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Grahamstown, Saturday, 9 March 1985

LAURA DAWSON clutched a mug of coffee as she trudged across the dry, brittle grass: a mockery of a lawn. She sat on her favourite garden bench where the oak tree cast a small shadow. The two flower beds on either side of the front gate should be a riot of pink, red, yellow, and orange. The colours of phlox, zinnias, marigolds and dahlias merging together like a country garden. Even the hardy white Shasta daisies had died back. Now only dry, dusty earth lay in front of her.

The summer thunderstorms had not arrived. The severe drought continued its relentless grip on Grahamstown, and huge areas of the Eastern Cape. Many plants looked frazzled. As if burnt with a blowtorch. How many could be saved? Perhaps some tough shrubs. The Dawson’s garden tank was empty. Had been for several months. Unless rain came soon there was little chance of water for the garden. The searing heat of February had begun to lessen. But it remained unbearably hot. Beads of sweat had formed on the back of her neck as she tucked her hair behind her ears.

The battle was being lost. Householders were urged to use water sparingly. Some farming friends said many of their dams had been dry for months. The Dawsons did their best to save water. They showered into a baby bath and then reused the harvested water, carrying buckets of it to slosh onto plants. The grass got nothing. Rosie Makeleni tried to save as much water as possible when washing up and doing the laundry. Grahamstown often experienced droughts. But this was the worst anyone could remember.

Hugh’s brief phone call from Cape Town had momentarily lifted her spirits. He was finding life at the university marvellous. Grateful their only child could defer the two-year compulsory military service, she and Brian had been thrilled when Hugh announced he wanted to study civil engineering. Her present aching emptiness would’ve been much worse with him in the army; on the Angolan border; doing duty in a location; or keeping contact if he’d emigrated.

Her thoughts drifted. A hollow feeling made it difficult to get on with things. The afternoon lay ahead, as unwelcome as a hot, dry road leading nowhere.

She apologised to plants that might not survive the drought. She stood up and sighed. Better check all the curtains were closed to keep out the heat.

Brian’s morning at Dawson’s Pharmacy had been a trial. He slammed the front door at lunchtime. ‘Just about everyone came in complaining.’


‘It’s not the flu season.’


‘No. But most grumbles were about headaches, sore stomachs, back aches and pains in joints.’ Brian helped himself to cold meat and salad.


‘Symptoms of stress?’

‘Agreed. But there’s no pill to make people feel happy.’

‘Life in Grahamstown offers little to be happy about.’

‘Ja. Point taken. And I can’t see things getting easier.’


Brian dropped a quick kiss on top of her head when he left to play his usual Saturday afternoon golf. Suitable opportunities never seemed to arrive to discuss their current life. Their conversations had become short exchanges; superficial. Whenever he left, be it for the High Street pharmacy, the Albany Club, or golf, she longed for in-depth conversations.

How could playing golf in a dustbowl give pleasure? But the beers afterwards relieved a lot of his strain.

The house felt hot, stuffy, and oppressive. She wandered from one airless, silent room into another.

Finally, she sat down to tidy her desk. Placing a wastepaper basket alongside her, she opened one drawer after another, cleaning out scraps of now meaningless paper.

In the bottom drawer were newspaper cuttings and photographs. A few were write-ups about weddings of friends’ children. She smiled at the photographs showing the hairstyles of the 1960s and 70s. Lots of beehives, hair back-combed and then sprayed with lacquer to hold everything in place. Not styles tempting young men to run their fingers through girls’ hair.

She couldn’t find a photograph taken of her in her matric dance dress. Her mom had taken her shopping. She always felt dowdy next to her mom, who wore clothes with a great sense of style. She loved clothes and always dressed fashionably. Visited the hairdresser once a week, always used nail polish.

After trying on several dresses, her mom told her to settle for a frock of lavender glazed cotton with a full skirt of unpressed pleats falling into soft, rounded folds. It had a sleeveless bodice, scooped neck, and the matching satin ribbon at the waist would set off the wide, knee length skirt. Her mom had agreed to let her have a tulle stiff petticoat. She looked in a mirror with her mom standing behind her. Her mom’s face was alive with colour. Her chestnut hair had a slight wave. A kink she called it. Her own dead straight, light brown hair hung limply. Her dark eyes couldn’t compete with her mom’s green ones. And her mom’s bright lipstick added even more colour to her beautiful, generous mouth.


‘Life’s not fair,’ Laura grumbled.

‘It seldom is.’


Her mom took her to a nearby shoe shop to buy a pair of silver peep-toe sandals with kitten heels. ‘They’re easier to walk in.’ When they got back to Lewarne her dad asked how their shopping had gone. Her mom said, ‘At least the dress comes below the knee. Won’t have to shorten it.’ ‘I think I look pretty,’ Laura told her dad. But she thought her mom had simply ticked off the purchases. She sensed little excitement.

She gathered the cuttings and photographs together and put them into a large envelope. One small newspaper cutting lay at the bottom of the drawer. Her heart lurched as she read it.


