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Because this novel is set
within a specific community in South Africa, there are times when I
have utilised local words and phrases. A glossary is provided at
the end of this book.
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2014











Annamari fingered the
brown envelope, turned it over and examined the return address
printed on the back. Again. It hadn’t changed. The blurred rubber
stamp, faded, patchy black slightly illegible in places,
nevertheless clearly stated: “Department of Land Affairs”. She
turned it over and reread the front: “Mr and Mrs T van Zyl, Posbus
325, Driespruitfontein”. That hadn’t changed either.

An ominous rumble issued
from the rapidly blackening clouds that rolled, threatening and
pendulous, over the distant Maluti Mountains towards Steynspruit,
the three naked poplars etched black against the pale sun. She
shivered. She knew she should welcome the rain. It had been a long,
dry winter and Steynspruit was thirsty.

But not today.

She gazed,
unseeing, down the driveway to the bend which led to the turnoff
from the Driespruitfontein road. Her left hand caressed the smooth,
faded wood pillar supporting the corrugated iron roof of the
deep stoep
with its delicate broekie lace latticework put
up by her pa’s oupa
to soften the austere lines of the
farmhouse. It was rusting now, breaking in places. They really
should fix it. But what was the point?

She rubbed her
foot along the crack in the uneven stone floor – a dull red from
years of liberal application of Cobra polish and worn by
generations of Steyns playing, and sitting, and walking, and
gossiping and just standing, as she was now, looking out across the
fields. She’d forgotten to be careful when she put her coffee mug
down on the peeling wooden table but she couldn’t be bothered to
get the lappie
from the nail near the door to wipe
up the spill. The old wicker cane armchairs, with their threadbare
floral cushions, wobbled and rocked when you sat in them. She
didn’t feel like sitting. Not today.

She waited. Arno was
coming home. He had something important to tell her, he’d said. Her
stomach was hollow, churning. She always felt like this when her
oldest son had something important to tell her – ever since that
time he had called home, so excited about his new job at Silver
Properties.

‘I got it, Ma,’
he’d said. ‘Alan Silverman himself interviewed me and he’s given me
a job.’

Somehow, she’d
managed to congratulate him, and as the years passed, the vague
feeling of dread had
receded. But it
never really went
away. Every time Arno phoned, or came
home, she waited for the axe to fall.

When she heard Alan
Silverman had died, she’d cried. With regret. And relief. She
shouldn’t have. She should have felt bad, sad. Surely feeling
relief at a man’s death, especially such a horrible death, was just
another sin to add to all the sins she would one day have to
account for? The envelope weighed heavily in her hand. She turned
it over yet again, glanced at it and then returned her gaze to the
approach road.

The first
raindrops plopped heavily onto the sandy path around the
stoep, sending up little spurts of dust. Then they fell faster
and harder, and the path succumbed into a red river of mud. She
peered through the torrent. The poplar sentries had disappeared. So
had the bend in the road. A spear of lightning ripped the clouds
apart. She jumped, startled by the thunder she’d known was coming.
And laughed softly at herself. Thunder always made her jump. And
sometimes reminded her of that day.

Water splashed
through the leaking gutter over the front steps driving her back,
away from her comforting pillar. So she sat, feet planted firmly on
the red stone to still the wobbling of the wicker chair. She
fingered the envelope again.
And waited.

She pushed her glasses
back up her nose, and squinted at her wristwatch. A silver wedding
anniversary present from Thys, it had come in a fancy red box,
lined in velvet. So pretty and delicate. But now, more than a
decade later, she really needed a more practical
timepiece.

It was getting late.
Surely he wouldn’t be driving in the storm. The gravel roads,
seldom graded nowadays, were treacherous in the wet. But he loved
storms. While other children would cry in fear as rain pounded
corrugated iron roofs, drowning out all other sound, Arno would
press his little nose up against the window and watch the fury,
turning around to smile at her, his blue eyes round and sparkling.
Almost as if he knew, as if he shared her secret. Ridiculous. But
if she knew anything about her son, he probably hadn’t stopped in
Driespruitfontein, waiting out the storm as any other sensible
person would, before driving on to Steynspruit.

She watched the
storm intensify. It wouldn’t last much longer, but that didn’t ease
her anxiety. After a good soak like this, ploughing would be able
to start soon. Maybe. It all depended. She tapped the envelope on
her denim-clad
thigh, then got up and walked
resolutely into the house. She propped the envelope on the white
marble and stinkwood mantelpiece that framed the cast iron
fireplace in the lounge. Thys should also be home soon. They’d open
it together. Or maybe they’d wait. Whatever the Department of Land
Affairs wanted this time, it could wait. She chose a log from the
pile next to the fireplace and placed it in the grate. Then she
chose another. And another. After the storm, a log fire would be
nice and cosy, even in spring. She went back outside and watched
the storm abate, moderating its fury into a fine, misty
drizzle.

A car roared up
the driveway. She hitched up her jeans, pleased that the diet she’d
found in the Huisgenoot magazine
actually seemed to be working this time. She smoothed her white
shirt over her hips, pushed her glasses back up her nose and tucked
the stray grey tendril that had escaped from her ponytail behind
her ear. His fancy 4x4 was splattered in dark mud. She was glad
he’d decided to come in his Land Rover rather than that absurd
Porsche thing he’d driven down in last time. He’d almost wiped out
the sump on a pothole.

