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. . . la noticia vespertina, que es sabiduría de Dios en sus creaturas y obras y ordenaciones admirables; la cual es . . . más baja sabiduría que la matutina.

– ST JOHN OF THE CROSS.

The day will not save them

and we own

the night.

– LEROI JONES.

Toute vraie liberté est noire et se confond immanquablement avec la liberté du sexe qui est noire elle aussi.

– ANTONIN ARTAUD

Looking on darkness that the blind do see.

– WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE.

Ed è subito sera.

– SALVATORE QUASIMODO.

Das ist eine Nacht des Unglücks, wo der Mensch die Wahrheit sieht.

– BERTOLT BRECHT.

Sur une même chose, on ne pense pas de même façon le matin ou le soir. Mais où est le vrai, dans la pensée de la nuit ou l’esprit de midi? Deux réponses, deux races d’hommes.

– ALBERT CAMUS.
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One

I

TO KNOW WHO I am. To define myself through the why and the how of her death. To enumerate and name it all, trying to determine not what a man can know of man, but simply what I dare to know about myself.

To preserve this body with all its parts – including the bruises and the scars, including the persistent pain – and keep it intact, virginal for its inevitable death.

In the early-morning shower I contemplate myself with a sense of amazement, almost awe; sometimes of an evening I take off my clothes and stand with my back pressed against the wall of my cell, or lie down on the narrow bunk, studying and touching this body, strange and familiar as that of a beloved. Even when I know they are watching me through the peephole in the door it doesn’t upset me. I’m taking stock, over and over, of everything which, visibly and tangibly, has remained my own. These feet and knees and thighs, this vulnerable sex which seems to shrink from touch like a small scared animal, this pale brown belly and chest, these arms, these hands, each nail so intimately known; this face modelled under my fingertips. This is mine. This, at least, is the topography of that sad certainty which has been left to me.

For the rest – the rest is a muddle of memories and words, dreams, possibilities, names.

I can say: Jessica.

I can say: I love you.

I can say: Willem, or Dulpert, or Richard, or Jerry.

And then I can proceed to recall them and describe them in detail. I can say: Jessica Thomson, with dark blonde hair and stubborn chin, with peculiar grooves in the nails of her thumbs, with the small, definite, round breasts of a portrait from the innocent age preceding Raphael, and with a skin smooth and starkly white against my brownness, making love in the dark light of the dawn.

But it isn’t enough, it remains a list of Shakespearean items, a catalogue of small separate moments. I’ll have to do better than that.

They are looking after me very well nowadays, providing me with all the paper I require, the way one pampers a child or a madman. I suppose that is what death does to one – some do become madmen, others children. Or perhaps they’re hoping to get something out of me in this way, some ‘light on the subject’, clarifying the many doubts undoubtedly raised by the trial. But that is irrelevant, really. I’m not writing this for them but only for myself, here, now, in the days or weeks before I’m taken by the deep dark lady, death.

It is important that I take my time. As the end approaches and my heart contracts, it becomes more and more imperative to write it down very calmly and very clearly. So that I can empty myself completely, in order to return into myself. It’s a form of discipline, like the meditations of St John of the Cross, or Hamlet’s game of madness at court. To fight my way through a web of syntactic certainties towards a final, possible glimpse of truth.

We’re on the beach with several other people, an open white beach stretching for miles between surf and dunes, occasionally broken by a line of rocks. We’re trying to get away from the others, picnicking and frolicking and playing with enormous plastic bails. But they won’t let us escape. Laughing, they hold on to us and force us to join their games. Then, suddenly, we’re free. Hand in hand we run across the white sand, both naked, her hair flying in the windy wind. Beyond the first line of rocks, finally isolated from the world, we stop, panting. There is an oval pool in the sand, its water still and lukewarm from the day’s abundant sunshine; and it is very clear, almost brilliant, in spite of the approaching dusk. We wash the sand from our bodies and suddenly I’m kneeling in front of her, my face between her thighs, in the ozone of sea and woman. But before she can be moved to ecstasy I notice, with a rush of primitive fear, a fleet of green ice-cream trucks approaching across the dunes. She turns away from me, towards them. I try to call her back, but my voice is soundless. I try to follow her, but cannot move. The great green trucks come to a standstill; men in white overalls emerge from them. She is running now. The convoy leader is waiting for her. I want to shout: ‘Jessica! Jessica! Jessica!’ He is now spreading his arms, catching her, embracing her, glistening, nude and wet against his white coat. I can see her eagerly talking to him as she follows him back to the truck in front. Slowly the long convoy starts moving away again, away across the ribbed sand, gone.

I am walking back now, alone. It’s getting dark. All the others have gone. There is a single wooden cottage on the beach and I know it belongs to Richard and he’s waiting for me at the door.

‘Joseph,’ he says. I want to walk on, but he says, ‘Joseph.’

It is quite dark now and there is nowhere else I could go so I’ll have to stay with him.

‘She went away with the green ice-cream trucks,’ I tell him, and he says, ‘I know, I saw.’

‘I can’t stay here. Not with you, what can we talk about, we’ve got nothing to say to one another.’

‘We can talk about her,’ he says.

So we sit down at the table, on either side of the oil lamp, with bread and wine before us, talking about her. We talk endlessly, hating each other. Through that whole night and through the next day and through many more nights and days we go on talking about her. Until eventually hate subsides into weary resignation, and resignation into acceptance of what has happened and of each other. Then, one morning, as we wake up and look out through the open door, we see the green convoy returning over the distant dunes, like slow sea-creatures crawling across the sand, and we realise that she is back, that she can once again be ours, his or mine, his and mine, but neither of us makes any move to get up. In the end I simply lift my hand very calmly and push the dark door shut.

And then I wake up with a sense of serenity I cannot define even to myself, for why should I have excluded her in my sleep when all my waking hours are so utterly open towards her, even though it is during these waking hours I realise so acutely that I can never grasp her hand again or with my lips caress her secret mouth?

We arm ourselves to the teeth against a thousand threats which never materialise, but against that one thing, death, which always happens, we have no defence. I must be wary, I must protect myself, lest they use my very death to finally get hold of me through what I’ve written.

What I’m writing here, I shall destroy as I go on. Otherwise they may get hold of it, and that may implicate too many others. Fortunately the paper is very thin and it will be easy to flush it, page by page, down the toilet. In that way it will remain my own, which is all that matters now.

But I’ll fool them all the same. I know they’re constantly spying on me through the peephole as I’m writing, those vultures, awaiting their prey. For them, especially for them, on separate sheets, I’ll write out and save the ten or twelve or however many of Shakespeare’s sonnets I can remember. If necessary, I’ll do it over and over, to exercise my memory and my mind. It may be nothing but a gesture. But in this extremity, in these nights of writing under the bare bulb, I’ll allow myself the luxury of a last theatrical gesture. I was an actor, after all. In the repetition of memorised words and the rehearsal of roles I must discover the fleeting self: where else?

