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‘Sister’
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I’m to be my mother’s sister because she wants one so. My part is to be there if she’s ill. At four years old, it’s a privilege
to have this responsibility instead of trotting off to nursery school like other children.


My mother looks back to the wide-open dawns of her childhood because these days she has to be drugged as soon as she wakes. The powders dull her, she explains, a temptation
not to take them, and no one knows if she does or not. Morning is the darkest time of her day.


Suddenly she calls in her danger-voice, ‘Help, oh-h, help me. Quickly!’

It’s a test she might fail; if she does she might go mad, or worse. I fly to her side and find her on her knees or crouched
on all fours. I grab the glass jug on her bedside table and toss water in her face. It doesn’t matter if it splashes the bed
or spills over the floor. If she doesn’t revive I must dig in her handbag for the large blue Mason Pearson hairbrush and push
its bristles into her wrists. I never do this hard enough. Is this because I don’t have the strength or can’t bear to hurt
her? She wrenches the brush from my hand and drives the bristles back and forth across her wrists – until she comes round.
Sooner or later she will come round. Then she pulls herself up from the floor and lies on her bed, moaning. Lenie, the cook,
hears the commotion, and comes pitter-patter on small feet. I’m relieved to see her, and ashamed too for Lenie to see Madam
so. Lenie sucks her tongue in dismay and brings a cup of sweet, milky tea. Lenie never says a word, but has her share in our
helplessness. None of us say a word. It happens, and we go on till the next time.


My mother is slow to get up, slow to dress. She runs the tap and splashes her face, on and on to the measure of slap, slap,
drip, slap, slap, drip to counteract the miasma of the powders. Then she draws seamed stockings over her feet and hooks them
on to the four straps dangling from the belt around her waist. All her underwear, including the silky petticoat, is purest
white. Her smalls are washed separately every day; nothing unclean touches her skin. I’m waiting for her to finish, but her
dreamy slowness makes me restless. I go off to the nursery to dig into the toy cupboard behind the ruched green curtain patterned with a thin red thread. Across the passage I hear her dialling
the telephone, her finger in the hole, a whirr to the number then the varied slide of the returning dial; and then her housewife
voice, wearily dutiful as she gives Mr Romm the grocer or Mrs Bass the fishmonger an order to be delivered to Lenie (since
my mother rarely visits the kitchen). Mrs Bass, leaning over her counter with her gap-toothed smile, has the ready-to-please
manner of South African service. She spares the time to answer my mother’s many questions as to quality and freshness.


In the forties and fifties, husbands of housewives have a right to complain. My father Harry is easygoing and enjoys (as my
mother puts it) ‘fullness of life’, but he does grumble if breakfast does not appear as he ties his shoelaces, putting one
foot and then the other on the riempies of his dining-room chair. The grumble isn’t made to Lenie but to his wife, who has nothing to do but take charge of the servants
and yet, at this moment, is reading Wordsworth and reaching out to a girl who ‘dwelt among the untrodden ways’.


Harry’s grumble is routine; he’s looking forward to a lawyer’s day, ready for his next case as in youth he’d stood ready,
swinging his arms in his one-piece racing costume: the first whistle took him to the brink of the pool, toes curled around
the edge; at the second blast his arms swung back, knees bent, tensing his shoulders for the dive; and then – GO. Other whistles
blew him about the pool in games of water polo. The secret of water polo, he tells me, is to tackle an opponent under the
water where the referee can’t see.


In childhood my mother, as Rhoda Press, lived in a different world, a barely populated place called Klaver (more commonly
called Klawer) on the border of Namaqualand, which stretches along the Weskus, the harsh west coast of the southern tip of Africa. It has low rainfall, and at that time, before irrigation schemes, looked like the parched landscapes of the Bible. She recalls how ‘I opened my eyes on a shepherd’s world with flocks
of bushes stretching to the curve of the veld.’


The horizons of Namaqualand are often so cloudless you can see line upon blue line of mountains and, looking up at night,
a river of stars. In 1917, when Rhoda was born, Klaver was little more than far-flung farms at the end of the railway line
that ran more or less parallel to the coast. By the time I’m born, in the forties, the railway has been extended some way
beyond Klaver, but it never reaches what is now Namibia to the north.


I am to be a channel for my mother’s life and writings. It’s impossible to remember at what age this emerges into consciousness.
All that can be said with certainty is that a sisterhood of child-carer changes during my schooldays into a sisterhood of
poems and stories. She reads Emily Dickinson to me over and over. There seems no divide between the ‘Colossal substance of Immortality’ in the visionary poets she loves – Dickinson and Emily Brontë – and her own desk-drawer poems. These she reads
aloud with modest disclaimers.