She ignored her
internal churning and smiled as he climbed out of the vehicle and
waved cheerily. She waved back. Arno was home. He was safe.
Everything was okay. For now. The passenger door opened slowly and
a young woman with short dark hair got out. Arno put his arm around
the girl’s shoulders and walked towards the stoep.
Annamari smiled. Excited. Delighted. He had finally brought a girl
home to meet her and Thys, which could only mean he was truly over
Beauty. And that, at last, he was really serious about a
girl. Probably even
serious enough to marry
her.

The girl barely reached
his shoulder, she was such a tiny little thing. And such a pretty
girl too, a little pale perhaps, but with a neat little figure in
tight black pants, black boots and a red jacket. They smiled up at
her from the foot of the steps. Annamari adjusted her glasses
again. Her smile froze. A cold hand clutched her heart. She
couldn’t breathe. Her lips moved as she silently begged the Lord to
please, please let her be mistaken. But she knew, deep down she
knew that the Lord had finally turned His back. That the time had
come and He would finally wreak His wrath.


Chapter
1

Thirty-six years earlier: 1977











This wasn’t the
way Annamari ever thought it would be. She should be happy.
She was happy. She was marrying Thys. She wanted to marry
him. She’d always wanted to marry him. For as long as she could
remember. They were made for each other. She’d be crazy not to be
happy.

They had been
‘unofficially engaged’ for years, she and Thys. Since they’d walked
together through the gates of Driespruitfontein Laerskool for the last time, and he’d proposed. At twelve years old,
she’d been almost as tall as him, and he’d looked into her eyes and
told her that he was going to marry her. One day. Today.

Ma was looking
a little frazzled. No wonder after arranging her only daughter’s
wedding in just two weeks, in Bloemfontein, in Thys’
ouma’s church, away from prying eyes and curious stares. As if
everyone in Driespruitfontein was so bloody stupid they wouldn’t
realise.

‘You ready?’ Pa
said.

She took his proffered
right arm, tight in an unfamiliar new tan jacket with a matching
waistcoat. Pa’s dark blue suit, the one he’d worn to church and
funerals and weddings – other people’s weddings for as long as she
could remember – was probably still hanging in his cupboard at
Steynspruit.

Ma brushed at
the new panel they’d had to sew in to her puffy skirt to hide the
stain where Oom
Jan had spilled his red wine on
Sunette last year. It was kind of Sunette to let her borrow her
wedding gown, even if it made her look like a marshmallow. It would
have been impossible to have a pretty dress like this made in time.
Or to buy one. Not in Driespruitfontein or Bethlehem. Not even in
Bloemfontein. The new panel was a slightly different shade of white
but you had to look closely to notice. She didn’t really care. She shouldn’t really be wearing white anyway but Ma said
that was stupid and of course she should. She was marrying Thys and
she and Thys were always going to get married. Just not so soon,
Ma’s eyes said, but her lips curled into a cheerful
smile.

‘Be happy,’ Ma
murmured in her ear, a prayer followed by a kiss before turning to
Pa, straightening his blue tie. Then Ma tugged down her floral
chiffon skirt and tottered through the door, unsteady in her new
high heels. ‘If I don’t wear heels to my only daughter’s wedding,’
she’d said, ‘when will I ever get the chance?’

The
organ was playing the tune it
always played for brides at their weddings. It sounded so familiar,
and so strange. Annamari stepped through the door at the back of
the church and paused as dozens of curious eyes riveted themselves
to her waistline. She lifted her chin, repaired her smile and
squeezed her bouquet, a frothy confection of pink carnations, white
roses and – deep irony that no one else seemed to notice – baby
breath. Out the corner of her eye, if she glanced up, she could see
Pa’s Adam’s apple wobble.

‘C’mon, Pa. Let’s do
it,’ she said, and together, they made their way slowly down the
aisle, the organ music soaring around them. There was Christo, all
stiff and self-important in his role as best man, dwarfed by Thys.
Poor Thys, so tall and straight and solid; his pink scalp shining
through his freshly cropped white-blond hair; proud in his pale
blue Driespruitfontein Hoërskool full-colours blazer. He turned his
head and smiled at her, his velvet eyes crinkled at the corners,
radiating love and trust. She caught her breath, stumbled. She
couldn’t do this. Pa tightened his grip.

Thys’ fist
closed over her nerveless fingers. Pa kissed her cheek and faded
away. Together, she and Thys turned to face the dominee. Not Thys’ father, thankfully. He’d refused to conduct the
service, Thys had said. Thys wasn’t even sure his father would come
to the wedding. But he had. Annamari could feel Dominee van Zyl’s
eyes boring into her back. She lifted her chin once again and straightened her shoulders.

And then it was over. The
organ soared once more as she marched back up the aisle with her
new husband and through the church doors to face them all. Thys
held her hand gently.