‘Good morning, Malan,’ he said. ‘I’m your counsel. Let’s see what we can do.’

Under different circumstances he would have addressed me as ‘Mr Malan’. In fact, it was my impression that he regretted not being able to do so, but it wouldn’t be seemly. Misters don’t commit murder. And in a way I actually felt sorry for him, because I know he would have liked to take advantage of my presence to convince himself of his own broadmindedness. One of the younger generation who radiates the new images of its nationalism with as much conviction as sectarian converts trying to impress the world with their chronic smiles. Isn’t a smile just another way of baring one’s teeth, a prefiguration of the skull?

He entered with the trim brief-case (genuine leather) and sat down on the bunk beside me. Apart from the toilet that was the only seat.

‘Name’s Joubert,’ he said.

‘Also a Huguenot name.’

He gave a forced smile. ‘Listen, Joseph, I appreciate your feelings. And I can assure you . . .’ He looked at me. My eyes remained on his. Not in anticipation or accusation, and without antagonism. Just – well, peacefully. After everything that had happened, after all those terrible months, after I’d so nearly broken down in their hands, this was all that remained: this peace. As if nothing else mattered any more in the face of the anticlimax of a formal conclusion.

He resumed. ‘Joseph, I want . . .’

I want. The way one says: I want a kilo of sirloin, and some calf’s liver.

‘I want you to trust me, I’m here to help you. If you are prepared to co-operate.’

It was strange. Like a film from which the sound has suddenly disappeared. I could still see his mouth move, and occasionally his hands as well, but I wasn’t conscious of sound. Fascinated, I sat watching him. His rather narrow face, tanned and yet pale; a neat gold-filling in one front tooth; his hair longish and fair, but trimmed in a very straight line at the back, and with a tendency to fall across his forehead so that he constantly had to push it back with a combing gesture; it tended to make him look younger than the twenty-eight or twenty-nine he must have been. He wore a very modern suit but without being conspicuous. The purple handkerchief in his breast pocket matched his tie and the colour of his socks. There was a wedding ring on his left hand, and another ring with a large onyx on the little finger of his right hand.

‘I want you to tell me everything in your own words.’

Did he expect me to repeat someone else’s, as in the theatre? But he was probably unaware of the implications of his questions.

‘It’s really not important any more,’ I said.

‘Oh no, it’s most important. Your life depends on it.’

‘Did they hire you?’ I asked.

‘I’ve been appointed Pro Deo. Surely you realise: in a case like this . . .’

‘I didn’t ask for counsel.’

‘But the law demands it.’ I could detect a hint of irritability in his voice: ‘Don’t you realise where this is going to end if you refuse to co-operate?’

‘It’ll end there whether I co-operate or not.’

He took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. ‘Smoke? It’ll calm you down.’

‘Thanks, but I haven’t smoked for several months now. I’m afraid I’ll feel sick if I did.’

I watched him light his own: the whiteness and dexterity of his hands.

The smoke seemed to relax him. ‘I realise it must look pretty hopeless to you, Joseph,’ he said. ‘But I want you to pull yourself together. Nothing is lost yet.’ He shut the briefcase which he’d opened a few minutes earlier, and leaned closer to me. ‘Some Pro Deo advocates regard their cases as a matter of routine and assume that they’ve lost before they’ve even started. But I want you to know that I regard every case as a personal challenge. I won’t let you down. Look, the evidence against you is pretty overwhelming. But some aspects haven’t been cleared up at all yet. For example, we know the sorts of people Jessica Thomson associated with. If we can prove that there was something she tried to draw you into – some sort of subversive activity – a plot or something she tried to force you into – something completely foreign to your nature as an artist, so that you felt cornered, you know, desperate. . . . That will mean extenuating circumstances. In fact, if we can prove something like that and you’re prepared to co-operate to implicate the others, it’s not unlikely that you may be used as a State Witness against them. You see? There’s a very real chance. If you can help me . . .’

‘I thought you meant to help me.’

He was put out for a moment before he changed his approach: ‘Listen, I can understand that you’re feeling bitter and suspicious. But this is your last chance, Joseph!’

Mr Joubert, my last chance was the day I met Jessica Thomson.

But all I asked was; once again: ‘Who hired you?’

‘I told you it’s a matter of procedure. I’m taking your case Pro Deo.’

I couldn’t resist it: ‘Do you believe in God, Mr Joubert?’

For the first time he looked really ruffled. ‘I can’t see that that has anything to do with it.’

I shrugged.

Then he asked, aggressively: ‘Do you believe in him?’

‘I’m Coloured, Mr Joubert. Surely you don’t expect me to believe in God.’

With great agility he once again changed his approach: ‘You’ve been tortured,’ he said. ‘That explains your attitude. I want you to tell me all about it. Then I can really press them.’

A train whistled in the distance, then the sound was blown away. It meant that there was wind. One of these days, in a week or two or three, after the case, I would also leave by train, for Pretoria, and early one morning there would be the closed courtyard and final jerk and then peace, and then peace. And the wind bloweth where it listeth.

‘What have they done to you?’ he insisted. ‘I promise you, it can become one of our major points of attack. You’ve been confined by the Security Police for nearly three months before they charged you. Usually that happens only in political cases. But after three months all they could bring in against you was murder. And look at you! I’ll see to it that you’re examined by the District Surgeon before this day is out. We’ll give them hell.’ He leaned over again. I must say that I found his small repertoire of gestures disappointing. ‘Please don’t be scared. You can talk freely now.’

‘I’m tired. And it no longer matters.’

‘But how can you expect me to get up in court and . . .’ He controlled himself, reopened his case, took out a pile of papers, arranged them on his lap, and then got up and went to lean against the door. ‘Just to refresh your memory. The facts of the case . . .’

The case lasted a week and at every session a number of people had standing room only. There was a notable majority of women. Sturdy old ladies who would probably have brought their food baskets with them had it been allowed. Younger women, married to civil servants, hair ‘done’ for the occasion, hips already matronly: at home, one could well imagine, there would be, on mahogany-and-plastic bedside table, the twenty-sixth impression of a Christian sex guide, the Bible, and the latest copy of Reader’s Digest. And then there were the newly emancipated young ones, with self-assurance of the Pill in the brazen expression of their eyes, the tilt of their chins and the impudence of their bra-less breasts. Several social workers, clergymen’s wives, the students, including some of Stellenbosch. In spite of individual differences they had in common a dignified sordidness in their general antagonism towards Jack the Ripper and in the equally general regret of his capture.

