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			Author’s Note to the Reader

			 

			My brothers make movies for a living, and they often say that the person who gets to tell a story publicly sets the story in cement. I am very aware that this is my version of events that I shared with a family and a nation. And while mine is set down in the cement of these pages, the bigger story is still a living, breathing family tree. I love this tree like I love jacaranda trees—that is to say, with my whole heart.

			I have written the part of the story that is mine. And where it intersected with people and places and history, great care has been taken to be as accurate and as honest as possible. My father has read every word of this book and throughout the four years of its creation has given me the great gift of remembering alongside me. To trust a child with your story, from her perspective, is no small thing. The same could be said for trusting a sibling to tell your shared childhood. Mine have granted me trust and grace that I don’t take lightly. No details or events have been altered, but the perspective is uniquely mine. And a handful of names have been changed to honor the privacy of these people: Nicole, Grant Forest, Gerry Jabulani, Onthou, Kleinboy, Heather, Patrice, Rita, Monique, and Daria.

			Language is an important character in this book. South Africa has twelve national languages; I appreciate the weight of history that words hold and the power they have to shape new futures. I have listened to the conversations taking place in both South Africa and the United States regarding capitalization of racial designations. For the purposes of this book, I have capitalized Black and White to reclaim these words from a segregated history, to ensure that there is no one group defined as the norm against which all the rest are other, and to honor our shared humanity.

			The title of this book is borrowed from a lyric in the anti-apartheid protest song “Weeping” by Dan Heymann, Ian Cohen, Peter Cohen, and Tom Fox of the band Bright Blue. The story in this book is my attempt to listen to the soundtrack of my childhood and interpret a language in which roaring and weeping share the same father.

			This story is not a movie. It is not fiction. And in places it may be as painful for you to read as it was for me and others to live. I like to watch movie trailers because I want to be prepared for the plot I’m about to step into. This one includes emotional, verbal, physical, and racial violence. I want you to be prepared, and I’m grateful if you choose to keep reading. Because that isn’t the end of the story. There is hope ahead.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			 

			My Fatherland

			My father is my native land. The map of all my own rift valleys, mountain peaks, and wildernesses. He smells like sharp cologne and soft leather in the mornings, sweet Old Brown Sherry in the evenings, and the antiseptic cleanliness of a doctor who has been scrubbing his hands for six decades. He has lived all his days under South African skies except for the three winters of snow chains and shocked frozen windshields when he was a grad student at seminary in Philadelphia. How could he and I have known that like the huff and puff of a dandelion, the seeds of those American years would blow into our future? That after growing up like the lyric of a Paul Simon song, with “mission music…ringing ’round my nursery door” in Zululand, South Africa, I would transplant back to the American East Coast in my own student days? We couldn’t have known that I would accidentally retrace the violent outlines of my father’s topography and finally interpret all the unspoken things between us.

			I can picture him. I run my mind like fingers over braille, reading the memories. He is sitting at the desk in his consulting rooms on the tenth floor of the Louis Pasteur Hospital building in downtown Pretoria. He is wearing a striped dress shirt and tie. The shirt is sometimes white, sometimes blue, sometimes maroon. There might be an ink stain in the breast pocket from his favorite fountain pen that bleeds as often as his patients. His slacks are ironed with a careful crease, and his black leather shoes have been shined and shined again to stretch every last mile out of them. Their soles are scuffed with decades’ worth of climbing those ten flights of stairs from the parking lot to the front desk, to squeeze exercise into the beginning of another marathon day of seeing generations of patients over a lifetime of faces.

			His back is to the window, where the soundtrack of city life pushes through the cracks in the blinds: a chorus of taxis with their aggressive horns, hawkers at stoplights trying to wheedle you into a new cellphone case before the light turns green, and the joyful bass beat of Kwela music thrumming beneath it all. His desk houses prescription pads and sticky notes and enough pens and colorful markers to have been my favorite place as a child to play pretend secretary or bank manager or doctor.

