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For Grace.

And for every pair of hands that kept something alive.

‘The best things in sewing are not efficient. They are correct.

There is a difference.’

— Hester Petersen, Sedgewick Bay
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In Sedgewick Bay, a fishing village on the False Bay coast of South Africa, ten-year-old Riley Hart grows up in a household held together by two trades: her father Daniel's fishing boat, the Grace Note, and her mother Grace's Singer sewing machine. When Grace falls ill and leaves an unfinished blue dress as her last lesson to her daughter, Riley begins to understand that what the needle knows cannot be taught in words.

After losing both parents before she is thirteen, Riley is passed between a distant aunt and a church home before Nomsa Dlamini, the village fishmonger, fights through the courts to bring her back to the harbour. Returning to Sedgewick Bay, Riley reclaims her mother's machine and rebuilds her life through craft, community, and the harbour wall where her father taught her to read the sea.

At fifteen, Riley completes her mother's unfinished dress and wears it to fight a development corporation threatening the harbour. At nineteen, she opens Hart Atelier in a converted harbour shed, its north windows giving the right light for fine work. At twenty, she discovers that a dress her mother made thirty years ago has been living in the wardrobe of a fisherman's family, holding them in ways Grace never knew.

Spanning twenty years of one woman's life, Threaded Hearts is a novel about the knowledge that lives in hands rather than minds, the communities that survive by tending to one another, and the truth that the broken place, folded in and sewn strong, becomes the strongest part of any seam.
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The Sea Remembers
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The ocean has a way of holding memories.

I have lived beside it for seventy years, and I can tell you that the sea forgets nothing. It keeps the names of drowned men in its currents. It keeps the laughter of children who grew old and left. On certain mornings, when the light comes up soft and grey over False Bay and the kelp gulls have not yet begun their arguing, I sit on the old dock at Sedgewick Bay and the water gives its memories back to me, one wave at a time.

This morning it gave me Riley.

She was ten years old the summer I am thinking of, a small brown-limbed girl with her mother's dark eyes and her father's habit of standing too close to the edge of things. If you had seen her then, barefoot on the harbour wall with a fishing line wrapped around a cool drink can, you would not have guessed what the sea was preparing for her. None of us guessed. That is the mercy of it, I suppose. The waves that watched her grow said nothing of what they knew.

But I am getting ahead of myself. Every heart has a story, and every story begins somewhere. Riley's begins on an ordinary Tuesday in December, in the last whole summer of her childhood, in the smell of fish and diesel and her mother's jasmine soap.

Let me take you there.

♥  ♥  ♥
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The morning began, as all good mornings did, with the sound of her mother singing off-key.

Riley Hart lay in her narrow bed under the window and listened. The song came from the kitchen, tangled up with the hiss of the kettle and the tick of the old sewing machine being uncovered, and it was some hymn Grace Hart had learned as a girl in Grahamstown and had been gently murdering ever since. Riley's father said that Grace sang the way seagulls flew in a storm, with great commitment and no control whatsoever. Grace said that God listened to the heart and not the ear, and anyway, Daniel Hart snored like a boat engine with water in the fuel line, so he could keep his opinions.

This was the weather of Riley's house. Teasing that was really tenderness. Noise that was really love.

She kicked off the sheet and knelt up on the bed to look out the window, because this was the first thing she did every morning of her life, the way other people said prayers. The window of the little house on Wale Street looked down over the tin roofs of Sedgewick Bay, over the harbour with its rocking fleet of wooden fishing boats painted in colours that had no business being on boats, turquoise and mango and a pink that Auntie Nomsa called happy-pig, and beyond the harbour wall, filling the whole bottom of the sky, the sea.

That morning the sea was the colour of an old coin, and flat, which meant the boats had gone out early. Riley counted the empty moorings. The Bontebok was out, and the Two Sisters, and the Merrylegs. Her father's boat, the Grace Note, was still tied up, which meant Daniel was working on the engine again, which meant he would come home in the evening smelling of grease and swearing softly in the way he thought she could not hear.

Everything was where it should be. The whole world, all four streets of it, was in order.

Riley was ten years old, and she believed, in the way children believe things, deep in the body where words do not reach, that it would stay that way forever.

♥  ♥  ♥
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In the kitchen, Grace Hart was already at the machine.

She sat where she always sat, at the table by the window where the light was best, with her black Singer in front of her and a river of white satin flowing across her lap and down into a clean sheet spread on the floor. Pins bristled from the cushion strapped to her wrist. Her hair was tied up in the blue doek with the faded hibiscus print, and her bare feet worked the treadle in a rhythm as steady as tide.

A wedding dress. Riley could tell from the doorway. Wedding dresses got the clean sheet on the floor and the washed-hands rule and the special quiet that Grace wore like a shawl when the work mattered.

"There's porridge," Grace said, without looking up. Her needle ran a seam thin as a pencil line. "And don't touch the satin. You've got fish hands."

"I haven't touched a fish since Saturday."

"You've got fish hands from birth, my child. It's your father's side."

Riley grinned and ladled porridge into the yellow enamel bowl that was hers, that had always been hers, and sat at the safe end of the table to watch her mother work. This was another thing she did the way other people prayed.