Let me be clear: my role has less to do with love than reliance. I am not lovely; I am heavily freckled; not a light spray,
but splotched all over despite the floppy-brimmed hat on my head. When the sun is at its zenith each December, impeccable
Aunt Berjulie, who was brought up by her own impeccable aunts in Northern Rhodesia, comes down to the Cape. In well-matched
outfits from John Orr’s in Johannesburg, Aunt Berjulie never fails to alert my mother to my uneven teeth and ruined face.
My mother, whose darker skin is unmarked by sun, never thinks much about looks. This makes it comfortable to be with her.
I’m a conscientious child, not winning, not brainy, but exercising an earnest intelligence – not the most attractive of qualities,
yet it includes attention to phrases like ‘the river of stars’ and ‘the curve of the veld’ that fountain from my mother. And I am there; she feels close to those who have shared
what she calls her ‘attacks’. There are others she loves more: my brother Pip belting out ‘Great Balls of Fire’; her Pooh-Bear
brother Basil, with a healthy appetite and is inclined, his sister teases, to think it ‘time for a little something’; and
then there are her schoolfriends, maternal Auntie Monica and practical Auntie Lilian. All charm her as different while I am
like, and in that sense an extension of herself.


A channel, then. My mother never explains how this channel is to be dug between her shut-off invalid existence and some far-off
future when her voice will emerge.


Nor, given our reversal of roles, does she foresee a divide. It never occurs to her that separation will ever be necessary.
In fact, it’s part of her appeal for me that the common course of existence plays no part in her dreams.


Mothering may be the strongest bond most creatures experience, and the acts of separation from that bond shape our lives.
For me, a daughter caught up in the crises of illness, this divide must be deferred.
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Mothers

My name is an embarrassment. If only my mother had called me Linda, or any other common name.

‘Stand up and spell it,’ teachers will say on the first day of the school year.

They never recognise the name of the singular woman in Olive Schreiner’s novel, The Story of an African Farm. Nor can any teacher know that it marks me as my mother’s creature. My name comes from Rhoda’s other life, called up more
fully in the memory-dream she inhabits. The Lyndall of the novel is a curiosity of the veld: a woman shaped by unstoried spaces
where the curve of the earth can be seen on the encircling horizon. I pull the book from the shelf and glance at its opening
line: ‘The full African moon poured down its light from the blue sky into the wide, lonely plain.’ Vaguely I take in an embrace
of nature and solitude. Rhoda is not particularly drawn to the politics of the heroine’s turn to the feminist cause. What
matters is her authentic nature: a woman without a mask, rising from a bedrock of stone and bush.


Later, when I read the novel, I recognise my mother in the perceptive girl, a rarity amongst the farming people about her, and echo
my mother’s empathy for the solitary shepherd boy Waldo – with his philosopher’s name – a dreamer too innocent for this world.


Rhoda’s secret self is partly open to detection, through not-so-buried signals like my name. A poem she reads aloud remembers
‘children’s voices chipped out of silence’ when her brothers, Basil and Sydney, dared her to tread the single track of the
railway bridge above the Olifants River. There are only three trains a week, night trains due at dawn, but the children work
up their dread of an engine, a dark face looming around a curve on the approach to the bridge. They imagine far-off, then
near, the puff and clank of a piston. Safety, she tells me, is possible in the form of three, square bays at intervals along
the bridge, each just big enough for a person to stand back from a train thundering along the track, and Rhoda makes her advance
from one to the next; then leans over the rail to gaze at the drop to the river below.


This scene fills out Rhoda’s courage to go on in the face of oncoming attacks. Her fear is my fear for her precariousness.
Yet, as a dreamer, she can dissolve fear and, in a poem she writes, can hear ‘in the hollows of space / where the wind scoops
bliss / the eternal ocean of the universe.’


A timeless landscape, pulsating with import, means more to her than the present where she performs as she must from day to
day. It’s as though she’s protected from what her beloved Wordsworth called ‘the prison house’ of grown-ups. He too believed
the soul must be sustained by memory’s allegiance to the child who comes trailing memories of pre-life.


‘One morning in school,’ she says in her story-voice, ‘I saw a crowd of children round the tin lavatory whose door stood open.
As I approached there was laughter. On the high wooden seat sat a little girl with her legs dangling and her drawers round
her ankles, half way from the ground. Her eyes were helpless before the mocking crowd. This was my first acquaintance with
cruelty, and though it remained with me I did nothing about it.’


My mother bathes such scenes in reminiscent tolerance but now and then memory does throw up brutal scenes, which she does
not hesitate to reveal to me. If we listeners were not colluding in the dream of Klaver we’d say this: it was a place of violence.
Violence against the weak. Mr Biebek, who called his wife ‘Girlie’, beat her – but, people said, that was a husband’s right.
At one of the gangers’ cottages along the line, a railway worker chased his son round and round the house with a whip, the
boy’s thin neck-bones straining as he ran. This boy died young, and that is all people recalled in after years: the fact that
his father whipped him, and that he died before he grew up. It was, they said, a father’s right. ‘What can you do?’


But cruelty can’t explain why this woman says ‘Klaver … Klaver … Klaver’ all her life. She hadn’t seen a bald dorp under the
glare of the sun; she had seen the source of all life. Once, there was mystery here. The wind in the gum tree, the snake in
the lucerne patch, the twofold mielie shoot in the saffron earth, the swallows’ mud-nests under the corrugated roof of the stoep, the air of winter mornings (so
cold and pure it burns the nostrils), the nursery by candlelight, their father’s tales and Yiddish lullabies, will hold for
Rhoda – and for her more worldly brothers – the source of some power that propels their lives, as though the God of the Hebrew
Bible walked with them in that wilderness when they were young.


