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Introduction

The Story

There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.

—MAYA ANGELOU

I never planned to tell The Story. On the day in 2007 when I fled hell, I made a pact with myself: no one would hear the details of what happened to me during the most grievous nine months of my life. Not my parents. Not my brother. Not even my close friends. The den of depravity I had endured was too horrendous, too grisly ever to breathe aloud. Sharing The Story would resurrect it, I felt, revive a nightmare I intended to keep buried. And there it lay, entombed for a long while, bathed in darkness, quiet, shame. Until, after nearly a decade underground, it unexpectedly stirred.

The Story, my horror, isn’t one you know. What you’ve witnessed is the landscape, the sweeping panorama of press reports. In July 2019, billionaire financier Jeffrey Epstein was charged with operating one of history’s most vast and seamy sexual assault networks. A month later, he was dead, ostensibly because he’d hanged himself in his prison cell. The next summer, Jeffrey’s chief accomplice, British socialite Ghislaine Maxwell, daughter of the late disgraced media tycoon Robert Maxwell, was taken into custody by the FBI at the New Hampshire house where she’d wrapped her cell phone in tinfoil, seemingly to evade detection. Together, she and Jeffrey are accused of recruiting, grooming, and irrevocably damaging at least a hundred girls, many of them underage. Those are the facts we’ve all taken in.

My testimony lurks between those headlines, in the spaces surrounding the summaries. It’s the close-up lens on a torture no Epstein and Maxwell survivor has ever published. It’s the narrative record of what happened in Jeffrey’s sprawling Fifth Avenue mansion. Onboard his Lolita Express, the 727 he used to transport countless girls into Hades. On his Pedophile Island, the Caribbean hideaway I once risked my life trying to escape. It’s the truth about what I experienced at the vile hands of Ghislaine, how she starved and berated and swindled me while demanding I be raped daily—claims, like all others made against her, she categorically denies. That is the appalling chronicle you don’t know, the heartache now demanding to be aired. I share it not for voyeurism’s sake but because remedying injustice begins with confronting it.

The Story, once roused, asked questions most disquieting. How does a twenty-one-year-old college dropout like Jeffrey weasel his way into a job at an elite prep school where his female students, way back in the 1970s, noted his lecherous gaze? How could Jeffrey and Ghislaine operate a rape pyramid scheme for twenty-plus years, all as the powerful leaders they hobnobbed with didn’t notice, didn’t care, or became involved and thus feared retribution? How did an unsuspecting young woman like me, the grandchild of a wealthy British baron who rubbed elbows with Ghislaine’s father, become ensnared in this web of perversion? And how can Ghislaine, along with three other women involved in my abuse, now claim to have known nothing about the assaults I actually witnessed them orchestrating? Some of these questions still confound me. All, among others, I’ll explore.

In a world where a lot of lip service is given to female empowerment—where sisters stand arm in arm in the name of #MeToo and #TimesUp—Jeffrey employed scores of women in carrying out his crimes. Some of those he abused became abusers, putting forward their own families as his casualties. This master puppeteer, crafty as he was, couldn’t have sustained this transatlantic operation on his own. In addition to the enablers whose silence he purchased, Jeffrey had the alliance of a tribe of women who, as they profited, knew precisely what was happening to the girls they sent him. I was lured by such a woman into Jeffrey’s crosshairs, on a day I now wish I could do over.

You’ll read much, in these pages, about the process of grooming—how connivers woo victims by first forging an emotional connection, how they maintain control through threats and carrot dangling. In our yearslong conversation on sexual violation, our culture hasn’t yet truly grasped the nuances of that conditioning. We understand it in broad strokes: an antagonist sets a trap, a hapless deer wanders in. But many don’t absorb the particulars. They don’t recognize how a perpetrator sniffs out the most vulnerable prey, how a would-be victim actually emanates despair. They don’t realize just how frequently assailants sit at our dinner tables—not the Stranger Dangers we spot coming, but the charmers we’ve grown to trust. Then when a survivor discloses her abuse, some forget the manipulation and look instead at her skirt length. What was she doing in a club? How much cleavage did she bare, how red was her lipstick, how high were her stilettos? She brought it on herself, the thought often goes. She flirted, drank too much, asked for it.