‘Ag Annamari,
you look pragtig,
so pretty.’ That was Santie gracious
in defeat. She’d had her eye on Thys too. All the girls at school
had. Who wouldn’t? The dominee’s son, the
first team’s star player destined to be a Springbok, good-looking,
kind, gentle, always polite. She smiled up at him. Her best friend.
Her brand new husband. Her lover. He’d get better with more
practice. He’d only done it that once. And it would be better, much
better next time because he loved her and she loved him and he was
her husband and she was his wife and it would be right, not a sin
and so wrong, wrong, wrong. And she’d never compare, she
wouldn’t.

Mariska, Esme, Marietjie,
Janike, Karli, Lize... how had they got here? The hypocrites. She
could feel their suppressed snickers and she smiled brightly back
at them. It wasn’t as if they had never done it. She was sure they
had. Down at the dam or under the stage in the school hall in
winter or when it was raining.

You could taste their
relief that they weren’t her. Especially stupid Mina, who everyone
said had slept with every boy in the school. Except Thys. Thys said
he’d only ever done it once, with her, and she told him she’d only
done it once with him too. Which wasn’t really a lie. Yet here was
Mina, looking smug and holier-than-thou.

And Thys’ friends –
Wynand and Albert and Jaco and Eben and Schalk and Eben Two and
Hugo – there they were, teasing him, pretending they were so proud
of him when they were all just bloody thankful it wasn’t them. Even
Mr Joubert had come today, despite the fact that he’d expelled her
from school and taken away Thys’ prefect badge. Mr Joubert shook
her hand and wished her all the best. The fat old fraud.

She scanned the faces
beaming up at them as they posed for photographs in the church
gardens, but she couldn’t see him. She’d thought he might come
because of Thys. But she knew that he knew he wouldn’t be welcome
at the church. Or at the reception afterwards. Still, she’d hoped
he would show up, so she could show him she had Thys and Thys loved
her and they’d be married happily ever after.

Even so, she’d never
forget the scorn in his blue, blue eyes and the disgust in his
voice when he spat those hateful words at her: ‘I’m not going to
marry you.’

She was proud of how
she’d held it together. ‘Are you crazy?’ she’d said. ‘I wouldn’t
marry a Jewboy! Anyway I’m going to marry Thys. It’s all
arranged.’

It was too. It was
working out exactly as she’d planned after she realised why her
breasts were feeling a little more uncomfortable than usual. And
that she was late. Sheer terror had paralysed her. She knew what
happened to girls like her. They were sent away and when they came
back, everyone pretended not to know. But they did. It may as well
have been tattooed on their foreheads: whore, sinner, slut. And it
would be even worse for her, because she had done the unthinkable.
She had slept with a Jewboy.

So she’d asked
Thys to take her to see Lied
in my Hart at the Odion that
Friday. They sat in the back row of the bioscope, necking
and sipping the beers she’d smuggled in her kitbag, wrapped in her
crocheted blanket to stop the bottles clinking and for afterwards.
She let him feel her breast, and then moved slightly so he could
slip his hand into her shirt and touch her nipple. She suppressed
her smile at his involuntary gasp. After the flick, Gé
Korsten’s soaring tenor still pulsing through their veins, they
drifted, arms entwined, down to the dam
where they sat on her blanket and kissed and watched the moon rise
in the starry sky. Another beer, and then Thys seduced
her.

Afterwards, mortified and
apologetic, he held her as tears of relief streamed down her face.
He said he’d always intended to wait until they were married. He
said he still respected her. He said that one day, when they’d both
finished high school and varsity, and he’d done his National
Service, and he had a job so he could take care of her properly,
he’d be so proud to make her Mrs Thys van Zyl. Until then, he
reassured her, they wouldn’t sin again, and he kissed away her
fresh tears of remorse that flowed and flowed.

A few weeks later, when
she told him her period was late, he wiped away her tears and
kissed her gently on the lips. ‘I’m sorry, Annamari. I’m so sorry.
But I love you. I’ll take care of you, always. Don’t cry, it will
be okay, you’ll see.’

Now, in front of all
their friends and his father, he bent his head and whispered in her
ear: ‘I love you, Mrs van Zyl. I’ll always love you – and our
baby.’

They made love
again that night, quietly, awkwardly, in their new room in
his ouma’s
house in Bloemfontein. This time,
with the thin gold band reassuringly on her finger, she could have
compared, but she didn’t, she really didn’t. She didn’t even think
of him for very long when the storm woke her. And she didn’t think
of him when Thys went home to Driespruitfontein to prepare for his
final matric exams. She was too busy, with Ouma, preparing for
motherhood.


Chapter
2

Five years
later: 1982






‘I’m
pregnant.’

She hadn’t
meant to tell him like that. Thys deserved better, this time. She’d
had it all planned. He’d come home and play with Arno for a while.
Then she’d read Arno a short bedtime story and put him to bed. Then
they’d sit at the beautifully set table with candles burning and
everything, and she’d serve his favourite curry with yellow rice
and raisins, and she’d give him another cold Castle lager and
afterwards they’d snuggle on the couch to watch Dallas. And
then she’d tell him.