			His hands are the tools of his trade—long, lean fingers with scrupulously clean nails. I have watched those fingers tie off stitches in my shin, pull a six-inch pick-up-stick out of my foot where it was lodged between the knuckle bones of my big toe, swab the long cut on my firstborn’s ankle, and once, while I held the surgical thread, stitch up a jagged cut in his left hand with his right. He has a doctor’s hands. And, like the rest of him, the skin on those hands has surprised me by aging. It is soft now, like glossy parchment paper, evidence of surprising mortality. Those hands are a map of veins as blue as the South African sky, pockmarked by a Southern-Cross galaxy of age spots and freckles and faith after years of folding them in prayer.

			He is the larger-than-life character who ruled the kingdom of my childhood, the hero or the villain, depending on the day’s plotline.

			And his voice trembles in my ear this morning.

			I press the phone tight to my head so that nothing is lost in translation in this conversation taking place across time zones and oceans. It’s a Wednesday afternoon in Maryland and I am not sad today. I tell myself I am not sad that this is the date my mother died. Because it is also the date when years later I discovered I was pregnant with our youngest child, a daughter. She is thirteen now and her name in Greek means “life.” I am not sad, because thirty-two years is a very long time and I have sung the anthem of grief on repeat for years, and today I am able to hear it without a catch in my throat. It has become part of the backdrop of my story and no longer the protagonist.

			But my dad is crying. In his voice I hear the treble of home; we are a country of twelve national languages. On his tongue I catch the British English of his ancestors and the guttural Dutch Afrikaans of his childhood on the farm. My father speaks three or four languages, depending on how strictly you define “speaks,” and he can enunciate the elusive clicks of isiXhosa, but isiZulu is what he shrugs on when he is going for quick connection because it’s where he’s most comfortable. He speaks in the language he happens to be thinking in, and it still fascinates me to listen to him switch back and forth without pausing to reorient his tongue.

			I am sitting in a nest of early fall blankets on my bed in Maryland, but I am now also standing in the South African spring sunshine across from my father’s desk, listening to him and hearing echoes of the deep timbre of a Zulu choir, the harsh bark of the hyena, the ululation of joy, of grief, the cry of a beloved country that carries the shame of the most institutionally racist scars since Nazi Germany. That is a lot to crowd into a small room. But my dad is South Africa personified to me. And in my mind, I sit down across from him and lean in to hear what language he’s speaking today.

			Turns out it is the language of regret, and it sounds the same in any tongue. It is native to me as a South African. And also as a motherless daughter.

			“The thing is,” he says in a strained, quiet voice, “your mom got the worst years of my life.”

			And there it is.

			At seventy-seven he can’t go back and unmake his story. His confession is surprising in its honesty and also its accuracy. I realize he is not crying for himself. He is crying for my mom, the wife of his youth. He is crying the lament of the too late. That terrible song that gets stuck on repeat in our heads in the midnight hour. That haunts us when we look back at the baby pictures and see reminders of every single time we lost our temper and yelled bloody murder when, drained of every emotional reserve, our fifteen minutes alone got interrupted, again, by someone who couldn’t find their shoes and treated us like a human search engine instead of figuring it out themselves.

			Or maybe it’s the regret of the mundane: the rental house you still haven’t moved out of, the debts you still haven’t paid off, the grocery list of daily disappointments that are choking you.

			Then there are the twists and turns in a storyline that went completely off script. We were promised one thing and instead, like grown-up children expecting delight and awe, we got coal, over and over and over again. Until our stockings are stuffed so full of disappointment we ache for a refund, a do-over, a ban on all movies with perky, perfect families and parents who say just the right thing at just the right time. We wake up on Saturday mornings and no one is bringing us coffee in bed or racing out to pick up pastries before kissing our necks, the dip and curve of our hips. Instead, we are in counseling while still waking up next to the person with morning breath and irritating habits and grudges that spoon us. The banal reality is that we come from human homes where messing up and trying again is our daily bread.