Grace Hart was the finest seamstress on that whole stretch of coast, though the women who wore her dresses mostly did not know her name. The work came through a bridal shop in Cape Town whose owner drove out once a month in a white bakkie, dropped off bolts of fabric and paper patterns, and drove away again with finished gowns wrapped in plastic like sleeping brides. The shop's label went in the collar. Grace's hands went in everything else. Riley had once asked her if it made her angry, sewing her whole heart into dresses that would carry a stranger's name down the aisle, and Grace had thought about it for a long moment, the way she thought about all of Riley's questions, as if they deserved her whole attention.

"The dress knows," she had said at last. "The dress knows whose hands made it. And on the day, when that girl is standing there shaking, and the seams hold her together so she can be brave, that will be me holding her. She won't know it. But the dress will."

That was Grace. She believed that things knew. Boats knew their skippers. Houses knew their families. Thread knew whether it was sewn with love or with hurry, and would hold or give way accordingly.

"Ma," Riley said now, through porridge, "Thabo says his uncle saw a whale inside the harbour wall. Right inside. By the slipway."

"Thabo's uncle also saw the Virgin Mary in a pilchard tin."

"He says it was a baby one. Lost from its mother."

Grace's foot paused on the treadle. Just a small pause, half a heartbeat, and then the rhythm again. "Then I hope it found its way out on the tide," she said. "Come. Hold this straight for me. Wash your fish hands first."

Riley washed, and held the satin where her mother showed her, and the machine sang its clattering song, and outside the window the gulls wheeled over the harbour, and this, all of this, is what the sea remembers of that morning. An ordinary Tuesday. A mother and a daughter and a river of white.

It was Riley, holding the fabric, standing close, who heard it first. Grace turned her head away toward the window and coughed, once, twice, a small dry sound, polite as a knock on a door.

"Ma?"

"Dust," said Grace. "This satin sheds like a cat." And she smiled, and the smile was so warm and so completely her mother's that Riley believed it absolutely, and forgot the cough before the porridge was cold.

The sea, which forgets nothing, did not.

♥  ♥  ♥
[image: ]


Sedgewick Bay was not on most maps, and the people who lived there considered this a blessing.

It sat in a fold of the mountains on the False Bay coast, a half-moon of harbour, four streets of small houses stacked up the slope, one church, one school, one shop that sold everything from paraffin to birthday cards, and the fish market on the harbour where Auntie Nomsa ruled from behind her scale like a queen behind a throne. Three hundred souls, more or less, and most of them fed one way or another by the water. The men fished. The women worked the catch, or cleaned houses in the rich suburbs up the line, or, like Grace, made beautiful things for people who would never visit. The children belonged to everybody. That was the law of the place, older than any law written down. A child on the harbour was every adult's child, to be fed, scolded, and hauled out of the water by the collar as the situation required.

Riley spent that December the way she spent every December, which is to say, half fish herself. Mornings she fished off the wall with Thabo Mokoena, who was eleven and could name every engine in the fleet by sound alone, the way other people recognised voices. Afternoons, when the southeaster got up and threw spray over the wall, they retreated to the slipway and helped old Walter, the harbourmaster, mend nets, or pretended to, while he told them lies about the sea so enormous and so beautifully constructed that they could stand off the truth for hours.

And in the evenings, the boats came home.

If there is a better sight in this world than a small fishing fleet coming home in the gold light with the mountain going purple behind it, I have not seen it, and I have been looking for seventy years. The whole village came down for it, not because they had to, but because it was the day's amen. The women with their knives ready at the market tables. The children on the wall, counting hulls. The old men by the bollards, saying the same things they said every evening, that the snoek were late this year, that the wind would turn by Friday, that in their day the fish had jumped straight into the boats out of respect.

Riley always stood at the end of the wall, at the very edge of things, watching for the Grace Note.

Her father's boat was seventeen feet of stubborn white-painted wood with a green trim and an engine that Daniel Hart spoke to like a difficult relative. He had named the boat for his wife before he had quite finished courting her, which Grace said was presumption and Daniel said was faith. When the boat cleared the harbour mouth, Daniel would look for Riley on the wall, always, first thing, before the mooring, before the catch, his eyes going to the end of the wall the way a compass needle goes north. And when he found her he would put his hand flat on his chest, just once. It was their sign. It meant, there you are. It meant, all of me came back.

Riley would put her hand on her own chest to answer.

Years later, she would stand on that same spot until her legs shook, making the sign at an empty sea. But that is ahead of us still, and the telling of it will wait its turn. That December the boat always came in, and her father always found her, and his hand always rose to his chest, grease-black and certain.

"One day," Thabo said, one of those evenings, "I'm going to fix engines so good that no boat ever breaks. Not one. Nowhere."

"Then old Walter says the sea will just find another way," Riley said. "He says the sea always collects."

"Old Walter talks rubbish."

"Ja," said Riley comfortably, and leaned her head against her friend's shoulder, and watched her father's boat come home. "He does."

♥  ♥  ♥
[image: ]


On the last Saturday of that December, Daniel Hart took his daughter to sea.

It was not the first time. Riley had been going out on the Grace Note since before she could walk, strapped first into a fish crate padded with her mother's outrage, then graduating to the wheelhouse step, then to the bow, where she now stood with her toes hooked under the anchor rope and her arms out, riding the swell the way the gulls rode the wind, without thinking about it, because her body had learned the sea before her mind had learned anything at all.

But this Saturday was different, because this Saturday her father let her steer.

"Two hands," he said, stepping back from the wheel with the elaborate unconcern of a man performing a ceremony and pretending not to. "She pulls a little to port. Feel it?"

