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I fall, I stand still.  I trudge on,

I gain a little..... I get more eager and climb higher and begin to see the widening horizon. Every struggle is a victory.



Helen Keller




The marvelous richness of human experience would lose something of rewarding joy if there were no limitations to overcome.



Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. Only through experiences of trial and challenge can the soul be strengthened, vision cleared, ambition inspired and success achieved.





Helen Keller






Dream me a river and a river will come.

Sing and it will sing over the land.

Where the water lives so shall we,

and ours shall be a land of greenery.
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Part of the “River Song”
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Red Dust and Black Crows
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The distant crack of the rifle from the direction of the farm broke into the red-dust heat, instantly stopping the children’s sweaty progress. Now it was as if the road and the veld, which regularly breathed out mirages and blue-purple shadows from the thorn trees, were holding their breath in watchful stillness. For a few seconds, fourteen-year-old Lindiwe remained rooted to the stones that made up that part of the road. She drew in her breath and her alarm-widened eyes darted beyond the stubbled grass that marked the edge of the drought-ravaged countryside. A brown locust used tattered wings to whirr from beneath her brother’s, eleven-year-old Thembokwakhe’s, bare feet into the late afternoon sun. As Lindiwe’s eyes followed it, another bullet exploded and thudded into a target still hidden from the children. 

Lindiwe could see four black crows on a leafless tree some way off. Their heads tilted in nervous interest, they were watching the activities involving the gunshots. Way above, a bearded vulture was gliding the thermals, clearly keeping a wary distance from those with the guns. Lindiwe knew that the men had to take themselves and their guns away first and only then would the vulture move closer to investigate. 

Thin-framed and serious Sibusiso, Lindiwe’s and Thembokwakhe’s eight-year-old brother, was the first to move. He shifted his bulky school bag and then, head down and slim shoulders braced, began to trudge on. Due to it not being either a feast or celebration or a period of mourning, it had taken time to make some meaning of these particular gunshots. 

“They use that gun whenever they shoot one of the bigger animals,” Thembokwakhe said knowingly. 

“Like the donkey when it broke its leg,” said Sibusiso. “I wonder which animal has been shot?” 

“But they fired the gun several times,” Lindiwe pointed out. “Maybe there has been an accident.” 

Bewildered, but satisfied that no harm was coming their way, Lindiwe continued her homeward journey with Sibusiso in front and Thembokwakhe a step behind her. Just ahead of them a jackal, barely recognisable as such because of its gaunt appearance, streaked yellow-eyed and quivering from behind a boulder. It was for an instant fully visible in the middle of the road, and then gone in a curved run across the veld. 

The children had been walking for some time in the unwavering heat. The farm school they attended was three farms away and the road they took wound over a hill and nearly over another. So that they wouldn’t get dirty, their school shoes and socks had been carefully placed in their school bags, behind the books which had been donated to the farm school by a wealthier school in the town. They only wore shoes once in school, and nowhere else, otherwise they would have become scuffed too quickly and their parents would have had to pay in seemingly never-ending instalments for new ones to the always-smiling owners of the trading store and been made even poorer. All the farm workers knew they charged too much money for their goods, but town, where things were cheaper, was far away. For this reason the trading store, which belonged to some of the local farmers, got back quite a lot of the hard-earned money of the farmworkers which came from the salary the farmers paid them, which was partly in mielie meal and partly cash. 

To the right and left of the road on which the children travelled and way beyond that, stretched kilometre after kilometre of thorn-tree scrub land; barren, sandy areas that had once been thick with rank grass and fields of ripe maize attended by minute birds that flitted chattering among them, delighted guests seemingly happy to provide their own music in return for this free abundance. They had bred in their hundreds. More than three years had passed since it had been like that and Lindiwe could not really remember a time when it had been green. The quick-winged seedeaters no longer came at all. 

Five minutes ago at the edge of the road they’d seen a sheep that had probably died of thirst. Six crows standing on the bloated body while driving their beaks beneath increasingly blood-smeared wool had kra-kraaed in clear enjoyment of their feast and hardly looked up when the children went by. The girl and her brothers had noticed the body of the sheep on their way to school and barely glanced at it and the crows as they headed home. Lindiwe had become used to such sights and she knew her brothers had too. 