			And then there are the real scars that cut much deeper than irritation or tired parenting or the job that hasn’t brought joy in years. There are the choices that are deliberate, cruel, and if you close your eyes right now you can remember how they felt—whether you were on the giving or receiving end. I remember mine. I remember growing up like a teenage munitions expert who traveled unpredictable roads, never sure when her foot would hit an IED planted by my father. I could usually defuse his temper with my eyes closed. I could pick up on the slightest vibration in the air, the tremble in the atmosphere as the house held its breath on the nights my father came home tired and stressed. And in the years after my mom died this became my full-time occupation: trying to predict the signs before an explosion. I never could quite pin it down. Our house had holes in the walls. I don’t mean metaphorically.

			I sit in my bed in Maryland, and I listen to my dad, and I think about a kind of ocean deeper than the Atlantic. An ocean so many of us drown in because we can’t keep treading water in a sea of daily regret. I think about the last three years that have been the hardest in my marriage and the twenty-two before that.

			I think about all the things I’ve messed up, and I hear my dad speak again: “It’s like you grew up the child of an alcoholic.” Except his drink of choice was rage; his addiction, righteous indignation.

			His voice is crumpling, and we are far out to sea now in a tiny dinghy with two oars and a howling gale, hugging the small boat.

			“I look at my younger kids now,” he says, “and I think, It’s not fair. It’s not fair you didn’t get to have this kind of dad.”

			I have a second mother now, close as a sister, who has forever laid to rest the ghost of Cinderella’s stepmother. Along with her own two kids, together she and my dad have given us four adopted siblings. And it’s like this second generation is being raised by a completely different parent than the one who sired my brothers and me.

			“And it’s too late. I can’t change anything,” he’s saying. “I can’t go back and give you the dad you deserved. I can’t give her the husband I am now.”

			His hazel eyes are full of all the things he would have done differently, and I can hear the urgency in his voice, the sense of time running through his fingers like sand spilled out of a broken hourglass. I feel it too. My kids are teens now and my summers with them still at home are running out and there is a knot in my stomach because what if I’m too late like my dad?

			I lean my head against the phone, like I wish I could lean it against his shoulder. He is my longitude and latitude. I inherited his height and temper and, now, also his regret. People always tell me I have my father’s smile. In every photograph, it is crooked on one side like my mother’s, but it is shaped as if someone had traced over my dad’s grin and photoshopped it onto my face. We smile the same and we weep the same.

			“But, Dad,” I hear myself say, “that’s not the whole story.”

			I feel a resistance in my gut. Something is pushing back against his ending to our story.

			He is seventy-seven. I am fifty. I don’t know what age you are. I don’t know if you left when you should have stayed, hated when you should have forgiven, broke trust when you should have been faithful. But I do know what it feels like to believe you’re too late. That there’s been too much damage. That the only way forward is repeating where you came from. That you’re too angry, too sad, too far gone for a rewrite. I know that very, very well. I hear it in my dad’s voice and my worst three-a.m. fears. I read it in the history of my motherland, South Africa, and the headlines of my adopted homeland, America. Regret is both individual and universal, personal and communal.

			And still.

			And still, that is not the whole story.

			I want to tell you the whole story. Or at least, a more whole story.

			I want to unpick the plot points that were impossible to make sense of while we were living them and explain to you why you’re not too late. That some stories don’t have to be repeated. That new stories are waiting to be written in your bloodline.

			But you’ll have to trust me.

			I’m in a Dunkin’ Donuts drive-through when I send that message to my dad. “You’re going to have to trust me,” I tell him. “I’m going to write our story. I’m going to tell the story of you and me and South Africa. Because if it wasn’t too late for us, then it’s not too late for anyone.”

			I disconnect. I drink my coffee. I go to work. I go to bed.

