he do but stumble around in the scary darkness when the world was scary and black? She would be scared. She would need to hold on to Teddy and to Golly for dear life and stay warm and snug in her bed. Would she ever have to go on night ships?

    Night shift! Pieter threw himself about laughing, holding his sides in a parody of mirth. Shelley prodded him as though he were a small but fairly agreeable animal.

    Grow up, she said in that adult way eleven-year-old girls have. Shelley nudged him with her bare foot that had been carefully dried.

    Pieter continued to roll around on the kitchen floor, holding his sides, oinking like a little brown pig. His towel came loose to reveal his slender body all muscle and bone.

    Grow up, said Shelley again, appealing to her mother to step in.

    Night ships, said Sylvia again, provoking arbitration. Her thumb was dangerously close to finding its way into her mouth, despite all their talk of the New Year and Revolutions.

    Resolutions, Janet said automatically.

    Night ships, countered Sylvia, and then they were all at it again, killing themselves laughing. Children could be brutal little beings; Janet tried to smile at their hilarity. So much energy. So chaotic. So much life and vim and vigour. Sometimes just their sheer energy exhausted her. They drained her like a glass of milk drunk fresh and cold so that all that was left was the hint of condensation on the glass and an ache in the brain from the cold, cold milk.

    Would you like some milk, she asked.

    Sometimes changing the subject was best. She had become rather adept at changing the subject.

    They clamoured around her, including Shelley, for the milk, which she poured into identical glasses to precisely the same point. So even though they were each separated by roughly three years, she dare not distinguish between them by a fraction of a millimetre. That would unleash chaos.

    They were silent now. The kitchen resounded with their quiet gulps although before she could say Marco Polo she knew that they would be at it again. Janet leaned against the old kitchen counter with its melamine surface, and savoured the quiet for a few seconds.

    How their little throats pulsed with milk. It was terrifying how quickly they could demolish a large glass of icy milk. She could not bear the sterile taste of thick milk, all white and blank. It was like drinking maternal oblivion, a liquid migraine. She wondered if Noreen next door drank too much milk. That would explain things.

    Janet tried to explain things. Again. Before they finished their milk.

    Remember to be quiet now, she said as their little throats throbbed. Daddy needs his sleep today. Especially today.

    Three pairs of eyes watched her around upended glasses. The dregs were being drained. Every last white drop.

    I won, said Pieter thumping down his glass so that Janet jumped.

    Pieter! scolded Shelley, her rebuke more shrill than the solid crash of his glass.

    Shhhh! hissed Sylvia louder than them both.

    Janet gripped the towel she had taken from her younger daughter and tightened it around her own belly. Being a mother in a wet dress with knotted brown hair did not help matters. She felt as though she should be on holiday, on the beach, carefree. Not in a wet dress, in the kitchen, playing referee.

    Children, her voice snapped like a towel flicked at their damp legs. We are all to be very quiet until two pee em. That’s what Daddy asked. Remember. That is expressly why we have spent the day around the pool. We could make a noise around the pool, but –

    It is three pee em – Shelley pointed to the kitchen clock.

    Pieter leapt in immediately. When the big hand is on the twelve and the small hand –

    Pappie! yelled Sylvia –

    Janet pressed a hand to her head. Even though she had drunk not a drop of milk. An hour, an entire hour had disappeared, simply slipped through some crack in the day. She could not stop trying to forget about the crack.

    Yes, they could all run down the long passage to Mommy and Daddy’s bedroom. Yes, go on. Each one of them could charge down to the far end of the house to Daddy and wake him up. He would be cross that they had not woken him up earlier, at two pee em like he said but it could not be helped when you were left in charge of the children, all three of them, for the entire day. Maybe not the entire day, granted, but for a major portion of their waking day. There is just so much Marco Polo and Sharky that one could tolerate before beginning to lose a grip. And the sheer volume of milk that they could drink so enthusiastically –

    Janet sighed.

    She could hear the rumble of Hektor-Jan down the far end of the house. He sounded fine. One never knew how he might take things. How today, on New Year’s Day, after a Rip van Winkle sleep, he might take being awoken an hour late by his chlorinated and slightly sunburnt children. How would he respond if he sensed that they were crammed with cold milk. Never mind what he would do when confronted by the news of the crack. Janet wondered if she could bear to start the year with a crack. And Hektor-Jan beginning his job, no longer in the smart certainty of his uniform, but going undercover. It would have to wait. She had learned that some things would have to wait. Not all things, but some things. Mostly her things. But such is marriage. Such is marriage to a man going undercover. Also, marriage to a man who had come to live in her father’s house – which was now hers. And when such a strong man has not built his own house, but lives with his wife and family in a house that his father-in-law paid to have built, then such a marriage might seem uneven, strangely lopsided perhaps. Especially when the husband is a policeman and, unlike the father-in-law, is indeed the law. So to keep the scales of justice finely balanced, she might be inclined to acquiesce too readily, to set her things to one side, to make her man seem strong, to help him to belong.

    Janet put on her bright, strong face and strolled down the passage like a woman without a crack in the world. It would have to wait. Surely, it could wait –

    Mommy! Sylvia yelled from behind her father as silly Mommy entered the bedroom. Silly Mommy, she announced to the bedroom like the blast of royal fanfare.