Sibusiso and Thembokwakhe plodded along on either side of their longer-legged sister. Though neither boy admitted it, Lindiwe was aware they sometimes struggled to keep up with her. They shifted their school bags, which, Sibusiso complained, always seemed to grow heavier the further they walked, and stood for a moment beneath the stone-pillared farm gate with its curved sign that perfectly matched the crescent of the arch. It read: “ONS HOOP”, being written in Afrikaans, because this was the language the farmer spoke. Lindiwe, who was always asking questions, knew that in English it meant “OUR HOPE” and that it had been developed by the farmer’s grandfather when he’d bought the farm eighty years ago. The children’s grandfather had been one of those required to use his muscles and sun-bashed mind over several teams of stubborn oxen as they dragged the hewn rock five back-straining kilometres to create the farmer’s symbol of triumph over adversity and, finally, creation of wealth. Lindiwe had heard that on two separate occasions during the building of the gate, an ox had fallen to its knees and not risen again. 

But the black people who had walked beneath this monument had only ever understood it to be a gate. When one of the hinges had broken several months ago, making it impossible to open and close the gate, it had simply been pushed to one side and the tiresome business of locking and unlocking it was happily no more. The gate had been rusting for some time anyway. 

Looking forward to a drink from the water container as soon as they got home, Lindiwe and her brothers walked on and rounded a bend in the donga-edged road. As they moved close to the sharp drop where heavy rains of a barely remembered time had scoured a jagged scar into the earth, their eyes scanned the remains of a barbed wire fence, seeing first the slumped bodies of the Brahman cattle and then the group of men. In a paddock behind them stood or lay about twenty dull-eyed cows. Mr. van Rensburg, the khaki-clad farmer, was standing beside one he had just shot. Its eyes stared vacantly as blood leaked from its muzzle, but only a trickle was coming from the vermilion hole at the top of the tilted head. Already there were flies gathering thickly in search of a meal. 

As the children watched, half-anxious to get home and half wanting to stay, their father led a scraggy cow by a piece of rope to the farmer, who stepped towards them, lifted his gun to the cow’s head and pulled the trigger. Immediately there was a doef sound. For a second the cow stood still then its legs buckled and its whole body folded in a heavy sideways roll. The crows lifted their wings slightly and shuffled, but stayed where they were, while the vulture planed higher...

With the irises of their brown eyes widened by the sights before them, Lindiwe, Thembokwakhe and Sibusiso stood where they were as their father stepped forward, removed the rope from the fallen cow and went to one waiting between two men, placed the blood-spattered rope around its neck and led it forward. Once more a weary-looking Mr. van Rensburg raised his gun, took aim, and with his eyes focused more on the distant mountains than the head of the cow, pulled the trigger. Again there was a doef then a not-as-loud crumple-thud. 

“Eish! They are shooting all the cattle,” said Thembo kwakhe. 

“Yes,” said Lindiwe, almost under her breath, suddenly remembering a conversation she had overheard a week before. “There is no food and water for them, and Mr. van Rensburg said he would shoot the cattle if that happened. I heard him tell Mr. Ngwenya that nobody would buy them.” 

“They are too thin to give proper meat,” said Sibusiso, “and now the farmer will be very poor.” 

Taking a well-trodden path which sinewed its way to the compound in which they lived with all the other African people who worked on the farm, they left the men to finish shooting the cattle that had had almost nothing to eat or drink for days and would not be eating or drinking ever again. 

Lindiwe changed out of her school uniform, and though she was tired, she set to work helping her mother and aunt with their children: her baby sister, Fikile, her other sister, five-year-old Ayanda, and her toddler cousin, Themba. She had always enjoyed feeding and playing with them. Yesterday afternoon she had plaited tiny, colourful beads into Fikile’s and Ayanda’s hair and they looked very pretty with them. Today, as with most days lately, she couldn’t really wash her sisters and Themba because there was so little water. Themba was now trying to run around the compound on his fat legs, his big stomach and belly button protruding from beneath his red T-shirt. Lindiwe sighed, knowing it would now take even more of their precious water to get him clean.

