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Apartheid; literally “separateness”, “apartness”, from the Dutch apart (“separate”).



Yet man is born unto trouble, as the sparks fly upward.

Job



Separation is Strength

Afrikaner Broederbund








9 February 1955


Fire seems invisible in daylight. Silver burst pulses against white-blue desert sky. Small, furry quivers in the glare of desert sand; meerkats on point witnessing a distant explosion. Disintegrating rocket; soundless sparks erupt from glowing metal, silver with possibility. Empty air gleams, twists innocently like space before a magician’s flickering wrist. Now you see it, now you – blink. Something important disappears. Gone. Too- pale ash shimmers above the sands. Chalk dust on barely-there canvas. Silent flames; heat, pain and still, no one looks up. Death by disinterest. White bands of smoke writhe on the north wind; remnants of disaster. The hushing end of specific life; proof. Some men are not supposed to matter.



Flames lick the sky. Dark smoke ribbons away into too-bright-too-blue, escaping splintered barricades. Torn banners scream Ons dak nie, ons phola hier to no one now. No one, after all, is listening. Jada huddles behind a burned out shebeen, staring at the curls of smoke so like Adam’s hair. She holds her heart still, silent. Calm, she repeats to herself. Calm. Calm, so that she will not fall to pieces right here, right now as her home disappears in blood and fire, in riots and looting.

Jada shudders, closes her eyes, wishing she had earlids to block out the raucous shouts, rough handling of women, beating of children. The sound of broken resistance is these children screaming. Growling bulldozers push past her hiding place. She battles to keep the horror at bay. Inhale. Breathes it; barely holding herself together. Gags on the smell; ash; burnt hair, burst and bloodied wounds. Exhale . . . must be still. Must be quiet. Must, must be calm. Calm, so Adam will find her again. Calm so he will be safe. Calm. So as not to disturb the slight, gentle movement at her breast. Jada barely moves. Doesn’t look down. Must not draw attention. To her bare breast. To her infant son.

The child needs her now. Shrinking into a damaged bougainvillea, Jada ignores torn skin, poisonous thorns leaking sap. Conceals herself among purple petals; crouching, still as her fear allows. Must get this done. Then move on; small shake of her head. Must get this done; looking down, stroking, coaxing. So long. So long since she ministered to a child; her shuttered eyes wet now, suffused with memory. And love. And tears.

Harsh hands grab her. Rapid-fire onslaught of Tsotsi pours over her. Tsotsi – the words used by thieves. Jada’s eyes snap open, wider now as she stares into the cold metal muzzle of a pistol. Inhaled breath stays in her lungs; milk dries, acrid taste of fear on her tongue. Overly aware of the smell; burning flesh and blood on the sleeve of the man facing her (obviously a thief, by his language, by his clothes, by the fact he hesitates to kill her). Every strand of his white stubble looms before her, pores invisible. Dark, dirty Black face hugely blocking her vision. She cannot understand his words but his gesticulating fingers are clear enough.

“You do not belong here,” he tells her and there is some truth to this.

The slums of Franksstad are no place for Jada. Her Whiteness flames out like a beacon. Those who live here are as Black as the gathering darkness into which men like this disappear so easily after breaking a Boervrau. White women do not belong here.

Thief’s eyes flicker; decide. Jada moves before he does. The man reaches, jabs, clutches only air. Thick palms grabbing at her shirtfront; his whole body leans forward, dragging the White woman to her feet, leering into her blouse – stops. Defiant eyes stare out of the dark, furious face twitching and clutching Jada’s milky breast. His tiny brown mouth open to HOWL: And give away their position.

Tugging again at Jada, the man points to a crumbling doorway crowded with Black women and children. A Church; safety. Sanctuary. But not for her; not for her kleurling child. She shakes her head. The thief leans closer now, plucking her sleeve, all but dragging her towards the others and suddenly she realises he has changed his language, is speaking Afrikaans.

“Vuur eet,” he gasps. “Die vuur eet as jy nie beweeg nie.”

Closing her shirt, Jada tightens arms around baby and follows. Black women part for her as she blunders into their midst, crouches down. Hiding her paleness.

Protecting her son.

​If it weren’t for him she would be dead already. The first important act of his life is to keep his mother alive. Fire eats, the man had said. The fire eats you if you don’t move.

