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To all my grandchildren and the young dream-makers of a shared world without Permitteds and Nons – and where weapons of war are transformed into musical instruments




‘Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness’ 

DESMOND TUTU
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The bow flies over the strings and his violin sings … He’s flying bareback over ancient hills, like Grandfather Tomas in the Time Before … a boy on a chestnut stallion with mane glowing in the sun. A bird dives into the valley below … a flash of emerald calling ‘Follow! Follow!’ The boy guides his horse down terraces of olive trees. The horse’s nostrils quiver. There’s water ahead, in a meadow of wildflowers. ‘Go, my friend!’ he whispers … and they canter to the spring.
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Adam zigzagged through the crowd, his violin case clutched against his chest. The soundtrack in his head was so dazzling, he could only dream of being good enough to play the solo himself. Ever since he heard the melody at last year’s concert, he had loved it.

‘Not so fast!’ gasped Leila. She struggled to stay close to her brother as they entered the Great Gate but he didn’t hear. Even when they emerged in the noisy marketplace inside the Stone City, he was in such a hurry to turn into the cobbled side street that he didn’t see the Permitted policeman on horseback until too late.

‘Adam!’ Leila grabbed the grey canvas schoolbag on his shoulder. His violin case swung backward, narrowly missing the horse’s front shin, and collided into her flute case. For a moment, Adam saw his own fright mirrored in the shining eye of the horse. The policeman’s eyes were hidden behind dark glasses.

‘Watch it!’ barked the Permitted, tugging sharply on the reins. He steered the huge stallion round the children. Its body was midnight black except for two white shins and a white arrow down its forehead. For a moment, Adam felt sympathy for the harnessed creature until he remembered seeing a woman’s foot crushed by a horse like this one.

A second mounted policeman now appeared from the side street. With their backs against a stone wall, the children watched people move aside. Most were Nons like themselves. There were also tourists with their cameras, bags and hats, some smiling at the police on horseback as if watching a quaint custom.

‘You won’t say anything, will you?’ Adam’s voice hovered between plea and demand. He fixed his eyes ahead, not wanting his sister to see he was still shaken. Almost thirteen, he was two years older than Leila. How many times had he been told not to be such a dreamer? You need to be more practical like your sister. What could he say if asked why he hadn’t looked before dashing into a Permitted police horse? How could he say that he’d been playing Vivaldi’s ‘Spring’ in his head? Or that he’d been imagining himself, like his grandfather in the Time Before, riding freely through valleys and over hills on a chestnut horse?

‘Of course not!’ Leila combed her fingers through her jet-black fringe and deliberately widened her eyes, as if to say, Who do you think I am?

They both knew that there was more than enough to worry about at home. It was always in the weeks leading up to Easter that Dad began preparing to apply for Mama’s annual permit to remain with them. Without her permit, Mama would be sent back to the other side of the Concrete Wall … back to the town where she was born. She might never be allowed back again. This certainly wasn’t the time for other complications, like their son being accused of injuring a Permitted police horse!

* * *

Adam slowed down to Leila’s pace. It was only ten minutes to walk home through the narrow back alleys rather than the main thoroughfare. Either way involved climbing up uneven steps of stone, furrowed from centuries of use. The limestone walls on each side changed colour from soft browns and greys to pink, yellow, and even white in bright sunlight. Sometimes Adam would think of a piece of music that invisibly shifted in mood from dark to light or light to dark. But today, after nearly crashing into the police horse, he just listened to Leila go on about her flute class and answered her questions about the junior orchestra.

They avoided using the alleys where Permitted flags hung out of windows in houses that not long ago had belonged to Non families.

At least there weren’t any flags yet in the alley with the little yellow parakeet. Now that it was spring, the parakeet’s owner hung the cage in an open window, and Leila insisted on stopping for a ‘chat’ through the bars. The parakeet’s squeaky ‘allo-allo’ made them both laugh. They were still mimicking it when they reached the steps below the stone doorway of Grandma’s house. Home.

They were greeted by the smell of freshly baked cookies, still in the pan on the counter that separated the small kitchen from their living room. Grandma rightly described the design as ‘cosy’.