    What now, her father asked. With mock agitation furrowed in his deep Afrikaans accent.

    Hektor-Jan lay in state, propped up on one elbow, his children clustered around him like loyal subjects. The thick curtains dimmed the air, took the sting out of the sun, created a deep pocket in the robe of the house. For a moment Janet thought that her sunglasses had slipped from the top of her head where, magically, they still perched. The children were shadows; Hektor-Jan was a rasping mound of manliness created out of the new duvet, which in turn was a Christmas present to themselves. The air was thick with the fug of her husband’s warm body. Janet could scarcely breathe and she inhaled deeply.

    You have been for a swim, they tell me, Hektor-Jan’s amusement radiated from the bed. Janet had to blink. After the brilliant sun and the bright milk, her eyes were struggling to adjust. She removed the sunglasses from her head and stood there obediently.

    More or less, she said.

    His voice rumbled from the depths of his children. More or less of a swim, he waved a meaty hand. You’re soaking wet.

    Janet removed the towel from her waist self-consciously. She turned her head and her back and coiled her hair in the towel, twisting it so that more water was squeezed from her hair. But she could feel drips trickling down her legs. Running in little rivulets, still, and spotting the carpet. If that were the children, she would have a fit. They would be despatched from the house with a curt Will you go and get yourself dry for goodness’ sake – how many times must I tell you. Whereas Hektor-Jan urinated standing up and there was no way that she could dismiss him from his own loo with such sudden commands as she mopped up. There were some things one could not leave for Alice even though she was a live-in maid and was paid to clean up after them and had no doubt faced worse challenges in her life. How men could urinate standing up was beyond her: the abandon, the carelessness, the masculine effrontery. It distressed her more than most things and she pressed her lips together.

    Janet squeezed and squeezed her hair and glanced in the dressing-table mirror hoping that Hektor-Jan would not notice the hypocritical drops of water that dotted the beige carpet.

    He was wrestling with the children now.

    She squeezed until her head hurt and the towel was sodden.

    Hektor-Jan and Shelley and Pieter and Sylvia were a tangle of dusky limbs and loud grunts. They were trying to pin his arms down so that they could tickle him. But one hand kept escaping and sneaking around to push them off balance so that they fell against him and he could tickle them. Pappie, they cried. Pappie, they chortled and gurgled and were throttled with excited gasps. They were like one sixteen-limbed creature in the bed. The new duvet was in turmoil; she should never have bothered to iron the cover. Still, Alice would soon be back. And the bizarre, eight-legged human spider thrashed and squealed like an effeminate ventriloquist until one of them would knee Hektor-Jan in the privates. Then his voice would split the dark with a roar. But it was a mock-roar, half pain, half game.

    It would not be long before there were tears. Van lekker lag kom lekker huil, Hektor-Jan would always warn. Lovely laughter brings lovely tears, the Afrikaans saying put it well. There were always tears.

    Janet thought to escape to the en suite bathroom to fetch another towel as the children renewed their assault on their naked father. Hektor-Jan slept naked. In 1976, Janet did not know of many men who slept stark naked, but Hektor-Jan certainly did. He radiated warmth and hair and manly fumes. She was always aware of his hair. It ran in dark seams across his body. Under his arms, between his legs, up to his belly button, along his spine, across his chest and arms and legs. Lately, even his nostrils and ears had sprouted hair. He was a very hairy man. She grabbed a fresh towel and clung to its clean, dry expanse.

    He was also a beautiful man. His strength and his dark good looks. Sometimes she would reach out to touch him as he slept, as though to make sure that this handsome man was indeed hers. And almost to ask the question with her hands, the soft, uncertain tips of her fingers – could this dear man, this dark, handsome man indeed be hers. She who was so ordinary and nondescript. Her figure was fine, of that she was sure. Her face was clear and her eyes – maybe her eyes were too intent. They were light brown, like her mousy hair, nothing to write home about. Not quite hazel eyes, too light for hazel and too penetrating in their utter fixity. That is what her own mother had said. No doubt when Mrs Amelia Ward had performed or uttered something typically outrageous in front of the family and Janet had bitten her tongue, and stared and stared at her bold mother, that had prompted the astringent remark: Child, your eyes. That look. Your funny little eyes so, so penetrating in their utter fixity. Those were her mother’s exact words. They cut through time to be as fresh and sharp as when they were first spoken. Maybe her mother had a point. Why, sometimes she felt as though she had to remember to blink. She would gaze unblinking at the beautiful man who was her husband as he slept beside her. Even as that beauty began to be shrouded in more and more brown-black hair. She never recalled him being that hairy.

    The children did not seem to mind his hair. For a moment she caught herself fearing that they might get lost in his hair, that they might vanish into all that hair, but then she smiled. Pieter was sitting on his father’s head and the girls had got their father’s limbs under control. He was trapped. He rumbled beneath his son. The children squealed. They had him now. But then, like a manly and rather hirsute volcano, he erupted in a thunder of ha-has and ho-hos. His children scattered across the bed shrieking with joy and Janet had to escape to the bathroom.