Flames are only a block away, announced by sporadic bursts of gunfire closing in. Jada tightens the kitenge, bending to soothe her Anarusha.

“Sssh-ssh.” She croons. “Hush little one.” Her voice is calm and determined. Her child needs this from her. Her milk will not flow without calm assurances, but her words are lies.

Scorched earth shakes with heat and the sweat of destruction. Screams fill the air around the Church. Right next door, cries are cut short with clubs and bullets. Jada vows Anarusha will be safe. In her heart, doubt flowers. Purple bougainvillea spatters with gore. Love demands dangerous sacrifice.

Gone. Jada’s home disappears in a rain of bullets. February 9th, 1955. Blood sparkles in the shimmering heat.
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​ANARUSHA

1920–1930

Anarusha, n. (Kiswahili name) He makes fly into the skies.

Life in a garden is relaxed, quiet and sweet . . . but survival in a howling desert demands action, the unceasing manipulation and mastery of the forces of nature, including of course, human nature. Colonies established in the desert require aggressive, intellectual, controlled and well-disciplined people.

Leo Marx

​

1921

The farmer has a look of such thirst on his face. Minister Johannes Franks has never seen a man look at him with such a face and though he knows of the plans the man has made, he has no idea who this farmer is. Franks understands his own men. He knows how they speak and what they mean by their words. They don’t frighten him in the same way as this solemn Black farmer; because of this he finds them less impressive and mildly irritating. He can’t let any of this show, of course. His people, aside from being unimpressive, are familiar and safe. His people have the power to vote for him.

“Would you like some water?” Franks begins, offering the man a seat. The Ministry of Agriculture is still new. Green marbled wallpaper covers plasterboard walls, giving the illusion of grandeur. Franks would like real marble walls, and oak chairs. He has only one oak seat; for guests when he is ‘in conference’. This is the chair he offers to the quiet, dusty farm man. He’s relieved when the farmer shakes his head, remains standing. The Black man’s clothes are coated with dust from the fields, as though the drought followed him into the office, preparing to drain the very life out of the ministry walls.

The rains have failed for years now. Franks’ orders are to remain in the valley, keeping an eye on the thirsting plains. He has sent for his wife. Tonti (her name used to be Antonia) arrives by road train this very week. Tonti does not understand the importance of oak chairs. Johannes puts this down to her foreign upbringing. He does not mind so much. She is beautiful, has learned Afrikaans well enough, and he likes to watch her move. Whether she’s chopping onions for soup or arguing with one of the shopkeepers, he loves to watch her. Her hands move like butterflies; her body graceful, supple. Liquid, like water, like life, like Tonti. Sometimes she dances for him, rippling her fluid flesh, swaying to the guitar music he likes to hear. She rarely speaks, which irritates him.

Her mouth is a full, rich red, reminiscent of wine, or ripe fruit. Franks likes to see it form around the vowels and consonants of his language; to see her wide, white smile part her grape-like lips when she speaks the words that are, to her, foreign. This is what he loves most of all. Her slight hesitation, the almost imperceptible quiver of her uncertain mouth fascinates him; makes him want her: Makes him love her.

Unaware that she has no desire for him, Franks believes Tonti has made a good match. She has a rich husband who pardons her foreign roots (indeed, is even proud of her and likes the differences between his own and other men’s wives). Born into the world in the place he belongs, Franks has never grasped the sense of not belonging. He tries not to think of last month.

They made love on Thursday as usual. Franks had not, until his ‘certain moment,’ realised the depths of unspoken anger. The ferocity buried within undercurrents at the flow, the flood. The immense force of power denied. This excited him. Excited him unbearably.

“Tonti,” he gasped when he could no longer restrain himself. “Oh, my God, Tonti.”

“Avere voglia di,” she muttered in the wrong language.

He spilled over, dimly aware of Tonti crying out. Not in ecstasy (she rarely did that) but in pain. The Minister struck her, hard, marking her face; jarring her smile. He knew he hurt her. He intended to hurt her, and it did nothing to diminish his pleasure.

Forcing himself to concentrate, Franks examines the farmer’s sketches. The other man looks at the desk too, running arid eyes over neatly drawn designs. Though the land in this part of the country is greener than the plains, the drought is taking its toll here too. The river is lower than it has ever been, and skies show no sign of rain. But the farmer, and now the Minister, have plans. Plans to save the farmers and the food. Schemes to tame the river and end the drought.