But it hadn’t
worked out like that. She’d always been grateful that the raging
storm the afternoon Arno was conceived hadn’t affected her son’s
sweet nature. But today, the nursery school had exchanged her
placid, gentle, co-operative little boy for a five-year-old monster
with the same blond curls and enormous blue eyes. He wouldn’t eat
his lunch. He wanted pizza, not fish fingers. He’d charged in to
her just as she was taking the rice off the stove and she’d dropped
the pot. A teeny, tiny splash of hot water just caught his flailing
arm as he dashed past. He screamed and screamed as she ran cold
water over the imagined scald and apologised for hurting him. He
calmed down after she kissed the “eina” better again;
and he splashed happily through the spreading lake of turmeric
water on the kitchen tiles, tracking soggy rice grains and squashed
raisins into the lounge carpet. Then Ouma had walked in,
her arms filled with yellow Checkers bags and she had to give Ouma
a nice mug of hot coffee and some buttermilk rusks. She only
remembered to pack away the groceries Ouma had brought when she
spotted the ice-cream dripping down the kitchen cabinet to join the
yellow puddle on the floor.

Then the curry
had boiled over while she was
trying to persuade Arno to come inside for his bath; and he
insisted on demonstrating again how he’d won the tadpole trophy at
swimming yesterday. Then he’d knocked his Nesquik chocolate drink
all over his favourite Superman pyjamas, just as Thys walked in all
cool, calm and collected in his neat army browns and she couldn’t
help it. She cried. She never cried. Well, not often. Arno stopped
squirming and stared at her. Thys folded her into his arms and she
snivelled and dribbled onto his stiff brown shirt while Arno
watched, fascinated.

‘What’s the
matter?’ Thys asked after he’d dressed Arno in his newly favourite Springbokkie pyjamas and put him to bed and wiped
up the bathroom flood while she attended to the kitchen
floor.

‘I’m pregnant,’
she said, and burst into tears again. She’d cried when she told him
she was pregnant with Arno too, but this time it was different.
This time she was happy, especially for him. He deserved a child –
another child. He adored Arno. Thys was such a good, good man and a
wonderful husband. He’d be a great father. He was a great
father. He really was.






***






They said grace and
snuggled down on the couch, munching the Kentucky Fried Chicken
that Thys had run out to buy while she had a nice soothing bath and
washed her hair.

‘We’re going to
have to get a place of our own. This place will be far too small
for all of us when the baby comes,’ he said, licking his
fingers.

‘No. We’ll
manage here.’

They’d have to. It had
been a relief to move into the converted garage a couple of weeks
before Arno was born. They’d been living in the room right next to
Ouma’s for so long.

‘Ssh,’ Thys had
said whenever she reached out for him in the first months of their
marriage. ‘Ouma will hear.’ As her bump transformed into a
mountain, it hadn’t mattered so much.

After Arno was born,
they’d put his little camp cot at the foot of their bed. Thys
closed his books in the spare room, checked that the baby was
breathing, and climbed in to bed. She reached out for
him.

‘Shh,’ he said.
‘The baby.’

The night that Thys
graduated, Annamari moved Arno’s little bed into the
study.

‘Shh,’ Thys
said. ‘I don’t think he’s properly asleep. He’ll hear
us.’

A place of their own, a
bigger place would be a dream come true, once Thys had finished his
National Service. Ouma was a darling. She helped out with Arno, she
helped with the shopping, especially now that Thys couldn’t always
get home in the evenings. She was kind and generous. She never said
one word about Arno being premature. Not like her daughter and
son-in-law, the dominee, who always made some snide comment, every
time he summonsed Thys to visit and Ma van Zyl would purse her
immaculately pinked lips and shake her stiffly coiffured head and
Thys would say, ‘Stop it, Pa.’

But the fact was that
their little flat was just two metres from Ouma’s back door and
she’d walk over for a chat when the dishes were piled in the sink
and the beds weren’t made and unironed washing was strewn over the
couch. Not that Ouma ever criticised. She even offered to let her
cleaning girl come in and help occasionally.

‘Listen,’ Thys
said. ‘I’ll take that job next year. At the prep school. It comes
with a cottage in the grounds and Arno will get reduced
fees...’

‘But I thought
you wanted to teach and coach at a high school?’

‘I do. I did.
But it doesn’t matter. You and our laaities are more
important. Listen, it will only be for a few years. We can save and
when we can afford our own place I’ll try for another job. Anyway,
at least it’ll be convenient for training. The doc said I’d be fine
again.’

‘Maybe I should
get a job too?’

‘Doing what?
It’ll cost us more for someone to take care of the children than
you’ll ever earn. Oh, Annamari, I’m so sorry,’ he said as tears
spilled down her face again.

Of course he was sorry,
but it was true. She knew it and he knew it. The best job she could
hope for was as a cashier at Checkers... unless...

‘Thys,’ she
said, as if she had just thought of it. ‘Don’t you think it would
be a good idea if I finished matric?’

‘Go back to
school? That would be wonderful ... but you’re too old for that.
And you’re pregnant again, that’s why you didn’t
finish...’

‘I’m not even
twenty-three yet.’

Thys flushed. ‘You know
what I mean.’

‘I’m not
talking about going back to school in a school uniform and
everything. But surely I could do a correspondence course? I was
more than halfway through when... you know.’

Thys nodded and reached
for her hand. She pulled away, impatiently. ‘I should have written
my finals. I’m sure I could have. I heard they let pregnant girls
write at the police station. Oh well, it’s too late for that now
but it shouldn’t be too difficult to pick it up again.’