‘Welcome,’ Mama greeted them. ‘Perfect timing!’ Steam rose from two cups of mint tea on the table in front of her and Grandma in the living room. It was Mama’s day off from her voluntary work at the library, and they had been baking.

‘Come. Sit.’ Grandma began to push herself up, but Mama gently restrained her.

‘I’ll see to the children,’ she said, before turning to them. ‘Only two cookies each now. It’ll soon be dinner. Your father’s coming home early.’

They didn’t need to ask why. The reminder was right in front of them. Mama’s bright red shoebox sat perched at the end of the kitchen counter, near the pan of cookies. Dad had left it there this morning, brimming with papers. A gas bill and a water bill were still missing to complete the papers he needed to present at the Permitted Department of Interior. The Department officials insisted on seeing every item, every year. They wanted to see new documents and also old ones that Dad had shown many times before, like Mama’s birth certificate, their marriage certificate, and the lease agreement for Grandma’s house in the Stone City, which was now in Dad’s name.

The red shoebox had once housed Mama’s wedding shoes. Using it for his ‘filing system’ showed how ridiculous Dad found these Permitted checks on Mama’s right to be with her family. But on the day of the interview he would transfer all the papers into his tan leather briefcase. It wasn’t worth testing an official’s sense of humour.
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When Adam’s father hadn’t come home by dinnertime, Mama rang his mobile phone. Dad didn’t answer, so she left a message. Where are you? Then she phoned his office. No answer. Everyone must have left.

‘This isn’t like your father, not to let us know,’ said Mama. The phone slipped from her fingers, clattering on to the table. Adam glimpsed a frown pass over Grandma’s forehead. She was carefully setting down a large dish of rice next to the carrot salad. ‘Sit down, Mother, while I get the rest,’ Mama continued, ‘and wash your hands, children. We’d better start.’

Dad’s chair stayed empty throughout dinner. Grandma ate in silence, but Mama kept asking Adam and Leila one question after another. She even repeated questions she had asked earlier. What had they done at school? What did they do at music school? Were there any problems on the way home? How was it at the Gate? Were there more police than usual? It was as if Mama was hoping their answers might fill the empty chair.

But after they finished eating, Mama snapped.

‘You’d better practise your flute, young lady.’ Her voice was unusually sharp. Leila’s eyes welled up. Adam saw a red spot bobbing across each of Mama’s cheeks.

Grandma broke her silence. ‘It will be all right. He is a careful man.’

‘It’s not whether he is careful, Mother! We all know that.’

Drawing in a long slow breath, Grandma pushed herself up from her seat.

‘Come.’ She stretched out a hand to Leila. ‘I’d like to listen to your new piece.’ Adam’s sister managed half a smile.

Grandma’s pink slippers shuffled as they made their way across the faded carpet and limestone floor to the bedroom she shared with Leila. Adam felt the silence bearing down on him as the door shut. How could Mama be so abrupt, especially to their grandmother? It wasn’t like her. Whenever Adam’s temper started rising, it was Mama who reminded him of their father’s saying Use your head as well as your heart to stop an explosion. She must be really worried. For the first time that evening, Adam felt scared.

He was tempted to retreat to his bedroom. He could escape with his violin. But then he’d feel guilty about leaving his mother to worry alone. After rummaging through his school backpack, he spread out his geography textbook and an exercise book on the table. If Dad were home, he would help. As an archaeologist, he knew a lot about how humans lived in the past as well as about how to date layers of earth when excavating. He was always ready to discuss questions of history and geography with Adam. Sometimes Mama, Grandma, or even Leila joined in. Everything felt different tonight and Mama said nothing as she washed the dishes. However, the way she glanced every now and again at Adam told him that she was glad he was there.

Fifteen minutes later, Mama perched on the edge of the settee as she rang one of Dad’s colleagues. Adam pretended to read while trying to fill in the gaps of the conversation.

‘Did he mention a late meeting? … I know you don’t travel this way, but have you heard of any trouble? … Yes, our neighbours are very good. Whenever we’re out, they check on his mother.’ The dip in Mama’s voice made him take a sideways peek. When he saw her lift her eyes to the ceiling, Adam knew she wasn’t getting any useful information. ‘… No, nothing different from the usual hassles … Please let me know if you get any news … Yes, thank you.’ 