It had not rained since a barely remembered summer several years ago and washing the young ones and herself meant a quick wipe with a damp cloth. The water that was brought to the farm in an enormous tanker once a week had to be used by everyone, and there was only a very small amount which could be carefully poured into a clay pot each day and set aside to keep the children clean. 

While Thembokwakhe, Sibusiso and some of the other farm boys sat making catapults on the concrete steps of one of the white-washed houses, Lindiwe helped her Auntie Thokozile prepare the evening meal of samp and beans. Like her mother, Mrs. Zondi, her auntie was a big-bodied woman who spent her days cooking, washing, and ironing. But unlike her mother who always went quietly about her business and seldom spoke, Auntie Thokozile, who loved wearing dresses with big flowers on them, chatted a great deal to those who would listen. When there was no one to gossip with, she sang hymns at the top of her rich voice, saying that if there wasn’t a person around to appreciate her singing, at least God and the birds down by the river would. But these days, Lindiwe noted, she sang mostly to an empty veld because the drought had sucked the river dry, and her hymns echoed around the smooth boulders the water had once lapped over, and along the snaking scar that had been a full-of-fish river. The birds who had listened to her songs had long ceased to produce their own and had not been seen in the area for many months.

The breeze would eddy the words to the stubble and dust, snatch them away and leave an unusually quiet and troubled Auntie Thokozile to head wearily home from wherever she had been. Yesterday she had said to Lindiwe that she wondered if Nkulukulu had decided not to let it rain again for another year and if He, God, had given up paying attention to those who lived on the farm. She had said that ever since she had been a small child she had always remembered her mother saying God listened to everyone. If God was listening, what was He waiting for? Such thoughts made her feel the “River Song” inside her as much as think it and the tune swelled from her as if it were borne by water. 

The “River Song” was Lindiwe’s favourite and, though it brought sadness to her, she always stopped whatever she was doing to watch and listen as the words rolled out with her auntie’s, at times almost-bass, voice.
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Dream me a river and a river will come.

Sing and it will sing over the land.

Where the water lives so shall we,

and ours shall be a land of greenery.

Find me a river and bring it to me.

Fill it with fish and let it flow; let it flow long.

I am dreaming,

I am dreaming for that time when the

song of the river will be our song.

0’ Lord bring us rain.

I want to live with a river again.

I am dreaming,

I am dreaming of a river because

where the water lives so shall we

and we shall be a land; a big, big land of greenery.
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Auntie Thokozile’s bosom rose and fell beneath her brightly coloured dress as the beautiful, rich sounds lifted into the pale sky. Closing her eyes for a moment, Lindiwe could see a river, wonderfully deep and slow, as it made its fat, wet way through the land, helping everything to be green, green, green! But as soon as she opened her eyes, the browns, reds, and ochre yellows were upon her once more, often mixed with a dancing heat that made her feel dizzy if she stared at any one place for too long. 

“Dream Me a River.” Auntie Thokozile always started the song again as soon as she had finished, and each time it was louder, as if the extra loudness would help the dream come true. On hearing it reach the end for the second time, Lindiwe would sigh and have the same thoughts she always did: it would need to be a powerful dream for such a river to come. Wrong as it probably was for her to think so, she knew this was too great a thing for the amadlozi, the ancestors, to help with on their own. But God! God could do everything ... If He chose ... 

It was because of her auntie’s cheerfulness that Lindiwe liked helping her, particularly as she was always full of news about what was happening on the farm and the other ones nearby. Today, however, the warm-hearted, normally gossipy woman was much quieter and sighed several times before saying, “I am heavy in my heart.” 

Lindiwe listened as her auntie and mother talked about their husbands having not been paid for two months and how they and some of the other women in the compound were no longer asked to help in the farmhouse because the van Rensburgs did not have any money. 

There hadn’t been any guests to stay or parties with tables full of food and drink at the farmhouse for over a year. Mrs. van Rensburg, in between rushing off to the hairdresser and choosing latest-fashion clothes in town with Rina, Mrs. van Rensburg’s daughter, had always been happy to pay for extra help to prepare the house and clean up afterwards. Now there was absolutely none of that, and Lindiwe had noticed that Mrs. van Rensburg hadn’t been near the hairdresser in months. 