The farmer’s scheme solves current labour issues, water shortages, and food rationing at a single stroke. An elegant solution to The Great Drought and the fast- declining fortunes of the Transvaal. The drought should have ended long ago, but no one has thought up a plan as ingenious as this.

“You sir, are an artist.” The Minister is cautious with his enthusiasm. You cannot understate too much with these people. Tentative smile, furtive glances. A shy youth glimpsing a woman’s flesh. No doubt about it. The Black man makes him nervous.

“An artist whose medium is water.” He tries again, flipping through the papers. Filling in the space left by the other’s silence.

“The canal is an expensive plan,” the Minister continues talking. “But the drought must be ended.”

The dark man’s solemn expression doesn’t change. Not even his hair moves as he shakes away the Minister’s words like so many flies. Only his parched eyes, the colour of desert sand, show his pleasure. They moisten just a little. He too thinks himself an artist. An artist and a farmer. The farmer wonders if the Minister understands; if he knows the river can only be borrowed, not taken.

The Minister clears his throat; makes another effort. “These are the complete designs, then?”

The thirsty Black man shakes the dust off his worn and wrinkled shirt cuffs, lovingly tracing one parched finger across his plans; nods. He supposes the Minister understands that the dams and channels will not hold forever. Just long enough to end the thirst of the farmlands.

“The contracts, then.” Franks pushes more paper towards the farmer. Places a pen within reach; careful not to touch skins. Already the Minister sees beyond the irrigation channels and the damming of the river. He sees the canal and with its creation, the founding of his own city. A city on the plains, built by the banks of his canal.

Named for himself. An important shipping town that the entire colony, no, the whole Union, will come to know. His tiny blue eyes push aside pockets of flesh round his brows. His pupils grow larger, focussed on his unborn city and his own unspoken glory.

The farmer watches him. Watches lust light up his face, the ambitious dream of his heart take form in his brain. The farmer believes in the energy of men with dreams. As a Black man who is afraid to speak, he cannot carry out his own dreams. He can only hope that men like this one know how to listen as well as how to act.

The Black man signs the contract with his mark. The agreement makes no mention of dockyards or canal bank cities. The farmer cannot read the legal words anyway. Only the patterns of the clouds and the maps of the moon. The pains and exertions of his beasts and the dreams of his son. He can also read the illnesses of plants and the signs of death in the air. Which is why he is here in the first place.

The farmer does not know how to read or write in the Minister’s language. He can speak it, though he has an accent. His son speaks it too. Almost like a Boervolk. His son was born on the plains beyond the valley. He is the son of two lands, speaking both the dark language of his parents and the light one of this new territory. Mostly he speaks rapidly, with a voice like bright sunlight; golden, liquid and clear. When he speaks his father’s language, his tone grows distant, almost wistful. The sound of words that are far from home.

The Minister’s tentative smile creeps back. His hands hover, proffering payment. “It is not very much.” He apologises (to a swart? What for?) and is silent.

Further attempts at conversation deflate before the farmer’s withheld words. Franks places the bare scrip on his disappointing desk, taking care not to touch the dirty dark hand of the other man. The farmer barely seems to notice. A moment later the notes disappear. The Minister is unaware of the other man having moved. Probably some kind of native trick.

The farmer leaves the Minister to his dreaming, understanding that men with dreams in their eyes should not be disturbed. He also understands that the coming of the canal has begun. He finds his own way out of the office, which he’d found overwhelming. He does not know that the floor-length draperies are dyed wool. He thinks they are velvet, and he believes the secretary’s shiny, synthetic dress is green silk. Her smile makes him nervous. He hurries past her into the white corridor that leads to the stairs. There is an elevator, but the farmer thinks the tiny box with its buttons looks like a ride he saw once at a fair; assumes it’s only for paying visitors.

He wishes he could fill a bottle for his donkey. The journey home will take four days; the poor animal deserves a drink. By the time he reaches the cart, the donkey has eaten the bush, but the farmer takes up the reins in time to prevent it walking away.

Spying a tap at the side of the building he tugs gently, ensuring he remains unobserved. Letting the water run to cold, the farmer encourages the donkey to drink. The beast snorts in appreciation. The farmer scratches softly at the furry ears.

“The land’s long thirst is ended,” he whispers.