‘An impress of the everlasting’ came to her first when she was six. She repeats the story to me in her memory-voice, throbbing
with import when she’s not reading or jotting down a poem and wants a listener, and I’m standing there next to her bed, looking
down at her to check if she’s all right. She won’t simplify her words, as other mothers might. A poet expects her listener
to catch on, so phrases like ‘impress of the everlasting’ come my way. Her memory-voice sounds so inward, she’s almost murmuring
to herself.


Six years old, in Namaqualand, she was sweeping the silky brown sand off the stoep in the early morning. ‘I looked across
flocks of bushes to where, in the far distance, sun-shafts, like pillars of gold-smoke, moved on the face of the veld. The
light and its smoky breath flooded my being.’


For all Rhoda’s readiness to share these memories, she shuts the door on others.

‘I can’t tell you …’ she stops short at the onset of illness or what she understands about its nature. And she never follows
on from hints of a sad love affair before she married my father.


Why can’t she tell, I wonder. Are there things in her past too bad for a child to hear? Am I lucky to be spared a fuller sisterhood?
Like a sponge I sop up these hints of suffering, then turn away to do a puzzle on the round nursery table or open a jokey
picture in Winnie-the-Pooh: the motherly Kanga inflicting a bath on Piglet, who has dared to take the place of baby Roo in her pouch. It’s a relief
not to read my mother’s downcast face.


My brother Pip recalls ‘our lying-down mother’. She leaves hands-on care to servants, harassed by her mother who, as Rhoda
protests, ‘interferes’, disrupting the household when she tidies the pantry till one in the morning. Annie Press, our grandmother,
is on the watch as the housemaid turns out the rooms every morning. Has the maid swept every particle of dust blowing into
the open windows from Lion’s Head, the mountain above us? Has the washerwoman fetched the sheets from the top room? The washerwoman’s
lips are pressed together as she kneels over the tub and pegs sheets out in white swathes, flapping in the wind with gunshot
sounds until they stiffen in the sun.


Granny knows that you can’t leave running a home to the maids, as she tells Harry her son-in-law, whom the servants call Master (as
all South African servants call the man of the house). Our father, too breezy to notice what anyone can see, that Rhoda’s
respect for servants is more effective, backs Granny’s reign. There’s audible bustle when guests arrive and tea is not served
at once. Lenie mutters ‘gits’ quietly over the oven as she takes out her Lenie-cake, to be iced with deft pats and strokes into delectable peaks. Lenie
is a church-going, single woman in a starched white cap and apron, whose modesty is not lost on my mother. She has read the
New Testament as well as the Hebrew Bible, and sides with Christ’s defiance of worldly might: the meek shall inherit the earth.


‘Lenie is a saint,’ my mother declares.

For all their differences of faith and occupation, as well as the colour bar, Lenie and my mother are suited as moral beings.
So Lenie puts up with Granny ‘for Madam’s sake’, and one or other servant agrees out of the corner of their mouths.


Granny whips the cups off the tray Lenie has prepared so that she can replace the tray cloth with one she’s embroidered in
green stem stitch with pink lazy-daisy loops for the petals. I trace the petals with my forefinger and ask Granny, ‘Will you
show me how?’ I want to touch her skeins of silky embroidery thread, confident that Granny will let me choose the loveliest
colours.


Granny’s interference seems to me mere fuss, a bit of a joke. Less so to her daughter.

‘You see her as she is now,’ Rhoda confides behind her closed door. ‘You don’t know how powerful she was when my father was
alive. He never called her anything but “darling”, and let her have her way.’


Rhoda idolises her father, a ‘sensitive man, a Press’. His character as a Press is another clue to who she is. She is decidedly
not a creature of her mother, wholly an issue of her father, a reading, thinking man with an intelligent capacity for suffering.
He came from Lithuania, like almost all of the hundred thousand Jews who migrated to South Africa. At thirty-six, after twenty
years in the back veld, he visited Cape Town and fell in love with auburn-haired Annie, aged twenty-two, who kept house for
her widowed Papa (pronounced ‘Pupper’) and in her fondly insensitive way bossed four younger brothers and sisters.


When Rhoda tells the story of her parents’ courtship she defends her father’s superiority, even though, as an immigrant, he’d
driven about the veld in a mule cart.


‘There are no class distinctions amongst Jews. We are equals in the sight of God.’

She speaks to a child as to an adult, yet I’m aware of things elided from her stories of the past. When I’m older this unease
can surface as words that I keep to myself, knowing by then how deftly she translates her preference for her father into myth
and principle.


Annie and Philip Press married in December 1914, and for some time Annie continued to preside over Papa’s comfortable house
on Maynard Street in town while her husband continued up country. It was only after the births of a son, Basil, in 1915 and
a daughter, Rhoda, in 1917 that Annie joined her husband at the end of the railway line.