Her mother was busy breast-feeding Fikile and singing softly to Ayanda when her slightly built but muscular father and his younger brother, Uncle Agrippa, entered the compound with the other men. Uncle Agrippa, who stood several centimetres taller than his brother, shifted the meat he was carrying across his broad shoulders. The action caused his biceps to bunch slightly before they relaxed. The brothers were carrying the meat from the shot cattle and had blood mixed with the red dust on their grey overalls and hands. But today, unlike other times when they had been given meat in honour of an occasion and looked happy, their faces were unsmiling and they merely dumped the meat on the wooden table, with its one leg shorter than the others, which was shared by those who lived in the compound. 

Using an axe and a knife, two of the men began cutting the meat into smaller pieces while another leant against the table to keep it steady. Lindiwe watched as Uncle Agrippa lifted the axe and chopped with swift, even strokes. Lindiwe could see that her mother and auntie knew it was poor meat and probably would not taste good, but they were keeping quiet because, as Lindiwe felt, some meat was better than no meat at all. It will have to be boiled a long time to make it soft, Lindiwe thought as she watched the blood run down the edge of the table and drip into the dust while dozens of blue-black flies began to crawl over the congealing mess. She jigged Fikile on her hip and looked on as the two men began to sweat, and diluted trickles of blood traversed their arms. When it came to a particularly large meat-covered bone, her father held it steady and Uncle Agrippa raised the axe high before bringing it sharply down. Lindiwe was again aware of her uncle’s strength and was glad of it. The chopping of the meat was quickly done. Lindiwe noticed the look of relief that passed between the two brothers as they wiped sweat from their eyes. Amongst the heat, blood, and dust, Lindiwe smiled to herself. At least tonight there would be meat with the samp and beans. 

When they had finished cutting the meat, Uncle Agrippa spoke, “Mr. van Rensburg said the rest of the cattle are to be buried, except for those which were taken to the place where they let the vultures feed. There will be no more meat from now on.”  

Lindiwe shook her head and did not say what she was sure they all knew: there would be no more money either, and it was going to be a tie for being very poor.
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Fists Clenched Bloodlessly
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Lindiwe’s father and Uncle Agrippa said nothing further about the farm until the evening meal when her father suddenly stretched. He then scratched slightly at the stubble, which was his beard, before saying, “The van Rensburgs are going because there is no farm left.” 

“And what about us?” Auntie Thokozile asked, looking straight at him. There was a pause before the answer came and Lindiwe felt herself tense as they waited.

“We have no work,” said Mr. Zondi, finishing the last of the meat before adding, “not here or on any of the other farms.” Still in his blood-stained overalls, he lay down on the grass mat beside the smoke-blackened cooking pot and said no more. Her usual silent self, her mother continued rocking Fikile and stared beyond the cooking pot and the compound fence into the dark, over what had once been the farm and was now unplanted dry land, her eyes painfully alive with unspoken thoughts that Lindiwe found easy to interpret: What now?  

Neither her mother nor Auntie Thokozile sang at all to Fikile or the other small children that night. 

* * * * *
[image: ]


The first major event was the sale. It took place the next morning, which was a Saturday. Thembokwakhe, who had gone out looking for birds to shoot with his catapult, had just come back from walking near what had once been the river, but which Lindiwe knew was now just a place of cracked mud and dust. As Thembokwakhe flung down his catapult, Lindiwe saw expensive cars, 4x4’s and broad-wheeled trucks churning up clouds of the red dust that even made its way into people’s noses and ears; sometimes the flies tried to get in there too. 

The cars drove under the sign that said “ONS HOOP” and Lindiwe saw some of the people look up at it before continuing along the road, past the compound and on towards the farmhouse. The wheels churned up so much dust that Lindiwe, who was carrying Fikile on her back, and holding Ayanda by the hand, felt she would not be able to breathe properly again. Fikile began to cry, and the dust became muddy streaks down her fat, brown cheek. Lindiwe looked down to see that Ayanda was staring with increasingly wide eyes at all these visitors to the farm.

Lindiwe was so curious about what was going on that it did not stop her walking to where the cars and trucks were being parked. Singing very softly to Fikile to keep her quiet, she stood behind two faded syringa trees and watched as white farmers and their wives, and businessmen in suits climbed from their vehicles. 