A theatre critic would have judged it a successful production, I presume. The tall, emaciated judge had a most elegant manner and thanks to his quips the proceedings were never allowed to lapse into dreariness; there was a well-balanced struggle between the unruffled middle-aged Prosecutor and brilliant young Pro Deo counsel; a few times there even was active audience participation, mainly caused by a lady with a floral hat who regularly interrupted the first day’s proceedings by exclaiming very loudly and adamantly: ‘Hang him!’ until she was escorted outside, with considerable difficulty, by two burly court sergeants.

The only criticism, I think, one could offer would be that the accused remained too passive throughout. It is possible that his unbroken silence allowed more scope to one’s fantasy than, say, an emotional outburst, a series of obscene gestures or a charge in the direction of the public galleries – but basically he was betraying the unwritten rules of the game. It is part of the conditions of the set-up that good be recognised as good and evil as evil, with all the unflexible certainty of a distinction between black and white.

There was no applause at the end. One unmarried pregnant girl fainted, but that might be attributed to other causes. Afterwards she was interviewed by several Sunday newspapers. Among other things she was a firm supporter of capital punishment as an effective deterrent in a multiracial society.

I don’t want to be disloyal to the ‘truth’ of the case. But how could the case itself be other than disloyal to the truth of what had gone before? I can remember how often in the course of that week, listening absently to the ‘facts of the case’, I asked myself: Was that all? Was that all that remained of the agony of all those months, of that eternity of struggling and groping and pleasure and pain? – this series of ‘facts’ conveyed in the court jargon which, through many years, had been counted and sifted, until one was left with nothing but the coarsest? And then I looked up at the eyes, the vulture eyes of the old ladies, the implacable eyes of the matrons, the naked eyes of the girls – and the only difference between them was the degree of their greed (the cold Calvinistic ecstasies, the masturbation of the mind). The only thing confirmed by the eyes was the inevitability of what had to happen – not as a result of the murder, for that was commonplace, but as a result of the only immorality acknowledged by their society: that a white girl and a brown man dare make love. I looked up at those eyes, thinking: here you’ve got me now, naked, like those others before you in their cells and stations and torture rooms: take me and tear me to pieces, eat my body, drink my blood. For the first time, in that lofty courtroom, did I catch a glimpse of the mystic ecstasies of a St Simon Stylites. What had happened had to happen, and in no other way but that in which it happened: this was only another station on my way, and I had to get through it, impassively and with humility, because it formed as much part of the whole as the months and years preceding it. No drop of the cup could be left undrunk, not even the most humiliating or banal. That was the very raison d’être of the new station reached in court: that the most intimate of what happened between her and me, everything exclusively ours, had to be delivered and exposed to the randy eyes of the world. For that reason I had to endure it, without the luxury of masochism, simply endure it, the way a bird endures the air through which it flies, the way a flame endures itself in the act of burning, caught up in the utter necessity of itself, unaffected by will or reason.

For long spells I heard no word of what was said, just like during Joubert’s first visit to my cell. Or else there was a distance between the process and myself, as if I really were nothing but a spectator at a rather commonplace performance. Even when what was said affected me in the most vital and immediate sense I experienced it in the way I used to look at foyer photographs of myself. Perhaps one develops a form of immunity to ‘facts’, not by excluding them, but, on the contrary, by opening oneself completely to them.

‘Your lordship, we shall lead evidence to the effect that on the night of 13th April the accused was noticed in the building in Kloof Nek where the deceased, Jessica Mary Thomson, had her flat. Shortly after his arrival, at about 10 p.m., he was seen in a café near the building in the company of the deceased. From there, we hope to prove, they returned to her flat. That was the last occasion on which the deceased was seen alive. The next morning at about 11 a.m. a friend, Mr Richard Cole, arrived at her flat. He had an appointment with Miss Thomson. When there came no reply to his knocking he borrowed a duplicate key from the caretaker. Mr Cole will testify that he felt worried, as on the previous day he and the deceased had had an argument about her relationship with the accused.’

Commotion in court. ‘Hang him!’

‘What do you understand by “a relationship”, Mr Mostert?’

‘We shall bring witnesses to say that it was a sexual relationship, m’lord.’

‘And for how long did it go on?’

‘Our evidence will show that it lasted for at least a year.’

‘They never tried to leave the country?’

‘Not as far as we could determine, m’lord.’

‘It would have been a logical solution, wouldn’t it? It seems probable that the accused would have continued his career overseas. And the deceased, I believe, was British in any case?’

A murmur of voices. ‘Hang him.’

The Public Prosecutor rearranged his documents while my counsel got up, obviously annoyed: how often had he not put these same questions to me during our interviews?

‘M’lord, I . . .’

‘Continue, Mr Mostert.’

‘So on the morning of Good Friday, 14th April, Mr Cole entered the flat of the deceased accompanied by the caretaker to find her on the bed in the bedroom. She was naked, covered only by a sheet.’

‘Hang him!’

‘Our forensic experts will testify that death occurred as a result of strangulation at least twelve hours before the discovery of the body, and that evidence was found of sexual intercourse before death.’

‘Hang him.’

‘The State will point out similarities between the accused’s hair and some discovered on the fingers of the deceased; in addition, traces of blood found under her fingernails were identical with the accused’s blood group. There were marks on his back which may have been caused by the deceased’s nails.’

‘Signs of a struggle?’

‘Not in the usual sense of the word, m’lord.’

Nervous giggling and whispering. ‘Silence in court!’

‘The police will testify that several possessions of the accused, including letters, books, records and items of underclothing were found in the flat of the deceased, and some of her books and letters in the rooms he occupied in the Malay Quarter.’

‘Is all this necessary, Mr Mostert?’

‘With respect, m’lord: we shall try to establish the nature of the relationship between the deceased and the accused.’

‘This court is more interested in the end of that relationship, Mr Mostert.’

‘As your Lordship wishes. The State will testify that the accused’s car was discovered, hidden under some branches beside the road in Bain’s Kloof Pass, on Saturday, 15th April. On the next day, Sunday, 16th April, the accused made his appearance on the farm ‘Skadukrans’ in the Bain’s Kloof area, where he was subsequently arrested.’

‘Did he offer any resistance?’

‘None whatsoever, m’lord. Neither did he make any effort to deny anything. In fact, he made a full statement to the police.’

‘Voluntarily?’

‘Completely so, m’lord.’

‘If your Lordship will allow me . . .’

‘You shall have an opportunity in due course, Mr Joubert. Please proceed, Mr Mostert.’