Riley felt it. The whole boat came alive through the worn wooden wheel and up her arms, the engine's heartbeat, the drag of the water, the small constant argument between where the boat wanted to go and where she asked it to. Ahead the sea ran silver to the horizon and the mountains stood back on either side like an honour guard, and behind them Sedgewick Bay shrank to a handful of coloured stones tumbled at the foot of the slope.

"Where's home?" her father asked, which was the oldest test, older than the steering.

Riley pointed without turning her head. Not at the village. At the notch in the mountains behind it, the one shaped like a gull's wing, which you could see from further out than any rooftop, in worse weather than any light.

"And if there's fog?"

"Wind on my left cheek going out means wind on my right cheek coming home. And the sound. The bell buoy first, then the wall."

"And if there's no wind and no sound and no notch?"

"Then I stop," Riley recited, "and I wait, and I trust the sea to get bored of me before I get bored of it."

Daniel Hart laughed, that big laugh that came up from his boots, and rubbed her head with a hand that smelled forever of engine grease and salt, two smells that Riley would hunt for in the world for the rest of her life and find only in harbours, only ever in harbours. "Your mother thinks I'm teaching you fishing," he said. "Don't tell her I'm teaching you the important things."

They fished the afternoon in the lee of the point, and caught little, and it did not matter. Her father talked, the way he only talked out there, away from land, as if his words were also things that needed sea room. He told her about his own father, whom the sea had collected before Riley was born, and how a man carries that and goes out anyway, because the water that takes is the same water that feeds, and you do not get to choose only half of it. He told her the boat's engine was speaking rubbish again, listen, that knock, there, and one day soon it would want money they didn't have, but a boat asks and a boat gives, same as the sea, same as everything.

"Same as Ma?" Riley asked, watching her line.

Her father was quiet for a moment. The boat rocked. Far off, a cormorant went down like a thrown knife and did not come up where she watched for it.

"Your ma," Daniel said, "is the only thing in this world that only gives."

The sun went down the sky. When they turned for home, Daniel put his hand flat on his chest and nodded at the notch in the mountains, and Riley steered them in, all the way in, through the harbour mouth in the last gold light, and her mother was standing at the end of the wall with the wind pulling at the hibiscus doek, laughing, shouting something about her two fish-handed sailors, and if the sea had any mercy in it at all, it would have let them all stay in that hour forever.

It does not. It keeps the hour instead. That is all the mercy the sea has ever had, that it keeps what it will not let us keep.

♥  ♥  ♥
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The cough came back in January, after the schools opened.

It came back the way weather comes, in small signs first. Grace singing less in the mornings. Grace stopping halfway up the hill from the market to look at the view, though she had seen that view ten thousand times and had never before needed to look at it with her hand pressed to her ribs. Grace turning her head away from the satin, away from the supper table, away, always away, as if the cough were a rudeness she could keep from the family by pointing it out to sea.

Riley noticed the way children notice, which is to say completely, and without the words to say what she had noticed. It went into her the way a splinter goes in, too small to see, deep enough to stay.

One night in February she woke thirsty and went down the passage, and stopped, because the kitchen light was on and her parents were talking in the voices they used when they thought she was asleep, voices with all the teasing gone out of them.

"Friday," her father was saying. "Petersen said he'll take my shift boat Friday, so I'll drive you. We'll go early, miss the traffic."

"It's money we don't have, Daniel. It's a cough."

"It's three months, Grace."

Silence. The tap dripped. Riley stood in the dark passage with her feet going cold on the cement floor and learned, in that moment, a thing that every child learns eventually and no child ever forgets, that the house where you sleep has rooms in it you have never seen, and in those rooms the grown-ups are afraid.

"If I go to the doctor," her mother said at last, so quietly that the words barely made it down the passage, "then it's real."

"Gracie."

"Let me finish the dress first," Grace said. "The blue one. Let me just finish the blue one, and then I'll go, I promise you. A dress must never be left unfinished, Daniel. It's bad luck for the girl who'll wear it."

Riley went back to bed without her water. She lay under the window with the sea sounding in the dark, hush, hush, hush against the harbour wall, the oldest lullaby in the world, and she made a bargain with it, the kind of bargain ten-year-olds make. Keep her safe, she told the sea, and I will never complain about fish hands again, I will hold the satin straight, I will be so good.

The sea said hush, hush, hush, which children always take for yes.

Down in the kitchen the light burned late, and the sewing machine started up again, clattering into the small hours, stitching against time. And out beyond the harbour wall the water lay black and patient under the summer stars, holding everything, the boats and the bargain and the small dry cough, keeping all of it, the way it keeps everything.

The sea remembers. That is its work.

Ours is the mending.

—-
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Colour of Thread

[image: ]


The blue dress was not a wedding dress.

That was the first strange thing about it, and Riley turned the strangeness over in her mind all through that February the way she turned shells over on the beach. Wedding dresses came from the shop in Cape Town, with patterns and deadlines and the man in the white bakkie. The blue dress came from nowhere. There was no pattern. There was no client that Riley had ever heard named. There was only her mother, in the evenings now instead of the mornings, because the mornings had gotten hard, unrolling a bolt of deep blue fabric that she kept wrapped in an old sheet on top of the wardrobe, and working on it slowly, without the machine, by hand.

The fabric was the exact colour of the sea in the hour after sunset, when the gold is gone but the black has not yet come. Riley knew, because she checked. She stood at her window with a snippet of thread her mother had let her keep, and held it up against the evening water, and it disappeared.