Construction of the dam and canal draws a powerful line in the Transvaal, changing the very shape of the flat veld landscape and imposing more boundaries than ever before. This time, even the water is mapped, marked, labelled; ownership established. The resource must be measured; costs calculated. More bureaucrats are recruited to administer the trapped river. The chief engineer follows Minister Franks’ plan explicitly, and the project is completed in just under three years. For this, the chief engineer is rewarded with a promotion and a large bonus payment; thinks it hardly worth mentioning that speedy construction may be due to the lightweight materials used. The new dams are not meant to hold. The burgeoning riverside city is an ambitious misunderstanding. The canal is not designed as a monument to Franks’ greatness, but as an urgent, temporary necessity.

No mention is ever made of the Black labourers who die in their hundreds from thirst, starvation and heat exhaustion, from rockslides and cave-ins and deadly falls from the scaffolds. Or from malaria in the Summer because they have no protection from the elements. The men frequently fall prey to sleeping sickness and die where they’re working, simply falling into the wet mud and being sucked beneath the grey sludge. Another man steps forward to take the place of one just lost and the work goes on. He turns the mud with a shovel or pick, burying his neighbour and looking away, refusing to see his face, frightened of his ghost.

Sometimes, men drown beneath tonnes of mud. There is not much warning; just a slight, grey pause in the continuous sucking sound. Then some begin to run, and the riverbank wall collapses, crushing them beneath it. The men stand back, waiting for the whistle, the order to retrieve survivors. Sometimes they wait a long time. Sometimes the foreman is not there. Still, they wait, tears coursing down their faces, motionless, frozen in silence. A line of dark warriors carved out of wet mud like homunculus. The first men; the last tribe; an absurd guard of honour. The disempowered impi.

These men work side by side, not looking at one another, not wanting to know each other. Spaced evenly for the start of each shift, they dare not move more than a foot in any direction. The wrong tool in the wrong place could bring thousands of tonnes of earth down into the quarry. There is not one among them who does not know this. Most of these men, once, were farmers and they can read the clay earth as well as any engineer.

The biggest danger is at night. Only the Black labourers work the night shifts. At night men hammer candles into the clay mudbank and light the wicks to see by; but shadows shift in candlelight and they cannot be sure of their movements, of the exact spot their pick goes in, comes out, goes in; sticks. Gingerly, they lever it out, hitting carefully, softly, wary of the great bulk of earth above them and the scaffold rising forty-five feet into the air. The picks and shovels gleam in candlelight but Black men are invisible in the African night. The foremen do not like it; they cannot see if the men are working and they strain their eyes, looking for the dark-upon-dark that is invisible, hidden, almost-not-there.

The night men wedge precarious candles in the forks of the wooden scaffold, holding the wax in place with a splinter or nail, aware of the danger to them all should just one spark fall and set the structure alight. They work suspended from the frame on ropes and swing around in the darkness like trapeze artists, flames flickering like fairylights as though this is all just some absurd performance staged for the benefit of the impala and the foremen.

Scaffold work kills you quickly and perhaps this is better, although the sheer terror of swinging out there in the empty night, between vertical wooden beams you know are there but cannot see, takes its toll. All of the men know where the beams are; can tell the difference between night air blowing through space and air that blows against something solid, but it is a risk and they cannot relax, even for a moment. Distraction means disaster and blood and there are frequent reminders. Many of the men grow weary from being continually on the alert against the smash of brain on wood; the careful cutting away of a dead man, letting him fall with a soft thump!

Years later, the men who survive grow afraid of the dark and claim they are haunted by the ghosts of the men they cut down. They are never quite sure the damaged bodies are completely dead. In the vague and imprecise nature of candlelight there are murders; unintentional, sympathetic – murder by mistake.

To some of these men it seems an endless torture; as if they will never be dry or warm again. When the workers come off shift it is hours past sunset; they escape to the top of the riverbank, lay down a sack and sleep without washing, until the mud on their bodies dries and they are cocooned in a grey-brown chrysalis. They disappear into the landscape and the foremen have to look hard at the grey-green trees and the grey-brown dirt to find them for the next shift, banging on the dirt-encrusted men and shouting, blowing their whistles in what they roughly judge to be a Black man’s ear.

At this, the men rise as though sculpted from clay and only just released from a charm or spell. They bend their arms until the mud cracks at their knees and elbows, as though they shed a part of themselves. Each man walks towards another and slaps his arms, calves, hands and face, watching the grey dust rise into the white-hot African air. It is just past dawn and already, it is unbearably hot. The men do not pause. They work on into the hottest part of their day.