Except for
maths. He had helped her with maths. Thys had asked him to.
Poor Thys.

‘It’s a
wonderful idea,’ Thys said. ‘If you’re sure. It won’t be easy, you
know. With matric you should be able to get a nice job in an office
or something – but hopefully you won’t have to. I will take care of
you and the laaities, I
promise.’

‘I know you
will. It’s not that. It’s just that I feel so useless and stupid
sitting around at home all day.’

‘You’re not
stupid! You always got fantastic marks at school. You were right at
the top with Alan, with Jaco. You could have got distinctions and
everything. Except in maths. You were as useless as me
in maths. I would never have passed if Alan hadn’t...’

Her heart thumped. She
wished Thys would stop talking about him when she just wanted to
forget.

She
changed the subject. ‘I bumped into
Mina at Checkers the other day. She’s in her final year of nursing.
She looked at me all superior and pitying.’

‘Mina? A nurse?
But she was so dof.’

‘Ja well. She
at least got matric. And she got into nursing college.’

Annamari had wanted to be
a nurse. That was why she’d had to improve her maths mark – so
she’d be accepted for a BSc nursing degree at the University of the
Orange Free State. Well, that was never going to happen. But if she
got matric, then... then she’d see. Perhaps a teaching diploma,
like Thys. She was sure Pa would help pay the fees.






***






It was still dark but she
got up and ironed Thys’ uniform as he cleaned his boots and
prepared to go back to Thaba ’Nchu.

‘Do you enjoy
it? Teaching, I mean.’

She’d never asked him
before but now that she was considering teaching...

‘Ja. Yes I do,’
Thys said. ‘You can’t believe how much those kids love to learn.
They’re like little sponges. I just wish I didn’t have to wear army
uniform in the classroom. It’s not ... it makes them
uncomfortable.’

‘Why? They
should be grateful to have a white teacher – and one who’s
qualified.’

‘Well, I’d be
on the border fighting terrorists and not in a classroom if I
wasn’t qualified.’

‘Rubbish.
They’d never send you to the border. Free State rugby needs
you.’

‘Ja. For sure.
And if I wasn’t injured, we’d have been the ones playing Province
in the final, not the Bulls. And we’ve have beaten them too. I’m
going to make sure we bring the Currie Cup home next
year.’

She raised her eyebrows
and they both laughed quietly.

‘Seriously,
Annamari, even kaffir
kids shouldn’t have to be taught by a
soldier in uniform. I can see it in their eyes. They don’t trust me
and if kids can’t trust their teacher... Some of them are really
bright, you know. There’s this one little laaitie, he’s
sharp, hey. He asks lots of questions – sometimes I don’t know how
to answer him.’

‘Like
what?’

‘Like...
like... Yesterday, he asked me why, if God created all people in
His image, why kaffir
kids couldn’t go to the same school
as white kids.’

Annamari gasped. ‘Because
they can’t. Because it’s the law.’

‘But why is it
the law?’

‘Because it is.
Because, well because everyone knows that… that they’d fail in our
schools.’

‘I’m not so
sure about that. Like I said, some of those kids are really
clever.’

‘But they are
not like us. I mean, look at them.’

‘I don’t know.
I mean, I’ve been thinking about it. A lot. And I have to ask
myself, why did John say “Do
not judge by appearances, but judge with right judgment”, and there
in Galatians, Paul said:
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free... for you
are all one in Christ Jesus” and also John 7:24 says...’

‘Thys! Are you
turning into a commie, or
something?’

‘Of course not.
It’s just I’ve ... since... I’ve never been with
kaffirs like this... like ... like .... oh help - look at the
time!’

He kissed her gently on
the lips, put on his beret and quietly closed the front door behind
him. Arno didn’t stir. She still had an hour before she’d have to
wake him for school. She made herself another cup of coffee and
worried about what Thys had been saying. She hoped he wasn’t saying
those things to anyone else. He’d get into trouble. But he’d always
been like that – always protecting the smaller kids from the
bullies at school, being best friends with Alan Silverman – the
Jewboy – and then look what had happened...

She forced herself to
think of something else. Teaching. That’s what she would do. She’d
become a teacher. She wondered whether she would have to have
matric maths to do a teaching diploma – and if she’d pass without
extra lessons.







Chapter
3

Ten months
later: 1983











The little
Mazda 323 bumped over a pothole and, from the corner of her eye,
Annamari saw Thys wince. She slowed down to 40 and steered the car
almost onto the verge where the road was smoother. Perhaps they
shouldn’t have come. Not yet. But she needed to get away from the
cramped, crowded hustle and bustle of Bloemfontein. It had been
months and months since they’d made the trip to Steynspruit. Since
before the accident. She needed Steynspruit’s wide blue skies that
blurred into the bleached wheat fields that seemed to stretch on
forever to the dark horizon framed by the mountains. She craved the
farm like an alcoholic craved his first dop of the
day.

Not too much farther now.
She glanced in the rearview mirror. De Wet was fast asleep, snug in
his carry cot. He was nearly five months old now. It was time he
was introduced to his roots. Arno was gazing out at the pale fields
that would soon be rolled up into huge bales of fodder.