			I wake up the next morning and there it is, the message from him, blinking on my phone. I’m not ready to listen to it yet. I save it until later in the afternoon. And then suddenly I have to hear it right away. I can’t sit still and listen. I get up. I go outside. I walk down the driveway. I look up at the ancient oak trees that have been bearing witness for generations. I listen. And his accent comes through in his British South African English, and he says what I hoped he would: “My darling. Write our story. Write whatever you need to; I don’t know what could possibly be worth sharing about my life. But, if it will help one person, tell our story.”

			So, I am going to.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			Family Thorn Tree

			I remember the exact moment when I knew I’d become my father.

			The memory isn’t a visual one. It’s a visceral one. I don’t remember the moment like you remember a story. I remember the moment like you feel an emotion. Like seeing an old photo that falls out of a book and you can’t remember what happened the day the photo was taken. You don’t remember what time it was or what season or what any of you were eating, drinking, or talking about. You recognize your dining room table and your middle son and the blurry faces of your two other children, but you can’t describe what came before or what came after the photograph.

			All there is is the snapshot. Suspended in time. It stands alone.

			But the emotion roars in my memory.

			It was an out-of-body experience.

			The only other times I have felt that kind of adrenaline-pumping, sweaty, jaw-clenching aching of bunched muscles laying siege to the body that shakes with the tremors of its own internal earthquake pushing up, up, up, from the lower intestines through the straining tendons in the neck, forearms, and fists and out the vocal cords, vibrating with the falsetto of rage, was when it was directed at me. When it was my father’s body, his tendons, his voice.

			But this wasn’t my father now, here. It was my own body clenched with the oncoming tsunami of rage. I felt the explosion like a kind of beautiful blackout. Like suddenly all the patience and exhausted reasonableness that I’d been holding on to, that had been slipping like a fraying wire through my hands, finally snapped, and as the metal sliced through my palms and I unclenched my fingers and gave up the battle to hold on to my reason and my polite voice, all I felt was relief.

			The tension in my shoulders, the fear in my belly, the despair in my heart after hours of hostage-negotiation-level parenting were erased by a single blissful feeling. A pure, unadulterated orgy of anger swept all other parenting feelings and failings aside like they were nothing, like they were tiny twigs drowned beneath Niagara Falls.

			And I bore down in my anger, like the day I delivered him into the world, and placed my forehead level with my middle son’s head and let my eyes burn into his ten-year-old reflection of me. And I opened my mouth and let the freight train come screaming out.

			I don’t remember what I said. I only know that I screamed so loud and so long that for days afterward my voice was hoarse and my throat ached like an overused muscle. I punctuated my screams, my sarcasm, my venom with my hands slamming down on the table. The beautiful, broad beams of a pine table that I’d stained rich, dark chocolate shook under my hands. Scream, slap the table, roar, slam the planks, gasp down air, scream again. I pounded my point home.

			Like I said, it was an out-of-body experience.

			I watched him watching me. His mother. This wasn’t our first rodeo. He knew what was coming. I watched him brace. I watched him holding in all his fear, his confusion, his despair in his tight-pinched mouth and burning cheeks, willing himself not to let his own wail out. I watched myself terrorize my son. I watched his spirit cower behind his eyes, behind the tears he was too embarrassed to let fall, watching me and waiting for it to be over. Trying to become as small and still as possible so as not to step on another landmine. I watched and I recognized the signs of my own terrified childhood. And still I kept screaming. I chose to keep screaming.

			And as I hovered outside myself, watching the lava pour out of my mouth, one single thought shot ice-cold through my inferno: I am my father.

			

			***

			I have often thought my father would have made an excellent Napoleon or Admiral Nelson. He is a man wired for conflict, for battle, who isn’t suited to the domestic niceties of small talk or political correctness. I could have seen him driving an ox wagon and staking his claim on the fertile farmland and freedom that the Voortrekkers, literally translated “front pullers” in Afrikaans—South Africa’s version of pioneers—came in search of. I could have seen him commanding a ship, mapping out new trade routes, leading mighty men into battle. He is a man wired for action, as hard on himself as those around him.