***
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Anarusha

“I’m going to fly to the moon,” Anarusha tells his father.

The farmer nods, saying nothing. He prefers silence to speech and rarely speaks at all, except when he works with water. His voice has a rusty sound, like a disused plough part. Out on the farm, checking crops, watching the empty sky for rain, Anarusha’s father speaks to no one. He knows his son is going away, but he never talks to him about it.

Instead, the farmer himself goes away for seven days in the donkey cart. He returns with fistfuls of money and sheafs of signed papers.

“What have you done?” Anarusha wants to know.

His father lifts a finger to his lips and taps the side of his nose, smiles. The smile is what Anarusha remembers most about his father the farmer. How it creaks at a snail's pace across the black, leathery cracks of the old man’s dust-coated skin; pauses for a moment, as if uncertain of what it is doing there after so much time. Anarusha smiles back eagerly, readily, but it is too late. His father’s face is frozen. He falls, lifeless and grey; deaf to the cries of his son running towards him. As though that moment-long smile cost him more strength than all his years of living.

Night falls eventually. The moon rises early, and this is some comfort. The tableau is still, a painted landscape. The donkey drops his head, chewing dirt in an implacable manner, as though this day is as uneventful as any other. The cart remains hitched to the patient beast, casting a moonshadow over the dark form stretched out beside it. Anarusha crouches nearby, carved of stone. Bare, dry fields thirst in the night air, waiting for dew that has replaced rain; earth providing sustenance the sky can no longer promise. Soon though, the earth will have the life it craves, thanks to the farmer. His son looks up at the moon and shivers. He is grateful, but he is cold.

***
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Jada

Twists and points of implacable metal skewer the air, cleaving pale Autumn sky into irregular segments. The decorative iron gates of Jada’s Beweging vir Christelik-Volskie Onderwys school appear unintentionally macabre. Her class is taught by a nephew of Johannes Franks.

​“Not only did Uncle Franks build this city,” her teacher lectures, “but he built our canal. The means to our city’s wealth.” He squirls notes on the board.

​Some of the girls fidget; not Jada. Flaming hair parts over her milk-skinned neck. Head bent, faithfully copying the teacher’s notes, she sits quite still, drawing no attention to herself; tries not to flinch at chalk squeaks. While her school records remain incomplete, anyone can see she belongs here, in this school, in this class. Her appearance puts paid to any doubt.

​Jada remembers her first day. The buildings were new then. Barely set concrete slabs flung together within high-walled grounds. Flimsy grey roofs slapped on with nothing more than tin clamps and a few screws. The boundary walls were older; built from mudbrick by some long-dead Zulu wishing to protect his kraal.

Having said goodbye to her mother just that morning, Jada had known it would be the last time. The woman’s jutting bones and dead-white skin already seemed gone. Madam stood with her, blocking the gateway; all huge, fat, unmistakeable life. In the shadowy space behind, stood the man who owned them all. For the rest of her life, Jada remembers that brooding presence at her back; refuses, even now, to look over her shoulder.

“Anyone asks, your records’re lost.” The imperfect Afrikaans is for Jada’s benefit; White words faltering on dark tongues.

“Look at you, girl.” Madam’s fierce, tender whisper is not easily forgotten. “No one’ll ever know.”

Jada remembers being clutched with irresistible force and the reek of liquor.

Heavily fleshed eyes trained on to her scalp, alert to the slightest muscle twitch; ready to break her collarbone if she runs. Other girls streaming past, chattering like monkeys; most arriving with maids in tow, ensuring Madam’s presence passes unremarked (though some girls snickered unkindly at her size).

“Gaan!” Manacle pressure propelling her forward too fast; an older girl arresting her fall.

“All right?” The girl’s smiling, Cape Dutch accent.

Madam’s gaze burning her skin, watching too-pink lips for treasonous truths. Not daring a backward glance, clutching her books like a talisman, Jada charged forward; red braids flying into blonde fray. She remembers the taste of fear, curdled and salty on her tongue; the silence that grew up around her from that moment. Even now, she does her best to appear meek; could she wish herself unseen by an act of will, she would.