    She slipped through the door into the bright light, then shut it. Like turning a page. Suddenly, there was peace and quiet. The peace and quiet so beloved of mothers when their children and their hairy husband were cavorting and when trouble loomed like a pram at the top of a horrible flight of steps. It nudged closer and closer and no one seemed to notice or to care. The baby inside chortled in his glee just as the front wheels tested gravity. The wheels whispered over the top before bumping, bumping down the entire flight of concrete steps. Sheer horror.

    Janet sat on the side of the bath and tried to compose herself. Her damp clothes caused her to shiver, even though it was more than thirty degrees out there. The bathroom, with its soft light at the side of the house, was soothing and cool.

    She placed an anxious hand on her belly.

    Next door, the chaos continued. She could see it happening. Little Pieter caught in the face by a jerking elbow, Hektor-Jan’s most likely, his nose blooming with blood. Shelley flying back and bumping her head, breaking her crown. And all fall down: tiny Sylvia shrieking off the edge of the bed like the baby in the pram. Falling through space before lying broken and twisted on the carpet far, far below.

    Was he doing this intentionally.

    There was a shriek. Then there was silence. Dear God.

    Hektor-Jan opened the door of the bathroom and... and evolved into the room. He was a naked chimp. Janet looked up in surprise as he loped in. Then, before her very eyes, he lifted the lid of the loo and sat down. At least he had the nous in the house to sit down. For once.

    The children, she whispered. The children.

    The silence next door was ominous. Were they all dead. Had he smothered them with his father’s love. Had they drowned in his hair and disappeared.

    They’re hiding, he whispered too, conspiratorially. Like a mocking clown.

    Janet opened her mouth.

    Hektor-Jan started to gush.

    She closed her mouth and squirmed in her makeshift seat.

    Hektor-Jan winked at her.

    The towel slid from her grasp and pooled at her feet. She could only stare at her hairy husband astride the porcelain throne. Right before her in the bathroom with one hand delving between his legs as he sat there and gushed fulsomely.

    Hiding, she said faintly.

    Hektor-Jan nodded vaguely. His eyes seemed to turn inward as he strained.

    No. He was not going to. Surely not.

    It’s a new game, Hektor-Jan’s voice strained into her loo, which could do with a clean. Alice would be back the following day, thank goodness.

    Janet leapt to attention. A new game. Not Marco Polo or Sharky inside the house.

    Relax, said Hektor-Jan.

    He reached for a strip of toilet paper.

    Janet sprinted for the door, except her legs failed to move. She never made it.

    Right before her, in the cool depths of her bathroom, Hektor-Jan leaned forward. Dear God. First the gulped milk and now this. Long gone were the days of little ankles pinned in the air by a motherly hand and the careful wiping, such careful wiping, of chubby pink cheeks as Shelley then Pieter then Sylvia cooed. Gone were the buckets of Steri-nappy and the broadsheets of cloth nappies hanging on the line like warning flags. Or a whole series of surrenders. White flags symbolising the sacrifices of body, mind and soul to her three offspring who had used her like a launching pad and had sprung free. Now they were birds flitting through the house. She clutched at her stomach and Hektor-Jan tore yet another strip of toilet paper. Janet mumbled something and again Hektor-Jan winked like it was a big joke. Then he flushed, gave a shocking squirt of air freshener and came over to where she stood, like a bedraggled butterfly – no, a moth – about to take flight.

    The sun had turned his skin dark and bronzed. With all his hair and his summer skin he could be a different species. Even a different racial classification in this South Africa obsessed with racial classification. Obsessed like children colouring in with different shades of black, white, yellow and brown. Or kids messing around with pastels labelled white and non-white, blankes and nie-blankes. Or poo and nappies. Crisp white towelling blowing in the breeze or poo on toilet paper or nappies stuck bleaching in a bucket of Steri-nappy. Did that make sense. Goosebumps pricked her flesh and Hektor-Jan knelt before her and placed his warm hands around her back and pulled her towards him. Last night –

    The towel lay crumpled on the floor and he pulled her close so that his cheek rested against her belly as he knelt there like a subservient ape, her very own Hektor-Jan, her husband who was about to go on night shift. She could smell him, as though he were turning lavender at the edges, and now his warm face pressed close to her belly through her damp, cool dress, and she stopped standing there like a startled bird and began to stroke his head. There, beneath her fingers, was the one place on his body where there was supposed to be hair and there was now less and less hair. Her Hektor-Jan was growing bald despite the recent sprouting from nose and ears, or perhaps because of it. A sudden shift in the balance of hair.

    The new job will help, he said from the depths of her stomach and for a moment she thought that it would help him grow hair. That the new job under the cover of night, his promotion, would somehow promote the growth of hair on the top of his head. Top secret could become toupee secret.

    He chuckled as though sensing her confusion. His naked flesh wobbled beneath her and he held her more tightly.

    Just over seven months to go, he rumbled below her.

    She nodded, which he could not hear. Yes, she said softly, which he did not hear.

    What would you like, he said. A boy or another girl.

    You just never know, she said.

    What’s that, he asked.

    Just seven months to go, she said. Aren’t you glad I kept all those nappies.