The police are investigating the disappearance of a Queenstown woman who went missing while on holiday at Mazeppa Bay for Easter.

The Daily Representative, 17 April 1968.




Long-banished memories rose like an unstoppable wave of nausea. Empty beach. Empty waves. Breathe. Breathe deeply. Must talk to Brian. He’ll be back from golf soon. He’d steady her rising anxiety. 

She folded the cutting and put it in a pocket. Dropped the envelope back into the drawer of her desk. Looked at her watch. 

Surely Brain would be home soon.

Her thoughts were still in turmoil when he returned from golf.

‘Jeez!’ he said, dropping his golf bag in the hall. ‘It’s shushu out there.’

‘A real scorcher,’ Laura agreed. Then added, ‘Did you enjoy your round?’

‘It was OK. Great seeing the guys again. Bloody great cloud of dust rises with every shot.’

‘Wait on the bench. I’ll bring you a cold beer and you can tell me all about it.’

They sat next to each other. Brian talked about his round. Bunkers avoided, drives far down fairways (surely a misnomer in the current conditions), chips that landed brilliantly, putts missed save for one holed unexpectedly from a distance. Laura listened, distracted. She took out the cutting and unfolded and folded it over and over. How could she talk about her mother’s death?

Sipping her shandy steadied her. She barely heard Brian’s descriptions. Finding the old newspaper cutting had shaken her badly.

‘Tricky, yes. Remember, the course is in an appalling condition.’


‘You enjoyed it?’

‘Highlight of my week.’


Laura wondered if she could pinpoint a highlight in her week. Ever since Hugh left for Cape Town the days had passed in a grey, monotonous blur. The undeniable tensions swirling around everyone’s lives – here and throughout the country – seemed distant. As if she was looking down the wrong end of a telescope.

Brian peered at her. He took a swig of his beer and cleared his throat. ‘You’re quiet this evening.’


‘Hmm. Had an awful shock.’

‘What happened? Are you OK?’


‘Found this when I was tidying my desk.’ She straightened out the old piece of newspaper and passed it over. Tried to stop her hand trembling.

He gazed at it and then looked up at her, frowning. Didn’t speak, though she could tell he was worried. So was she. The cutting had brought back all those memories she had hidden away, thinking life could continue without her knowing the answers about how her mom had died at Mazeppa Bay all those years ago. The locked door had been unexpectedly opened and she didn’t know if she could ever close it again.

Brian went on drinking his beer. Saw the taut skin on her face. Noticed the dark circles under her eyes. Talking to the guys after golf, they unanimously called it ‘the empty nest syndrome’. Yet Laura had been pleased and relieved Hugh was going to Cape Town. The old cutting had brought her subconscious worry to the surface.

‘Not knowing has come back to haunt me. I’m thinking of going to see Dad. He’s the last person alive who can throw light on things.’ She blinked and looked away into the distance.

‘For God’s sake, Laura. What are you going to achieve? Raking up old events from almost two decades ago. Will talking to your dad help at all?’


‘Actually, Mom died seventeen years ago.’


‘I hope you understand that your dad may not be able to help. You seem to be withdrawing from life. I hope you’re not suffering from depression again.’

He looked at the cutting.


Silence.


Avoiding his gaze, she said, ‘The cutting gave me a blunt reminder.’

‘Laura, darling. Details will always be murky. No one can say for certain what happened.’


‘I know ... I know.’


He looked worried. ‘Still taking those anti-depressants?’ Laura nodded. ‘You can’t reopen these old wounds. Too late to get answers now.’

She sniffed. ‘You’re right, I suppose. These unresolved worries never go away. They’re horribly unsettling.’ After a while, slightly breathless, she added, ‘But I want to visit Queenstown. Talk to Dad. Want to fill in details about the Bunt family. Especially about Mom’s drowning at Mazeppa Bay.’

‘Sometimes it’s better to leave things as they are. What’ll you achieve even if your dad can fill in some details?’


‘I need to go to Lewarne. Just not sure when.’


‘Sooner rather than later. We all saw how weak he was at the Hogsback. Showed no interest when Hugh and I told him about seeing rare Cape Parrots.’

‘Don’t frighten me.’ It was true. Her dad had seemed flat the last time they saw him. Didn’t want to go on favourite outings. Chose to sit in the shade of a big tree in a deck chair. Said he wanted to read. But she’d noticed how the book slipped from his fingers onto the grass, the pages unturned. Laura swallowed hard. ‘Understanding something can take worries away. Now this piece of newspaper has made everything sharp and urgent again.’

Brian pulled her towards him, and hugged her. ‘Leave it, darling. I can’t see what you’ll gain. You’re not likely to get answers after all these years.’