A certain kind of woman is most likely to be believed—the chaste, the young and doe-eyed, the white, and the heterosexual. I aim to widen the circle of whom we deem credible. I’ve made regretful choices in the name of survival and acted, at times, in breathless desperation. I am not perfect, and that is the point. I want to encourage a culture in which survivors, even if they haven’t led spotless lives, even if they’re not proud of all their behavior, still feel the right to stand in their truth. Because while we’re in rapidly changing times, when more and more sufferers are daring to speak up, rape remains one of the most underreported violent crimes across the globe. If only the fully virtuous deserve a hearing, then no one born human should ever have a day in court.

The Story that follows is all my own: at turns raw and revolting, lilting and unmeasured. It’s an account not just of trafficking and sexual subjugation but of generational patterns, of spirits passed down from parent to child, of songs and prayers whispered in the dark. It is the memory of a girl, lost and utterly broken, who leaned on her faith and somehow found her voice. It’s the secret I’ve kept hidden in my heart’s back room until courage, one morning, finally shook it awake.




Part I

Lost

I no longer believe that people are born without virtue. It gets beaten out. Misfortune threshes our souls as a flail threshes wheat, and the lightest parts of ourselves are scattered to the wind.

—DANIELLE TELLER in All the Ever Afters: The Untold Story of Cinderella’s Stepmother




1

Heirs and Errs

The Story does not start with my beginning. Its genesis is decades in the making, stretching back to before my mom was banished from her father’s palatial Essex estate and sent to South Africa. It commences earlier than when Mum inherited her mom’s anguish, before whiskey loosened her tongue and dimmed her light. It also started prior to the era when my grandpa and his father mingled with British royalty. Still, I will begin there. Because you’ll never understand how I stumbled into Jeffrey and Ghislaine’s hell until you glimpse the one that paved my way to it.

Power flows paternally in my family. My maternal grandfather was the late Honorable Lord James Gordon Macpherson, 2nd Baron of Drumochter, a member of the UK Parliament, and a multimillionaire. He was the only son and thus heir to the fortune of his father, Thomas Macpherson, 1st Baron of Drumochter—a Scottish businessman, Labour Party politician, and chairman of Macpherson Train and Co. Limited. My great-grandfather amassed his wealth by importing and exporting food and produce. He reared his three children—my grandpa and his two sisters—in a Downton Abbey–type estate in Brentwood, Essex, amid the high-society sensibilities he passed on to his offspring.

My grandfather’s boyhood was bookended by global battles. He was born in 1924, six short years after the close of the Great War, which shifted the world’s political tectonic plates and redrew its map. The cultural, political, and social tremors were felt throughout my grandpa’s early years as his homeland mourned its losses. Though the British Empire had extended its territory during the clash, it also drained its resources and weakened its stance as a superpower. The First World War, the conflict meant to end all others, failed spectacularly in that respect. Just as my grandpa came of age, he and his countrymen were called on to fight in the Second World War. He served as a tail gunner, spraying the enemy with machine-gun fire. It was in the military that Grandpa met the demure and stunning Ruth Coulter—also known as my grandmother.

Ruth, daughter of a Scottish reverend, was a Wren (Women’s Royal Naval Service). I’m not sure what my grandparents saw in each other—other than Ruth’s enviable facial bone structure and Gordon’s strong pedigree—but they fell hard and fast. My grandmother knew of my grandpa’s reputation as an unapologetic womanizer. She also knew that she loved him, as is obvious when I stare at old, faded photos of them, their smiles wide as heaven, their gazes fixed on each other as if nothing else existed. They married in spring 1947. Soon after, they welcomed their son, the Honorable Thomas Ian. My auntie, the Honorable Wendy Shona Coulter, came along in 1950. Three years later, destiny graced them yet again with my mother, the Honorable Shirley Elizabeth. My mother is the baby.