"Who's it for?" she asked, more than once.

"For a girl," Grace said, "who'll need it one day."

"Which girl?"

"Hold your arm still. I'm measuring."

That was the second strange thing. The measuring. Grace measured Riley's arms, and her back, and the distance from the knob of her neck bone to the floor, and wrote the numbers in the little book where she kept all her clients' bodies translated into pencil. But when Riley pointed out, reasonably, that the dress hanging on the wardrobe door was far too big for her, made for a grown woman with a grown woman's shoulders, Grace only smiled and said that a good seamstress measured twice.

"Measure twice," Riley recited, because it was catechism in that house, "cut once."

"And?"

"And thread knows."

"Thread knows what?"

"Whether you sewed it with love or with hurry."

"And which is this?" her mother asked, holding up a seam of stitches so small and so even they looked machine-made, though Riley had watched every one of them come off the point of a hand needle in the yellow lamplight.

Riley looked at the stitches. She looked at her mother's face above them, thinner than it had been at Christmas, with a new shadow living under the cheekbones, and her mother's eyes steady on her, waiting, the way they waited when a question mattered.

"Love," Riley said. "But also hurry."

Grace laughed, and the laugh turned into the cough, and the cough went on this time, on and on, doubling her mother over the blue fabric until Riley ran for water and stood holding the glass with both hands, useless, ten years old, while the kitchen filled up with the terrible sound. When it passed, Grace sat back and breathed, and patted the chair beside her, and took the water, and said, in a voice like torn cloth, "Both. Ja. You've got the eye, my girl. Love, but also hurry."

She went to the doctor that Friday, as promised. The blue dress was not finished, which broke her own rule, but Daniel had stopped asking and started deciding, and there is a certain gentleness in a frightened man's deciding that even a stubborn woman will finally allow.

They left before dawn in the borrowed bakkie. Riley stood in the road in her school uniform and watched the tail lights go up the hill and around the bend by the church, and then went down to Auntie Nomsa at the fish market, as arranged, and gutted snoek all morning with a fury of concentration that made the old women exchange looks over her head.

"Your ma will be right," said Auntie Nomsa at midday, putting a vetkoek in front of her. It was not a sentence with any medicine in it. It was just what you said. But Nomsa Dlamini was a big woman with a voice that could carry over a southeaster, and when she said a thing, the sheer size of the saying held you up for a while, the way salt water holds you up whether you believe in it or not.

Riley ate the vetkoek. Out in the bay the water glittered, blue as thread.

That afternoon, when the gutting was done and her hands were raw with brine, she did not go home to the empty house. She went instead to the slipway, where Thabo lay under old Walter's dinghy with only his legs showing, surrounded by an operating theatre of spanners laid out on a sack.

She sat down on an upturned crate and said nothing. This was the arrangement between them, unspoken, ratified years ago in the way children ratify their constitutions, by simply living them. When one of them had a thing too big to talk about, the other one supplied company and did not supply questions.

For a long time there was only the clink of tools and the slap of small water against the slipway. Then Thabo's voice came out from under the boat, careful, aimed at the hull above his face.

"My gogo had it. The coughing thing."

Riley's chest went tight. So it was already everywhere, then. Already in the streets, already under the boats. "Ja," she said.

"She got better," Thabo said. "For six years she got better. She saw my cousin get married and she danced. I'm just saying. Pass me the ten."

Riley found the ten-millimetre spanner and put it into the grease-black hand that appeared from under the gunwale, and the hand squeezed her fingers once, hard, before it took the spanner and disappeared, and that was the whole conversation, and it was worth more to her than every careful sentence the adults had begun to lower over her head like tarpaulins.

"When I have my workshop," Thabo said, after a while, from under the boat, "you can do the books. You're better at sums."

"I'm going to sew, man. Like my ma."

"Fine. Sew. There's money in overalls. Everyone needs overalls." A pause, the ratchet working. "We'll have the workshop by the slipway and you'll do the overalls and the flags and I'll do the engines, and no boat in this bay will ever break down or go out ugly. Deal?"

Ten years old, eleven years old, on a slipway that smelled of kelp and diesel, planning the rescue of the world. "Deal," said Riley, and shook the black hand when it came out, and for one whole minute the future was a place you could plan.

♥  ♥  ♥
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Cape Town gave its verdict slowly, the way institutions do, in stages designed to be survivable.

First there were X-rays, and the word shadow, which Riley overheard and privately hated, because shadows were nothing, shadows were what you made with your hands on the wall to make babies laugh. Then there was a week of waiting, in which the house went carefully normal, everyone acting their parts so well that supper sometimes fooled all three of them at once, and laughter would break out real as weather before it remembered itself. Then there was a second trip, a longer one, tests with names like incantations, and a third trip, and after the third trip her parents came home in the dark and sat Riley down at the kitchen table, under the good lamp, where the satin used to flow.

Her mother took her hands. Her father stood behind her mother with his own hands on her shoulders, and Riley saw that he was not standing there to comfort Grace but to hold himself up by her, the way you hold the gunwale in a swell, and that frightened her more than any word that followed.

"You know I've been sick," Grace said.

"The cough."

"The cough, ja. The doctors looked inside my chest, and there's a thing growing there that shouldn't grow." Her mother's voice was level and warm, the voice she used for measuring, for facts. "It has a name, but the name doesn't matter. What matters is, the doctors are going to fight it, and I'm going to fight it, and I need you to understand that we're telling you the truth, always, whatever happens. This family doesn't sew lies. Not even small ones. Do you hear me, Riley?"