    He did not move. Just knelt there warm and close as her hand fondled the hair on his thinning scalp. She could not bring herself to mention the crack. Not there. Not then. Not whilst her beautiful grown man knelt like a little lost boy before her and the children were mercifully though suspiciously quiet somewhere in the house. But then she was gripped by fear and a dread of lavender. It was like a sharp screwdriver of scented lavender had been driven between them and she was wedged apart from him. She needed to let go this hairy man no matter how handsome he was. She had to remove the cloying dress that trapped her in its damp folds. For a moment, again, her arms were wings and she had to fly free. She managed not to emit a loud squawk. That would have startled Hektor-Jan. It might have bowled him over or made him instantly bald. You never knew with shock. You just never knew. And she blamed the crack. She feared for her husband and she could not burden him with the crack. She did not want him to get how he got. She would speak to Solomon, see what he said.

    Gently but firmly, she extricated herself from his grasp. His warmth peeled away and she was free. Free to escape to the bedroom whilst he knelt there beside the bath, his back to the loo.

    The curtains were still closed in the bedroom and the house was in a state of warm hush. If she closed her eyes she could sense her children hiding. They formed part of the fabric of the hot afternoon as Shelley, Pieter and Sylvia fused with the cloth of heavy curtains – hid in the hanging folds – or insinuated themselves under chairs and behind the opacity of doors. Janet was tight-lipped in the gloom.

    Whilst Hektor-Jan knelt in silence in the bathroom, she slipped out of the clasp of her dress and quickly freed herself from the moist clutches of her bra and panties. The smell of chlorine suddenly rose from her skin, and she patted her damp flesh that, in the sudden chill of nakedness, did not feel like her skin. It could well be the flesh – goosed, cold, oddly lifeless – of another, as though she inhabited the body of a stranger.

    Janet patted her arms and her belly just to make sure, to instil a sense of life, but her hands, too, were cold. She would have to go back into the bathroom where her husband still knelt. Would he remain there until it was time to start work.

    Janet crept to the door, slipped in and ran a quick hand to the peg on the other side of the door. Then she was back in the safe gloom, pulling the white towelling gown over her skin so sticky with cold and goosebumps. For a moment she felt as though she were pulling on a large nappy, such was the texture of the gown. She stood, then sat on the edge of the bed, wrapped like a large white present, a baby-adult, in white towelling that scratched with the precise texture of new babies’ nappies. More Christmas presents to themselves. A His and Hers towelling robe for moments just like this. Beautifully scratchy and stark white with a firm towelling cord to tie around your belly and keep you safe and secure. Beneath the tight circumference of the belt that kept her together, Janet felt the new life within her begin to move. It was early days yet, she knew, but she fancied that she could feel him move. And she knew, just knew, that it was a he, a boy-child. Sometimes, she pictured him climbing around inside her like his father, a little hairless version of his father, a tiny monkey with precious limbs, and she beamed as he swung from the liana of his umbilical cord and she felt him dangle within her. She smiled to herself and patted her precious cargo beneath the firm belt. Hektor-Jan in the bathroom, and Hektor-Jan inside her. A world of Hektor-Jans. One hairy but going bald, the other bald but soon to grow hair. She held her breath and from deep within her came a tremulous scream. It wavered and warbled. Come and get me, it screamed with a ghoulish voice and she realised that it was Shelley or Pieter, probably, and that they were growing impatient. They expected her to come and get them and, once again, she had confused herself with her house. God knows, she had lived here long enough. But her children were deep within the house, not her. The scream came from them, not from her womb.

    Tying her hair back, Janet pulled her face into shape and with a brave mother’s smile she pantomimed the exaggerated steps of the huntress. Into the passage she went. I am coming to get you, she called with an actress’s voice. She brightened considerably. This could be good practice for the show. When was the first rehearsal. She would need to check the schedule clamped to the fridge door by the magnets Pieter had given her for Christmas. A cluster of metal miracles that clung to the fridge like desperate children – a whole coloured alphabet of scrambled letters that currently spelled words like YEAR, HAPPY, NEW and GOD on the great white coral reef of the fridge. That was Shelley, mocking her little brother’s not-so-subtle hints for a DOG. It was his birthday soon. He himself was almost a Christmas present eight years ago. Now he was turning nine and the only thing his little heart desired was a DOG. Some furry puppy to replace old Jock. Jock who had suddenly died the week before Christmas and who was still keenly missed. That was why Shelley was so bitter. How could one replace Jock with another dog – which Pieter, with profound originality, wanted to call Jock – and why did GOD kill their DOG? Did GOD move in mysterious ways? Or was it just like Father Christmas and the Easter Bunny? Someone else all along? Shelley was insistent. There came that look in her eyes, which could be described only as a look of utter fixity. She was too angry to cry. Speak to your father, Janet had said, but Shelley would not speak to her father. Not on that subject. She pestered her mother.

    Janet smiled as she crept down the passage that ran like a rich, deep vein through the house, the conduit of all domestic traffic. She felt again the crisp towelling scratch her skin beautifully and she held the simultaneous thoughts of puppy and fridge and Shelley and God and the play and Jock and Pieter in her mother’s mind. Anything to escape the sound of smearing excrement and the deeper sense of the crack at the bottom of the pool. Coming to get you, she boomed in her most resonant, theatrical voice and Sylvia squealed away her position under the dining-room table. Comin’ ta get ya, Janet put on an American accent, and then an Irish accent. And then she whispered the words, a chilling psychopath.