Mama sighed and called someone else. The conversation was similar but not in Non. Mama spoke Permitted, although not as fluently as Dad, who used both languages for work. She must be speaking to a Permitted colleague in his father’s department, which made Adam look directly at her. After replacing the receiver, his mother’s shoulders slumped, and her arms hung down her sides. For a moment he thought of broken wings.

‘No one knows where your father is. They say he left after a meeting. Stay by the phone, Adam, while I check with our neighbours.’

‘They’d have come here, Mama, if they’d heard anything. Zak would have told us if there was trouble!’

It was a family joke that their neighbour’s son Zak, with his skateboard and his ear for gossip, was the world’s fastest postman. But Mama was already halfway out the door and didn’t turn back. If anyone could find out what had happened, it would be Zak’s father, Uncle Musa. His family had lived in the same house for generations and he knew everyone. Uncle Musa’s was also their closest family in the Stone City even though they weren’t related. Adam had heard him and Dad each declare that different religions would never stop them from being brothers, whatever any Permitted might say.

Adam recognised the tune of Beethoven’s ‘Ode to Joy’ coming from Leila’s flute in Grandma’s bedroom. It was one of Mama’s favourites, which she sang with her choir. She must be pleased that Leila was learning it. Adam tried to concentrate on his work, but his mind kept wandering to the empty chair opposite him and to the photograph on the wall behind it. It showed their father on his nineteenth birthday. He stood tall, between his parents, in front of a stone doorway. Dad gazed seriously at the camera, with a strained smile beneath his narrow moustache. Only a few hours earlier, he had been released from a Permitted prison, where he had been held for two years with other Nons. Whenever Adam looked at this photograph, he could hear his father’s voice. Of course I was happy to come home. But I couldn’t stop thinking of the friends I had left behind.

Five minutes later, the telephone rang. At last! Dad! The flute music stopped as Adam lifted the receiver. It was a lady asking to speak with their mother. Adam dashed out of the house to collect Mama. 

The rest of the night was long and painful. From the moment of the phone call, Adam’s heart began beating like the rolling of timpani drums. Mama hurried back with Zak’s father. Grandma bowed her head as Mama repeated words. Hospital? Heart attack? On the bus? When Mama asked how her husband was now, she was just told to come straight away. Zak’s father arranged for his brother to collect them with his taxi. Grandma insisted on hobbling with them despite her bad knee. Adam and Leila squeezed themselves between Grandma and Mama on the back seat. Uncle Musa sat in the passenger seat. He kept repeating that Dad was like another brother to him and he couldn’t believe what had happened. The timpani drums continued beating inside Adam.

Once they were out of the Stone City, the journey to the Non hospital seemed to take forever through the night traffic. To make matters worse, it began raining and the heavens opened as they scrambled into the hospital’s entrance hall. A nun in a charcoal-grey tunic and veil was waiting for them. Sister Joseph introduced herself, greeting them each quietly.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Her voice was little more than a whisper. ‘The driver drove his bus right to our door. We did our best but God made his decision. We couldn’t save him.’

We couldn’t save him. The words echoed as they followed Sister Joseph down a long, brightly lit corridor before she shepherded them into a side room. Adam clustered with his family as they stepped nearer the bed. He felt Grandma lean on him while Leila clasped Mama’s hand. Could Dad not just be sleeping under the blanket? But when Sister Joseph carefully removed the cover, it looked like a mask of grey wax had been poured over their father’s face. There was no escape from the terrible truth.

In her office, they learned as much as Sister Joseph herself knew. Dad had collapsed while standing on a crowded bus on his way home. When passengers alerted the driver, he diverted from his usual route to the hospital. As the adults continued talking, they too seemed to disappear behind masks. Adam’s mind shut down.
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Uncle Elias was Dad’s only sibling allowed to come to the funeral. All Grandma’s children, except for Dad, had left to live more freely in other countries. Uncle Elias lived the furthest away, in the country that had once been the OverPower governing everyone. He was Grandma’s youngest child and was a writer. He had never married, and Grandma seemed to worry about him the most.