‘Maybe.’ She paused. ‘But grief delayed is grief denied.’
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Grahamstown, Monday, 11 March 1985

LAURA WAS getting ready to leave for work at the Rhodes 

University Library, a little surprised Rosie hadn’t yet arrived. It was unusual for her to be late. Collecting her briefcase from the passage, she saw her domestic help standing motionless inside the kitchen door. Something was wrong. Rosie hadn’t put on her overall. Her eyes were red and swollen. Had she been crying?


‘Are you unwell? Shall I get you some aspirin?’


Rosie rubbed her face. ‘Hayi, madam. Patience – she cry all day.’

For as long as Rosie Makeleni had worked for the Dawsons, her pride in her daughter had always beamed brightly. The girl did well at school. When Laura saw her, which was seldom, Patience struck her as polite and neat, and obviously fond of her mother.

‘Goodness me. Is she sick?’ 

Rosie shook her head.

An awful thought crept into Laura’s mind. Could pretty Patience be pregnant? Like disturbingly many girls in black schools.


‘No school for him.’


‘The schools are already open. Why can’t Patience go to school? She’s passed standard nine. She’s a good pupil.’


Rosie looked stricken. ‘Comrades say boycott.’ 


‘What do you mean? She needs to get her matric.’ Last year school boycotts had resulted in countrywide disruptions. ‘You mean there’s another demand for boycotts?’ 

Rosie nodded.

‘But it’s not her fault she spent much of last year out of school.’ Laura bristled with anger. ‘It’s not her fault the Comrades were dragging pupils out of classrooms. Saying they couldn’t go to school. Threatening to set classrooms on fire.’

Rosie stood helplessly in the doorway. Her head hung down.

Laura fetched a piece of paper. ‘Rosie, please write down the name of her school. I’ll phone the headmaster.’

Rosie wrote down the name and went slowly to put on her overall. ‘Before I phone, tell me, does Patience want to do matric?’


Rosie nodded emphatically. ‘She want to be nurse.’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’


Laura cautioned herself not to allow her anger to annoy the headmaster at Patience’s school, who confirmed a boycott had started, but added that once the boycott stopped there’d not be a place for her.

‘But this denies her an education.’ The headmaster didn’t comment. Laura’s objections did not make the slightest difference.

She phoned Settlers Hospital to ask if Patience could start training as a nurse. Perhaps as a nurse aide. Blank refusal. Matric or nothing. She felt increasingly frustrated – and desperate. If she’d been unable to get a positive response, how on earth could Rosie? She walked into the kitchen where Rosie was busy scrubbing the work surfaces. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t get Patience a place at her school or Settlers Hospital. We must hope these Comrades understand what they’re doing.’

Rosie stood silent and defeated. And as Laura drove away in her VW Beetle she knew that nothing she did at her part-time job at the Rhodes University Library would blunt the fury she felt.

That evening when Brian came home, she told him about Rosie and Patience. ‘I couldn’t get anyone to understand. Not the headmaster at her school; nor the superintendent at Settlers. Nobody could suggest a solution. Nobody understood that Patience is being denied a future.’


Brian slumped into a chair.


‘Please get me a beer. A really cold one. Today’s been dreadful. Lots of problems at the shop. Sorry about Rosie’s daughter. It’s the same across the country. The bloody Comrades are shouting “freedom before education”. They don’t care about pupils being hauled out of school.’

‘For God’s sake, Brian! Education is the great liberator! It’s crucial. I know the standards are very low in black schools. But surely it’s better than nothing. Patience, like thousands of black pupils across the country, is now just sitting around. Deeply frustrated. A whole generation sacrificed. As if their lives aren’t pretty unbearable anyway.’

‘I know. It’s hard to understand the school boycott. But there’s nothing we can do. You tried today. You now know how far it got you. Just drop the issue.’

Laura realised Brian was being practical. But she hated feeling unable to move things forward.

‘I’ll get you a cold beer and myself a shandy. Perhaps it’ll help smooth out the wrinkles.’

12 March 1985

ON TUESDAY, Laura decided to phone her dad. She’d spent the last two days thinking about what Brian had said. While she could understand why he thought she would gain nothing by dragging past worries to the surface, she also knew her dad was the last family member who could help her learn more about her mom’s death. What had he and Granny Mater discussed after the tragedy? Did Bert, her mom’s brother, express any opinions? Her dad and Granny Mater talked about how broken Bert had been by the Mazeppa Bay news .... Determined to relieve her growing frustration, Laura dialled the Lewarne number, certain she was doing the right thing.

Cynthia Mabandla answered the phone. As her dad’s carer Laura relied on her to keep in touch.


‘How’s Dad?’

‘Not eating. Sleep lots.’


‘It’s good he’s resting. It should still be warm enough for him to sit on the verandah.’


‘Yes. I get him.’


It took a while for George to reach the phone. ‘It’s good to hear your voice, Poppet. Are you and Brian OK? The news from Grahamstown isn’t reassuring.’

‘Actually the whole country is troubled. The terrible drought in the Eastern Cape is making things worse.’


‘How’s Hugh? Enjoying UCT?’