Opulence governed Mum’s girlhood. She was outfitted like royalty, in hand-smocked dresses and ankle socks. Her mom donned elegant furs and diamond brooches, hosted extravagant dinner parties among the see-and-be-seen set, spent liberally on fine furniture and art. Members of the royal court, alongside power brokers and politicians, were often seated beneath the crystal chandeliers of Ruth’s table. Soirees went into the wee hours, with the men chortling over Scotch and headlines, as the women traded gossip betwixt notes wafting from the phonograph. My grandpa, dignified and with a commanding presence, drove luxury cars, eliciting gapes from those who respected him, feared him, or both. All in the community knew him. He and Ghislaine’s dad, press baron Robert Maxwell, served in Parliament. They were contemporaries, if not friends, and they were definitely acquainted in their shared elite circle. They might have shuddered to realize that, decades later across the pond, their heirs’ lives would intersect and combust.

I’ve often wondered whether my grandfather loved being feared. Judging by the sternness of his brow, the stiffness in his jaw, he seemed to. He was a man of so few words that it’s difficult to know what he felt. I pondered, too, how his intense war service had pressed its boot down on Grandpa’s neck, put a chokehold on his spirit. You can’t be a tail gunner and not have PTSD. He seldom spoke about his time in the military, except for once, when he said to my mom, “If you thought the Germans were bad, the Japanese were even worse.” Was he tortured? None of us is certain. But his rare statement on the topic spoke volumes about what he had probably endured. It also told me that my grandfather’s tough demeanor likely belied tremendous distress.

Mum, like her dad, grew up with everything, except for the one thing she craved most—a connection. Mum felt lost and neglected, as adrift as I would one day feel. She and her siblings were reared by nannies and governesses, a typical arrangement among aristocrats. My mom, who never heard “I love you” from either of her parents, yearned for them to pull her close. She vied constantly for their attention, to no avail. Through the lens of today’s norms, my grandparents appear callous, even cruel. But they were creatures of their times, products of their culture. In their upbringings, stoicism upstaged sentiment, solemnity eclipsed expression. What mattered was etiquette. Image. A stellar education at a prestigious boarding school. Speaking the Queen’s English with a posh accent. Designer handbags, flawless curtsies, and fancy holidays. The smidgen of affection my grandparents bestowed fell on Tommy, Mum’s brother—the eldest, the heir, the one carrying on the Macpherson peerage, and hence their golden child. In the sibling hierarchy, Mum was all but invisible. She might’ve been born with a silver spoon in her mouth, but its stem, like her heart, was irreparably fractured and tarnished.

My grandmother’s poisonous tongue did not help. “What an ugly girl you are,” she’d sneer at my mom. “Your sister is the pretty one.” It aches to write that sentence, though not half so much as it aggrieved my mother to live it. Mum, brunette and reticent, languished in the shadow of Wendy, a blonde extrovert. In my grandmother’s view, her elder daughter was the fairer of the two. To my eye, they were both gorgeous, though Mum’s was the classic beauty, more Audrey Hepburn than Marilyn Monroe. My grandmother’s comments stoked acrimony between the sisters, a fact all the more unfortunate since Mum looked to Wendy as a maternal figure. In the absence of Ruth’s tenderness, Wendy was the closest thing she had to warmth. My aunt, while herself enduring the insults meted out in that home, did her best to look after her baby sister.

Some wounds heal. Others fester indefinitely. The injuries that continue to pulsate for my mother align with those that destroyed her family. The first, the most agonizing, came the year Tommy was sixteen. He was pedaling his bicycle up a hill when, for an adolescent thrill, he grabbed hold of a truck’s rear bumper. The joyride turned catastrophic. Tommy’s body hurtled through the air, and he landed, helmetless, on his head. He lay bleeding on the roadside for hours before a passerby spotted him and rushed him to the hospital. But help had come too late. Tommy was brain damaged and confined to a wheelchair, so mentally handicapped he could not intelligibly speak. My grandfather put him in a care facility. Tommy stayed there until his death, years later, from pneumonia. He was thirty when he died.

The blow crippled every person in the family, in ways unique and incalculable. My grandpa coped by disconnecting. Not only was he devastated at essentially losing his only son, his successor, his patriarchal jewel. But he was also mortified by Tommy’s disabilities in a society valuing appearance above all else. Of course, Grandpa had the money to care for my uncle at the estate, but doing so would have reminded him of his twin horrors: the great heartache of his heir slipping away, and the great shame he felt over his son’s condition. That’s why he hid Tommy in a care home he never visited. That’s also why he withdrew further inward emotionally.