    Gently, she patrolled the perimeter of the table pretending not to hear the tiny squeals of excitement that semaphored Sylvia’s position. Where can Sylvia be, she mused aloud like Donald Duck, prompting further smug hilarity whilst Pieter shouted, Come and get me! from behind the lounge door. It was only her older daughter who had the good sense to secrete herself with silence into some dark space. For a shiver of a second, Janet worried that Shelley might have pushed the boundaries of the game and had perhaps gone to the pool and lay hidden in the crevices of the crack. Quickly, she pulled Sylvia from under the table and exposed Pieter in a flash. Aw, man, he squawked his disgust at being the second one to be found yet again – always the second one – and Janet hurried through the rest of the rooms in search of her eldest child. Where could she be.

    Shelley! Janet called. Can we have a clue.

    Pieter muttered under his breath about his stupid sister always stealing the best spot, and Sylvia giggled uncontrollably. Janet rounded on them. Where is she. She gripped their arms and pulled them close. Where is she. Tell me where she is hiding.

    Pieter, it turned out, did not know, and Sylvia was simply giggling because it was just so funny. Crossly, Janet let them go and plunged back into the dining room. This was not good. This was not fun. First Pieter being sick, then the crack, then nosy neighbours, then the milk and now this. What more could go wrong on 1 January 1976. Why couldn’t she and her strong husband still be in the intimate garage on the stroke of midnight. If only Alice were back now, instead of the day after tomorrow –

    Shelley! Her voice screeched like chalk against the board of the house. Sylvia put her hands to her ears and Pieter chortled all the louder. Why did little boys find maternal distress such fun, Janet wondered for the umpteenth time and thought about the ridiculous calm that Hektor-Jan always displayed when she was at her most fraught, when the situation actually demanded emotion. When Jock choked that time on the bone and almost died. When the dirty sparrow fell down the chimney and squirted distress all over the lounge and it took Janet’s piercing scream to drive it out into the entrance hall and then right out through the front door. That time when Pieter stubbed his toe beside the pool and cried himself senseless as the top of his toe flapped loose and leaked dark streams of blood.

    Shelley! Janet’s voice seemed to want to pierce the walls of the house and prise her loose. Shelley! Each exclamation was a detonation. From room to urgent room, shadowed all the while by a merry Pieter and his paralytic little sister.

    Shelley!

    And then she was there. Right in front of her. As though she had been standing there all along and saying, Yes, Mom, as cool and insouciant as you like and Janet feeling the palm of her right hand itch and having consciously to restrain her right hand with her left hand as though she was made up of two separate mothers: one wanting to hug her daughter who was safe and sound and found, the other about to knock her cheeky block off.

    Instead, Janet stood there in a tangled limbo, and tried very brightly to say, Shelley!

    Yes, Mom, said Shelley again. I cannot believe you didn’t see me. She actually smiled and put one mocking hand on her little girl’s hip.

    Janet’s right hand whipped free and for an instant she had struck the smirk from Shelley’s face. Knocked it clean to the other side of the room.

    But jumping back from that fork in the road, Janet instead threw her arm around her daughter and pulled her close into a brutal hug. Shelley, she whispered into the damp on the top of her daughter’s head, which was already so close to Janet’s chin. As long as you are here, safe and found.

    But you didn’t find me, Shelley’s voice insisted from the painful, towelling embrace. I helped you by coming out. You would never find me. It’s my best place ever.

    Where? Where? screamed Pieter and Sylvia took up the chant. Where? Where?

    Not telling, murmured Shelley. She smiled as she imagined an eleven-year-old sphinx might smile and repeated, You will never guess.

    And so Pieter kicked her. Simply raised his right foot, with the thin scar across the top of his big toe, and kicked her hard on the shin. His toe was hard, but Shelley’s shin was harder. There was an ugly cracking sound and it was Pieter who fell back howling and clutching his foot in agony. Janet and her youngest child gasped but the sphinx barely blinked and then uttered the brightest, most vatic peal of laughter.

    It was some time before the troubled waters subsided: before Shelley emerged from her room to which she had been banished, before Pieter’s foot and toe were sufficiently swaddled in bandages to render him silent and satisfied. Sylvia had been gainfully employed with a damp facecloth, which she used to mop Pieter’s brow, much to his and her pleasure and Janet was just about to begin to make Hektor-Jan’s fried breakfast in earnest.

    Isn’t this fun, Janet had said as Shelley cracked two eggs into the old saucer and Pieter separated four rashers of bacon.

    I want breakfast, Sylvia had countered and the cry had been taken up by the other two, sudden allies in the campaign to eat breakfast with Pappie before he went off into the sunset on his night ships.

    The fight quite gone from her heart, Janet relented.

    After thirty minutes of domestic carnage which featured broken eggs half-scrambled, half-fried and two rascally rashers of bacon that made a bid for freedom onto the floor, they were ready to eat. There was fried tomato, fried banana, fried bread, and the usual eggs and bacon and toast. Hektor-Jan was summoned and they all sat squashed in the breakfast nook, their plates loaded in front of them.

    At last, Janet could sit still. The perpetual motion of motherhood shifted gear and she paused, her food momentarily forgotten. Her thoughts turned to Brigadoon, the forthcoming play, and her role as bonnie Jean. And then, as her family chomped and chewed and idly requested more tomato sauce – of which there was none, but now added to the shopping list for tomorrow – rising up from beneath the mists of Brigadoon, there came the sense of a fissure. In the very fabric of her mind, in the deepest tissue of herself, there came again the ringing sound of concrete splitting and the image of the crack – which lurked like guilt and fear and things forgotten and not yet bought for the pantry – at the bottom of the swimming pool.