‘We hope to establish beyond all doubt that the relationship between the accused and the deceased had reached a point beyond which it could no longer continue within the framework of the laws and the traditional way of life in this country; that the accused, furthermore, became jealous of a possible relationship between the deceased and Mr Cole; and that he resorted to killing her because he could not bear to part with her.’

‘The Court will draw its own conclusions after all the evidence has been heard, Mr Mostert.’

‘M’lord, with your permission I shall now call the first witness . . .’

There was a whispering and shuffling on the public galleries where the women settled in more comfortable postures. For now the prologue was over and the programme announced; now they could sit back to see the case run its course. There was an air of satisfaction about it all, not unlike the atmosphere in a theatre where Shakespeare is performed: the play was familiar, each phrase could be anticipated, each new moment expected – hence the ‘tranquillity’ Anouilh speaks of, the calm resignation to the fate slowly fulfilling itself. The Public Prosecutor might well have added: with our evidence we shall prove this, and then that, and then that; and then you will adjourn the Court and return to find the accused guilty, and with him will be done according to your verdict, and society will once again be purged by the expulsion of an antibody from the collective organism.

And while all this was slowly being fulfilled, I remained motionless under many eyes, hardly conscious of what was said around me. Occasionally one could hear something from the streets outside, but only very vaguely: a rumbling truck, a car hooting angrily in Keerom Street, the sputtering of a motor-cycle. These sounds recalled others which were more eloquently, more distinctly Capetonian, richer in texture, more subtle in meaning: the chattering of the flower sellers in Adderley Street; a Salvation Army Choir on the Parade, bravely singing: ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers . . .’; the earsplitting voices of newspaper vendors at the entrance to the Gardens; the hoarse complaints of the foghorn at Mouille Point like a sick ox lowing in the distance; children playing among fruit-carts and jumbled shops in District Six or high up against the mottled slope of Signal Hill; the cannon booming at noon and the pigeons flying up with the harpsichord sound of their whirring wings; ship’s-horns grunting bluntly in the harbour; the entire grey totality of sound from the city far below Jessica’s balcony in Kloof Nek.

The balcony played a central role in the year we shared. It was a starting-point of our excursions, a sanctuary to return to, a landmark. To a large extent its role was determined by the fact that it was the place we went back to after we’d been to Bain’s Kloof for the first time.

Strictly speaking, it is wrong to talk about a ‘first time’ for there was no other. Yet it would be wrong to call it the ‘only time’, since we returned to it so often in the mind. In every relationship there are such places, like music, or books, or colours, forever claimed by the couple as ‘ours’. But to us Bain’s Kloof was really much more than ‘our place’. In fact, in the course of one year it became much more than a place: it was the name of a state of mind, a dimension of existence. From my earliest years, when the Bible still mattered, I can recall one episode which left an indelible impression: that occasion when Jesus sent his disciples away across the lake so that he could withdraw into the mountains alone. That quality of isolation, of remoteness from the world, Bain’s Kloof acquired for me and Jessica. Perhaps because it meant the birth of something which hadn’t existed before, the creation of an ‘us’.

I had offered to show her the Boland. At that time she’d been in the country for six months or so, overwhelmed by impressions and not quite sure whether she should pack up and return to England. She was still in bed when, at eight o’clock that Thursday morning, I knocked on her door. In my ancient blue Austin we took the road to Stellenbosch, and French Hoek, and Paarl. It was April 18th, with autumn in the vineyards and poplars and, barely perceptible, in the oaks. The mountain folds still lacked the mists of May, but the landscape already had that lucidity characteristic of an April in the Western Cape, when the sun grows clear and still, less harsh than before, and the days seem to open up, cool at the edges but caressingly warm in the middle; when voices begin to sound more precise among the trees, and the patterns of leaves dissolve into the innumerable colour specks of a Seurat painting. It’s as if people become more vulnerable then, and more dignified in their stark isolation as they move along the dusty country lanes; the air has the sadness of grapes, and in the tall trees the turtledoves call with uncompromising clarity. On the farmyards of the whitewashed houses pigs are grunting in the acorns; there are chickens in the patches of sunlight among the trees; and in the vineyards the straight lanes are speckled red and yellow and blue with the shirts and skirts of the labourers. Empty boxes stand piled up against barn walls and everything is redolent with heady must and young wine.

I took her to where I’d grown up in one of the small white labourers’ houses behind a Cape-Dutch homestead near Paarl. The house was still there, smaller than I’d remembered it, narrower, with starker windows. There was a string of dried fish under the oak tree at the front door, and a crowd of exuberant brown children were recklessly chasing a dilapidated box-cart down the incline. On ‘our’ threshold a small girl in a red checked dress was sitting, with several spiky plaits sticking out in all directions from her head, an open pomegranate on her dusty knees. Meticulously she broke the pips away and popped them down her throat, one by one.

I suppose I’d planned the visit as a test for Jessica. I wanted to see, I wanted to make quite sure, how she’d react. And after a few minutes I said, deliberately: ‘I could have been any of those children.’

I was watching her very intently. She continued to follow the game for a while, then looked at me with those disconcertingly straightforward eyes. And all she said was: ‘Did you have a cart like that, too?’

‘Yes. Painted bright red in the beginning, but that soon peeled off; we got the wheels from an old pram in the backyard of Kahn & Co. Their chickens used to roost on it, but they refused to sell it to us, so one night we stole it.’

She laughed, with that small bubble of inner glee in her voice, putting her hand on mine. I remember that so well; the very real need she constantly felt to be touching people. To her it was as natural as eating or sleeping, a confirmation of being alive.

‘You must have been happy.’

‘I was poor.’

‘Happy. With your red cart and all your pals. I wish I could change places with you.’

‘But you told me how happy you used to be.’

‘Yes. But it was different.’ As she spoke, one of her fingers was tracing the outline of my hand, and I was more conscious of her touch, I think, than of her words. ‘It was always just me, you see. My brother was so much older, he was already at Harrow when I was born. My parents only came out to the estate at weekends and then it was a very special favour to have a meal with them. For the rest there was only Nanny.’

‘But you said she was a wonderful storyteller.’

‘Oh yes. In the nursery in the mornings, or else at night, in my narrow white bed with the high posts.’ Her small laugh. ‘Above my head there used to be one of those Victorian plates with a text on it: Thou God seest me. And Nan never missed a chance of reminding me of that. Some nights I woke up terrified, imagining an eye like a hot coal of fire up there above my bed, but I was too scared to look.’

‘But in the daytime you were happy. You said so. You told me all about your kingdom.’ The fantasy castles under the birch trees, and your own playhouse in a corner of the garden, and the fairies dancing on the croquet lawn.