Those who were from neighbouring farms greeted each other. With shakes of the head several even expressed sorrow about the fate of the van Rensburgs, but Lindiwe was quick to notice that while they talked, their eyes moved here and there over the farm, nodding or frowning as they did so. Some of the visitors looked in her direction and one of them even smiled at the squat-nosed baby with the tiny colourful beads in her hair on Lindiwe’s back, but each time Lindiwe cast her eyes to the ground and stayed like that until the person looked the other way. 

Shifting her feet and wishing her pink dress that had once belonged to Mr. van Rensburg’s daughter, Rina, was clean, she heard a man in a grey suit with a matching grey tie and carrying a clipboard greet the people. He spoke in a voice that seemed to come out of his long nose rather than his mouth. It was either his nose-voice or a fly that landed on her flat nose that disturbed Fikile and she began to cry again, louder this time, as the man with the clipboard led the group from one part of the farm to another, pointing out the tractors, cars, trucks and farm implements that were for sale. 

Ayanda tugged at Lindiwe’s dress. “I want to go home.”

Lindiwe, engrossed in the goings on before her, ignored Ayanda.

Within their verandahed farmhouse, on a koppie over- looking the remains of the farm, sat the silent, coffee-drinking van Rensburg family: black-haired Mr. van Rensburg who always looked too slight for his khaki clothes and had become thinner lately, and the normally well-groomed Mrs. van Rensburg who had begun to look so much older. Auntie Thokozile had often said she was sure she dyed her hair, and now that the white woman no longer went to the hairdresser and her hair had become much greyer, it seemed it was so. With them was their well-built, rugby-loving son, Andre, whom everyone called Seun; and his equally rugby-mad fifteen-year-old brother, Karl, who had a permanently watchful expression beneath a mop of bright-blond hair. Finally, there was Rina who had the same hair colouring as Karl, and who spent most of her time gossiping on her cellphone with friends. She was Lindiwe’s age and had played with her until the van Rens-burgs had sent her to school in town. Rina now barely exchanged greetings with Lindiwe when she came home for holidays. 

Beneath the flat crown trees, Lindiwe shaded her eyes and looked up at the farmhouse. The family were talking amongst themselves and taking occasional sips of coffee, but the whole time their eyes were on the man with the clipboard and those who had come to buy bits and pieces of the farm that had been in the van Rensburg family since overladen ox-wagons had first trundled across the roadless land and those leading them had marvelled at the lushness of it all, and talked excitedly of the good fortune the countryside and God would bring. This was what Rina had told her when they were younger, and, sometimes, under Rina’s direction, they had played voortrekker and ox-wagon games in the sandpit.

Lindiwe had heard via the vibrant farm grapevine that the van Rensburgs, who would have been deemed by many to have been deserted by God, had been advised by the kindly chief auctioneer to go out for the day, to ‘take a picnic lunch and try and not to think about it’. Apparently, the drought had sent many farmers the same way and he seemed to know what they were suffering. But the van Rensburgs had clearly decided to stay and watch. Lindiwe understood that this wasn’t something easily given up, or let go of, the way one gave away old, worn-out clothes. 

Still beneath the thorn trees, wishing she had another dress instead of the dirty pink one to wear in front of all these rich people, Lindiwe saw the man with the clipboard stand behind a table on what had once been lawn but was now bare ground. Out of the corner of her eye, Lindiwe noticed Mrs. van Rens-burg place her head despairingly against Mr. van Rensburg’s shoulder. Beneath a cloudless sky, the man began calling out words that meant nothing to Lindiwe because he spoke so fast. Every so often one of the people who had walked around the farm with him would raise a hand or a piece of paper. 

When Lindiwe next looked up at the farmhouse none of the van Rensburgs were at the window. Several minutes later she saw Seun on the top of the ridge at the back of the house. His hands were in his pockets, and he was walking quickly, taking great strides away from the gathering on the sun-torn ground in front of the home in which he had been born. Twice, Lindiwe saw him kick viciously at stones, but not once did the eldest son of an eldest son look down at the farmhouse or the farm with its arched gateway, which had been built by his family so many years before. 