Grandpa escaped as well by traveling, often on hunting trips abroad. He had always jetted from one country to the next, just as he’d often indulged his adulterous appetites both at home and while on the road. But after Tommy’s crash, my grandfather’s journeys spanned longer periods and his flagrant infidelities became more frequent. I grew up hearing the scuttlebutt that my grandpa allegedly had an affair with Princess Margaret, queen of Mustique Island and sister to the most royal highness in the British Commonwealth. My grandfather’s claimed dalliance, says Mum, was one of scores.

My granny completely lost the plot after her son’s tragedy. She had already been a heavy smoker and drinker, deadening her marital woes with alcohol and nicotine. Her reliance on both increased markedly once misfortune struck. For years, she scarcely left her bedroom. By 9 a.m., she was usually downing her first shots of vodka or Bloody Marys; by noon, she was sometimes blacked out. To this day, my mom—who has struggled with alcoholism and drinks wine, gin, rye—will not touch vodka. Its connection to her mom’s downward spiral is triggering. Mum recalls the day her mother, plastered and slurring, showed up to a high school sporting event in her nightie. Mum had to usher her swaying, inebriated mother back to her car and off to the estate. The memory stings.

The family’s next wound resulted from the first. In 1974, ten years after Tommy was maimed, my grandmother, then fifty, succumbed to throat cancer—a condition caused by her smoking and drinking. She died, too, of a broken heart. While her mother had been deteriorating, Mum had absorbed another agony. At eighteen, she had become engaged to a man she later discovered was sleeping with her best friend and bridesmaid. The nuptials were hastily called off, and her fiancé married the other woman. The betrayal flattened mom. Then, after my grandmother’s death, my grandpa tossed a similar dagger. As Grandma lay suffering, my grandfather had begun a long-standing affair. This time he carried on with Catherine Bridget MacCarthy—a friend of my mother and my aunt, the daughter of the family doctor, and a woman far younger than he. Cathy’s father was my grandpa’s golf buddy. Six months after my grandmother died, my grandfather and Cathy wed. They relocated to the Kyllachy House, a sprawling shooting estate in the Scottish Highlands. My grandpa, without flinching, had slammed the door on his first life and strode toward his second. In 1979, after bearing two daughters, Cathy had a son—and my grandfather had his new heir, the Honorable James Anthony Macpherson, 3rd Baron of Drumochter.

As you can imagine, my mom, and auntie were none too pleased with this turn of events. In fact, Mum has never gotten over the family’s series of pummels. She hadn’t been close to her brother, Tommy, given their five-year age difference and birth order, but she was nonetheless acutely affected by how his accident altered the family terrain. And despite Mum’s emotional distance from her mother, her decline was also excruciating. Mum’s outrage at the subsequent wound—her father’s disloyalty to his wife’s memory and his blatant disregard for my mother’s and aunt’s feelings—got her nearly disowned.

My mother frowned on her father’s affair with Cathy, a disapproval she voiced while my grandmother was still alive. “The trouble with you, Daddy, is that you’re completely cunt stuck,” she had snapped. He didn’t punish her with words. Instead, he shipped her off to South Africa when she was nineteen. Loring Rattray, a friend of my grandpa’s, owned MalaMala Game Reserve, well northeast of Johannesburg. Loring and his wife, Natalie, became Mum’s guardians. That lasted about two years. Mum, shattered by her upbringing, ailing over her mother’s worsening condition thousands of miles away, predictably began drinking and acting out. The fed-up couple sent her packing.

Mum became homeless. My grandpa had given her a modest sum before dismissing her to another continent, but that money ran out. Her father, still roiling with fury at her impertinence, refused to give her more—even after my mother, at twenty-one, limped home for her mom’s funeral, for the ceremonial severing of the umbilical cord. But my grandfather had moved on to his happily ever after and had no need to bother with a troubled daughter. So my mother, in a precipitous class descent, ended up living on the beach in Durban for a few months.