			And my imagination is tamer than the truth. My father’s side of the family tree has wild branches that grew right out of an H. Rider Haggard novel. He has an ancestor who was an admiral in the British Royal Navy, served during the Napoleonic Wars, and was later a member of Parliament and a leading figure in British horse racing. He was the second son of the 1st Earl of Stradbroke. He joined the navy at thirteen. His older brother joined the army at sixteen and earned the Military General Service Medal, reached the rank of captain, and was injured during Wellington’s campaign and so missed out on Napoleon’s defeat at the Battle of Waterloo by just two days. Battles are in my bloodlines. And my veins.

			This family tree grows wild, knobby, and knotty, between the first and second floors of my father’s house in South Africa. A forest of births and marriages and deaths, names and layers of history that my dad researched and tended on his wall, marking the sepia photos with tiny Letraset numbers to match the faces to the names. Like living bark pressed between the glass photo panes. Entering the house was to walk under their shadow. Their frozen faces watched our comings and goings, the past silently bearing witness to the battles still raging in the present.

			When I was a child, I thought like a child. I thought those people on the wall had very little to do with the nine hours we used to drive every summer holiday from our home in Pretoria, capital city of South Africa, to the middle-of-nowhere, one-traffic-light town of Middelburg, a small hamlet stranded in the Karoo, the vast interior of the country—a region the size of New Mexico with scrubby desert as far as the eye can see. The Khoikhoi people were the first to walk its dirt and call it Karoo, meaning “hard, dry; a land without water.” The Karoo is our outback, and Middelburg literally translated means “Middle Town” because of its location—a wilderness pit stop halfway between the twin metropolises of Pretoria and Cape Town. It also marked the location on the map of my childhood of every memory that grew out of my father’s family tree. Because thirty minutes outside of Middelburg was the sheep farm where my father grew up, named after his British ancestor, the Earl of Stradbroke, and his warring sons.

			To my child’s eye, the name was as nondescript as any other street sign, the green reflective background and the white letters simply spelling out the turnoff for our farm. It was a name I accepted at face value, never making the connection to the photos on our wall back home. Stradbroke was simply the odd name of a farm on a sign on the long strip of highway outside a town in the middle of nowhere. It was the marker that told us we’d reached the end of a journey that felt endless to a child. At the sign, my brothers and I would sit up, roll down the windows, and breathe in the dry dirt road that turned off the highway and ran like a vein into the South African escarpment, offering adrenaline, adventure, and playing at farming. I didn’t realize it was a living thing, that name. I still thought like a child.

			How could I know at ten that the scream echoing around my dining room table in Hanover, Maryland, at forty-four would have its origin on that farm, grown from that family thorn tree? But we are none of us lone rangers; every dandelion seed, no matter how far it was huffed and puffed from its origin story, carries the chloroplast DNA of its ancestors. Scientists can trace how plant populations move by studying their seed dispersal. What grew in Maryland blew across the Atlantic from the Karoo and before that must have swirled and seethed across the seas on board an admiral’s vessel that, once upon a time, set sail from England and docked at the Cape of Good Hope.

			

			***

			My dad and I go horseback riding on Stradbroke. I am in the fourth grade. I am as intimidated by my horse as I am in love with her. She isn’t really mine. She is a workhorse here on the farm. But when we are visiting, she is mine. Her name is Sherry, her mane and coat soaked with the rich colors of her name. We ride out early while it is still cool, before the sun can burn your neck the bright pink of a city girl out of place on a farm. My dad rides the stallion who immediately understands there is another alpha on this outing.