* * * * *
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By lunchtime everything had been sold. The people climbed back into their expensive cars and trucks and drove off in new clouds of dust, leaving what was now even less of a farm. As Lindiwe stood and steadied a sleep-murmuring Fikile on her back, she gazed up at the farmhouse to see if the van Rensburgs were looking out of the windows again, but they were not there. In her imagination the windows under the roof of the verandah looked like the unseeing eyes of something newly dead beneath the midday sun, which was now beating in a white heat against the tin roof. Far off in the heat-shimmering distance, she could just make out Seun who was seated on a lone rock at the top of the ridge, unmoving, his legs almost invisible in the blue haze that coloured the length of the ridge.  

Inside her compound home Lindiwe drank from the ukhamba, the shiny black clay pot, beside her parents’ bed. After that she lay Fikile down. Unnoticed by her, Ayanda had walked back to the compound on her own and was now asleep on a grass mat close to their parents’ bed, her thumb firmly stuck in her mouth.  

* * * * *
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Uncle Agrippa explained later that the people had come to buy the van Rensburgs’ things because the van Rensburgs owed a lot of money to the bank and were not able to pay it back. He said he had been told that by the induna, Mr. Ngwenya, and the headman Mr. Ngwenya always knew more than most about Mr. van Rensburg, though unlike Auntie Thokozile, who guessed at everything and said a lot, Mr. Ngwenya did not talk much about the troubles of others, confiding only in Adriana, his wife of forty years. It was she who sometimes, if it was a nice day and there was nothing else to do, indulged in a little gossip with her neighbours, particularly Auntie Thokozile who always made it her business to know everything about others. 

Later that afternoon, while Lindiwe was helping her mother and Auntie Thokozile collect wood for a fire, they saw Mr. and Mrs. van Rensburg walking hand in hand with Seun, Karl, and Rina with their three dogs trailing forlornly behind them. They were standing beside the sagging fence sur- rounding the field where the cattle had been shot and buried. Then, with Rina now leaning against Seun, they turned and began making their way towards the dried-out riverbed. The family passed the two women and Lindiwe with their bundles of wood balanced on their heads, but they did not seem to see them, even when Auntie Thokozile and her mother lifted their hands in greeting. 

I have never seen them walk so slowly, Lindiwe thought. Karl and Seun normally run everywhere together, and today the missus was not talking a lot like she always did. 

Lindiwe pretended to concentrate on her bundle of wood, but out of the comer of her eye, she watched the family’s unhurried progress to the riverbed. In a way that she could not really explain, they reminded her of the cattle after they had become weak and thin and stumbled about dull-eyed when there was no grass or water for them, or perhaps they had just given up. Halfway there, Mrs. van Rensburg stopped and for a moment looked a little like her old self as she pointed about her. Lindiwe knew instantly what the woman was remembering and saw as well the riot of orange-red and white-flowered rose beds that had helped the air smell better than the perfume her mother had once been given. There had been butterflies then too, hundreds of them. Mrs. van Rensburg dropped her hands and leant against her husband. The family procession continued, slower than before. 

They are poor now, Lindiwe thought to herself, looking carefully at the van Rensburgs. But at least they still have a house with many rooms in which to live. Lots of children worked. Maybe Karl and Rina would go somewhere to work. She put the wood across her shoulders and followed her mother and auntie to the compound. She couldn’t imagine Rina, who spent so much time combing her hair and painting her nails, doing any sort of work. She wondered what her one-time playmate, who didn’t really know her now, would do. A month ago there had been that boy who had driven all the way from one of the other farms in his father’s truck to see her, but Mr. van Rensburg had not been pleased and shouted a great deal. Maybe Mr. van Rensburg could change his mind about this, especially if the boy’s father was rich. 

The next day, a new Mercedes, one Lindiwe recognised as belonging to Mrs. van Rensburg’s brother and barely silver because of the red dust covering it, drove quickly past the compound and on up to the farmhouse, its driver hooting loudly. Following at a much slower pace were two removal vans with the name of the firm printed on them. Keeping well behind the stunted acacia trees that lined the driveway, Lindiwe crept along for a closer look and was quickly joined by Thembokwakhe and Sibusiso, and several other children. Tucking his soccer ball under his arm, Thembokwakhe came close to Lindiwe and Sibusiso. Knobbly-kneed Sibusiso, for seemingly the hundredth time that day, hitched up the khaki pants which had once been his older brother’s, and moved closer to his sister, to watch the latest lot of activities. 