‘Very much so. We won’t see him over Easter because he’s going with friends to Hermanus.’


‘Lovely place.’


‘Yes, but not quite as special as Mazeppa Bay is for our family. Our last visit was when Hugh was a baby. Troubles in the country will need to settle before we can go again.’ Silence.


‘Are you still there, Dad?’


‘Hmm. I see Cynthia bringing out my tea. Lots of love to you all.’ 

And the phone went dead.

Well, Brian would say she could expect her dad to quickly brush aside any further comments about Mazeppa.

Now determined to visit Queenstown, and without finalising plans with Brian, Laura spent the next few days making tomato sauce for spaghetti bolognese, macaroni cheese and a large quantity of home-made soup. She packed all the food into single portions and popped the containers into the freezer.

Laura phoned Lewarne on Saturday, later in the afternoon. This time her dad answered the phone himself.


‘Hello, Poppet. No problems at home?’


‘Not really. We’ve not had summer thunderstorms. And it’s still horribly hot. Not cooling down.’

‘You’re probably too young to remember. But many, many years ago we had the worst possible drought. Here and in the district. The Bongola Dam was almost empty.’ 

‘Actually, I do remember. You and Mom drove me to see the Bongola full after a huge thunderstorm. The sluice gates were open. Water gushed like waterfalls all along the dam wall. I saw men on their knees. Mom said they were praying. I saw some crying.’


‘It was a miracle, that storm.’


‘We also had lots of rain going to Mazeppa Bay soon after you came back from the war. It poured. Uncle Bert didn’t think we’d get there!’


‘Ever the optimist, your uncle!’

They both chuckled.

‘How’re you keeping?’

‘Oh – so so. What can one expect at my age?’ 


‘Well, look after yourself. I’m taking a short trip to come and see you. I’m leaving on Thursday.’


‘That will be so nice. Look forward to it.’


The phone clicked off in her ear. Laura wondered whether mentioning Mazeppa Bay had been a problem. She was convinced now that talking to her dad face-to-face was essential.

Still uncertain about how to tackle these issues, she decided to phone Annamarie, her great friend and confidante. They had met as students. Annamarie had since married a farmer and was living in the Karoo. Laura hoped discussing problems with her would bring clarity, and suggest a course of action. Annamarie would offer good advice, Laura was sure, about her discovery of the newspaper cutting.

Her friend sounded surprised when Laura phoned. ‘Nothing wrong I hope.’


‘Yes and no.’

‘Have problems in Grahamstown got worse?’


‘They’re not being solved, but I’m phoning about a newspaper cutting I found in my desk. It’s stirred up old worries and I want to talk to Dad about it.’


‘What’s the cutting about?’

‘When Mom drowned at Mazeppa Bay.’

‘I don’t want to sound unfeeling, but that was ages ago.’


‘Hmm, that’s Brian’s attitude. But it’s always bothered me our family never really discussed it, you know. They, well, brushed it aside.’

‘Why don’t you go to Queenstown?’ Annamarie asked after a pause. ‘Hugh’s in Cape Town and I’m sure Brian will manage with Rosie’s help.’

‘Brian’s dismissed my worries. Things are getting really tricky in town. Don’t like to bother him.’


‘What are you hoping to learn from your dad?’ Silence.


‘My dear friend, talk to me. I simply don’t know what you’re upset about.’

Laura breathed in deeply. Tears started trickling down her cheeks. ‘I ... hope you don’t think I’m being stupid. Mom apparently drowned because ... because ... she got caught ... in a rip current. Could she ... might she ... have committed suicide? It’s an idea that has repeatedly nagged at me.’


‘That’s an awful worry to carry around.’


‘Our whole family pushed any such questions away ... and Hugh needed my attention.’


‘Ja. Just a few months old.’


Another pause. ‘I feel awful that I can’t really advise you,’ Annamarie added. ‘I think you need to let it go and accept what happened all those years ago. But if it’ll help you, go to Queenstown. Talk to your dad. He may know about something in the background and be prepared to tell you. Just don’t expect easy answers.’
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Monday, 18 March 1985

EVERY DAY ROSIE arrived she remained withdrawn. Any questions about Patience and her schooling were answered with a shake of her head.

On Monday afternoon when Laura arrived back from Rhodes, Rosie said a doctor from Queenstown had phoned. Laura’s heart sank. ‘Did he leave a message?’ Rosie shook her head. ‘Thanks. I’ll phone Dr Jackson now.’ She feared what she might hear.

‘Cynthia contacted me yesterday about your dad. He had a nasty fall in the garden. After the surgery closed I went round to Lewarne. He was shaken, shocked. But no bones were broken. I think you should come to see him. Quite soon. I’d like to discuss his future arrangements with you. Not over the phone.’


‘Oh my goodness that all sounds alarming.’


‘Falling at your dad’s age is never a good sign. Next time he might not be so lucky.’

‘I can take a few days unpaid leave. Could be in Queenstown sometime on Thursday.’