"Is it cancer?" Riley said.

The lamp hummed. Somewhere down the hill a dog barked and was told to be quiet in two languages.

"Yes," said Grace.

There. The word, in the room, sitting on the table between the salt and the bread like a thing that had been delivered to the wrong address and could surely, surely be sent back. Riley looked at it. Ten years old. She did not cry, not then. That is another thing the grown-ups never expect and the sea already knows, that children meet the great waves the way small boats do, bow-on and silent, and take the breaking of them somewhere deep in the hull where the damage doesn't show at first.

"Can I still hold the satin for you?" is what she finally said.

And it was Grace who cried.

♥  ♥  ♥
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The village found out the way villages do, without anyone announcing anything. By the following Sunday the church prayed for the Hart family by name, and Riley, sitting in the pew between her parents, felt the whole congregation's attention settle over the three of them like a net, and could not decide whether it held them or caught them. Both, she decided at last. That was the thing about Sedgewick Bay she would spend her whole life learning and relearning. The net that catches you is the net that holds you. They are the same net.

Food began arriving. It arrived the way food arrives in poor communities, which is to say sacrificially, plates covered in wax paper carried down Wale Street by children sent as ambassadors, curries and breyanis and pots of samp, each one representing an economy Riley was too young to calculate and would weep over when she was old enough. Auntie Nomsa sent fish so reliably that Daniel began finding parcels inside the Grace Note's wheelhouse, wrapped in newspaper, no note, as if the boat itself had caught them out of loyalty.

And the man in the white bakkie came from Cape Town, and there was a conversation at the front door that Riley watched from the window, her mother standing very straight, the man looking at his shoes, and after that the river of white satin stopped flowing through the kitchen. The label shop, it seemed, could not wait on shadows. Grace came inside, and put the kettle on, and stood looking at her silent machine for a long moment.

"Good," she said, to the machine, or the kettle, or the room. "More time for the blue."

Once, in the school holidays, Riley went with her to Cape Town. She had begged for it, and Grace, breaking every rule she had made for herself about what a child should see, had at last said yes, perhaps because the truth was becoming heavier to carry than the sight of it.

The hospital was the biggest building Riley had ever been inside. It ate them at the door and moved them through itself along coloured lines painted on the floor, follow the yellow line for oncology, and Riley held her mother's bag and her mother's arm and hated the yellow line with a purity of hatred she had never felt for anything living. In the waiting room, rows of people sat under white lights, all kinds of people, rich shoes and broken shoes, all of them turned the same colour by the lights and the waiting, and Riley understood dimly that the shadow in her mother's chest lived in a great many chests, that it was ordinary, and this was the most frightening thing of all. Terrible things were supposed to be rare. That was the deal. That was supposed to be the deal.

A nurse with tired kind eyes gave her a sucker and called her sisi and told her her mommy was a fighter, and through the door and down the corridor her mother went, small under the lights, turning once to wink.

On the bus home Grace slept against the window with her doek slipping, and Riley sat guard over her, watching the city unravel backward into mountains, and the mountains open at last onto the flat shining astonishment of the sea. Her mother woke as they came down the coast road, the way sailors' wives wake when the wind changes, and looked out at the water for a long time.

"You know what I miss," she said. "Inside there, in that building. You can't hear it. All my life I never slept one night without the sea in my ears, and in that place, nothing. Just machines pretending." She took Riley's hand and put it flat against her own chest, over the sternum, over whatever was and wasn't growing there, and Riley felt the heartbeat, stubborn as an engine. "There it is," Grace said. "Hear it? Hush, hush. I keep a little of the sea in there. They can't get it out with all their needles."

She worked on the blue dress through the autumn, through the treatments that took her to Cape Town on the early bus twice a week and sent her home grey and hollowed, through the falling-out of her hair, which she met by tying the hibiscus doek lower and declaring that she had always been vain about the wrong things anyway. On the bad days she only sat with the fabric on her lap, her hands resting on it, as if the dress and she were keeping each other company. On the good days she sewed, and taught.

Because that was the third strange thing, the thing that Riley understood only long afterward, standing in front of a mirror in that same blue with salt in her eyes. Somewhere in that autumn, without any announcement, the lessons had changed. Her whole life, her mother had let her help. Now, suddenly, patiently, seam by seam, her mother was teaching her. The running stitch and the backstitch and the invisible hem. The way you turn a French seam so the raw edges disappear inside their own fold, hidden and held, and the fabric shows the world one clean line.

"Why do they call it French?" Riley asked.

"Because everything sounds more expensive in French," said Grace. "Watch again. You fold the wound inside the seam, you see? The tear is still there. You don't pretend it never happened. You fold it in, and you sew it strong, and the place where it broke becomes the strongest place in the whole garment."

She held the fold out for Riley to feel. Riley felt it. Doubled cloth, dense under her fingers, a small ridge of survived damage.

"Again," said her mother. "Your hands must know it without you. One day your head will be too sad to remember, and your hands will have to do it alone."

"Ma."

"Mm?"

"Are you going to die?"

The needle paused. Outside, the evening boats were coming in. You could hear the engines, each one its own voice, Thabo could have named them all, and under the engines the water, hush, hush, against the wall.