    Janet blinked and, like her family, tried to lose herself in the swabbing of yellow blood from the haphazardly fried yolks. She clung to half a slice of toast and smeared the bright chaos around her plate. Thank goodness there was no more tomato sauce. The yellow was garish enough. There was almost the sense of her plate shouting at her, so vivid was the yellow yolk and Janet – as ever – tried not to think that they were all eating the brilliant liquid feathers of chicks which had not been born, little chicks that now would never be born owing to the fact that they were eating them for breakfast – at night. Janet lowered her toast in a trembling hand. There, in a long line down some imagined supermarket aisle, there was now added another neat box of a dozen eggs, twelve more chicks that would never cheep endearments to their mother hen. And there was Hektor-Jan wiping the last yellow blotches from his moustache. Janet wanted to spread her wings – her arms – around her little chicks and hold them close. But it was too late. Hektor-Jan was off. He was off to brush his teeth and then he would be heading into the night on his night ships. Little Sylvia was looking sad and the children got up.

    Coffee, said Janet, and Hektor-Jan paused in his flight from the table.

    Ja, his voice rumbled with pleasure. Ja, of course. He sat down. With a lordly gesture, he spread his arms wide and placed his hands behind his head. His stomach jutted fiercely from his solid frame and he smiled.

    Of course, his new shift could be delayed for another minute or two, however long it took her to pour the oily black coffee into a mug and stir in three spoons of sugar so that the white granules were embraced by the black coffee, were forever fused with the black coffee. And then the white milk turning the stark black liquid a beautiful brown. She handed her husband his mug of coffee and turned to face the gun.

    There before her stood Pieter pointing a gun.

    It was Hektor-Jan’s gun. Heavy and thick and black, it shook in Pieter’s little white hand. Pieter might as well be holding a bomb or a black rat or a crack. And it strained, ready to jump and bite her, ready to explode in her face and in her kitchen, ready to shatter her world to smithereens. Her life stood still – the loaded gun –

    Stick ’em up, said Pieter with the curt, hostile enthusiasm of a young boy. Stick ’em up, Mommy. I said, stick ’em up.

    It was a filthy imperative in such a small, cherubic mouth.

    The gun waved in his hands. It leered drunkenly at her. The little boy could not hold the weight of the gun. It lurched and swung in front of her.

    Pieter, she tried to gasp. Pieter, her face twisted as she tried to scream. Pieter! But no sound came. And then there was the  laughter of Sylvia as well as Pieter as they watched their mother pulling the funniest face and making the strangest noises. And then there was their father’s laughter. Their Pa, who was always ready for a laugh. How his barrel chest brought forth deep guffaws. They filled the kitchen now, poured like thunderous waves into the kitchen as Janet seemed to drown.

    Gulping, the gun, the guffaws, she was at sea in her own little kitchen.

    I don’t think Mommy likes that, said Shelley in a soft clear voice. I don’t think –

    Bang! yelled Pieter. Bang!

    Hierso, seun, said Hektor-Jan in his native Afrikaans. Here, son. Gee my die rewolwer. Give me the gun.

    Pieter knew when the game was up. Render unto Caesar – he meekly handed over the gun. From his little hand, the ugly weapon passed into his father’s meaty paw. Hektor-Jan hefted the weapon thoughtfully. He looked at Janet. Her face slowly settled back into her usual features of motherly calm, a special form of stoicism.

    Holster, he said to Pieter. Gaan haal hom. Go and get it. And the bullets.

    Again Janet’s face twisted as her tiny son returned trailing the dark-brown holster and a fistful of live ammunition. She watched as Pieter handed over one golden bullet after another and his father inserted them into the waiting chamber which he had snapped open from the belly of the gun.

    Why this ritual. Why did Hektor-Jan insist on this ridiculous farce every morning – and now, Janet supposed, it would be every night. And she could not stop herself. Each day the shock of the gun. The ghastly paradox of innocent Pieter and the beastly gun. Was it because Hektor-Jan had grown up on the farm with guns and dogs and killing. Hardly a farm. It was more of a smallholding near Springs, further and deeper into the East Rand, past Benoni, further away from the English city of Johannesburg. Hektor-Jan and his rough older brothers had enjoyed free rein of a stretch of veld and scrub and trees, small koppies, little hills and a vlei, a stagnant pool where they shot birds with their .22 rifles, guns that seemed to grow on trees while little birds fell from them. He was only eight for God’s sake. He said he was eight years old when he went off alone with a rifle and killed his first tarentaal, a kind of quail, all by himself. Just he and about seven brakke, seven mangy inbred dogs that got in the way, but which also got the injured quail that scuttled into the long grass bleeding to death. On the farm, you were self-reliant. On the farm, if you didn’t stand up for yourself your older brothers and their friends would beat you down until you had to stand up for yourself. You grew up quickly: you had to. Was he sad. Was he sad that he missed a childhood of Enid Blyton, of Noddies and Big Earses and Famous Fives. And Hektor-Jan had laughed deeply in her arms and had said, No. He and his brothers were the Famous Four and that they took no kak, no shit, from anyone. And so it seemed natural to join the police after the army. When you were good with guns and used to shooting things and full of camaraderie and excitement, who would not want to join the South African Police Force. And he would like Pieter to get used to handling a gun. So that when it came to shooting a gun he would not shit himself like some Engelse dorpsjapie, like some little English town-boy who could not tell his elbow from his arse, his gun from his bum. Hence the ritual, every day. And every day her shock at the unpalatable heist in her kitchen, held up by her own son every day and every day the jolt got worse, not better. She seemed to shove it deep into some back drawer of her mind with the other cluttered mess of things and so, each day, Pieter and the gun was a shock to be experienced anew. It was something to which she dare not become inured. What would happen if she failed to respond with mordant horror. Janet caught her breath. Sylvia loved the drama but Shelley, older, wiser Shelley, shook her head and tried to be brushing her teeth when it happened. And then Pieter had to be taken down a peg or two once his father left –