Dad’s two married sisters were both desperate to come home for the funeral. They lived much nearer than Uncle Elias, just across the Permitteds’ Outer Border. But when Mama and Grandma spoke with them online, they were tearful. The Permitteds had said no. Mama said that it was only Uncle Elias’s passport from the old OverPower that got him in. Although Grandma’s children had all been born in this old stone house in the Stone City, the Permitteds wouldn’t allow them even to visit for a few days.

‘Inhuman!’ Zak’s mother breathed sharply on hearing this news. Aunt Nadia and Zak had brought two pots with an evening meal for Adam’s family. Her indigo headscarf quivered as she shook her head. However, Grandma changed the conversation by asking about Aunt Nadia’s mother. Zak’s grandmother was her oldest friend … and this was Grandma’s way of coping.

No one from Mama’s family was allowed to come to the funeral. They lived nearest of all, in the town where Mama had been born. The Permitteds still had control over their lives and, now that they had built a Concrete Wall between Mama’s hometown and the city, any Non from the other side of the Wall needed special permission to enter the city. It hadn’t always been that way. When Mama was a child, her family had often visited the Stone City. The old stones held their Non history and it was where they used to meet up with family members from elsewhere to celebrate special occasions. Mama and her young cousins had especially loved the Easter Sunday parade. But the Permitteds stopped that with their Wall, making life as difficult as possible for Nons on both sides, and Mama knew there was no point in anyone from her family trying to get a permit in time to attend the funeral. Instead, she spent hours late at night on the computer, talking and writing to them. Her red shoebox was a constant reminder that she herself required permission each year to remain in the Stone City, even with her own children.

Other neighbours and friends rallied round as well. At times, everything felt unreal to Adam, as if they were in a play. In the first week after Dad’s death, the old stone house filled with people coming to say how sad and shocked they were. Like Zak’s family, some brought dishes of food and others offered whatever help they could. A small group from Dad’s archaeology department came to pay their respects, including a Permitted colleague who told Grandma how much he had admired Dad’s work. Adam heard him say, ‘It was a privilege to work with such a fine archaeologist.’ He spoke slowly in Non and Adam watched Grandma raise her eyes, nodding silently before quietly saying, ‘Thank you.’ Adam’s own eyes blurred, fighting back tears.

In the second week, after the funeral, the house filled with friends of Uncle Elias. They usually stayed longer, wanting to talk with him. Uncle Musa also remained late one night, telling the long story of how Dad had helped him go to court each time that a group of Permitteds had tried to evict his widowed sister, Hala, and her family from their house in the alley round the corner. Adam knew how the Permitteds claimed that the house had once belonged to a Permitted family and said it was their right to take it back. Although Dad had helped Uncle Musa find documents to show that Nons had been living there for at least a hundred years, the claimants still hadn’t given up. When Adam couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer, he went to bed with Uncle Musa’s words in his head: ‘That’s why I always say your father was my brother.’

Another night, Mama stayed up very late talking with Uncle Elias. Grandma and Leila left for their bedroom and, more than once, Mama told Adam to go as well. But Uncle Elias intervened, saying that Adam was now ‘the man of the house’. He would have to grow up fast. It was best that he know everything, including Mama’s concerns. How would she renew her permit to stay without Dad? How would they live without Dad’s income? As a Non born on the other side of the Concrete Wall, Mama wasn’t permitted to work. She could only do voluntary work. Uncle Elias tried to reassure Mama.

‘Musa and I will find a lawyer to help with the permit, and I’ll send money to keep you all going in the meantime,’ he promised. He turned to Adam. ‘You and Leila must both continue with your music lessons. Your father would have wanted that.’

Adam wanted to say something, but the words became tangled in his throat. Dad often said he regretted not learning to play the violin when he was younger. Your grandfather could have taught me, but with all the problems we faced, I thought it was a luxury. I was wrong.

Later, as Adam lay on his mattress, questions tossed in his mind. If Mama were sent away, what would happen to him and Leila? They were born on this side of the Permitteds’ Concrete Wall, but how could they live without Mama? They couldn’t! Moreover, once they were on the other side of the Wall, the Permitteds might never let them back to where they’d been born and everything they loved, including music
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