"Everybody dies, my love," Grace said. "I'm going to fight long and hard, and the doctors are clever, and God is good. That's the truth and the whole of it, and I promised you no lies. But listen to me now." She put down the needle. She took Riley's face in her two hands, thimble still on the middle finger, a cool small crown against Riley's cheek. "Whatever happens. Whatever happens, Riley Hart. You are sewn with love. Every seam of you. Love, and no hurry at all. Ten years I took over you, and I'd have taken a hundred. Nothing that is coming can unpick that. Do you hear me? Nothing that is coming can unpick it."

The engines came into the harbour one by one. The Bontebok, the Two Sisters, the Merrylegs, the Grace Note. Down at the wall her father was making the boat fast and looking up toward the house, toward the lit kitchen window, his hand rising to his chest.

There you are. All of me came back.

Riley put her hand over her mother's hand, over the thimble, and held it against her face, and the two of them sat like that while the light went out of the water, the gold first, and then the blue, that exact blue, the colour of the thread, the colour of the hour when the dress would one day be worn, going down slowly into the black.
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CHAPTER THREE
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What the Needle Knows
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Winter came to Sedgewick Bay the way it always did, from the southwest, with a southeaster that swept the bay white for days at a stretch and drove the fishing fleet into the harbour to wait. The mountain above the village disappeared into cloud and did not come back for weeks. Smoke from the coal braziers threaded through the lanes. The sea, dark green and purposeful, threw itself at the harbour wall without anger, just information: here I am, here is what I am, this is my work and I will not stop.

Grace Hart became thinner.

It happened in the way a candle burns, slowly, and then faster, and then all at once. Through June her face lost the fullness that had always been there, the broad warmth of it that Riley had fallen asleep against a thousand times. By July the treatments in Cape Town were leaving her so emptied that Daniel sometimes had to carry her from the bakkie to the house, and she would let him, which told Riley more than any doctor had managed to say. Grace Hart did not let herself be carried. That was the law of her. So when she stopped arguing about it and put her arms around Daniel's neck and leaned her head on his chest and let him take her weight up the front steps, Riley understood, with a child's total comprehension, that the law had changed.

What did not change was the teaching.

If anything, as the body slowed, the lessons came faster, packed closer together, as if Grace were covering territory she had always assumed there would be more time for and was now recalculating, revising, running her eyes over the map with a planner's concentration, deciding what could not be left out. She taught Riley the blind hem, which is a stitch so small it vanishes into the fold of fabric, invisible from the right side, holding everything up in secret. She taught her how to set a sleeve, which is the hardest thing in garment construction, the sleeve turning in its armhole the way a shoulder turns in its socket, and the satisfying click of it when you get the ease exactly right, the sleeve hanging without pulling, the fabric draping, the garment suddenly and completely alive.

She taught her how to read grain lines, how to cut on the bias so cloth falls soft, how to press every seam before crossing it because an unpressed seam is a lie that looks right until it doesn't. She taught her how to let out a seam and how to take one in, how to add fabric and how to remove it, the whole grammar of garment alteration, the language you need when the person changes but the cloth must follow.

Riley sat at the machine and at the ironing board and at her mother's feet and learned.

She was eleven now. Her hands had changed over the year, growing knuckled and precise, her fingers longer, and sometimes at the machine she would look down and see her mother's hands at the end of her own wrists, and the recognition was so startling and so warm that she would have to stop and hold them in her lap for a moment, just hold them, as if her own hands were a gift someone had left for her.

"Your tension's off," Grace said one afternoon, looking over Riley's shoulder at a seam she had just run. "Look. Loops on the underside. Turn the dial two clicks to the left. The machine will tell you when it's right."

"How will I know what it's telling me?"

"Because it will sound different. Smoother. A happy machine makes a different sound than an unhappy one." She put her own hand over Riley's on the dial. "Close your eyes. Turn it. Listen."

Riley closed her eyes and turned the dial one click, two. The machine's voice shifted. Something in the clatter resolved itself into a cleaner rhythm, and she felt it before she heard it, the whole vibration of the machine changing quality, the way a conversation changes when someone stops performing and starts speaking.

"There," said Grace. "Did you feel it?"

"Ja."

"You'll always feel it before you hear it. That's why your hands have to know. Not your head. Your head is too slow and too scared. Your hands go ahead."

She put down the piece she was working and looked at the window for a long moment. Outside the southeaster was laying itself flat across the bay, all the boats straining at their moorings in one direction like dogs on leashes pulling the same way. Her breathing had the new sound in it, the sound Riley had stopped telling herself she couldn't hear. A small roughness at the base of each breath, like fabric over a raw seam.

"The blue dress," Riley said carefully. "Can I help with it today?"

"Not today. Today you're going to do the fly zipper on the practice trousers, and get it right, and I'm going to sit here and be very critical and difficult."

Riley grinned. "That's your good day face."

"This is my every day face. What are you talking about." But her eyes were warm, the warmth that had no name because it did not need one, the warmth that simply was, the way the sea simply was, and in the years ahead, when Riley was lost and cold and had no address and no plan, it was this particular warmth she would navigate by, putting herself toward it in the dark the way you put your cheek to the wind.

Riley did the fly zipper. It took four attempts and the fourth was correct, the zipper lying flat and flush, the seam above and below it continuous and uninterrupted.

"Keep that piece," Grace said. "The ones that almost broke you are worth keeping."

She returned to the blue dress then, working by hand, slow stitches in the failing afternoon light, and Riley sat beside her with the salvaged zipper practice piece in her lap and the Singer ticking over on a test seam, and the kitchen was what the kitchen had always been, two people in it making things, and for that afternoon it was enough. More than enough.