    Hektor-Jan himself just laughed to see such fun.

    Janet’s hands trembled under the cover of the dish-towel. It was done for another day. Time to file it away.

    Shelley’s Secret Journal

    Word for the day from Granny’s list is INDUBITABLE.

    Pieter kicked me and hurt his toe. In some ways God is indubitable but maybe not with animals. We had breakfast for supper as Pappie is starting night shift with no uniform any more. We slept in after a late night. Mommy and Pappie did some skinny-dipping and played in the garden. I watched them but then Pappie carried Mommy into the garage. It was quiet for a long time. Today Mommy fell in the pool. We played Sharky and Marco Polo. It has been sixteen days since Jock was murdered. I shall not forget. I shall not turn the other cheek as they say in church. I shall keep this journal like you asked me, Granny, but I will try to write more neatly. The indubitable blisters on my hands have now peeled leaving skin that is red and lumpy. That makes me remember and I try not to cry. I still do not know why Jock had to die. It was terrible. He kissed Mommy indubitably right near Jock’s grave. Happy New Year. Shelley.


    Hektor-Jan lumbered off to do his teeth and to finish getting ready.

    When their father returned with clean teeth and his gun snugly secured in his dark-brown holster, they could hug him and hug him. So strange now to have a father no longer in uniform. No longer the crisp, starched sense of their burly father pressed into a uniform with medals and names and a rank on his sleeve. He did not look as if he was going to work. He looked like they should all be going to the drive-in, to see a fliek about The Island at the Top of the World or Escape to Witch Mountain maybe. They should be going with him to have some fun and so they clung to him like human limpets.

    Janet tried yet again not to think about her children and the gun, tried to bury the thoughts in that back drawer and to wipe her hands clean of the memory with the rough dish-towel. She did not want to think about her husband and his gun which clung like a misshapen appendage at his waist. Dangled there for all the world to see. Although that was now to change. No more uniform. All plain clothes now and Hektor-Jan was very likely to get a shoulder-holster he said. Something to hide the gun. So that he could slip amongst the bad guys and not be noticed until it was too late. And then he would get the bad guys, just like that, and Hektor-Jan had snapped his fingers like the sound of concrete cracking and Janet had gasped and had almost bitten her tongue.

    And then he had hugged her and had told her to finish all her breakfast like a good girl and he had kissed her on the top of her head and he was gone, walking in slow motion like a great ship covered in barnacles. His barnacles emitted high-pitched laughter that Pappie could be so strong and that they could ride on him all the way to the front door. Then Hektor-Jan began the patient process of scraping them off one by one, peeling off their arms and legs and lowering them to the ground and hardly breathing heavily as they attempted to leap back on to him. Then it was final goodbyes and a soft, Look after your Ma now.

    The front door closed with a bang and the car went growling into the distance.

    The children were mooching around like morose puppies – no more barnacles at all, but puppies abandoned by their father, the one with whom they had such fun.

    Cheer up, she had called loudly, staring at her plate across the kitchen. Her hands worked busily beneath the dish-towel.

    Go and get your books, she had called again to their silence. Time for some Secret Sevens and Famous Fives. What about The Children of Willow Tree Farm and, Sylvia, I’ll read some Noddy to you.

    Pieter poked his head into the kitchen and gave her a withering look. From live ammunition and a real gun to Julian and George and dogs with such stupid names and everything set in some old England somewhere and the pictures of stupid curly-haired children who exclaimed Oh, I say and drank lashings of homemade lemonade. Pieter made some disgruntled remark, but his mother let it go.

    And so they lay straggled about the lounge, her litter of puppies, all curled up with Enid Blyton and nice, safe stories where everything worked out in the end and the children triumphed and there was a distinct and pleasant dearth of dangerous weapons.

    After she tucked them up in bed – no need to bath after a day spent in the pool – Janet kissed them goodnight: first Sylvia and then Pieter, who said he was sorry that he had frightened her, as he said sorry every night and then did exactly the same terrible thing the next day. He said sorry and asked her to kiss his bandaged toe. She kissed his toe and patted him on his tousled head. Night, night, she said. Then, last of all, her sensible daughter Shelley, who put away whatever she was scribbling on and who held her close and whispered encouragement in her mother’s ear, as though she was the one to look after her poor, dear mother and that, in the final reckoning, it would be all right in this busy house.