‘Are we there
yet?’ Arno asked again.

‘Nearly,’ Thys
said.

‘You said that
hours ago.’

Thys fiddled with the
radio as the crackle drowned the fading music. He switched it off
and shifted in his too-small seat. Annamari looked at Arno in the
rearview mirror and smiled at him.

The road
carried them into Driespruitfontein, along Kerk Street and past the
church where Dominee van Zyl had presided for so many years. Thys’
ma said she was much happier in Kroonstad now – the house was much
larger and smarter, the congregation so much bigger and her roses
were absolutely assured of winning first prize at the agricultural
show. A couple of kaffirs lazed on
the stoep outside Silverman’s General Dealer. Annamari
looked away. She drove past Potgieter Street – one day she’d take a
left there and show Arno and De Wet their parents’ old
school.

Then Driespruitfontein
was behind them, the dam glistening bravely in cracked, black
banks. She glanced at Thys, wondering if he still remembered. He
winked at her, reached out and touched her leg briefly, then
glanced back at Arno and his smile broadened. She averted her eyes
and stared ahead, blinking hard.

She wound down her window
and drank in the fresh, crisp Free State air.

‘Mama, it’s
cold,’ Arno whined.

She closed the window and
focused on the road, determined to get Thys to Steynspruit as
painlessly as possible. There. The sign to Steynspruit. She stopped
the car.

‘I’ll do it,’
she said as Thys started to undo his seatbelt.

She clambered
out and opened the gate, then waited as a white bakkie roared up and a tall figure in army browns jumped out and
strode over to them, R1 rifle slung casually over his
shoulder.

‘Annamari...didn’t realise it was you.’

‘Hello Wynand.
Long time, huh? What’s up?’ she said.

‘No. Ja. We had
reports of some strange kaffirs in the area
and last night there was a disturbance reported on Viljoenspruit.
Nothing serious. But we’re just being extra careful. I was on
patrol – I’m a captain now, in the Driespruitfontein Commando. I
didn’t recognise your car so I just came to
investigate.’

‘You guys are
doing a great job. Thanks. I’m grateful.’

He blushed. She
suppressed her smile as he strode over to the car and shook hands
with Thys through the window. He’d always had a bit of a crush on
her at school but everyone knew she was Thys’ girl. Everyone
except him. He’d known, but that hadn’t stopped him,
them...

She jerked her attention
back to Wynand who was peering through the back window.

‘Those
your laaities? Jeez, didn’t
know you’d had another one. Also a boy? Look at him – pa
se klein bulletjie
that one. And you,’ he said to Arno,
who had fixed his blue eyes on him curiously. Annamari held her
breath. ‘You are just like your ma,’ Wynand said. She
exhaled.

‘And my papa,’
Arno said. ‘My papa is Thys van Zyl, the rugby player.’

Annamari swallowed the
lump in her throat.

‘I know. I went
to school with your pa – and your ma. Your pa nearly killed me
once. Remember that tackle, Thys? I couldn’t walk for days,’ Wynand
said.

They all laughed and Arno
beamed.

‘Hey, did you
hear?’ Wynand said. ‘The Jewboy skipped the country, the fokking
coward. I was with the MPs when they went to his parents’ house
looking for him but he’d gone. Old man Silverman said they hadn’t
seen or heard from him in months. Apparently he stole money from
them – even from the old kaffir girl that
worked for them. He just disappeared. Good fokking riddance.
Cowards, the lot of them. Fokking commies.’

She collapsed
back into the driver’s seat, pain and relief washing over her. He
was gone. Dankie
Vader. Thank God.

From a distance
she heard Thys’ voice, soft, measured, as it always was when he was
really angry. ‘David Silverman wasn’t a coward – he was killed on
the border, remember? And whatever Alan’s reasons for leaving, it
wasn’t because he was a coward. How he survived in
Driespruitfontein for so long I have no idea. If I was him, I’d
have left too. Now, if you will excuse us, we’d better get going.
Annamari’s ma will be furious if we’re late and the
boud dries out.’

Wynand stepped back and
she drove though the gate, knowing he would close it behind
them.

‘I’d have hit
him if I wasn’t such a bloody cripple,’ Thys muttered.

‘You’d never
hit anyone. And you’re not a cripple!’

But he nearly was. It had
been close. So close. Another fraction of an inch, the doctor had
said.

She’d never forget the
sound, the “oooooh” that swamped the Free State Stadium as two
light blue tanks hammered into Thys, one from the left, the other
from the right. She didn’t see the ball fly forward into touch. She
didn’t hear the referee’s whistle. She heard the crack as his
massive neck jerked first to the left, then to the right. She saw
the three players collapse into a tangle of oak-like limbs and
jerseys. She saw her husband’s foot right at the bottom of the
heap. She knew it was his foot because of the white sock. It didn’t
move. Not even after the pale blue jerseys had peeled themselves
off him. He just lay there, a crumpled giant in a blur of orange,
white and black. The stadium was eerily silent as they parted for
her to waddle carefully down, down, down the stairs to the tunnel.
There she waited, a kindly cop watching her anxiously while the
medics finished with him and stretchered him off the field. They
helped her up into the ambulance. Pa and Christo followed with a
weeping Arno.