Outside the southeaster drove white spray over the harbour wall and the boats tugged at their moorings and the mountain stayed invisible behind its cloud. Inside, the lamp made a warm circle on the two of them, mother and daughter, needle and machine, the sound of the work the sound of the house's heart.

Later that evening, after Grace had taken her medication and gone to bed, Riley sat alone at the machine.

She had not planned to. She had sat down at the kitchen table to do her homework, history, the colonisation of the Cape, which her teacher expected two pages on by Friday, and the history had not come. Her mind kept going to the other side of the room, to the machine covered in its cloth, to the practice pieces stacked on the table beside it, to the blue dress on its hanger on the wardrobe door upstairs where she could not see it but knew it was.

She got up and uncovered the machine.

She sat down at it and did not sew anything in particular. She ran the machine on a piece of scrap calico, just the rhythm of it, the treadle under her feet and the needle rising and falling and the thread laying down its thin straight line through the fabric. She ran seam after seam, parallel lines, filling the calico with stitching the way you fill a page with practice letters. It was not productive. It was necessary.

The machine talked to her in its way. She had spent enough hours beside it in her mother's company to understand its language, and alone, this late, with the house quiet and the sea doing its work outside and Grace's breathing from upstairs, the machine said something she had not heard it say before. Something about continuity. Something about the relationship between the person who sits at the machine and the machine itself, which outlasts the sitter, which has outlasted a hundred sitters before this one and will outlast a hundred more, and what passes between them in the sitting, the knowledge, the feel of the fabric, the calibrated tension of the thread.

The machine was her mother's machine, and before that it had been someone else's, bought at a sale in Grahamstown when Grace was seventeen with the sewing competition prize money. It had a life before Grace and it would have a life after. The thread running through it was a continuous thing, one length of it, running from whoever had last put it there through the eye of the needle and into the fabric and the seam and the garment and the person who wore the garment, connected, one long unbroken filament.

She was in the middle of it. She was a point on the thread.

She turned off the light at eleven, covered the machine, and went upstairs. She stood in the doorway of her parents' room and listened to her mother breathing, the roughness at the base of each breath, and she matched her own breathing to it, slow and deliberate, and they breathed together in the dark for a while, her mother asleep and Riley awake, both of them in the same house on the same night with the sea below the window and the machine waiting in the dark kitchen.

Then she went to bed and slept.

♥  ♥  ♥
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The treatment made her mother's hair fall out in October.

It happened in two weeks, the dark hair thinning and then not there, and Grace's response was to tie the hibiscus doek lower on her forehead and declare, in a voice that brooked no sympathy, that she had always been vain about the wrong things anyway. She bought two more doeks from the market with money she did not have and wore them all three in rotation, the hibiscus, a green one with small white dots, and a yellow that she wore on Sundays and that Nomsa said made her look like a sunflower, which Grace said was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her.

Riley watched her mother invent dignity and stored the watching somewhere deep, the way you store a thing you know you will need later and cannot yet name a use for.

The good days and the bad days organized themselves into a pattern. On good days Grace sewed, talked, sent Riley to the market with a list, called opinions down the hill at the neighbours, and was almost the kitchen-window Grace of the December mornings before all this. On bad days she moved from the bed to the chair by the window and back again, and the machine stayed covered, and Riley made the meals and kept the house and did not make noise about it.

On the bad days the blue dress lived on its hanger on the wardrobe door, and Grace sometimes looked at it from the chair, and her face had an expression Riley did not have words for, something past love, something that knew things she was not going to say aloud.

It was on one of these bad days that Grace told her about the French seam.

Riley had come in from school and found her mother in the chair, the blue dress taken down and spread across her lap, her hands resting on it, not sewing, just present with it. The afternoon light was thin and the room smelled of the eucalyptus rub they put on her chest at night.

"Come here," Grace said.

Riley came and knelt by the chair, which put her level with her mother's hands and the blue fabric, close enough to smell the jasmine soap that somehow still lived in her mother's skin underneath everything else.

Grace picked up a fold of the seam at the sleeve head and held it out. "Feel this."

Riley felt it. Doubled cloth, dense under her fingers, a small ridge of fabric that felt more substantial than the rest, more anchored.

"That's a French seam," Grace said. "Do you remember what it means?"

"You fold the wound inside the seam. The tear is still there, but you fold it in and sew it strong."

"And?"

"And the place where it broke becomes the strongest part."

Grace put her hand over Riley's, over the seam, over the ridge of doubled cloth. "I need you to remember this one," she said. "Not just your hands. Your whole self. Because what is coming, Riley, whatever it is, is going to ask you to fall apart, and falling apart is not wrong, it is not weakness, everyone falls apart, but after, you have to fold it in. You have to make it the seam. Do you understand me?"

Riley understood her mother. She was eleven years old and she was her mother's child and she understood.

"Will you be there when I do it?" she asked. The question came out smaller than she intended.

Grace's hand tightened over hers on the seam.

"Listen to me now," she said. "I am in this dress. I am in the machine. I am in your hands. Wherever your hands go, I go. That is not a comfort I am making up. That is the truth. Thread knows. You taught me that." She smiled, the full warm smile, undimmed. "You told me yourself. Love. But also hurry."

Riley put her head down on her mother's knee, on the blue fabric, on the French seam, and Grace's hand rested on her hair, the thimble cool against her scalp, and the afternoon went slowly gold and then grey.