​Her teacher likely assumes she’s from the country, boarding somewhere in town, returning home at weekends. Perhaps he feels a kinship. Franks’ own people were farmers. Grensboer who trekked inland from the Cape. The teacher straightens, glaring at twin blonde girls pulling faces.

​“Do you two ladies wish the strap?” He smiles self-consciously, showing he is not vicious. “Minister Franks created our water system.” Her teacher pauses to inscribe the words ‘irrigation’ and ‘besproeiing’ on the board. “This saved the food and ended the drought. He is a hero. De Volksstem photographs him often and here he is.” Producing his precious photographic plate with a flourish, he hands the image round.

“Careful ladies. Wipe your hands first.” He fusses anxiously, hovering as his now- familiar photograph is handled by too many childish hands.

Jada studies the image as though she were being tested on it later (examinations are not far off). New crops appear healthy and green beside the Minister’s puffy chest. Franks’ face is full of pride in his city by the canal. The photograph is all the proof her teacher needs; his uncle is a hero.

One image and people are content, even expect, to believe a lie. Jada stares at Johannes Franks; sticks out her tongue. She doesn’t trust this Minister. He looks too much like a man her mother once loved. If she knew how, she’d lay a curse. Curse him to oblivion.

She sighs; any such curse is unlikely to take. Johannes Franks spends most of his life making sure, making absolutely certain in fact, that he will never be forgotten. His place in Transvaal history is undeniable. Indeed, despite his sameness to all the other ministers of the Transvaal, despite his ability to blend into a bureaucracy he worked so hard to create, it is really impossible to dismiss Minister Franks. The riverbank town is, to all intents and purposes, his city; preserving his memory in concrete and wood, in copper and silver – and even, truth be known, in blood and bone.

NEW PASS LAWS PASSED IN TRANSVAAL


As of the thirtieth of next month, it is against the law for your native servants to be found outside of their designated homeland areas without a dompas. Cabinet has announced new, harsher penalties today and employers may be fined up to ten shillings should their servants fall foul of this law. Your servant is likely to face a gaol term so ensure all official passes are duly signed and authorised before permitting native servants to wander the streets of our town.

It is hoped that these measures will go some way towards mitigating the frightening influx of natives from the veld into the White Christian areas of Franksstad, and that peace and order will be restored to our homes as a result.


De Volksstem March 1923



Anarusha

Anarusha sights dust clouds on the horizon; signal speck on a distant plain. He slows, sits, waits; sips water from a leaky canteen. He does not know how long he has been walking away from his father’s farm. Days? Weeks? How many of my father’s moons have passed? How many has he missed?

It is hours before the vehicle reaches him. He doesn’t mind, has nothing but time. The bakkie slows; White man. Not Boer. There is also a dog. Definitely not Boer. Anarusha does not smile, extending his father’s silence like a legacy.

“Name’s Leo,” the man says in English, opening the passenger door. “I do honkytonk.”

Leo lets him ride in the cabin of his rusty red bakkie until they reach the next town; tells the boy to ‘sit tight’ while he visits the brothel.

Anarusha sits at attention. Newspapers older than himself litter the floor. He cannot read them. He cries a little, looking out at the night; tries to find his father’s star. Somewhere just left of the moon. His father taught him that all dark people came from there. Eyes sweeping the sky, he sees everything has moved and decides that, if he had the code to decipher the shifting stars, he could find the one he’s looking for. He would know where his father is, where he himself belongs.

The night is vast. Part of it creeps into the cabin, chilling his skin. Anarusha shivers; Leo’s bakkie has no glass in its windows. Nights on the African veld grow cool. The dog’s name is St. Francis. The boy snuggles close to the animal for heat. He smells clean.

“There’s rain in the air,” he whispers.

The dog whimpers, huddles closer, snuffling a little in sleep. Anarusha envies the animal his slumber. He has had no sleep since his father died; tries out a whimper for himself. St. Francis stirs, lazily licking his soft child’s cheek. Encouraged, Anarusha places his fingers between the animal’s jaws to absorb as much heat as he can. Watches the moon; waits.

The rain arrives; great fat drops patter down onto the warm, balled-up body of the dog. Footsteps: The boy returns to his pose of attention. Looks up; Leo appears in the lit doorway.

“Carm in kid. Bring’im wiv’a.”

Anarusha sprints through sheeting rain, dog cuddled to his chest. The open doorway is alight with warmth and life. St. Francis leaps to the ground, dashing in to doze by the piano player’s feet.