‘Yes.’ Her hand tightened on mine. ‘But lonely, Joseph. Don’t you understand? So terribly lonely. And it does something to one, in the long run. It becomes almost impossible to share with someone else, ever, if you want to. One always seems to be holding something back.’

‘Didn’t you have any playmates at all?’

‘Sometimes. The gardener’s son.’ An impish smile. ‘We must have been ten or so.’

‘What did you do?’ I asked with an inexplicable rush of jealousy.

‘What all children do, I imagine. Chased each other among the trees, played around, fought like hell. Took off our clothes and examined each other with great interest. Then back to Thou God seest me.’

‘I wish I could wring the little bastard’s neck!’

She laughed. ‘It didn’t last long.’ More subdued. ‘After all, there was nothing really to keep us together after that first bit of curiosity. And it didn’t matter much either. Not then. But when the same sort of thing happened again, later, with others, when I was older, then it became worse: a little curiosity, a little sharing, but without ever reaching one another. And gradually one becomes scared. You begin to fear that it may be a sort of fate, and that it won’t be different.’

‘I love you.’

She shook her head slowly, almost reluctantly, almost with amazement. ‘How can one be sure? How can you know so soon? We hardly know each other. Ten days.’

Time has nothing to do with it, Jessica. I – we . . .’

‘Let’s go,’ she interrupted. ‘You said there was still a long way to go.’

We had already gone several miles on the Wellington road, she with her sandals kicked off and her bare feet on the edge of the seat beside me, when she suddenly said: ‘You know, I wish I’d bought some sweets for those children. But then I thought: suppose I gave them sweets, it would feel as if I were trying to give you something.’

‘Why don’t you want to give me something?’

She was looking straight ahead. ‘Because I think, if ever I get so far as to start giving, I’d like to give you everything.’

I didn’t look at her. I simply knew she was there beside me, with the purple scarf covering her dark blonde hair, her brown eyes large and inscrutable, the line of her profile drawn with such clarity and confidence: small straight nose, gentle curve of mouth, aggressive chin – for however far she might have strayed from her upper-middle-class world, she had retained something of the implacable dignity of her background.

From Wellington we took the road to Bain’s Kloof. It was half past three before we reached the hotel on the summit, where we stopped to look out over the autumn slopes and valleys. Neither of us spoke. Without asking, she got out to buy us cans of beer at the hotel and brought them back to the car. The matter-of-fact considerateness of the gesture, since we couldn’t enter the hotel together, touched me. One becomes hyperconscious of these small moments to which the heart can never quite resign itself.

When I put out my hand to turn the ignition key again, she said: ‘I don’t want to go back yet.’

‘There’s a beautiful kloof behind the hotel,’ I hesitated. ‘But it’s almost four o’clock.’

‘We’re not in a hurry, are we? Please take me there.’

Leaving the car at the hotel, we followed the narrow path leading to the ravine behind it, and down the rocky slope to the river bed below. There were no other people around. We took off our shoes, jumping lightly from boulder to boulder, zigzag across the narrow stream. We didn’t speak. Sometimes I would scramble up a rock and hold out my hand to help her up; then she’d say, breathlessly: ‘Thanks.’ Or else she would go on ahead of me and wait for me, squatting beside a tiny rock-pool, looking up as I approached: ‘Look,’ pointing out minute fish, or a frog, or multicoloured pebbles on the rocky bed below.

Half a mile, a mile. On either side the slope was steep, almost perpendicular. Occasionally a bird would call. Otherwise it was completely silent, apart from the sensual sound of the water. The mountain air was heavy with the warm odour of buchu and wild herbs.

On a large grey boulder we finally sat down, she with her chin on her drawn-up knees and her narrow hands on her feet. I lay back on my elbows, watching her.

I can remember it all with such precision, as if it had been preserved in quartz.

‘We’ve brought nothing with us,’ she said after some time.

‘Are you hungry?’

‘I don’t mean food or anything.’ She remained quiet again, the patterns of light reflected from the water playing across her face. ‘I mean: we haven’t brought anything at all from the world down there. Nothing. It’s only us.’

It was uncanny. As if history had suddenly been suspended and everything was waiting in a womb to be born: as if nothing except this kloof had ever existed, without form, and void; with darkness upon the face of the deep; the world waiting for us in order to start happening and become conscious to itself.

She got up. And once again, with that complete matter-of-factness so characteristic of her, she began to undress. I watched her body emerge from shirt and jeans and black pants. She took off her scarf and shook her hair over her shoulders. There was sunlight on her small white breasts and the dark gold of her love-hair. Then she dived in. I got up and stripped and followed her. The water felt voluptuously cool, caressing us. With easy, even strokes she swam towards a shallow cave on the opposite side of the pool, where light reflections danced fantastically across the surfaces. I turned towards a different formation of rocks and for a while we sat basking in the late warm sun, separated by the amber-coloured water. Then dived back, laughing and cavorting, our bodies touching. For a brief moment she clung to me with a sense of urgency, then, embarrassed, we separated, like children caught in a forbidden game.

I reacted like a young boy, diving away from her, deep down, to pick up one of the small smooth pebbles from the bottom. It was perfectly round and white, with a slight groove across one of the ridges. I took it back to her, up on the high boulder where we’d left our clothes, and laid it in her hand. For a moment we were both intensely interested in the pebble. There was an awareness of anguish, because we’d never been so completely exposed to each other – an exposure which had nothing to do with the nakedness of our bodies. With a strange intentness she started stroking the groove cutting into the smooth round edge of the stone.

‘It’s a girl,’ I said.

She looked up. ‘I wish one could be like this,’ she said. ‘Like this pebble. So smooth. So whole. If I let it drop, it’ll endure it, for it has no pride. It’s so completely itself.’

‘Jessica.’

She lifted her face towards me, still wet with water, newly born in the late light. We kissed. Not passionately at all. Almost chastely. Her eyes were shut. She dropped the pebble. Both of us were calmly conscious of its fall. And then we followed it down, to the grass below the rock, where it was softer.

‘Yes,’ she whispered after a long time. ‘Come into me.’

And after the raging of our bodies had subsided, I lay down beside her, holding her in my arms, in the last generosity of the day’s excessive sun, and slept. I don’t know for how long. The sun was down when I woke up to find her awake like me, her eyes exploring mine.

I whispered, the way one does in the hours of love: ‘Are you frightened?’

‘No.’ Her brown eyes were peaceful. ‘Not now. And it’s the first time for I don’t know how long. But when we get back, Joseph . . .? I’m scared that I may be frightened then.’

‘Don’t think of that now. Don’t limit the future by forcing into any specific direction now.’

‘But the future has already started.’