The van Rensburgs had obviously been waiting for the Mercedes and the removal vans because they trooped out together into the remains of the garden, each neatly dressed in the clothes they normally wore to church. Their three dogs, Wagter, Bollie and Ticki were with them and Lindiwe saw they had all been washed and groomed. A grave-looking Mr. van Rensburg shook hands with his brother-in-law and then an especially serious Seun and Karl shook hands with their uncle, a tall man with a bulging stomach and a red neck and cheeks that spread over his collar. Lindiwe knew he always wore expensive clothes, spoke in a gruff manner and did everything in a hurry. Their relative stood beside his dust-covered Mercedes and barely bent forward as Mrs. van Rensburg and Rina stepped closer to kiss him. After that, men began climbing from the removal vans and went into the shadows of the verandah-surrounded house. 

The men spent all morning taking things from the house and loading them into the van while Mrs. van Rensburg’s brother shouted things in Afrikaans such as, “Hurry up!”, “Don’t drop anything, you fools” and “If anyone scratches my car, I’ll donder them. They’ll get one tight punch from me, you can be bloody sure of that.” His gold-ringed right hand tapped incessantly on the car’s roof while his black eyes were permanently narrowed. Once he spat out a mouthful of coffee right next to one of the removal men’s feet. 

“He is not like Mrs. van Rensburg, that one,” Thembo-kwakhe said, and Lindiwe knew what he meant. Sibusiso hitched up his too-big shorts, said “Hm” and nodded. Lindiwe was becoming bored and she saw the other children were too. They’d crept up to the farmhouse to spy through the windows many times when the van Rensburgs were out and they knew what the furniture looked like. 

Until just after midday, the men carried furniture and boxes from the house and loaded them into the van and the whole time Mrs. van Rensburg’s brother made it known loud and clear that he was a busy man who had given up his time to help his sister’s family, something which was costing him money, and he was sick and tired with having to put up with idiots from a no-good removal company. “The manager will be hearing from me, and I’ll certainly be asking for a reduction in charges.” 

Mrs. van Rensberg was seldom still and kept offering her brother coffee and rusks as Mr. van Rensburg sat hunched in a chair in a tarpaulin-shaded section of the verandah, most of his guant face hidden by the wide brim of his hat. 

After watching for about an hour, Lindiwe and the children from the compound had gone back to it and amused themselves by running races between the houses until, tired and sweating, they slumped against the walls which showed little of their recent whitewashing. At lunchtime, Lindiwe once again crept up behind the avenue of acacia trees. The vans were full and the removal men were about to close the doors when Mr. van Rensburg pointed to the dogs, still looking clean after their careful washing and grooming. Lindiwe saw Mrs. van Rensburg’s brother shake his head, spread his legs and lean back in such a way that his stomach pushed out at his brother-in-law. The two men began to argue in Afrikaans. Several times, Lindiwe heard Mr. van Rensburg say, “Ag asseblief. Please, boet,” but on each occasion Mrs. van Rensburg’s brother shook his head. Next it was Seun and Karl’s turn to plead with their uncle, but it only made him angry and at one point he shouted, “Het ek nie genoeg gedoen vir hierdie gesin? Moet ek gee en gee na ′n boer wie is nie meer 'n boer nie?” and his red cheeks and red neck became even redder. 

Lindiwe found herself translating what he had just said into English: ‘Have I not done enough for this family? Must I give and give to a farmer who isn’t a farmer anymore?’ She knew that if Auntie Thokozile had been there, she would have said, ‘He likes his beer more than anything else, that one.’ 

Mrs. van Rensburg and Rina were holding hands on the verandah when he reached into the front of his car and took out a gun which he forced into a very pale-faced Mr. van Rensburg’s right hand. Next, he caught the elderly Ticki and pulled him to a post which had once marked the beginning of Mrs. van Rensburg’s prizewinning rose garden. “You can’t leave the dogs here for these natives just to look after. They’ll be full of ticks and worms in a week. Shoot them and that’s it. No more trouble for anyone.” Not looking at his brother-in-law and his stricken family, Mr. van Rensburg lifted the revolver and fired. In a second, Ticki’s black body with its grey muzzle was a crumpled heap in the dust. His old, cataract-damaged eyes were open and blood began to stain the earth. 