			The horses dance and skitter down the crunchy driveway behind the kitchen, where the feral cats have all been called to breakfast by the maids. I follow my father along the well-worn route of his childhood, the driveway sweeping around the house, from the tack room and horse corrals in the back, where the cats are now crowded around the massive metal saucers of leftover milk and cream from the morning’s milking, to the lush green gardens in the front. The British colonial style house has no air-conditioning, but the bedrooms that line the right-hand wing all have doors opening directly onto the colonnaded veranda that runs alongside the house, with its oxblood tiles and steps down to the driveway, easy-always access to the work of farming that calls to you night and day.

			My skinny butt bumps in the saddle and anticipates the ache that will arrive by this afternoon, the stiffness of a tourist. My inner thighs chafe against the stirrup leathers, and my riding school jodhpurs will get a workout today like they aren’t used to. This is no one-hour class, no polite instructor, no safe layer of sawdust to catch you if you fall.

			The horses huff out against the morning air and, in the distance, I can hear the cattle that have been milked, calling to their calves, the buckets now full on their way to the dairy to be poured through an old hand-crank separator, parsing the milk from the cream. There is the clanging of pails and the generator and the windmill up on the hill behind the house groaning its weary, metallic cry as it winds wind into power. My father has shape-shifted from city doctor to third-generation farmer. I see it in his muscle memory as he sits, long legs straddling the western-style saddle, bush hat cocked against the sunrise, left hand resting on the pommel.

			We pass the garden with its fishpond and flower beds, fruit trees and pockets of shade splayed out almost indecently in this land of dust, heat, and dun-colored veld as far as the eye can see in every direction. We pass the aloes and reach the perimeter of the house and garden and boundary between what has been tamed and what is still the Great Karoo, calling to that thing in my heart that doesn’t yet understand that history isn’t just something you study in school. It’s trapped inside of you, throbbing beneath your rib cage. My dad sidles his great bay up to the gate and nudges it close enough with his knee that he can loop the top of the fence post out from under the restraining wire, and the big beast pushes his chest, unafraid, into the gate that slowly gives way. I follow and my father repeats the process to close the gate, circling back around and gazing down the long rutted road toward the sheep camps.

			This land has its own language—ride out to number 6 camp to check the water troughs, round up the ewes in Meerkat Vlaktes Camp, check the baboon trap from the Draai, never race a horse down the steep and cobbled Marratta Pass. There is no part of this land that my father doesn’t know by sight or smell or memory. He is the youngest child of four by a full decade. A Joseph who grew up with no clue that his father’s devotion was as unusual as it was divisive. “Old Blue” they called his dad, my grandfather. Because in his fifties he signed up to go to war, his piercing blue eyes hard and proud as he declared that “No damn Germans” were going to invade his land. He left his partially deaf wife to run his farm and raise his three children as he shipped out with men half his age for North Africa. We have his pith helmet and his stories from Egypt.

			It was these wild card volunteers who made South Africa’s entry into the Second World War possible because at the time the entire army numbered only about five thousand regulars. Conscription was impossible because on the eve of declaring war in 1939, the country was a twisted pretzel of political and military complications. They went something like this: (a) while South Africa’s head of state was legally the British king, (b) its prime minister, J. B. M. Hertzog, was the leader of the anti-British National Party and sympathetic to the Nazi systems of racial segregation, but in a weird twist of fate, (c) to solidify power five years earlier had joined in a unity government with the pro-British South African Party of Jan Smuts.

			So, while South Africa was constitutionally obligated to support Great Britain against Nazi Germany, it was only a narrow margin of Parliament that supported that position. Further complicating the realities of war was the fact that South Africa’s race policies refused to consider enlisting troops from the majority Black population and would arm only men of European descent. The final twist was that prewar plans never anticipated the fight moving outside southern Africa, and the limited army was trained and equipped only for local bush warfare. Grandpa would bring the remnants of that war back with him, still fighting it in his mind long after his body was home on the farm.