This was the setting for Rhoda’s romance with her father – dubbed ‘Sir Philip’ by farmers in the region, as she asserts too
insistently to be convincing. So, as ‘our lying-down mother’, she fills out the memory-dream into which she wanders away from
household routine. On the edge of Namaqualand her father sings by candlelight to four children. Her mother holds dances in
the cleared dining room of the hotel; she hangs cheeses from the ceiling of her separate kosher kitchen; and receives a gift of home-grown tomatoes from ‘the Giantess’ who farms in the kloof in the Matzikamma Mountains behind Klaver. Rhoda remembers the gloaming light on the oranges deep in the kloof, a waterfall and the stinkwood furniture: a long black table, so polished it reflects three bowls of violets.
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Engagement photo, c. 1914, of Philip Press from Lithuania and Annie Hoffman, born in Johannesburg, 1892

But Annie damped this down with calls to the nanny to smarten up her daughter and brush her hair. Annie’s crassness knew no
bounds. Rhoda likes to repeat her mother’s put-down of the Parthenon during a tour of Europe: ‘I’m sure to crich [toil] up there to see a Goi-ish-ke cathedral.’ Granny’s Yiddish is limited to a few dismissive words, and distorted by the vehemence of a South African accent.


‘You’re only a pfefferil [peppercorn]’: her emphatic fs blow me away if I offer an unwelcome opinion.


Granny has no idea what others think or feel, and this makes her a very happy person. A child can nest in this easy insensitivity.
There are no undercurrents of need. Her chat has the confidence of a woman at home in her life.


When Annie reaches her eighties her daughter asks her, ‘What was the best time in your life?’

‘Now, of course,’ is her answer.

[image: image]

Basil (left), Sydney and Rhoda, c. 1920, in front of the hotel built by their father when the railway was extended to Klaver. ‘Three Little Pigs’ is Sydney’s caption in Rhoda’s album

This absence of reflection comes to me as comfort. I associate it with the plumped-up pillows and puffy eiderdown of my grandmother’s
high double bed, which I share during her long stays with us. She’s soft when she unsnaps her corset, warm and round with
long breasts from feeding children. I lie at rest, released from the tension of my mother’s face, her fear of that beast lurking
in the corners of her room, the blue brush with its strong bristles, the jug of water waiting at her elbow, the glass and
pills that she may or may not take.


Granny’s domain is the large front bedroom, which for some reason we call the top room, though there’s no upstairs. The top
room is furnished in Rhoda’s feminine style. A white muslin bedspread with gathers at the side over a pale pink under-slip
covers what was Granny’s marriage bed, and where she gave birth four times, tugging (she will tell me when I’m old enough
to hear) on a sheet tied to the post at the foot of the bed. There’s a rose carpet, and above hangs a curly chandelier painted
a faint white.


For a brief spell, it had been our parents’ room, before an attack happened there. It was prompted, Rhoda hints, by an unwilling
move from Rhodean, her family home since they left Namaqualand. In 1945 she was taken from shady, old-fashioned Oranjezicht
and stuck in the glare of Sea Point, with coloured lights strung up on a sea-front hotel and cocktail parties in its palm-filled
garden. It suits Harry to be close to the beaches, where bodies stretch out under the sun, turning from back to front or front
to back as on a spit. Displaced amidst housewives who invite her to morning cards, Rhoda withdraws into Wordsworth’s ‘bliss
of solitude’, fortified by The Bible Designed to be Read as Literature.

Harry is cock-a-hoop because he’s acquired a house for five thousand pounds. It doesn’t occur to him that it’s not such a
scoop if his wife dislikes it. Too ill to view the house in time, she’s dismayed to find herself planted in a thirties box
with little natural light, darkened further by a hideous red curtain at the end of a passage. Our house, 11 Avenue Normandie, is in an
area of Sea Point called Fresnaye. The avenues, named in the seventeenth century by Huguenot refugees, rise perpendicularly
up the increasingly steep slope of Lion’s Head. My mother confides that her secret name for our house is ‘Upwards’. Secret
it has to be, because a way-station on an allegorical climb would be out of place in a suburb where houses and streets have
European names like Bellevue and King’s Road.


After the top-room attack, our parents move to a back room opposite the nursery. One night in the nursery, I wake to sounds
never heard before. Not, this time, a call for help, but almost inhuman cries, coming from my mother. I know at once this
is the thing she’s feared: the full-on, unstoppable thing. Between the cries, there’s our father’s courtroom voice. This time
I don’t run to her, but lie petrified. Am I a coward to leave it to our father, who can’t console her? No one can. No doctor
is called; Harry is handling this on his own, trying to quiet her. The cries die down and the next day my mother is sunk in
a half-daze. She can barely speak, and escapes from time to time into sleep. I tiptoe to see if she’s all right. If I don’t
open the door softly she will stir and cry, ‘Oh, NO-O-O.’ The feminine touches to her room, the white moonflowers in a dainty
vase, the rose lampshade and the pale pink bed-jacket knitted in a lacy pattern, are futile against the attack of the beast.