‘Good. I’ll make an appointment for you late in the afternoon. There’s a newly opened retirement complex, Green Haven. Perhaps you can persuade your dad to go there. I’ve tried without any luck.’

When Brian came home, Laura told him about her dad’s fall. ‘Tomorrow I’ll sort out arrangements for unpaid leave. They’ll understand. Dr Jackson didn’t indicate how long I’d need to be in Queenstown.’

‘No need to fuss. Rosie will look after me. Perhaps make some suppers and leave them in the fridge. I can always pick up pies after our usual Friday get-together at the club. Hmm.’ Brian frowned, ‘You have to face the fact your dad’s no longer a spring chicken.’

She had been worried. Perhaps she and Brian should have gone to Queenstown earlier. That night, Laura slept fitfully. She dreamt of visiting a place she didn’t know, where the people she passed were strangers. Stopping to ask them directions proved fruitless. She wandered about, increasingly troubled. Flights of stairs confronted her and doors remained closed, even when she tried to open them. She needed to find something or someone soon. Answers kept escaping her, just when she was getting near a solution. She awoke tired the next morning. And uncertainty about what to do entangled her thoughts during the day.

20 March 1985

THE EVENING before she left for Queenstown Brian had told her that cars had been stoned in Raglan Road. ‘Wish you could take another route. Fortunately most of the stoning happens in the late afternoon.’ The worry lines were etched on his forehead. Brian changed the subject. ‘The bloody drought doesn’t let up ... Any funerals stoke rising anger ... The school boycotts continue. No one has any answers.’

Laura shared his concerns. ‘Well, what about Winnie Mandela’s remarks? About taking over the country with stones, boxes of matches, and necklacings. Yes, she’s a brave, outspoken activist. But to inflame passions? She doesn’t seem concerned about mob rule.’ After a pause, she continued, ‘Throngs of people stand around while necklacing victims burn to death with flaming petrol-filled tyres around their necks. No trial is conducted. It’s kangaroo justice. And the witnesses don’t move a muscle to stop it.’

‘Our current rulers hardly have clean hands,’ said Brian. ‘Just think about claims that people arrested by police fling themselves from high-rise windows, apparently committing suicide. Men are beaten to death in police cells. Apartheid South Africa breeds startling levels of violence, of extreme brutality. I can’t agree that everyone should follow suit. Frankly, it horrifies me.’

‘God, Brian! You’re horrified. I’m terrified. What decent future lies ahead? For all South Africans? Just recently, Andre Brink said that the most brutal aspects of apartheid are more apparent here than anywhere else in the country.” Harold Macmillan’s speech to our parliament in 1960 – about the Wind of Change sweeping across Africa – certainly stirred things up. The fifties Mau Mau uprising in Kenya seemed far away to us. But Macmillan’s wind is buffeting now against the borders of South Africa. Remember our guide in Botswana told us how important a sense of place is. He sounded really bitter when he said he was born in Salisbury, Rhodesia. Not in “H-a-r-a-r-e Z-i-m-b-a-b-w-e”.’

‘Your dad fought in the last war. Wonder what he thinks?’

‘I’ll ask him about all this. But most of the fighting occurred outside South Africa. Mom once mentioned the Ossewabrandwag. But she didn’t seem unduly worried by what was happening here.’

‘Ja. Anyway, that was about Afrikaner Nationalism. Feelings ran deep in those communities. Carried over from the Boer War. And many people in the Afrikaans-speaking communities felt bitter about the so-called Great War.’

‘Please let’s stop talking about this. What the hell are we going to do?’

‘Try to keep steady. Not easy, I’ll grant you. We must take it a day at a time!’

A way through all the turmoil was not clear, but Laura refrained from mentioning Rosie’s continued worry about Patience, who was still not back at school.

That night she struggled to sleep. Vast blackness surrounded her, reproaching her for something. If only she could push back all the fragments of conversation she kept hearing.

She sat up, switched on the bedside light and poured herself a glass of water. Thankfully Brian was still asleep. Glancing at her watch, she saw it was already past midnight. But drinking the water didn’t ease her churning thoughts. She switched off the light and lay back. She couldn’t pinpoint when the real but unacknowledged unhappiness in her family started. Something Tolstoy wrote nagged at her, about each unhappy family being distinctive in its own way. 

Perhaps it had been an underlying thread from way back.

In the morning she staggered upright, pulled on her clothes and went to get some breakfast. Brian had finished his and was getting ready to leave for the pharmacy.


‘Did you have a good night?’

‘Not really. Kept trying to keep worries at bay.’
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Thursday, 21 March 1985

DESPITE FEELING deeply unsettled about what she might learn, Laura couldn’t wait for Thursday.

‘I hope it’s an easy trip,’ Brian said as she finished packing her Beetle. ‘It’s about three hours. Look after yourself.’

‘Promise. No speeding fines, no parking tickets when I stop for lunch. And I should reach Queenstown in time for my appointment with Doctor Jackson.’