‘We needn’t exclude anything which may happen,’ I pleaded. ‘We needn’t deny anything awaiting us. But now – is now.’

‘Yes.’ She sat up. ‘I want it to stay now.’ Then kissed me. And in a leisurely way began to caress my body, until I finally brought back her mouth to mine and entered her again, with more confidence and more passion than before, and slowly she began to moan under me, the small helpless sounds of love growing and increasing, changing finally into tears of joy as my own joy rose to meet hers in her secret depths; and when at last we separated the first stars were already out.

We remained sitting, just sitting, and the moon rose over us with quiet, mat light on her cheeks and shoulders. We knew we’d have to return soon, but we kept on postponing it until it was no longer possible, for by then the moon had grown old above the mountains.

We got up. In the dim night light I held her face between my palms. I didn’t even kiss her. Her fingers were on my wrists. That was all. And yet it was the most intense contact I’ve ever had with anybody in all my life.

‘This is you,’ I whispered, with an extraordinary feeling of discovering an overwhelming truth.

And she, more softly than a whisper, barely a sigh, said: ‘This is you.’

We helped each other dress; started back, reluctantly and slowly, for by now the numb fear had begun to grow.

Thinking back now, I know that nothing in my life has been more beautiful than that first innocent kiss, that first serene conversation of our bodies. But beyond that kiss and that conversation lay the night and all the wildness of the world. Thou God seest me.

Richard was called to the witness box immediately after the police evidence had been heard. He seemed thinner, and certainly much older than when I’d last seen him in April. And when he took his stand opposite me I suddenly regretted not knowing him better, and that he’d always been such an enigma to me, whereas, of all people, he might have become important to me. He looked as impressive as ever with his grey mane and the rather too deliberately chosen tie – above all things, the arrogant and slightly dishevelled gentleman. I’d always been surprised by his tendency to wear expensive modish clothes in which his large loose limbs never quite looked comfortable. And then there was that quality of what I can only describe as ‘physicality’ and which is, paradoxically, peculiar to some people who deliberately try to deny their bodies. In any conversation one was immediately struck by Richard’s intellect and his faculty for abstract reasoning – but I could never reconcile that with his physique, his splendid mane, his angular and big-boned limbs, and above all his hairiness. However immaculately he might be dressed, like that day in court, I always remained uncomfortably aware of the shaggy fleece covering his arms, his chest and stomach, even his back down to the very bulge of his buttocks. Although I saw him naked only once I constantly recalled his body through Jessica’s eyes. Perhaps my fascinated revulsion is the natural reaction of a hairless man to a hirsute one (‘My brother Esau is an hairy man, but I am a smooth man’); or perhaps my reaction would have been the same to anybody familiar with that, so smooth and beautiful, of the woman I loved myself.

During the cross-examination Joubert soon steered the questions in the direction of our relationship:

‘Mr Cole, you said that you had an appointment with the deceased on the morning of Good Friday, 14th April. But we already know that there was a relationship between her and the accused.’ There was a moment filled with eyes. ‘I’d like to know more about your exact role in this matter. Surely, as a writer, you must be aware of the dangers implicit in the eternal triangle?’

‘I met Miss Thomson soon after her arrival in this country. She had an extremely open interest in South Africa and I undertook to acquaint her more fully with circumstances here.’

‘Undoubtedly with the noblest of intentions,’ said the advocate quietly. ‘How unfortunate that this sort of interest should so often be open only at one end.’

Richard’s face flushed, causing the fine network of veins across his nose and cheeks to turn a darker purple.

‘Miss Thomson was a Social Anthropologist, which was the subject I used to teach at University. She regarded me as a mentor.’

‘Was your relationship with Miss Thomson completely platonic, Mr Cole?’

‘I cannot see that this has anything to do with the case,’ Richard retorted angrily.

‘On the contrary, it is of great importance to the Defence,’ Joubert insisted.

The Judge folded his long thin hands. ‘The Court would like to hear your answer to that question, Mr Cole.’

‘I was in love with Miss Thomson from the beginning, my lord.’ He stood quite still for a while, his hands tightly clenched on the railing of the witness box. ‘But for a very long time there was no suggestion at all of what you are insinuating’

‘The Court has asked a question, Mr Cole: it did not make an insinuation.’ The Judge adjusted his robe. ‘So we may assume that Miss Thomson was not interested in changing the nature of the relationship?’

‘If you insist, yes.’

‘But you would have liked to see it on a different basis?’ prompted Joubert.

‘I’ve already said that I loved her.’

‘And you kept on trying to persuade her?’

Richard turned towards the Judge to protest: ‘Your Lordship . . .!’

But the Judge smiled very coldly and said: ‘The mentor in the role of tormentor, Mr Cole?’

Joubert: ‘Were you aware of the nature of the relationship between the accused and the deceased?’

Richard: ‘Only much later.’ He didn’t look at me. ‘In the beginning I simply regarded Joseph Malan as a friend of Miss Thomson. In fact, it was I who introduced him to her. She had many friends. She always seemed to attract people to her.’

Joubert: ‘And you found nothing extraordinary in such a friendship?’

Richard: ‘Not where she was concerned. Of course not. I’ve got many black friends myself. I’ve never allowed my friendships to be dictated by unreasonable laws trying to keep people apart.’

The Judge: ‘Please reply to the questions only, Mr Cole. This court is not interested in political speeches.’ A short pause: ‘I seem to recall that your political activities have landed you in trouble before. And in jail.’

Richard: ‘Because three years ago in the Transkei I . . .’

The Judge: ‘That is not relevant to the present case.’

Joubert: ‘If your Lordship will permit me: we may find it necessary to return to that aspect at a later stage when it may be relevant.’

The Judge: ‘The court will decide on that when the time comes.’

Joubert: ‘Well, Mr Cole, we have now established that the friendship did not disturb you in the beginning. Can you tell us at what stage you changed your mind about it?’

Richard: ‘In the course of last year I spent six months in Johannesburg doing research for a book . . .’

Joubert: ‘Did you keep in touch with Miss Thomson?’

Richard: ‘We corresponded.’

Joubert: ‘The ordinary sort of correspondence between master and disciple?’

Richard: ‘If you wish to call it that.’

Joubert: ‘No love letters?’

(Whispering among the women on the gallery.)

Richard: ‘Our correspondence was of a private nature.’ A pause. ‘All right: I did mention love in my letters.’

Joubert: ‘What about her?’

Richard: ‘She never said anything which made me suspect . . .’

The Judge: ‘And then you returned to Cape Town. When was that?’

Richard: ‘At the end of October.’

Joubert: ‘And you discovered that there was something going on between Miss Thomson and the accused?’

Richard: ‘I did. Quite soon.’