Calling on her father’s survivor spirit, Mum made her way to Jo’burg and earned money by selling encyclopedias door-to-door. She then somehow landed a job at an advertising agency. While there, she met my father, Mark William Ransome, a fellow Brit reared in Jo’burg, a graphic designer who also worked in advertising. After a two-year courtship, he and my mother wed in 1978, when my mom was twenty-five, a year older than Dad. Mum mended fences with her father well enough to receive his blessing on the matrimony. I get dizzy hearing about Mum and Grandpa’s on-again, mostly off-again rounds of reconciliation. During one of those fleeting moments when the air was clear, my parents married on my grandfather’s estate. They began their lives together back in South Africa, the cradle of humanity.

I know just two things for sure about my father’s background. The first is that he is the youngest of four and thus massively spoiled. The second is that, while his parents were of moderate wealth, his early years were nothing like my mom’s affluent ones. As far as my grandfather was concerned, the Ransomes were commoners. Mum recalls the day her father made that plain, when she and my dad visited Grandpa’s Kyllachy estate. My grandfather and Cathy hosted a banquet for the occasion. At the table, my father sliced the cheese incorrectly, a significant faux pas in royal etiquette. Dad, bless him, had no clue just how greatly he’d violated a cherished social grace. Grandpa absolutely annihilated my father in front of the large group gathered. My dad’s face turned bright crimson as he mumbled an apology.

I know even less about my parents’ romance than I do about Dad’s upbringing. I’m still untangling what drew them to each other. My mother insists they were deeply in love. My father says he asked Mum to marry him to keep her from committing suicide, which she had threatened. Their recollections aren’t mutually exclusive, and the latter is believable given Mum’s wrenching girlhood. After my parents exchanged vows, they moved into a nice house in the Bryanston suburb of Jo’burg, and later to the neighborhood of Craighall. They financed their life with their jobs in advertising; both then worked at the same agency. Three years into their union, they started a family. First came my brother, James. Then came me.

“The gods visit the sins of the fathers upon the children,” the Greek philosopher Euripides once observed. All children? Just vices, or also virtues? Only patriarchs, or child bearers as well? We’re left to contemplate. What’s evident in my tribe is perhaps apparent in yours. In the story of my family, our behaviors over generations reveal distinct tendencies—recurring narrative threads stitched into our history and genetic code, an emotional inheritance as real as any monetary one. Particularly in the Macpherson lineage, the disparate through lines are visible: Detachment and determination. Abandonment and audacity. Betrayal and resilience. Such plotlines form and frame our lives. The chronicles we’re birthed into have everything to do with who we are, what we dream of, and which ancestral spirits weigh us down or urge us onward. Into my family’s epic tale I was born—my beginning, yes, but by no means the start of The Story.




2

Things Unseen

I am a stallion at heart. My spirit gallops freely and rebelliously amid the hills, with no regard for rocks and ravines, with wind rippling through its black mane. I come by this trait honestly. My mother long ago outgrew the shyness of her girlhood and thinks nothing, despite her genteel rearing, of extending a middle finger at anyone who crosses her. My late grandmother, though seemingly fragile for periods, nevertheless bucked up under war, both the one on behalf of her homeland and the one in her marriage. Recalcitrance, and its sister, bravery, have many faces. The one I showed at birth was nearly overlooked.

I made it here in 1984 but almost did a U-turn. Dusk was falling on the bustling streets of Jo’burg when Mum, rushed to the hospital by my father after her water broke surprisingly early, pushed me out in concert with her screams. I was quite premature, spending a mere six months and ten days in the womb. Tiny in stature yet mighty in resolve, I had not a single hair on my head and also no eyelashes or brows—ironic given the wild bush growing from my pores now, but not shocking given how early I’d arrived. I shrieked bloody hell at first, and then, suddenly, I began to whimper. The doctors huddled and spoke in hushed tones.

Several medical tests later, the obstetrician delivered his frightening prognosis. “Mrs. and Mr. Ransome,” he said, “it looks like your daughter will be dead by morning.” He obviously knew nothing of a stallion’s nature. I was placed in an incubator as my poor parents, brows furrowed and lower lids welling, stared on helplessly through the plastic dome. With defiance coursing through my arteries and my ancestry, I willed myself through the ordeal. Two weeks into my battle to be here, Mum and Dad at last carried me home. On that bright August day, my brother, James, officially had his only-child card revoked. His baby sister, three years his junior but no less stubborn, had arrived—and survived. I’m still doing exactly that.