At the National
Hospital, they waited. And waited. Christo took Arno to
Thys’ ouma. They waited again. She heaved herself out the
chair as the doctor came through the swing doors and averted his
eyes from her bulging belly.

‘He’s holding
on, Mrs van Zyl,’ he said. ‘We’ll know more in a few
days.’

Slowly, slowly the news
improved. He’d live. He could move his hands. He had feeling in his
toes. He could sit up and feed himself. He’d walk. He’d never play
rugby again.

It was so unfair. His
first game after working so hard to come back after injury too.
She’d been so excited, so proud when he’d received his call-up to
the team. Pa and Christo travelled through to Bloemfontein
especially – not that they needed any persuasion. Arno was beside
himself with pride and anticipation. When Thys ran out on to the
field in his Orange Free State jersey, Arno shouted at the top of
his little lungs: ‘That’s my Papa’ and the burly men all around
them smiled and told him that Free State would win the Currie Cup
for sure this year, now that Thys van Zyl was back in the
scrum.

Thys took his first,
faltering, unaided steps up the path to their new cottage in the
grounds at Bloemfontein Hoërskool, the day before Western Province
beat the Blue Bulls in the Currie Cup Final again. BHS was proud to
have a man of Thys’ stature as a teacher at his school, the
headmaster said.












Chapter
4

1983



Annamari and
her mother sat on the stoep, looking out at
the garden, across the wheat fields with the far poplar sentries,
just visible at the boundary with Viljoenspruit and then beyond to
the distant mountains. She tickled Kaptein behind his ears. The
little brak
twisted his head and licked her hand.
Pa would never allow him on the stoep; Pa said dogs
belonged outside. But Pa was with Thys and Christo cheering on Free
State in the lounge. She couldn’t bear to watch rugby
anymore.

‘What will you
do if Arno wants to play? Or De Wet? It’s in their genes,’ Ma
said.

Annamari shuddered. She
prayed Arno had his father’s genes and would grow up too slender to
qualify for the Free State team, even as a wing, or fly half. He
was a slight child, smaller than most of the other boys in his
Grade one class. Baby De Wet, however, was a different story. He
already had enormous hands and feet – a tiny Thys in the
cradle.

‘I’m going to
get them a violin and take them to ballet class,’ she
said.

Ma hooted with delight,
waking De Wet who gurgled happily in his pushchair and then closed
his round brown eyes again. Kaptein’s soft warm nose nudged her
hand. She tickled him again.

‘I’d love to
see your pa’s face when you invite him to Arno’s first recital.
He’d just die if he had a limp-wristed moffie for a
grandson.’

Annamari looked across
the garden to where Arno and a dusky little girl in a tattered
dress were tearing around, pretending to be fire engines. He’d also
taken off his shoes and the children’s footprints chased each other
down the dusty path.

She went to the
kitchen to ask Rosie for more biltong and beers for the men and
some fresh coffee and koeksusters, and a
glass of orange juice for Arno. Rosie was draped on her old
three-legged stool in the corner near the old stove, the one she’d
always used, even after Ma got the new electric one.

‘If it was good
enough for Ouma Steyn, it’s good enough for me,’ Rosie had said,
wrapping her arms across her ample chest the day the white
appliance emerged, fresh and shiny from its cardboard wrappings.
Petrus had helped Pa lift it down from the back of Pa’s
bakkie and carry it into the kitchen. Rosie had glared at the new
interloper in barely bridled disapproval. But Annamari and Christo
had gaped, wide-eyed in wonder, as the big white machine got hot, all
by itself, after Pa plugged it in.

Rosie was
always busy. For as long as Annamari could remember, when Rosie
wasn’t cooking or baking or cleaning or washing or ironing or
chasing her out of bed so she could do her room, Rosie would be
sitting in the corner of the kitchen on her little stool,
crocheting a blanket or something. But not today. Today Rosie was
just sitting, her swollen brown fingers resting in her lap; her
normally immaculate doek a little askew.
The streaks of grey visible under that doek shocked
Annamari. When had Rosie got so old?

‘Pretty will
bring you the tray, Kleinmissy,’ Rosie said. ‘You go sit with your
ma.’

The groan from
the group in the lounge as she walked back to the
stoep indicated that Transvaal must have scored.

‘Where’s Arno?’
she asked Ma as she tucked the blanket up under De Wet’s chin
before settling back into her chair. Kaptein had also
disappeared.

‘There.’

She looked towards the
old jackalberry tree. It was a magical tree. She and Christo had
seen it transform from a fort or castle into a tank or tractor or
haunted forest. Years later, it had been her refuge when she came
home for the school holidays, sitting with her back against the
rough bark, dreaming of the day she’d walk down the aisle on Pa’s
arm to become Mrs Thys van Zyl.

‘What’s that
man doing?’ she asked her mother as the new farm supervisor emerged
from behind the tree. He was dragging the little girl behind him,
his bony fingers biting into her stick-like arm.

‘So sorry, Mrs
Steyn, Mrs van Zyl. It won’t happen again,’ he called as he pulled
the child towards the garden gate.