Brian enveloped her in a bear hug. She was facing more than a decline in her dad’s health. Both found it difficult to pull away. She wanted to cling to him. But she’d already felt his movement towards the front door, even if only slight.


He said, ‘Drive carefully.’ And left for town.


After Brian had gone, Laura picked up her bag, reversed out of the drive, and turned into Somerset Street. Soon she reached Raglan Road. Thank goodness all seemed quiet. She’d always enjoyed driving, especially on her own. Gave her time to think.

She’d often travelled this road. Undulating grassveld spread out on either side, dotted with thorn trees. She was sorry to miss the tall Aloe ferox in flower. In winter the red and orange spikes stood proudly like candelabras above their leaves. The old leaves formed a skirt that hid the stem. Groups of the aloes were striking on rocky hillsides. Juice from the leaves had been used for hundreds of years by all people living here.

Further on, the sight of a tall, stone watchtower on a hill alerted her to nearing Peddie. And images flashed across her mind of the Frontier Wars: white settlers, the Xhosa and other tribes struggled for about a hundred years over land and cattle. The road wound its way along much of the disputed Eastern Frontier. Frequently there were outbreaks of hostilities despite forts and military villages established to protect the Frontier. She visualised the sharp contrast of the traditional red coats often worn by the British forces, which offered no camouflage, with the way their opponents blended easily with the veld. Hard to imagine the violence now with the veld stretched out amongst rolling hills, cattle grazing peacefully.

Leaving the Great Fish River behind, she crossed the Keiskamma River, and drove quickly through King William’s Town.

When the Amatole Mountains reared into view, she stopped in Stutterheim for lunch and a thirst-quenching cup of tea. The small town, nestled in a hollow at the base of these mountains called ‘The Calves of the Drakensberg’, was an important forestry centre. The large plantations formed a striking contrast with the grassveld she’d been travelling through. The region’s high rainfall contributed to the almost mystical combination of indigenous forests, glorious waterfalls, moss-covered ancient trees and spectacular views. The Hogsback section apparently inspired Tolkien’s Middle Earth in The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. However, on this trip the large forests did little to lift her spirits. The closer she got to Queenstown, the more she felt the burden of family matters. Memories kept welling up.

Could she face delving into her history? Her mom hadn’t paid much attention to any of her activities. Perhaps – the thought seemed ridiculous but sadly believable – simply because her mom found her plain.

Coming home from school one day when she was twelve, she heard her mom and some friends playing mahjong in the sittingroom. She slipped unnoticed into the passage, but heard her name and stopped.

‘Laura’s features can’t be improved.’ Her mom’s laugh was brittle.

‘That’s rather harsh,’ said one woman. ‘Your daughter has beautiful, expressive eyes. She’s only twelve. Still got years to develop.’

‘Harsh, but true,’ replied her mom. ‘Laura will be a perfect example of those capable women who helped build the Empire. Can’t imagine any man will want to whisk her off into marriage.’

Laura crept into her bedroom. She’d love to be beautiful and stylish like her mom. Had her mom always found her disappointing? 

She must be ordinary looking, she thought sadly. Her mom never tried to boost her confidence. From all she had heard, marriage was the unspoken future for all girls. Yes, one could be a nurse, or a secretary, or a teacher. One might even go to university. But one needed to marry. What was the old saying her granny kept citing when she was whistling?

‘A whistling woman and a crowing hen are neither fit for God nor men.’

Queenstown was now a little over an hour away. She didn’t need to rush. And she was grateful to have a break.

Stutterheim’s corner tea room on the main road offered a comfortable stop. Wooden tables of different styles, covered with varied oil cloths, conveyed a relaxed atmosphere. Enjoying her tea and toasted cheese sandwiches, she heard a small flock of screeching, green birds flying overhead. She didn’t get more than a glimpse. But she was sure they were endangered Cape Parrots and made a mental note to ask Brian.

As Laura got closer to Queenstown she mused over what she needed to discuss with her dad. She knew such conversations wouldn’t be easy. The more she reflected about her life in Queenstown, the more she realised her family’s attitude wasn’t helpful. The Bunts always turned away, and they ignored signs of troubled feelings. They forged ahead regardless. Their apparent refusal to communicate with each other, except at a superficial level, perhaps stemmed from fear that exposure might unleash an upsurge of torment or even incalculable pain. Pain that could tear apart the family for ever.

As the journey wore on, another, particularly hurtful memory of her family’s attitude to problems surged to the surface.

Truth be told, she’d expected to marry Steve Forrester. While at Rhodes University, starting her second year BA, she met this good-looking student studying Law. They clicked immediately and their relationship deepened during the next two years. While she completed her teaching diploma in 1959, Steve was in Johannesburg hoping to do Articles with a firm of attorneys. They phoned each other and wrote letters.