The land I settled into, fittingly for me, is a fierce underdog of a nation, steely-spined and resolute, a republic determined to rise above its traumas and arch its back toward authentic healing. Countries, like families, have backstories. In the one of my birthplace, the region that reared me, beauty and struggle are salient themes. From the grand Blyde River Canyon in the northeast, to the cream-colored coastlines that put the cape in Cape Town, to the savannahs and waterfalls and wetlands throughout the Rainbow Nation, to the millions of delightful souls scattered across the plains, South Africa inspires awe in even the most jaded sojourner. It also rouses blistering memories, of colonizers plundering and pillaging the land of its rich resources and enslaving its proud people; of a society cordoned off by class and color, and united, for decades, by precious little; of the residual impact of apartheid—Afrikaans for “apartness”—and its wrongs that extend, in various forms, to this moment.

When I turned up in the mideighties, that dehumanizing caste system was still intact. Nelson Mandela, justice’s ardent champion, was two decades into his twenty-seven-year prison term at Robben Island, where he lay on a cement floor in a fifty-six-square-foot cell and clandestinely penned his autobiography, Long Walk to Freedom. Amid roars of celebration reverberating from the country’s impoverished townships, up to its highest point in Lesotho, Mr. Mandela was released on February 11, 1990, the year I turned six. His emergence heralded a much-anticipated ending, as well as a continuing attempt to fully actualize his memoir’s title. “As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead to my freedom,” he said, “I knew if I didn’t leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d still be in prison.” While gripping that notion, he stepped out of his past story line and created another.

I had no real understanding of apartheid as a young girl, but I realize now how it touched my world, how its norms conditioned me years before I could articulate that influence. Miriam, my kind Zulu nanny, started working with my family before I was born. The society around me designated her a member of the “Black race,” a socially constructed label meant to expel her from the human race. Her white neighbors looked down their pointed noses at her African one, regarded her not just as lower in the caste but intellectually and eugenically unfit—a brute deserving of mistreatment, the thinking the Third Reich used to justify sending Jews to the gas chambers. Because of her place in that hierarchy, Miriam was segregated into a dilapidated township and required to show a passbook to enter our area. Though I now recognize and mourn how Miriam and her entire community were silenced and dismissed on the basis of skin tone, I saw my dear nanny simply through the lens of love.

Miriam was my surrogate mum, full stop. She cradled me, bathed me, fed me, burped me, and held me in her bosom while my parents worked. During the week, she lived in an apartment on our property. On the weekends, she left to be with her family. I believe that she had a husband and children, though I never met them or knew their names. The fact that she shared hardly anything about her personal life, about the miseries and moments that might have brought her to my folks’ doorstep, is in itself a statement of how little regard our world held for her, how clearly she understood that her story mattered not in the society beyond her all-Black township. History records the accounts of those who hog the pen, while the marginalized become faint and tiny footnotes, if even recognized. All I can say is that the Miriam I glimpsed, in the untold story intersecting with mine, is a woman who cared for me as if she had birthed me from her own womb. In fact, she would, at heartbreaking moments during my childhood, come to feel like my only mum. In my book, she is a heroine. In these pages, she’ll have an encore.

My earliest memory is of my family cracking into two jagged pieces. Before then, I recall only snatches of scenes, the kinds of fuzzy images one sees on an old telly that is badly in need of rabbit ears. But my parents’ divorce—that memory comes through with vivid, static-free clarity. I was three and a half. Mum called James and me into her and my father’s bedroom. My parents both sat on their king bed, stone-faced and frigid, with no trace of the emotion that surely led to their jarring news. “We’re getting a divorce,” Mum said flatly. I began wailing while my brother, distraught to the point of paralysis, stared ahead. Mum embraced me as Dad lowered his eyes. I would later learn that he’d had an affair, slathering salt on Mum’s heartache, retracing my grandfather’s transgressions. The past is prone to repeating itself, even once we insist that it fade to silence. And seldom, upon reprisal, does it stammer or whisper. In this instance, it bellowed.