Arno ran after
them, crying. Annamari hurtled down the stoep stairs.
What had that man done to her child? She hadn’t liked Stefan Smit
the moment Ma had introduced him. He reminded her of a rabid
meerkat. Or that character in David Copperfield –
the one who was always wringing his hands. Uriah Heep. She
remembered because Mr Franklin, who insisted they read Dickens and
Shakespeare even if they were doing English Second Language, said
he could never understand why some strange British rock band had
taken the same name.

‘Wait. What’s
going on?’ Annamari demanded.

Stefan Smit turned and
bobbed his head. His khaki fringe flopped over his milky eyes and
he brushed it back with nicotine-stained fingers.

‘Sorry, Mrs van
Zyl. I’ve told this hotnot kid never to
come near the farmhouse but she just won’t listen. I’m sorry she
disturbed you. I’ll make sure it won’t happen again.’

He bobbed his head and
turned to go.

‘Wait,’
Annamari said, more emphatically this time. ‘Why is Arno
crying?’

‘This kid
pushed him over. That’s why I ...’

‘She didn’t.
She didn’t.’ Arno rushed forward, grabbed the girl’s hand and
tugged, trying to pull her out of the farm supervisor’s grasp. The
girl looked terrified, tears slipping down her pale coffee cheeks
as she was tugged this way and that.

‘We was playing
and then he came and grabbed her and he said I mustn’t play
with kaffirs
but I wasn’t. Me and Bootie was
playing,’ Arno howled.

‘Let the child
go, Mr Smit. Please.’ Annamari cut him short as he opened his
mouth. ‘The children can play together if they want. But I
appreciate your concern.’

The man stepped back,
frowning. ‘She’s a little troublemaker this one,’ he said. ‘The
Coloureds always are. She doesn’t belong here. She belongs with her
own people.’ Then he flashed a sickly half-smile and whined: ‘I was
just trying to help. I’m very sorry if I upset your little
boy.’

‘Would you like
to join us for some coffee, Stefan?’ Ma called from the
stoep.

‘Thank you, Mrs
Steyn, but no. It’s not my place. I’ll just go back to my room.’
With a final shake of the girl’s arm, he turned and limped swiftly
through the gate.

When he’d gone Annamari
turned on her mother. ‘How could you invite him to join us? What if
he’d accepted? Okay, I’m sorry for him. What happened with his wife
and daughter was really terrible. But he gives me the
creeps.’

‘You’re being
unfair, Annamari. He’s had a terrible time. He just sold everything
after the funeral, got on a bus and came down here. He said he
couldn’t bear to be in Pretoria anymore. He doesn’t know much about
wheat farming, I grant you, but Pa and Petrus will show him. And
having him here will take a lot of pressure off Pa.’

‘Christo should
be doing that now he’s finished the army.’

‘And next year?
When he’s at Maties? Anyway, he’s
still young. He doesn’t need the responsibility of the farm just
yet.’

Annamari looked away and
bit her lip. Christo was only eighteen months younger than her. And
she’d welcome some responsibility for the farm. She’d give anything
to be able to live here again. But Thys wasn’t a farmer, not like
Pa who’d grown up with Steynspruit’s air in his lungs and farming
in his DNA. But Thys, poor Thys, he didn’t know the first thing
about farming. He had a career to build in teaching. He was going
to be a great teacher – perhaps headmaster of a top school like
Grey’s one day. And next year, when she finally finished matric,
she’d also become a teacher. She’d already made enquiries about
doing a nursery school teacher certificate at the Technical
College.

She sat down again and
changed the subject. ‘Who is that kid?’

‘It’s the new
girl’s child. She started last month. Pretty – she’s Petrus’
daughter or niece or something. I got her in to help Rosie because
Rosie just can’t cope on her own anymore.’

‘That child’s
Petrus’ grandchild? But she looks Coloured.’

‘Ja. Apparently
there was some problem with that in the township. She was being
teased by the other kids. Did you notice her eyes?’

Annamari
nodded. They were startling – a bright, bright blue. Very odd for
a kaffir, or even a Coloured.

‘And there was
also a problem with her going to the township school. Petrus said
the headmaster wouldn’t let her enrol and called in the cops or the
welfare or something. I’m not sure exactly. Anyway, Petrus was
worried they’d take her away so he asked if they could come stay on
Steynspruit until it all blows over. She’s a sweet little thing
really, I suppose. I hardly know she’s around.’

‘How old is
she? She looks about the same age as Arno.’

‘Petrus said
she’s nearly seven.’

‘She doesn’t
look it. So where does she go to school now?’

‘She doesn’t. I
told you. The school won’t take her.’

‘Why don’t they
send her to her father? He must live in the Coloured township. She
could go to the Coloured school.’

‘Who knows? Who
knows who the father is? You know how kaffir girls are.
They just sleep around and breed like flies.’

Annamari flushed and
looked away. She knew some of the farmers’ wives in the district
said pretty much the same thing about her, well – the sleeping
around part anyway.

Pretty, wearing
the same colour pink overall with matching apron and
doek that Rosie always wore, walked through the French doors.
She put her laden tray carefully on the table but it wobbled and
the coffee slopped onto the tray.

‘Sorry missis,’
she said, backing away
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