After our parents vacate the top room, Granny installs her glass-topped dressing table with an oval, swinging mirror and her
massive three-door wardrobe packed with hats, sunshades and a fox fur with paws, bead eyes and snout. It has a strange, chemical
smell when I put my nose to it to feel its softness.


On summer nights, with windows open to the murmur of the sea and the salt-smell of seaweed, moths and brown, hard-winged Christmas
beetles fly towards the lamp. When I hear the click as one knocks blindly against the wall or wardrobe, or see the flutter of a moth, I cry and duck.


‘It can’t hurt you,’ I’m told, but I flee all the same.

‘Wait, I’ll catch it,’ Rhoda says, cupping her hands. Gently, she carries the fluttering creature to the window, opens her
palms and frees it into the night.


She takes seriously the Commandment: Thou shalt not kill. Her respect for creatures is in keeping with a creative spirit that
rolls through all things. She draws out what she expects to find in all small children: a moral sense, untrammelled as yet
by the prison house.


Her absolutes are as striking as the poems and psalms she reads aloud, and I puzzle over certain contradictions: the sticky
fly-papers, for instance, dangling from the kitchen ceiling, stuck about with the black spots of dead flies. Though the kitchen
is not my mother’s scene, she must have seen them. Or does she block from her line of vision what she doesn’t care to see?
And although we are by no means rich, and although too my mother, cherishing books and memorabilia, scorns ‘shop-bought’ –
mass-produced – goods, she does buy the best when it comes to quality of clothing or linen or food. Money, I slowly realise,
can’t be as irrelevant as it seems in a house filled with women – grandmother, wife, daughter, female servants – where the
man of the house leaves for the office. Rhoda’s three brothers are ‘in business’: they have a growing chain of clothing and
houseware stores called Edgars, yet Rhoda exempts them from her abhorrence of getting and spending. For she loves them, and
more: she’s proud of their enterprise, and overrides her contempt for commerce with praise for her brothers’ probity.


As a girl of my generation, from whom little is expected, I’m imbued with my mother’s liberating counter-commerce ideals,
reinforced by her younger brothers’ veneration of books. For many active men in our provincial society, books mean little:
snippets in the Reader’s Digest for white males like my father or, for black youths in the townships, the skiet en donder routines in high-rise cities across the ocean. Aspiring men choose to be doctors or lawyers or accountants, hardly ever scholars
or editors or writers.


My father is the son of a dairyman. His school, the South African College School, is lucky enough to have its own Rhodes scholarship
to Oxford. Sport is a condition of this scholarship, and since the top boy in his class plays no sport Harry, who comes second,
is in line to win it. He has no regrets for deciding not to apply. Bright enough, confident, articulate, yet with no taste
for superfluous learning, he shares the view of his mother that Oxford is a luxury he can’t afford. For Thekla, a British
university is off the map. She comes from Latvia. Small, pretty, her white hair neatly combed away from her face and secured
with hairpins, she admires three grandsons, Peter, Gerald and Neville, who greet her with smiles and good-natured ease.


‘Good boys, well brought up,’ Thekla nods over their heads to their mothers who are her twin daughters.

I’m a little dashed not to be included in Thekla’s favour, and have no hope of a share in the neat features of my father’s
family. To my uneasy feelers, Thekla appears on the lookout for lapses when it comes to Ps and Qs.


Gerald, Peter and Neville are the handsomest boys I’ve ever seen. My father has that same kind of masculinity, born of the
beach, sun, jokes, normality. Gerald is two years older than I. At his house, 21 Avenue Protea, higher up on Lion’s Head,
he asks, ‘Shall we play rude doctor-doctor?’ and introduces a twist of plasticine to my bottom. My mother is appalled and
reproachful when she discovers it at bath-time. All the same, I’m ready to play again. One summer afternoon we cool off in
the sprinkler on Gerald’s back lawn. I haven’t brought a bather, so wear one of his. He invites neighbouring boys to inspect a naked girl. I’m game to show off in a hollow of the hedge where no one
else can see.


Gerald is with my mother and me when we go on a ten-day holiday to Monica’s vineyard. It’s on a hill in the wine region of
Stellenbosch. We play in the long, sun-stroked grass on the summit of the hill, but one morning wake to find an infestation
of moths all over the farmhouse.


‘Would you rather die or have fifty moths on you?’ Gerald asks.

It’s hard to choose. ‘I want to go home,’ I beg my mother.

She gets up and encloses a moth in her palms, then slowly opens them to show how beautiful the creature is with its folded
wings. When it’s still, I concede its beauty, but when it grows frightened and flutters, I scream and run.


Back home I hear on the wireless a different tale from the domestic or orphan’s stories my mother tells. ‘The Adventure of
the Speckled Band’ by Conan Doyle is my first horror story, enhanced by sinister sound effects. They tune up my fears of insects
with a new fear of poisonous snakes. Might a snake, like the one in the tale, slide through the high-up ventilator leading
into the top room from the stoep where, in summer, lizards cling like scaly hyphens to the walls? This becomes my pet fear;
Lenie has to check under the bed to make sure no snake lurks there. A nightmare sends me rushing to my parents’ room. It’s
dangerous for my mother to be jolted awake so I am told to wake my father very quietly, to say, ‘It’s me’ and to get into
his bed. After a while his arm feels like iron under my head, and I slide out and return to the top room. The worst that can
happen is to hear my mother groan, ‘Oh NO!’ It means I’ve woken her to an actual nightmare: fear of an attack. Her terror
is lodged in me.