Then it was Wagter’s turn. Crouched before the first tree of the avenue of trees that led to the house, Lindiwe watched as the large, cream dog, with a puzzled expression on its face, was also taken to the post. Again Mr. van Rensburg lifted the gun and Seun’s favourite dog fell down, dead. Lindiwe could just see Seun, wet-eyed behind the second van, his fists jam-med in his pockets. 

As the brown-and-white Bollie, the youngest and biggest of the three, was reached for, he gave a whine and rushed off, wove through the acacia trees, past the watching compound children and raced over the rust-coloured veld. He was soon beyond the slowly turning windmill and rapidly beyond the lightening-scarred wattle that was now home to blue-headed lizards. 

“Ag los hom. Leave him,” Lindiwe heard Mrs. van Rensburg’s brother say. “I’m not wasting any more time, especially on that dog. If you’d had boerboels I might have bothered, but not with those stupid mutts you’ve always had.” Taking the gun from his brother-in-law, he placed it below the front seat of the Mercedes. “Kom nou!” It was a command to come immediately rather than a request. 

A minute later, the removal vans started their engines and a shrunken-looking Mrs. van Rensburg stepping unsteadily between a stooped Seun and a stern-faced Karl, moved towards the car. Karl had his rugby ball in his right hand, clutching it tightly as if it would fall and break. Rina, clenching and unclenching her hands, was just behind them. Lindiwe noticed that none of them looked in the direction of the dead dogs. Mrs. van Rensburg sat in front with her brother while the children and their father got into the back. The car’s engine started and it began to follow the removal vans out of the yard, down the stony driveway, past the compound where all the inhabitants were looking in questioning silence over the fence, and on towards the gate, its impatient driver hooting, eager to be on his way. 

Something made Lindiwe, still in the pink dress Rina had once proudly worn to a party, run after the departing car. Her long legs carried her easily and she was only just behind it as it got to the arched gateway. Through the dust that tickled her nose and made it hard to breathe, Lindiwe noticed Mrs. van Rensburg stick her head out of the window and gaze unblinkingly at the sign which said “ONS HOOP” on both sides of the sign, then the car passed beneath and the van Rensburgs left the farm that had belonged to Mr. van Rens-burg’s father and his father before him. 

Leaning on the open gate to catch her breath, Lindiwe saw Rina turn and look back. Shyly, Lindiwe raised her hand and gave a small wave, then a bigger one, but Rina did not wave back. She just stared out of the rear window as the car got further and further away, and Lindiwe, suddenly embarrassed, wondering if Rina had noticed that the pink dress which had once belonged to her was now dirty, began to brush some of the dust from it. A short distance away, a pair of crows began to squabble on a rock. Lindiwe did something she had never done before. She picked up a stone and threw it at them. 
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Hymn for a Journey
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There were twelve houses in the compound and Lindiwe knew that in each of them there was talk most of that afternoon and well into the night of what they were going to do. While Thembokwakhe, Sibusiso and the other compound boys played noisily with Thembokwakhe’s soccer ball, having marked out goal posts with discarded paraffin tins, Lindiwe was pretending to listen to the radio. It was her father’s and he had bought it five years ago when he had gone to visit his cousin on the mines near Johannesburg. 

At about two o’clock Lindiwe spotted her father and Uncle Agrippa go around the corner of the house to the one next door. There they joined the other men of the compound, who were sitting cross-legged in a circle outside the house, sharing a newly fermented pot of beer while discussing the drought, the farm, the sale and the going away of the van Rensburgs. Much of the talking was done by Mr. Ngwenya, who had started working for Mr. van Rensburg’s father when Mr. van Rensburg had been as old as Seun was now. 

Doing her best to keep out of sight, Lindiwe had followed her father and Uncle Agrippa and was now crouched beside the next-door house, around the corner from the talking men. Too absorbed to care about getting dust on her dress, Lindiwe listened while holding the radio, which she had turned down till it was barely audible. She’d brought it
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