			We trot past a field of saltbush, grown here in the Karoo because of its headstrong genetic makeup, its ability to weather drought after drought and still offer our sheep the nutrients they need. They call it “Old Man Saltbush,” and when combined with our will-eat-anything South African Dorper sheep, you get lamb with high levels of vitamin E and consumer appeal for the foodie-est of foodies, since the meat’s quality and flavor is equal to grain-fed lamb.[1] All I knew back then was that the sheep were survivors. As tough as the people who farmed them. Sherry surprised me once while we were herding a huge flock by bending down and nipping their woolly backsides to encourage the stragglers to keep up. Horses, sheep, farmers, escarpment, and layers of color and complication are all there in the early morning sunrise and our history.

			My dad nudges his stallion into a slow lope down the road and I sit, ramrod straight, like I have been taught, elbows perpendicular to my body, and follow his trail of dust puffs. I take big swigs of this big sky air. My hair is in a ponytail that I can feel bouncing against the back of my neck.

			My dad is narrating the landscape as we ride. “Watch for potholes, okay?” He shifts in his saddle, flicks his reins lightly. “Remember to watch for meerkat holes. A horse can break a leg if you hit one. Those things will catch you if you’re not careful.” My eyes scan the veld; I’m doubtful I’ll be able to spot one in time to avoid it. But I nod seriously, my saddle making a satisfying leather creak with every shift of Sherry’s long limbs.

			We jog slowly down the lane. Down by number 4 camp is where my dad once posed with a foot on the hood of his Mercedes-Benz, a long shotgun in his arms. We took picture after picture because he was trying to re-create a photograph of his own grandfather, who once posed like that with his prize stallion and his weapon. I can’t remember if that was before or after my mom died. But, years later, my dad would be horrified when he remembered it.

			Today we trot by the spot, and he urges me closer, next to him, close enough that if our horses jostle, my knee might bump his. I hold the reins with focus. Right now I am the truest version of myself, invincible on my horse, sweat beading between my shoulder blades and running down my back. On the ground I am too skinny, too tall, too awkward with hair the color of South Africa’s rock rabbits, the unattractive but highly durable hyraxes we call dassies in Afrikaans. But on horseback, I am this farmer’s daughter and the light wind with its slight fragrance of manure seems to sing my name back to me.

			To ride out with my dad is to be given an invitation into this hallowed space, where I am a guest in his story. I’m told he got it from my grandfather, but my father is the most vividly gifted storyteller I know. Every evening of my childhood, he sat his three children down around the dining room table, pulled out the Bible, and read and often reenacted before our wide eyes the wild tales from the Old and New Testaments. Part storyteller and part preacher, my dad is the reason it’s all but impossible to stump me with even the most obscure Bible references. Leviticus, Judges, Deuteronomy, bring it. Ecclesiastes, First and Second Samuel, First and Second Kings, I can retell all those stories like they’re my own. I have ached for Phalti, second husband of King David’s wife Michal, in Second Samuel chapter 3. Bet you didn’t know that one, the story where she’s dragged back to the once-shepherd-boy-exile, now newly crowned king, away from the man who has loved her in the intervening years, who follows, “weeping behind her all the way” (verse 16).

			My father knows Scripture like he knows the history of the Zulu nation. My fire-and-brimstone father quotes Shaka Zulu and his wartime consigliere, Mgobozi, as easily as he does John the Baptist or Paul, the chief of sinners. His is the oral tradition of farmers, of preachers, of Zululand: part folklore, part memory, part Gospel. To ride with him is to ride out into story. So, as we watch for meerkat warrens on behalf of our horses’ delicate ankles, I remember the story of the mongoose that was his most beloved pet as a child on this farm. My own children both love and hate that story—how the creature from Meerkat Manor became more faithful than a dog and would follow my father from room to room until the day it accidentally got caught in a slammed door, my dad unaware that the little fella was right on his heels. Or the rinkhals, ring-necked spitting cobras he and his best friend from boarding school would catch and sell during the school holidays, shipping them via large tins that had holes poked through the lid from the inside to protect the snakes from injury. Wrapped up in brown paper packages tied up with string and a label that said, “Beware live snake.” And the day Grandma came into his room and was bending over making a bed when she felt the wet violence, shot through the cage she didn’t know was hidden behind her, dripping down the back of her knees. Or the goshawk that he stalked high up into the topmost stories of a eucalyptus tree to try to poach a chick from the clutch, risking the outraged kamikaze swoop of the four-foot wingspan and grizzled beak of the screaming female raptor.