There’s a different dread on Sundays when I’m taken for a stroll with my father along the bustling seafront. Here I’m exposed to comment on my face when my cheery father turns away,
every so often, to greet people who listen in to his Saturday radio broadcast on Sports Roundup. As soon as I’m idling on my own, children, from a safe distance, yell ‘freckle face’. Is that me? It has to be, for who else
– certainly no one in sight – is so splotched with brown marks? These children assure me of a disfigurement others pretend
not to notice.


Afterwards we visit Thekla in her flat in Gloucester Court, on the beach front at Three Anchor Bay. I sit on the edge of a
stuffed chair, wary of touching the white crocheted covers protecting the headrests and arms of the lounge suite. Chopped
herring is offered. It gives off a sour smell. I can’t put the fishy mush in my mouth, so a wish to please compels me to accept
one of Thekla’s taiglach, though it looks like poo: a sticky brown kind of doughnut cooked so hard that milk teeth can only scratch at the surface.
I lick it tentatively. Sugar. Unmelted crystals rasp my tongue. It’s like licking a sugared rock.


Thekla has an air of no nonsense, a kind of not listening – different from my mother, who may be dreamy but can be relied
on to take note of real trouble. Some years before, Thekla’s daughter had a row with her husband when they were new to marriage.
I picture his blazing red face as he shoves Aunt Lena out of the house and locks the door. No answer when she rings the bell
and calls to be let in.


‘What could I do?’ Aunt Lena relays this scene to my mother, who feels for the wrongs of women. ‘I ran home to my parents.
My mother didn’t want to hear: “Go straight back,” she said. “That’s your home now.” That taught me a lesson.’


To manage on a modest income from the dairy, Thekla had trained her five children to switch off unnecessary lights and limit
hot water in baths. Harry calls Rhoda’s attention to waste. She listens patiently to Thekla’s grumbles, and explains to me
afterwards that surviving, for Thekla and her like, has been too hard to take a wider view. She means a wider view of all
she herself cares for: the arts, nature, horizons to be crossed – the travel now closed to her.


Lying in bed with her windows wide open and whenever she ventures outside the house, she opens my senses to what is timeless:
the roll of the sea; the rocky crag of Lion’s Head rearing above the avenues bumping up its lower slope. Rhoda is awake to
the stir of thoughts and feelings in the smallest child. It isn’t instinctual or textbook or imitative mothering, and nor
is it the busy nurture of mothers today. Mothers of her generation aren’t busy, and Rhoda’s invalidism allows her to be less
busy than most. Contact is not a matter of quality time; there’s quiet, a readiness on hold so that a spark can fire spontaneously.
Then Rhoda’s blue eyes glow, she sits up, looks intently at the child and stills the child’s attention as she switches into
narrative mode. Family stories pour out. This telling is a ritual: it’s not the biographical search for authenticity that
I learn later; it’s a retelling, shoring up family myths that declare where we come from and who she is.


Rhoda mythologises the past of her father’s family, helped by its distance in the Old Country. ‘My father sometimes lamented
that his children lived in a different world from his.’ Philip Press (in Lithuania the name was Pres) came from a town called
Plunge or, in the form he used, Plungian. ‘Plum Jam’, his children would joke. Rhoda pictures the inhabitants of Plum Jam
as rare and gentle beings singing Yiddish lullabies. She sings her father’s lullaby about raisins and almonds – rozhinkes mit mandlen – in such plaintive strains that we indulge in rather pleasurable sadness.


The facts, discovered later, are that in 1941 the Nazis rounded them up with the help of Lithuanian neighbours, shut the entire
community of eighteen hundred Jews in their wooden synagogue for two weeks without air, food or water, and then shot the survivors
into three great pits they’d had to dig for themselves in Kausanai forest. It’s only one of numerous killing fields. Three
generations later my journalist daughter Olivia, sent by a magazine to trace her family, will visit the pits surrounded by
silver birches. Olivia, weeping, will light candles there and keep the matches to this day.
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Philip Press, an immigrant, felt that his children lived in a different world. Surrounded here by his South African wife and
children, from left: Hubert, Annie, Basil, Rhoda and Sydney
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Olivia, right, lights a candle, accompanied by Jacob Bunka (left) and his wife (standing). The only Plunge Jew to survive, Bunka
was away in 1941, fighting in the Russian army

In the absence of facts, Rhoda retells her father’s memories. Even Press poverty is romantic in her eyes: her father’s mother,
dropping her hands in her lap when she’s unable to afford more thread to sew caps for country fairs. As a boy, when he was
ill, his father brought him one grape.


‘One?’ I ask, thinking of a mound of golden hanepoot grapes on the autumn table. Amongst the vineyards of the Cape such deprivation is strange.