She believed he was the love of her life. She recalled how her heart raced whenever they met. She thought about their lives together after she graduated. He was coming to Queenstown once she got home. She was excited at the prospect of seeing him again, hearing him again. He’d never popped the question. No. Yet all their friends considered them almost engaged. As did her parents.

After Christmas, her dad asked, ‘So when’s this boyfriend coming to stay with us? He’s going to find Queenstown quiet after Joeys.’


‘Soon, Dad. He’s going to phone when he can get away.’


Days passed with no call. Then the letter arrived. Barely a page.


Dear Laura

I won’t be coming down. In fact I’ve reached a difficult decision. Have got Articles in a super firm of attorneys up here. More importantly, I met one of the partner’s daughters. 

We hit it off at once. Next week we’re getting engaged.

Know it’s sudden. But I’m sure it’s the right decision.


Hope you have a great future. 


Steve


Laura struggled to breathe as a surge of disbelief swamped her.


She cried – sobbed – when she told her parents.

‘Many fish in the sea,’ said her mom.


‘Darling Poppet,’ said her dad, as he hugged her. ‘Anyone who could do this to my daughter isn’t worthy of her! Chin up.’

Even Granny Mater said, ‘He behaved badly. You’re well out of it. Get over him and move on.’ 

That closed the subject.

She couldn’t believe everyone dismissed how betrayed she felt. Abandoned by Steve. Steeling herself to apply the family’s advice, she opened the box where she kept all his letters and the photographs from Rhodes: Rag and Hall dances. And even the end-of-year ball in 1958. When all had seemed wonderful. Found a studio portrait of him. Wouldn’t look at it. Cleared the box. Went into the backyard. Made a pile. Set fire to it. Watched the papers and photographs blacken and curl, then kicked at the ashes left behind. Refused to think of what might have been. Struggled to take her family’s advice. Struggled to close this part of her life. Why had Steve dropped her so easily? For a partner’s daughter? So recently met? Shut her mind. Ripped out her feelings. And she had them. Yet the wound stayed raw for so long she wondered if it would ever heal.

Another kilometre or so and she remembered Annamarie asking her how she had started a serious relationship with Brian Dawson.


‘Sure you didn’t turn to Brian on the rebound?’

‘Of course not!’

‘Did you ever see Steve again?’


‘Once. I was leaving the library. He was walking up the steps. He introduced his wife, Helen. Said he was showing her the campus.’


‘What did she look like? Was she gorgeous?’


‘Frankly, I didn’t care. It was long ago. Don’t want to talk about it.’

Laura does not tell Annamarie how her body betrayed her at that chance meeting. Weak legs. Voice croaked. Stumbled while hurrying to her Beetle. Flung open the car door. Ground the gear lever into reverse. Drove home in a daze. Groped her way to the garden bench. Body quivered for a long time. Fought for calming breaths. Couldn’t explain to Annamarie how Brian made her feel comfortable. Filled a gap in her life. He never disrupted it. Utterly dependable. When he kissed her, bands didn’t play. Choirs of angels didn’t sing. But she always felt secure. Steve might have fitted the cliché of tall, dark and handsome. However, she often sensed he was edgy.

She remembered how she and Brian met. It was the start of her fourth year, Laura’s close circle of friends were back, almost unchanged. Familiar faces. Familiar voices.

Laura braced herself for the inevitable questions about Steve. Briefly she said what had happened. Murmurs of sympathy over mugs of coffee. But soon there was discussion about subjects being taken. One or two had to repeat certain courses in order to complete their degrees. Laura let herself sink into the usual topics. But she still felt numb.

About two weeks into the term she got terrible stomach pains, especially after she’d eaten. At first she tried to dismiss them. Took an aspirin now and again. However, the frequency escalated. Then, after lunch one day, a friend dropped into her room to ask about an essay that was due. She found Laura writhing on the floor, gasping with pain, almost unable to talk.

‘What on earth’s the matter? Did you eat something bad?’ 


Laura shook her head and continued to groan.

‘I’m phoning a doctor immediately.’


It wasn’t long before her friend returned with news that someone could see her later. She drew the curtains and helped Laura onto her bed.


‘I’ll take you to the doctor.’

‘No need. Pain goes after a while.’


‘You must get expert advice.’ 

Laura nodded. Closed her eyes.

By mid-afternoon the pain had lessened and she was able to walk to the surgery.

She explained her symptoms and the doctor examined her.

‘I see you’ve had your appendix out. No need to worry about that. Do you have any idea about this?’


‘It started when I got back to campus.’

‘How are you finding your courses?’

‘Pretty dull. But OK. Only this year to go.’


‘I’m prescribing something to help relax the stomach sphincter. I think it spasms because you’re so tense.’ The doctor wrote something on his pad. ‘Come and see me after a week if these tablets don’t work.’

‘Thanks, Doctor.’ Even as she took the script she felt relief. Maybe she’d soon have this behind her.

Walking down High Street, she found a pharmacy. A young man in a white coat stood behind the counter. She gave him the prescription.