    And Janet would blow them kisses and switch off their lights as though she was never going to see them again. Such fond nightly farewells! Their little hot bodies shrouded by a thin sheet in the stifling warmth of a midsummer night, and glasses of water in easy reach and the faint incense of mosquito repellent. And she closed the doors to the little crypt chapels, a votive priestess following some sacred rite. Amen, she breathed as her trinity of tiny warm prayers drifted into heavenly slumber. Amen. Amen.

    That night, for the first time on 1 January 1976, Janet was alone.

    There was no Hektor-Jan. There was no Alice doing the last of the dishes and asking if they wanted a mug of Milo. And there was no Jock with his doggy dreaming and soft farts in this declension of household routine.

    Janet stood alone in the lounge. At her feet, the open wings of Enid Blyton’s flights of fancy lay stretched. Janet stood silently for a long while. It seemed that she herself was poised for flight, not ready to rest. She switched off the last of the lights in the house and remained standing in the dark. Her mother’s mind went out to her children, both born and unborn. Almost without knowing it, she made her way into the spare bedroom, into the room already set aside for the new baby. In the darkest womb of the house she stood, feeling the squareness of the house, its brick-and-mortar solidity. She needed to feel such certainty. Maybe it was the hormones, maybe an accumulation of the sudden attacks by Pieter and the gun. She sighed. She did not know. She did not want to know. For a long while she stood there, her hand resting on one smooth wall. She thought of her children sleeping peacefully. She thought of the baby brooding just below her heart. And she thought of her largest child of all, Hektor-Jan, heading off into the night, into the darkness of the night with his little gun and his tiny bullets and she smiled a soft, small smile. Hektor-Jan tried. For all his shortcomings, he certainly tried. She returned to the previous night and her lips parted as she felt him again. When they were together she knew who she was and what to do. She did not have to think at all. Her skin did not have to think and his hands and body were immediate and unambiguous. Her hands were sure and certain, swift and secure. The precise opposite of her mother. The bulk of Hektor-Jan dispelled the sense of her mother and she sighed a soft sound, a moan of remembered pleasure. All could be well. She moved with the memory of those warm moments.

    And before she knew it, Janet found herself outside in the dull brilliance of the back garden. To one side, she could feel the shadowy fronds of the weeping willow. Then across the black grass there came the sound of the chugging Kreepy Krauly busy swallowing the pool, ingesting all that liquid tarmac. Cleaning-cleaning-cleaning, the heartbeat of the night. The scent of the giant pine tree next door, distilled and coaxed into even more intense life in the humid air, came to her and, once again, Janet stood at the edge of the pool.

    The dew fell steadily and the sky reeled with stars. Janet tried to lift her head, but she was afraid that she might end up in the black water. Chug-chug-chug went the Kreepy Krauly beneath her feet. Above her the Southern Cross tilted on its silent axis. Hektor-Jan’s belt became Orion’s Belt and it slipped loose. Right across the sky, the stars glistened brightly and Janet swooned.

    Catching herself, on an impulse, Janet stepped back and out of her clothes. Inexplicably and with such ease, Janet was cloaked in nothing but the night. The soft, warm Highveld air swaddled her and she stood at the foot of the swimming pool. Yes. It was unmistakable. Running down the length of the pool came the certain crack. For a very long time, Janet stood there not knowing what to do. Her feet shuffled apart. Was she a living dowser, a female divining rod made naked and ready to yield to the subtle, teasing pull of such rhabdomantic forces she neither acknowledged nor understood, unlike the very loquacious man they hired before the borehole was drilled. She felt the gentle air whisper through her hair and from the top of her head down to the skin right at the bottom of her toes of her parted feet Janet felt the ground shift. She knew the certainty, the very fact of the crack. It was as though it had split her clothes from her body and rendered her white skin naked to the African night. She dwelt in possibility. The spreading-wide of her narrow hands to gather – yes, to gather – to gather anything. Anything was possible.

    For a long time Janet stood there and waited. For what, she had no idea.

    When the front door slammed and he stood in front of the house, he paused. His limbs still sang with the warmth of his children. Slowly, his skin cooled. His breathing settled. His children were the three-stroke motor which propelled his life. They and their thin, anxious mother. His own internal dynamo, flesh of his flesh, heart of his heart. He strode to his Ford Cortina, the little family car, and hefted his body inside. It was a snug fit. Then he inserted the key and turned it. The car roared. Briefly, he felt as though he spoke with the throat of the car, that its roar was his roar. God knows, he spent enough time tuning it, trying to squeeze every last bit of power out of it. He reached under the seat and drew out a secret bottle. Glancing left and right, to the shrubbery and to the lawn, he took a long slug of witblits – white lightning. He opened his mouth and again the little car roared. He had to roar for he knew that neither great goodness nor great wickedness could be achieved by a man devoid of courage. He needed courage. One did not work for the South African Police Force in 1975 – now 1976 – without courage. Without conviction. The witblits traced his soul with a finger of fire. He shook at the thought of the night. At the great darkness to come. Ja, sekerheid. Hy het krag nodig. He needed certainty – and courage. For Janet and Shelley and Pieter and Sylvia he was greatly in need of courage. His hands trembled. He tried to stop them. Then he closed his mouth. Then he was gone.
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