After months of rancorous proceedings, my parents’ divorce became final on February 17, 1989. Exactly seven days later, Dad married Linda, the woman he’d begun seeing while married to my mum. Linda, stylishly dressed, with green eyes and a short black bob, worked for years as the advertising director of an interior design magazine. Stunningly to me then, yet unsurprisingly in light of what I now know about ancestral templates, the Universe set up the very same dynamic for me that it once had for my mom. Her dad wounded her. So did her husband. My father, inadvertently yet still immensely, injured me in a reminiscent way.

I am a daddy’s girl. That’s not because I have ever successfully held my father’s gaze for any remarkable length of time, but mostly because I hungered for his attention, just as my mum once did for her parents’. As a toddler, I loved crawling into Dad’s lap, peering up at his grin, feeling his chest rise and fall when he breathed. One of my favorite old photos is one in which my father holds me in the crook of his elbow as he kisses me gently on the head. It is evidence, amid a paucity of it in my memory, that, yes, Daddy loves me. Yes, Daddy adores his eldest girl. Yes, Daddy sees me. That is what I wanted more than anything . . . for him to truly behold me as one would a sight of glorious imperfection. I am sure, in his way and in his view, he has always cherished me. But there stretches a wide canyon between how my father did and did not express his love, and the cheek-to-cheek warmth I needed in order to be assured of his care. That makes neither of our perceptions erroneous. It proves both of us profoundly human.

My father didn’t just split with my mother. He also seemingly moved on from James and me as he focused on his new life with my stepmother. They eventually had two children, Robert and Natalie, my half siblings. It’s not that Dad didn’t visit us in the years right after the divorce. I also have memories, scattered yet fond, of fly-fishing with my father on the river. He loved taking James and me along. He was physically present, especially early on, and he offered us the odd hug. Yet I sensed his gaze elsewhere, as if I no longer stood at the center of his world but had been sidelined to its cold, remote fringes, a township of an emotional sort. Neglect isn’t usually announced. It’s felt.

Mum remarried as well. After she and my dad went their separate ways, my mother left the advertising agency and launched her own marketing firm, the eponymous Liz Shaw and Associates. While still at the agency and before she hung out her shingle, she had met Matthew, a web developer. Mum and Matthew wed in 1990, when I was six. For financial reasons, my mom had to sell our charming home in Craighall. We relocated to Blairgowrie, a leafy suburb named after a town in Scotland. Mum says she immediately regretted her Round Two of vows. Whatever the issues between her and Matthew, I am certain of this: the union was a disaster. They rowed constantly, with one of their arguments becoming so intense that Matthew—or was it Mum?—fell against, and then out of, a window and had to be hospitalized.

Matthew didn’t seem to like my brother. My stepfather, who shot icy stares at James, perhaps was envious of his special place in Mum’s heart. My brother was a mama’s boy. I, however, got along well with Matthew and was actually fond of him. In hindsight, I recognize that I yearned for a man’s strong arms of love and protection, as well as for the Norman Rockwellesque existence that eluded me. Matthew filled that longing, fit into my Father Knows Best notion of familial bliss in place of the brokenness I’d experienced. That’s why I latched onto him, and every man my mother would eventually bring into our lives. Mum and Matthew’s contentious marriage lasted only six years. They divorced in 1996, when I was eleven. Just as I had adapted to my new once-upon-a-time, the final credits were already rolling.

My grandfather, the ghost of abandonments past, felt more like a mythical figure than the flesh of my flesh. Numerous were the stories of his regal Scotland estate and volatile temper; scarce were his visits to Jo’burg. In my early childhood, in the years before a difficult adolescence carried me to my grandfather’s foyer, I probably saw him five times, if that. There was no Zoom in that era, no Prince Harry sharing a FaceTime screen with his grandmother, Her Majesty the Queen, from a world away. During the few occasions when Grandpa did come to town, on business or for a hunting holiday, our connection, if it can be called that, was peculiar. I was taught to regard him as royalty—“Yes sir, no sir, thank you very much, sir.” That strict protocol left no room for intimacy.