‘I won’t be long.’ He disappeared into the back. Thankful, Laura sat on a stool next to the counter. The pain was a shadow now, but she felt awful.

He soon reappeared, putting a small box into a packet. ‘You take one of these tablets before every meal. They should ease the pain pretty fast.’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t have an account. I’ll phone home. Ask my dad to send the money.’ As he gave Laura the packet, she noticed his kind eyes. ‘No rush.’

Pause.

‘I’m about to close up. Can I take you back to your res? My car’s round the corner.’

Laura nodded, ‘Thank you so much.’ Perhaps guardian angels were real after all.


‘Just wait outside the door. Won’t be long.’


Soon a car stopped in front of the shop. ‘I’m Brian Dawson, by the way.’


‘I’m Laura Bunt.’ And she slid into the car.


They were soon outside her residence. As she got out, Laura said, ‘Thank you for your help. Can’t speak now.’

Brian Dawson smiled with understanding and drove away.

Yet she couldn’t erase the image of Steve’s letter from her memory. That betrayal. Even now, decades later, if she closed her eyes she recalled it in all its unfeeling detail.

After Cathcart, the road to Queenstown stretched endlessly. She was aware of almost carrying the Beetle on her back. When the car struggled up the hills, giving the odd shudder, she realised she wasn’t concentrating on her gear changing.

‘You poor thing. I’ve been focusing on the past.’ She patted the Beetle’s dashboard. ‘Sorry. I’ll try to drive better.’

It was late afternoon as she approached Queenstown. The shadows were lengthening across the road when the familiar mountain landmark of Hangklip rose blue and reassuring in the far distance. Looking at her watch, she saw she was just in time for her appointment.

She parked in Robertson Road. The familiar surgery hadn’t changed from the converted old family home she remembered. 

Tired after her trip, she was relieved the waiting room was empty. Dr Jackson saw her immediately. This tall, middle-aged man had a no-nonsense approach which she appreciated. Like Dr Campbell before him, he knew the Bunt family well. He agreed the situation in Ebden Street presented problems.

‘As I told you over the phone, falls in elderly people are not good. At seventy-four years old, your dad’s quite fit. Checked his heart and blood pressure. Found nothing wrong. However, I really want you to discuss Green Haven with him. It’s a new retirement complex and he’d be comfortable there. More importantly, he’d be safe. I’ve tried to interest him in it. He simply refused, which is a pity because it’s such a practical solution.’


‘I’ll try talking to him while I’m here.’


‘If he rejects the idea again, I think you’ll have to make arrangements for someone to sleep at the house overnight. And over weekends.’


She nodded.


‘If your dad falls out of bed during the night he may well not be able to get up. Also, he may have injured himself. Is there a phone next to his bed?’


‘Yes. And another in the hall.’


‘All good – as long as he can get to them.’ Dr Jackson paused. ‘I know Cynthia gives him willing and efficient care,’ he added. ‘But she’s only at Lewarne from Monday to Friday. And she told me she leaves at about five o’clock. She also comes for a few hours on a Saturday morning. He’s alone in the house for a worrying length of time. Your dad’s got frail. We can’t deny that.’

‘Yes. But I don’t think he’d agree to come to Grahamstown, to stay with us.’ She hesitated. ‘Cynthia told me recently he’s not eating properly. I’ll take note of this.’


‘I can always make a house call if you’re worried.’

‘Thanks. I hope it won’t be necessary.’


As she left the surgery Laura realised she’d not thought enough about her dad’s predicament. An impenetrable fog of silence had descended after her mom’s death at Mazeppa Bay. As if the exhausted family couldn’t face discussing it. No one tried to produce reasons for anything.

When Granny Mater had moved from Penwith to Lewarne, she and her dad were company for each other. Now the house, a family home for decades, was empty for long hours every day. Certainly once Cynthia left for home.

She turned into Shepstone Street and glanced at the Cenotaph, remembered vivid pictures of Remembrance Day ceremonies. Then she drove along Ebden Street until she came to Lewarne. The lovely, north-facing old home hadn’t changed. Small covered porches on either side of the front door gave opportunities to enjoy late summer shade. But the triumph was the wide, covered verandah along the east side. The Bunts found its generous proportions so comfortable they spent most of their lives there.

Her dad sat on the verandah and stood up awkwardly as she got out of the Beetle.

‘Hello, Dad. Here at last. Seemed a longer trip than usual.’


Cynthia came to the gate. ‘I’ll carry the luggage.’

‘Thanks. I’ll manage. But I’d love a cup of tea.’


While Cynthia was in the kitchen, Laura went onto the verandah and hugged her dad. She got a shock when she felt how thin he was. ‘Would you like some tea?’


‘No thanks. I had some earlier.’


She passed Cynthia carrying a tray. ‘Please put the tea on the outside table. Then you needn’t stay. I just hope you made a macaroni cheese for our supper.’

‘Yes. Old master likes hot bottle in bed. Also one
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