			His father had hired a young best friend from one of the staff families to keep his son company on these escapades. My dad didn’t know about the deal. He tells me years later how he always wondered if his best friendship was a two-way street or simply a transaction. My grandpa, like all veterans, had come home from the war changed. But without the language to interpret trauma back then, his oddities were simply accepted as the divine right of the “Groot Baas”—the big boss. He’d roar around the farm at night in his pickup truck, lights blazing, horn blaring, an act of defiance in the mind of a man who’d spent four years silently picking his way across the deserts of North Africa.

			My grandma had ruled in his absence, a lone woman stranded miles away from Middelburg, surrounded by the vast sea of some of the harshest farming territory, running the family sheep farm with an iron fist and a pristine tea service every morning and afternoon. She’d been hard of hearing before my father was born. But when Grandpa came home and they produced their post-war baby, the doctor told her that the pregnancy would cost her her hearing altogether; he recommended termination.

			She refused. And as she pushed my father into the world, her sense of hearing was pushed out completely.

			But her husband would find his equilibrium again, and the man who, in his own words, “grew up with curses, cuffs, and kicks” would fall in love with the boy he would give his name and one day his farm.

			So, when we ride out, I swell with the feeling of the firstborn heir. What I don’t know is that we will lose all this. Cancer will take my mother, and the hospital bills will take our farm. And there are stories of weeping that have watered this red soil, but I don’t know those today. Today, I am my father’s daughter, and this fills me with pride.

			We reach the base of the small hill called Vaalkop, which means “pale head” in Afrikaans. With its base of shifting shale and hard, pale rock caking the top of the rise, it is nature’s own half-pipe that we race up from the level floor of the veld, gaining speed, and thrill as we chase each other up onto the raised dome, a living, breathing game of “King of the Castle.”

			I hear my dad flick his reins, and over his shoulder he says, “Let’s go!” I gulp in air and grab a handful of mane to brace myself as Sherry anticipates the shift in our rhythm, and the gallop explodes under me. The scrubby land flashes by below me and I’m trying to watch for meerkat and dassie holes, suitably afraid of the danger that those natural landmines can spell for a horse. But it’s impossible. The earth is a sweaty blur of red rocks, golden grasses, and gray-green bushes. The occasional acacia tree reaches out a spiked and twisted finger, long thorns that will whip your cheeks and arms with welts that water red. My father is all elbows and long legs, whooping and hollering as the stallion flies, neck stretched out, wild as the land beneath them. We are an anthem then and it’s beautiful, the thunder of hooves, the rush of veld and wind, and the joy pounding out of me with every hard breath. I’m laughing and whooping along with my dad.

			We come down slowly from the high and turn the horses’ noses in the direction of home. The air is alive around us, the sharp cry of a black eagle circling so far above us, it’s a speck I can barely see; the wind that has its own strange quality, singing down from the mountain, cool and fresh and coating my nostrils with dust; and the rhythmic crunch of horse hooves on gravel and brush. My heart is a hot buttered biscuit, filling the rest of me with the satisfaction of being in a place where you are known in a way that mountains are known—for their permanence. This place can trace my people back for generations.

			In the last mile before home there is a long camp that we have to cross before we meet up with the road again. It beckons us to race. I am ready for another chorus, and we take off, a humming hymn of joy. Until I realize my dad’s bass beat isn’t delighted like mine is anymore. No. His is furious.

			He is furious with his horse, who is jacked up on adrenaline and ignoring the commands coming its way. I catch my dad
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