The male presence I most desired moved 786 miles south of me when I was nine. My father and Linda relocated from Jo’burg to Cape Town in 1993. Dad’s stated reason for leaving: when the family’s nanny took my half brother out for a walk in his pram, a group of men approached her and offered money for Robert because their witch doctor wanted to make medicine of him for use in a ritual. Apparently, the nanny had been followed. They hastily packed up and left for Cape Town. Dad also left James and me.

I regarded that account with a highly raised eyebrow. I still do. Because while I may never know the truth, I felt my dad and Linda wanted, all along, to move to Cape Town, which is where her parents lived. Once she and my father settled into their next chapter, I went from seeing my dad every second weekend to just twice a year, during school holidays. James and I were crushed. Our father departed so abruptly that there was no time for hugs and goodbyes.

We were too young to fly on our own. So my brother and I made our visits via Greyhound bus, just the two of us. I could never sleep during the bumpy, fifteen-hour journey. Instead, I’d peer out my window at the passing Karoo Desert, at the majestic Drakensberg Mountains glistening in the soft light of dawn. Nature then, as it still does, bathed me in comfort. When I am surrounded by trees lifting their arms toward heaven, by rocks and hilltops crying out to their Maker, by ocean currents clapping to declare their praises, I’m convinced there’s something bigger than me—an omnipotence unseen yet tangible, a spiritual presence flowing above me, beneath me, inside me. Over and over in the miles ahead, as my motor-coach ride tossed me to and fro, I would ground myself with that inner knowing, that one immutable certainty.

I’ve never doubted Mum’s love. Her care for James and me began years before she even conceived us. She understood all too well a child’s pain in craning his or her neck to spot signs of endearment. She lived that. She could not be a perfect mother, she understood, but by God, she’d be full-throated in her assertion: she treasured us to the firmaments and back. In fact, she ladled on the love extra thick, just to be sure we were covered in it. “Come here, you two,” she’d say, pulling us into her arms after breakfast. “You know Mummy loves you, right? Yes, Mum. Absolutely. Eternally.

Provision was her other form of devotion. She invested long hours in her fledgling business, immersed herself in the effort to keep us clothed, fed, educated. Parents are inclined to want for their children more than they themselves had in childhood, and my mother was no exception. Without the benefit of her father’s deep pockets, but with the social privileges her upbringing and society at large graced her with, my mother did well for herself. She received little maintenance, or child support as it is called in America, from my dad. He sent money when he could, and I acknowledge and appreciate the contribution. It was, however, not sufficient. My father is a gifted artist, a graphic designer and business owner who creates wine labels for wineries and other clients. He’s a better artist than he is a salesman and has struggled, at times, to remain solvent. His wife has long been the primary breadwinner and has often bailed him out.

My father’s inconsistent support meant that our mother spent more time away from James and me than she would’ve liked—hence, her overcompensation with displays of sentiment. I’m blessed I never lacked for material basics. She worked her arse off to ensure it. Though her father sat on millions overseas, that money didn’t flow Mum’s way. When she and my father married and returned to Jo’burg, my grandfather’s parting gifts were one ring and a pair of diamond earrings that my grandmother had worn—two items Mum still has, unlike the jewelry of her own she’d eventually need to sell. She wasn’t down to her last rand. But in the feast-or-famine reality of entrepreneurship, one cannot predict when a lean time will arrive, or how long it will lie back and make itself at home. If heaven has smiled on you by way of a strand of pearls, you’d do well to pawn it in order to pay your mortgage.

Mum may not have been an heiress to her father’s riches, but she held fast to an upper-class tradition: hosting fancy dinner parties. She absolutely loved entertaining, though on a far more modest scale than her own mum had been able to. James and I went mad over the appetizers Mum and Miriam prepared: the pâtés, the sweets, the fruits and cheeses. We’d sneak into the kitchen and munch ourselves silly, until Mum, noticing the vanishing crisps, shooed us away. “You’re eating everything up before the guests arrive!” she’d half-scold, half-laugh.

Hours before the doorbell rang, my mother made a full-time job of getting dressed . . . we’re talking ages. “Mum, can I look at all your jewelry?” I’d plead as I watched her apply her makeup from my spot on her bed. Years
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