♥  ♥  ♥
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Grace went into hospital properly in August, and came home in September.

She came home from it not because the doctors had run out of things to offer but because she had run out of ways to want what they were offering. Riley understood this over time, not all at once. She understood it the way she understood the tide, by watching the pattern of it, by reading the signals in her mother's face when she came home from the last appointment and set her bag down inside the door and stood in the kitchen and breathed in the smell of the house, the old smell, salt and machine oil and years of cooking, the smell that was the complete record of their life in that place.

She came home to be home. She chose the smell of the sea over what was being offered. Riley would not have words for this choice until she was thirty, but she would carry it from the moment she understood it, this thing her mother had done, this huge and ordinary act of deciding where she wanted to be when.

The last two months Grace sewed only the blue dress, and only by hand, the machine stayed covered, working in the mornings when she had the most of herself left. The work was slow and intricate and beautiful. Riley watched, not helping, because she knew by now that this part was not hers to help with. Only to witness.

The dress was almost finished. It needed the hem, and the hem alone, that last circumference of turned fabric that makes a garment complete, that seals everything else in. Riley watched the hem not being finished and understood at last what her mother was keeping for her. The lesson she could not teach with words. The lesson that had to come from the hands making the final pass alone.

On a Tuesday evening in October, when the light off the water was the last good light of the day, Grace took the blue dress off its hanger and put it in Riley's arms. The body of it, the sleeves, the invisible zip at the side seam. Everything but the hem.

"Keep it for when you need it," she said. "You'll know when."

Riley held it. The fabric was the exact colour of the sea in the hour after sunset and it smelled of her mother's hands.

"The hem," Riley started.

"When you're ready," said Grace. "Your hands will know before you do."

She sat back then and looked at the bay, the way she had looked at it all her life, with complete and comfortable attention, as if the sea were an old friend whose conversation never ran dry. Her hands in her lap, the hibiscus doek drawn low. Her breathing.

Outside the harbour was going dark. The boats were in, the Grace Note at its mooring with the green trim catching the last light. From downstairs came the smell of the fish Daniel was frying and the small specific clatter of him trying not to burn it, which Grace had spent eleven years teasing him about.

Riley sat beside her mother. Neither of them said anything. The sea said hush, hush, and they listened, the two of them, in the last of the good light, with the blue dress between them and the whole bay going slowly dark.

—-
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Quiet House
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She knew before she opened her eyes.

Eleven years old, and she knew it the way you know a sound has stopped, not by hearing the absence but by feeling the change in a room. Something that had always been present was not present. The house was the same house, the ceiling the same ceiling, the sound of the sea came through the same window, but the quality of the air was different, the way the air in a room is different when a candle has just been put out, even before the smoke comes.

She lay still for a long time. Long enough for the dark at the window to begin softening. Long enough for the first gull to say something to the water outside and the water to say nothing back.

Then she got up.

Her father was in the doorway of their bedroom, leaning against the frame in the way people lean against doorframes when their legs are not to be trusted. He had his hand flat on his chest. He was looking at Riley, and the look was one she had never seen on him before, not grief exactly, not yet, grief would come later, but something before grief, some earlier country that grief travels through on the way to becoming itself. A blankness, as if the man she knew had stepped one pace back from his own face and stood behind it looking out.

"Go down to Nomsa," he said. "Tell her to come."

Riley dressed in the dark. She took her shoes in her hand, which was how you went down stairs at night in that house, carefully, the wood knowing your feet and being kind about it. She went out the front door and down the hill, barefoot on the cold lane, and the sky was the grey before dawn, the grey that is not quite dark and not quite light but exactly the colour of the transition between them. The harbour at the bottom of the hill was black and still. The boats were dark shapes at their moorings, none of them moving. She ran to the fish market and pounded on the door of the flat above it until Nomsa appeared at the window in her nightgown, enormous and instantly awake in the way of women who have raised children and learned that night knocking does not wait.

Riley did not say anything. Nomsa looked at her face and did not ask. She pulled on her coat over the nightgown and came down and put her hand on Riley's shoulder and they walked up the hill together, the two of them going up through the blue dark, their feet on the wet road, the mountain invisible above them.

Riley did not go back inside the house. She sat on the low wall at the end of the lane and watched the door and the sky and the sea at the bottom of the hill, all three at once, the way the mind does things when it is keeping itself very busy. After a while the sky began to lighten in earnest, the grey becoming violet and then a thin hesitant gold over the mountains to the east, and the gulls started, and then more doors opened along the lane and more people came out, because Sedgewick Bay was a village that woke together, and when Nomsa came to a door before dawn the whole street knew by the time the first boat engine started.

People came and sat with her on the wall, one by one and then in pairs. Nobody asked her anything. This was the understanding, older than any of them, the law of the village: when there is nothing to say, you come and you sit. You put your warmth next to the cold thing and you stay. Thabo came, and Walter the harbourmaster, and old Hester Petersen wrapped in a coat over her nightdress, and the women from the church choir who had sung for Grace last year and were already, Riley understood dimly, preparing to sing again.

When the sun was fully up and the harbour was moving with the ordinary morning business of the boats, Nomsa came down the lane and sat on Riley's other side and took her hand. That was all. No words for what was settled between them in that grip, that pressure, just the fact of it, which was enough.

♥  ♥  ♥
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Grace Hart was buried on a Saturday, in the churchyard on
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