The skarlakenvroue are mesmerising. More women are gathered here than Anarusha has ever seen in his young life before. Most wear kimonos, or silken underwear. Some are topless; they coo at him, offering towels, blankets, even food. He stares at their swaying breasts, refusing to let them remove his wet clothes. Until the young girl comes. She appears Boer; impossible to tell in the dim light.

The girl cannot be more than thirteen; is fully dressed. Taking him by the hand, she leads him upstairs, away from the smell of cheap, heavy scent and over-dyed hair; shows him a washroom.

“I’ll wait outside, shall I? Do you have a name?”

Thinking of his father, struggling not to cry in front of a girl, Anarusha looks down in confusion at his bare toes. “Not anymore.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She leaves.

Warm now, dressed and fed, he watches Leo singing at the piano. Big beefcake grin and baritone voice fill the room with lively, soaring sounds. The song makes Anarusha smile. It surprises him, the smile. He hasn’t smiled in days. The women smile back, nodding encouragement. So, he keeps the smile, even joining in the singing after a while.

“Y’gotta good voice, kid,” Leo says the next morning; coughs a bit, spits. Sipping from a brown glass bottle, fiddling with the keys to his bakkie. “Want to sing?”

Anarusha travels for a while, working with Leo in the bars and bordele of the farmland veld. The towns are small; anonymous. Full of cheap drink and gold fever. To the end of his life, Anarusha does not remember the towns: He recalls the skarlakenvroue. Their fear, terror and sadness, and the songs he learned as he grew but no one remembers the names of towns that have disappeared. When he’s not drunk, Leo coaches him in the art of voice. For as long as people like to hear them, the pair have lodgings and food. It’s the skarlakenvroue who teach Anarusha to read.

“Whores,” Leo told him, “read when they not workin.’ What else they gonna do? Ask’em boy, ask’em to showya some books.”

One night, a red-haired woman in green silk underwear gives Anarusha a book all to himself. He reads it over and over until he knows it by heart, which is just as well. Leo spills rum all over it, blurring most of the ink. The boy keeps it though, his ruined book.

Keeps on singing too, watching Leo drink himself further and further into madness. One day the man simply explodes. Finding they’ve run out of drink and money, Leo’s rage expands outward until the room can contain it no longer. It reaches the boy, batters him; a hot, lambasting hurricane, marking his body with bruises and his cheekbones with blood. Anarusha fights back of course, but the wounds on his back are too painful.

So he leaves. He is thirteen and can legally begin to work in the spaces he’s wondered about ever since he learned to dream.

Stopping first at a bordeel he used to play in, Anarusha hammers his broken fists on the door, bent almost double in pain. Need help; there is nowhere else. Brown-skinned Madam flings open the door with a curse. Immensely fat, her barrelling voice blisters the air.

“Not even breakfast time. Don’t you bastards have any decency? We’re closed for fuck’s sake. Go jerk off somewhere – what the –” Stops mid-curse; takes a moment to recognise what’s on her stoep.

Actually bends right over Anarusha, staring into his eyes, screwed up now against harsh white light. And pain. Cannot stop his tears; does not even try.

“Please Madam.” He tries to speak. “Please, I –” Face a mask of blood and snot; nose knocked almost entirely into his cheekbones.

She takes one more astonished look at her poorly timed visitor; makes up her mind. With a physical strength that brawl-hardened miners often found superior to their own, she hefts him over the threshold, cradling his skull as gently as she can.

Owww. . .Anarusha winces. Madam is still making exclamations and her lips are very close to his ear. Head throbs with fever. Owww.

“Jesus Christus! Look at you. God, child, you’re a mess.” She lifts her head, commands echoing through the building.

“Girls! Girls!”

Madam staggers to the kitchen, already yelling to Cook, hauling Anarusha along like so much laundry.

“Boss?” he whispers in her ear.

Madam laughs; mountainous flesh shakes on all sides of him.

“No boss today. No custom till tonight.” She lays him out on the kitchen table like a joint to be carved, barking orders for hot water and linen.

Skarlakenvroue cluster round him; clucking, stroking, patting him with their hands. He feels them remove his clothes and cannot summon any embarrassment; listens to them setting curses on Leo, calling on the tokoloshes to shrivel his dick, take away his health. One whispers he should wake in the night to find himself Black; rumbling laughter at this. Someone curses again in English
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