‘In that cold, northern world one grape was luxury,’ Rhoda says gravely. I see the scene but can’t get inside it. She believes
the intensity of her otherness comes from those far-away people with expansive souls.


Her mother’s family, the Hoffmans, are decidedly not soulful. They sing together at the piano, ‘ta-ra-ra-boom-de-jay’; they rollick through songs of the Anglo-Boer War (‘We are marching to Pretoria’). As children, they and their parents
took off in the reverse direction: they caught what they claim to have been the last civilian train out of Johannesburg bound
for Cape Town, a thousand miles to the south, where British troops were landing. Their father, Jacob Hoffman, imported British
woollens, suitable for the rainy winters and windy nights at the Cape. His jolliest daughter is the youngest, Auntie Betsie, whose fingers perform extra trills on the keys; her bracelets tinkle
as she bounces up from the final chord. Rhoda loves her aunts but thinks their eldest sister, her mother Annie, small-minded.
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The three Hoffman sisters in Cape Town: Annie (top), Minnie (left) and Betsie

‘Why are you reading?’ her mother asks. ‘You’re not in school.’

Little is said of Betsie’s eldest daughter, my mother’s cousin Cynthia, who lives in England. Photos show her to be in the
Hoffman mould, and yet she doesn’t entirely fit that mould. Buxom, tightly packed into a uniform during the war, Cynthia married
an Englishman and now writes stories – romances set in the Namaqualand of her childhood – that are broadcast the radio. Because
Cynthia’s stories are read on the BBC’s Light Programme, Rhoda dismisses them as light-weight. I don’t know if she read them
or not. I think not, because Rhoda, along with the rest of the family, shuns Cynthia for marrying out of the faith.


When her name comes up, they say in told-you-so tones, ‘Poor Cynthia has to scrub her floors.’ Servants’ work, that’s what
comes of marrying an Englishman like tall Mr Hind. Photos of him in army uniform had revealed little – or little satisfactory
to Cynthia’s family back home who assume that she writes for pocket money, which this husband can’t provide.


Her parents relent when Cynthia produces a baby. I’m eight years old when she’s invited to bring little Michael Hind home
on a visit. He’s adorable, with a round moon face and fluffs of white hair. I want to seize and squeeze him in my arms, but
he’s glued to his mother’s lap, wary of strangers inspecting him, Cynthia’s English-looking child. Grown-ups’ talk of scrubbing
floors in straitened, post-war England has led me to expect a downcast Cynthia, but she’s sturdy and humorous. To her, I’m
neither a child-confidante, as with my mother, nor a pfefferil, as with Granny Annie, nor plain and awkward as with Granny Thekla. Cynthia talks to me like a motherly friend.


In after years, when I’m grown-up and a writer too, Cynthia makes a low aside at a family party on a stoep one starry night
at Basil’s house: writing, she says, has been her delight, though none of them, including Rhoda, take any notice. This isn’t
an instance of jealousy, because that’s not part of Rhoda’s character. I think it has more to do with her myth-making. Cynthia
won’t fit Rhoda’s bifurcation of hereditary traits to prove how exercise of the mind derives exclusively from her father’s
side. Of course, it’s common enough for people to define family in this divided way, but Rhoda’s stories are repeated with
so much conviction that her myth has prevailed.


As a child I’m filled with my mother’s barely veiled boredom when men jabber about business, the same boredom that deadens
the air around my father when he and swimming cronies put heads together over stopwatches. I will never settle for such a
man, I promise myself. And then I glance in the mirror and see that I may have even less choice in the matter than my mother
did.


I watch her put on make-up, as she stands short-sightedly peering at her serious blue eyes and high nose in the mirror of
the three-corner cupboard in the bathroom. There’s rouge in a small round pot and a tube of red lipstick. Too red. It’s like
putting on a mask before she can be seen by a visitor, who might at any moment pop in, or even by the gardener or the women
who come to the door seeking work.


‘Are you reliable?’ she asks. ‘Do you have a reference?’

And then the woman fumbles in her bag and holds out a battered bit of paper. If it’s a man, it’s shaming to see the excessive
humility of his hunched shoulders as he cups both hands to receive the ten-shilling note my mother offers. Before the bell
starts ringing, my mother parts her hair on the side and puts a finger along the unruly bits to make them wavy not wiry. She pats down and scrunches her brown curls, and if not in
a hurry, rolls up a lock in a bendy brown curler to make it behave.


If favoured friends arrive, my mother exerts herself. She gets up and rather tiredly slips on a dress. Her thinness looks
frail but passes for feminine delicacy in the turquoise muslins or shades of tea-rose she likes to wear. I trail along as
she carefully clicks open the side door of my grandmother’s Edwardian tea trolley, with its brass trim and rounded glass,
which stands in our dining room. And gently, one by one, she lifts out a set of fragile teacups, thin porcelain with pink
and mauve sweet peas on a faintly blushing background. My mother prizes this design for dispensing with the vulgarity of gold
rims. Her word for over-decoration is something like ‘berahtig’ – sounding the ‘g’ with friction at the back of the throat,
as in the Afrikaans of her early schoolroom. I think she’s inventing her version of a Yiddish word without knowing Yiddish.
Once she’d make a word her own, I and other listeners must lend our ears as best we can.