Joubert: ‘You were shocked?’

Richard: ‘I was upset.’

Joubert: ‘Because Joseph Malan was Coloured?’

Richard: ‘Because he was a rival.’ Turning to the bench: ‘Your Lordship, I am a writer. I’m interested in man, not in the colour of his skin.’

In the monotonous afternoon, a stray bee buzzing against one of the high windows, I heard Richard repeat all the statements I’d so often heard him formulate in identical words. Here in court it all sounded unreal and pretentious: his interest in ‘man’ had so very little to do with separate, living, moving men with hands and feet and faces. Even I – and I sometimes think even Jessica – was nothing to him but a set of ideas and abstractions, created to the measure of his convictions and opinions. There was a time when I hated him, a time when I was wildly jealous of him; there was a time when I pitied him. But that day in court everything had fallen away as if it had never existed.

The advocate was as indefatigable as that bee against the window-pane. He alternated his attacks with apparently innocent questions, and these with a show of sympathy. And all the time he was boring inwards to expose all the particles he could incorporate in his system. The audience was fascinated, not by the game but by the small intimate details brought to light. Joubert persisted. He had to attack Richard’s credibility and undermine all his respectability in his efforts to force him into a corner where he would have to admit something in my favour or something which might create some uncertainty about my behaviour. And so he hammered on those last few months.

Joubert: ‘What did you do about the relationship between them? Did you never discuss it with Miss Thomson?’

Richard: ‘Of course I discussed it. I tried to persuade her . . . What’s the sense of digging it all up again?’ There was a weary and desperate tone in his voice: ‘It was hell for all of us, those few months.’

Joubert: ‘Who were “all of us”?’

Richard: ‘Jessica – Miss Thomson – and Joseph and myself. We were all at the end of our tether.’

Joubert: ‘Exactly what do you mean by that?’

Richard: ‘Just what I’m saying.’

Joubert: ‘What happened?’

Richard: ‘Nothing happened. That was what made it so unbearable. Nothing happened, but all the time we were waiting for it to happen.’

Joubert: ‘For what to happen?’

Richard: ‘Some sort of explosion. After all, it was quite inevitable.’

Joubert: ‘Was it?’

Richard’s voice was sounding more and more strained: ‘Surely you realise it was an impossible situation. We couldn’t bear it indefinitely.’

Tirelessly Joubert went on: ‘Why do you call it an “impossible situation”?’

‘But don’t you understand?’ For a moment Richard lost his temper. ‘I loved her. I wanted her. And they . . .’ He groped for words.

‘Why didn’t you give up when you realised it was hopeless to go on trying?’

‘Because there had never been any future in her affair with Joseph.’

‘And your motives for helping her were completely altruistic?’

‘I loved her!’

He leaned forward across the brown railing, his heavy body supported on his hands, his elbows turned outwards. And once again the old dichotomy in him struck me, and I remembered thinking: Oh that this too, too solid flesh would melt . . .!

‘And so it went on until April before something finally happened?’

‘No. It started before then.’

‘Ah, you mean you made some progress?’

‘From the middle of January until late in February Joseph was away from Cape Town on a theatre tour. Miss Thomson stayed behind. She wanted to have some rest. We thought it would be a break for all of us . . .’ There was perspiration on his forehead. ‘It couldn’t go on like that, your Lordship. We couldn’t bear it for much longer.’

‘And so, while the accused was away . . .?’

He looked down. His hair covered his eyes.

‘Well, Mr Cole?’

Richard pushed his hair back and for a few seconds studied his hand as if he felt surprised to find it moist. ‘I can’t talk about it.’

‘What happened during that month, Mr Cole?’ A long pause. ‘You tried to comfort one another, I presume?’

He looked up slowly. ‘When one reaches such an extremity, my lord, there isn’t any comfort left. We only . . .’

‘You made love.’

The clean blow drew a gasp from the gallery. He stood looking at the advocate for a long time before he nodded.

‘So you certainly used the opportunity. Behind his back.’

‘One doesn’t always choose what happens to one.’

‘Nonsense, Mr Cole!’ Joubert was only a few inches away from him now, his eyes glittering fiercely. ‘For the last half an hour you’ve been telling us how you were trying for months on end to get her into bed with you: don’t pretend you were caught unawares! You very deliberately awaited your chance.’ He rearranged his documents and when he resumed his voice was deadly calm again. ‘And so, when the accused returned late in February as you indicated . . .? I want to know what happened between you then.’

He shook his head.

‘Did Miss Thomson return to him or did she stay with you? I want an answer, Mr Cole.’

‘She went back to him.’

‘And you couldn’t take that.’

‘I tried to accept it. I tried.’

‘But it didn’t work.’

‘I didn’t want to . . .’

‘What didn’t you want?’

‘Please,’ Richard said, quite suddenly, almost whispering. ‘Have you no respect for anything?’

‘I want to know what happened, Mr Cole.’

‘No.’

‘Shall I tell you what happened?’ Joubert flung his documents down on the long table in front of him, with a sharp smacking sound like an electric shock in the courtroom. ‘I put it to you that you were desperate. That you’d reached a stage where you were prepared to do anything to anybody in order to get her back. And that you approached the accused to threaten him.’ It was very quiet now, only the bee went on buzzing. ‘Is that correct, Cole?’

And then he broke down, in front of all those eyes. I’d previously noticed this strange phenomenon in older men who, like him, fall in love with a young girl and then become quite extravagant, almost adolescent in their reactions. But even that hadn’t prepared me for this public spectacle.

‘Yes,’ he admitted, ‘I went to warn him. I . . .’ His voice broke. ‘It was the only thing I could do. I had to, for all of us. I told him to stick to people of his own colour.’

‘A good liberal, Mr Cole,’ Joubert said dryly.

‘I did it to save him, to save her. I told you it was hell. I loved them both.’ He was sobbing now. And suddenly he started exclaiming melodramatically: ‘I hate this country! I hate everything in this country which forces people to betray each other. For how many months have you been persecuting me? What have I done? You wanted me to break down. Well, now you have succeeded. Break me, tread on me, do anything, but for God’s sake get it over. Go and tell everybody, tell the world: yes I did it, I betrayed everything I’ve ever believed in. But I loved her. And he was my friend. I swear it! I swear it to God!’

‘That will be all for the moment, thank you, Mr Cole.’ Joubert bowed towards the bench. ‘If it pleases your Lordship . . .’

It must be deep in the night, but it makes no difference to the light in my cell. I’ve even got used to this naked bulb staring down on me like the unflinching sun-eye of God on primitive man. One does become primitive in this refined hollow of civilisation. One’s need grows less, reduced to the innermost, prenatal peace. It is the form of Hindu peace into which Dulpert so often, as on that day at the morgue, withdrew himself, sitting crosslegged on his bed and intoning over and over the sacred word: ‘Om. Om. Om.’