She relishes words that are expressive, pausing over them, rolling them around her tongue, including the humorously rude or
pithy words in the tales of Chaucer’s fourteenth-century pilgrims – ‘likerous’, more expressive than ‘wanton’, in the portrait
of the eighteen-year-old wife in the Miller’s tale, who has a ‘likerous’ eye. It charms me when my mother, telling a story,
takes on a character unlike her own: the lasciviousness of the Miller’s wife or the punitive hatred of Jane Eyre’s guardian,
Mrs Reed.


No one outside the house would know that she’s ill. I watch a brave performance, her role as wife and mother and what goes
with it: household, nursery, guests, servants. Concealed in this casing, along with illness, is a many-shaded freakishness
that coexists with her visions.
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With Rhoda on the windy shore at Muizenberg

I partake of the freakish aspect, am shaped by it, yet have no access, as yet, to its secrets. Meanwhile, I lean on the insensibility
of Granny Annie and my sporting father who provide a cast-iron armour of normality. The daily marvel of their oblivion is
the ease with which they don’t see what they don’t have to see. I’m less adept at concealment than my mother. The deception
of normality – barely convincing as I know it to be – makes me ill at ease with Granny Thekla and other members of my father’s
family.


My mother broods darkly, in a way that can provoke an attack. Although it’s not possible to press her with questions, the extremes of her self-portrait leave a gap between the
other-world illumination of her childhood and what she terms, in her cryptic way, ‘suffering’ and ‘illness’. Each word comes
freighted with explosive: the danger of what actually took place. It’s her way to hint – a nightmare journey to Europe; misguided
doctors; a young man who died – so that I peer ineffectually through a fog of unfocused feeling made up of pity with a pinch
of alarm. If only I could calm her; give her pleasure. In a small way it contents her that I fall in love with A Child’s Garden of Verses: I know by heart ‘how do you like to go up in a swing’, and ‘on goes the river’, bearing the child’s paper boats to ‘other
little children’ who’ll ‘bring my boats ashore’, and the invalid child who lives in his imaginary ‘Land of Counterpane’. My
mother is drawn to writers like Robert Louis Stevenson, who contend with illness.


All she will say about the onset of her own illness was that it ‘befell’ her at the age of seventeen, and that it was bound
up with a bereavement. Who was it she had lost? There is an air of things that happened before I was born, an air that her
real life is over – as though her lips are kissing her hand to a person I can’t see.



3

‘Illness Was My Teacher’

The first week of July 1944: I’m told a baby is due. At the age of two and a half, I accompany my mother to a one-storey nursing
home in the Gardens. On a glassed-in stoep there’s a row of prams. In each lies a newborn, and while Rhoda talks to Matron
I skip from pram to pram, in love with the babies whose eyes squint up as I loom above them and bend to look. It’s hard to
choose, but at length I settle on the one for me. When Rhoda emerges, I too am ready to go, my hands curled round the handle
of the pram.


Matron’s determined fingers are prising mine off the handle, and then I’m crying because she won’t let me take my baby. The
cries gain in volume along Upper Orange Street, as the bus climbs the lower slope of Table Mountain. All the way I’m wailing
‘Where’s the baby?’ to my shushing mother, who’s seated with a cauliflower atop her pregnant mound.


At this time, before our move to Sea Point, we live with my grandmother, Annie Press, at Rhodean, in the mountain suburb of
Oranjezicht above the town. While Rhoda is away at the nursing home, I trot beside Granny down Forest Road, which falls steeply towards the Reservoir. Granny, her pale auburn hair
neatly waved, wears a mauve linen dress, buttoned down the front. It has padded shoulders, like the outfit Granny wears when
she marches in Adderley Street with the WAAFS.


‘I was the only one in step,’ Granny reports proudly.

Rhoda often repeats this, laughing. She has a hoard of stories pointing up her mother’s blithe oblivion.

I’m content next to the confident swell of Granny’s chest and her purposefulness, for she’s carrying a jar of home-made chicken
soup, the panacea of Jewish mothers. It’s to build up her daughter’s strength after the birth of my brother Pip. Granny exudes
bounty and optimism. But soon after Rhoda returns to Rhodean with the baby, she’s beyond the reach of comfort. There’s a hush
around her.


My grandmother tells me not – not, her forefinger raised – to go into my mother’s room in the mornings. I stand in the passage outside her door, afraid that
something is being done to her – too awful for a child to know. One morning the silence is so heavy that I manage to turn
the handle with both hands and burst into darkness. The curtains are drawn against the invading sun. As my eyes adjust, I
see my mother prone on the bed, face down, and a stranger leaning over her. What’s going on turns out to be massage. Relief
runs down my open throat and dangling arms, the first of many occasions when a hush around Rhoda is scarier than fact.


My father, wearing trousers with a funny name, white ducks, reports to Granny that Rhoda ‘gave
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