In the days of my detention before the case started I was worried by the needs of the body. I was constantly hungry, I suffered from stomach cramps, I was never without headache. But not any more. Now they’re fattening me, it seems, like Hansel and Gretel.

My only real need, and that is very intense indeed, is quite illogical. In fact, I’m surprised by it myself. It is my deep need for the dark. Perhaps it is caused by the bulb burning throughout the night so that I never see the dark any more. And I’m lusting after it like – in earlier days – after a woman: a consummation, a sensual ecstacy. Often, while I’m filling my writing-paper or flushing it down the toilet, I stop to get on my bunk and touch, with my fingertips, the high barred window, trying to sniff the night outside – no longer a Cape night with an imaginable sea, but the Transvaal darkness where I’m now awaiting the dawn of the last day. Years ago primordial night would have covered the small fires of traders on this open plain filled with the mad laughter of hyenas or the deep moans of a lion. All I can hear is the occasional sound of cars approaching the city from the freeway. Yet Africa is not far off. It’s as close as the night.

Even as a child I was never scared of the dark. Our nights used to be brimful of sound in the wide backyard, with the strumming of guitars and sonorous voices singing or talking; laughing. And very late, as it grew quiet, there would still be the whispering behind my mother’s floral folding-screen, and the creaking of the brass bed, and the muffled moaning of her joy which excited me long before I could understand the meaning of it.

In later years there were the Cape nights in the turbulence of District Six, conversations and love in the dark, Dulpert’s meang sticks, rehearsals in the backyard. And then, of course, the theatre, shifting the centre of gravity from the day’s light hours to the dark: the only meaningful common denominator between Cape Town and London. Only it was so different there, those shimmering wet streets on winter nights, growing more and more quiet and dark as one proceeded eastward, with sleepy faces against the windows of passing buses, like molten wax running down the glass – and then the nightness of my distant district.

There were other nights, on the boat trip back, lost in space, and yet with an awareness of the continent slowly unfolding beyond the horizon, with jungles and deserts, rivers and wonderful Ngorongoros.

Or our theatre tours: those nights after the audience had gone and we were left alone to bed down in the combi, here tonight and gone tomorrow.

The night in Bain’s Kloof, and Jessica with me.

No, I’ve never been scared of the dark at all, after that first experience.

The night I discovered the night, I was a mere child. The Baas and his family were away for the weekend and on the Saturday there’d been a funeral: Uncle Juts had died early in the morning after a long illness and all day the men were digging away at the grave to get him laid to rest before the Sabbath dawned. In our parts funerals used to be great occasions, and when they happened during a weekend no wedding could match the festivities. By the time Uncle Juts had to be buried there was no man fit to carry him. The pig slaughtered early in the morning had already been devoured, together with dripping sweet potatoes and yellow rice with raisins; and the normal quota of wine had been augmented with a fair supply from the cellar after an unidentified guest had managed to force the door. The accordions were wailing, the guitars singing; someone had even brought a fiddle. On one side, balanced on trestles, the open coffin was waiting, more or less unattended. And it was hard on midnight when the people began to remember about the burial part of the festivities. By that time most of the fires had burnt down to smouldering ashes and there was much fumbling with the coffin in the dark. Several times on the tricky way to the little square graveyard below the vineyards the bearers stumbled and fell, without, however, interrupting their hearty singing of Psalm 136. And when, finally, the coffin was lowered and the grave filled up, most of the bearers remained sprawled across the mound, the only difference between them and the deceased being the sonorous snoring accompanying their sleep.

The next morning there was an outcry in the yard: Uncle Juts’s body had been discovered lying among the protruding roots of an oak tree where the procession must have stopped after one of its many falls. With great anxiety the grave was dug up again, the coffin heaved out and opened – to reveal the fiddler, Willem Gom, loudly snoring and more than half suffocated, but nevertheless saved through the inscrutable mercy of the Lord. Without much ceremony he was thrown out of the coffin, the corpse substituted, and for the rest of the Sabbath the people enjoyed the deserved rest as prescribed by the Scriptures.

Then it was evening, that Sunday night. I couldn’t sleep. I waited until my mother’s bed grew silent and crept out to the unearthly silent yard. There was no moon and in the light of the stars everything seemed stranger than usual. I was terrified. But with almost perverse glee I forced myself to walk across the emptiness of the yard where, the previous night, people had been celebrating the death of a man quietly lying in his coffin among the oak trees, and where, suddenly, now, there was no one but myself. In that silence the absent din of their carousing seemed louder than when it had actually happened. In the dark I felt my way barefoot over innumerable corpses across the limitless expanse of that backyard, until I finally reached the house.

The whitewashed walls were a barely perceptible smudge in the night, the windows a blacker black. I knew it was empty; the Baas and his family wouldn’t return before the next morning. I stroked the smooth hard surface of the panes, the rough plaster of the walls, the oiled grain of heavy doors, the cool secret shapes of knobs and knockers. Unexpectedly, the kitchen door gave way. There was no reason why that should surprise me: the house was always left open for the coming and going of servants, the carrying in and out of milk pails, the fetching of flour and sugar, the depositing of eggs. And yet it came as a shock to feel the door opening under my hand. It was as if, on opening night, walking across the stage before the performance for a final check on props and positions, one suddenly heard a swishing sound and swung round to find the curtains opening to the waiting audience.

It was like a sign. I could do nothing else but enter and explore. My journey through the night had brought me there and I couldn’t turn back.

I entered the kitchen. It smelled of burnt coffee and blue soap. Step by step I went on, bumping against strange objects, confronted by menacing walls. I wasn’t looking for anything, I didn’t want to get anywhere, I simply went further and further.

Here and there I caught the faint glimmering of porcelain or silver or brassware behind the glass doors of stinkwood and yellowwood armoires. But nothing was recognisable. This was Ultima Thule, the House of the Baas, the heart of the great Thou-shalt-not which dominated my childhood years.

It was a large room, blacker than all the others because the curtains were drawn. I bumped against a heavy object and heard invisible strings reverberating in my ears. I couldn’t breathe, from pure shock. But I stretched out my hands to feel all over that smooth, strange thing. Even after I’d realised that it was the piano on which Hermien used to play in the daytime, my brain refused to accept or admit it. It remained: The Thing. I lifted the lid, removed the cloth, and silently ran a finger down the row of notes. There was no sound, but with every inch my finger moved there was a possibility of sound. Only when I reached the last note did I dare to press it. I listened to the deep bass sound booming in the night like a stone
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