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  Sam


  Im told we met in London, Mr Leroux, but I dont remember you, she says, trying to draw her body upright, making it straight where it refuses to
  be.


  Thats right. We did meet. Just briefly, though. In fact it wasnt London but Amsterdam. She remembers an award ceremony in London where I wasnt. I remember the
  conference in Amsterdam where I spoke, invited as a promising young expert on her work. She took my hand charmingly then. She was laughing and girlish and a little drunk. I can see no trace of
  intoxication this time. Ive never met her in London.


  There was the other time, too, of course.


  Please, call me Sam, I say.


  My editor says nice things about you. I dont like your looks, though. You look fashionable. She draws her lips back on the final syllable, her teeth apart. Theres a
  flicker of grey tongue.


  I wouldnt know about that, I say, and cant help blushing.


  Are you fashionable? She spreads her lips again, flashes her teeth. If its supposed to be a smile it doesnt look like one.


  I dont think so.


  I have no memory of your face. Nor of your voice. Id certainly remember that voice. That accent. I dont think we can possibly have met. Not in this lifetime, as they
  say.


  It was a very brief meeting. I almost remind her that she was drunk at the time. Shes affecting to look uninterested in the present meeting, but theres too much
  energy in the boredom.


  You must know Ive agreed to the project under duress. Im a very old woman, but that doesnt mean I intend dying any time soon. You, for instance, might well die before
  me, and no one is rushing to write your biography. You might be killed in an accident this afternoon. Run down in the street. Carjacked.


  Im not important.


  Quite so. Theres a lick of a smirk on one side of the mouth. Ive read your articles and I dont think youre an imbecile. Nonetheless, Im
  really not optimistic about this. She stares at me, shaking her head. Her hands rest on her hips and she looks a little clumsy, at least clumsier than I remember. I wouldve
  chosen my own biographer, but I dont know anyone who would agree to undertake the task. Im a terror. Theres a hint of the girlishness I saw in Amsterdam, something akin
  to flirtation but not quite, like shes hoping a man will find her attractive simply because hes a man, and I have to admit she still has a kind of beauty.


  Im sure lots of people would jump at the chance, I say and she looks surprised. She thinks Im flirting back and smiles in a way that looks almost genuine.


  None that I would choose. She wags her head at me, a reprimanding schoolteacher, staring down the famous nose. I may be tall, but shes taller still, a giant.
  Id write my autobiography, but I think it would be a waste of time. Ive never written about my life. I dont entirely believe in the value of life writing. Who cares
  about the men I loved? Who cares about my sex life? Why does everyone want to know what a writer does in bed? I suppose you expect to sit down.


  Whatever you prefer. I can stand.


  You cant stand the whole time.


  I could if that suited you, I say, smiling, but the flirtatious mood has passed. She pouts, points to a straight-backed chair and waits until I sit, then chooses a chair for
  herself on the other side of the room, so that were forced to shout. A cat wanders past and jumps on to her lap. She removes it, putting it back on the floor.


  Not my cat. My assistants. Dont put in the book that Im a cat lady. Im not. I dont want people thinking Im a mad old cat lady.
  Theres a picture on the back of her early books  the publicity shot used for the first ten years of her career  in which she holds a baby cheetah, its mouth open, tongue
  sticking out as her tongue does now. It suggests the suckling toddler, or the stroke victim. My British publisher insisted on the stupid cheetah, shell tell me later,
  because thats what an African writer was supposed to have, the wild clutched to her bosom, suckling the continent, all those tired imperial fantasies.


  What form do you anticipate this taking? she asks now. Please dont imagine Im going to give you access to my letters and diaries. Ill talk to you but
  Im not going to dig out documents or family albums.


  I thought a series of interviews to start.


  A way of getting comfortable? she asks. I nod, shrug my shoulders, produce a small digital recorder. She snorts. I hope you dont imagine that were going to
  become friends over the course of this. I wont take walks with you in my garden or visit museums. I dont do drinks. I wont impart the wisdom of the aged to you. I
  wont teach you how to live a better life. This is a professional arrangement, not a romance. Im a busy person. I have a new book coming out next year, Absolution. I suppose I
  shall have to let you read it, in due course.


  I defer to you.


  Ive read your articles, as I said. You dont get things entirely wrong.


  Perhaps youll be able to correct some of my mistakes.


  Clare did not answer her own door when I arrived. Marie, the beetle-eyed assistant, delivered me into a reception room that overlooked the front garden and the long drive, the high beige
  periphery wall mounted with barbed wire shaped and painted to mimic trained ivy, and the electronic gate closing out the road. Security cameras monitor the property. Clare has chosen a cold room
  for our first interview. Maybe its the only reception room. No  a house this size will have several. There must be another one, a better one, with a view of the back gardens and the
  mountain rising above the city. Shell take me there next time, or somehow Ill manage to find it on my own.


  Her face is narrower than her pictures suggest. If there was a fullness in her cheeks five years ago in Amsterdam, the health has receded and now her face is wind-cracked, a lake bottom in
  drought. It looks nothing like any of the photographs. Her unruly squall of blonde hair has silvered, and though its thin and brittle it still has some of the old lustre. Her abdomen has
  spread. Shes almost a very old woman, but doesnt look her real age  more like sixty than whatever she really is. Her skin is tanned and the line of her jaw has a plastic
  tension. Despite the slight hump in her back, she tries to remain erect. I feel a flash of anger at her vanity. But its not my place to judge that. She is who she is. Im here for
  something else.


  I hope youve brought your own food and drink. I dont intend to feed you while you feed off me. You may use the facilities at the end of the corridor on the left. Please
  remember to lower the seat when youve finished. It will encourage my sympathy. She narrows her eyes and seems to be smirking again, but I cant tell if shes joking or
  serious.


  Are you going to record these discussions?


  Yes.


  Take notes as well?


  Yes.


  Is it on?


  Yes. Its recording.


  Well?


  Im predictable. Id like to start at the beginning, I say.


  Youll find no clues in my childhood.


  Thats not really the point, if youll forgive me. People want to know. In fact, almost nothing is known about her life beyond the slim facts of public record, and the
  little shes condescended to admit in previous interviews. Her agent in London released a one-page official biography five years ago when requests for information became overwhelming.
  Both sets of grandparents were farmers.


  No. My paternal grandfather was an ostrich farmer. The other was a butcher.


  And your parents?


  My father was a lawyer, an advocate. The first in his family to go to university. My mother was a linguist, an academic. I never saw much of them. There were women  girls 
  to look after me. A succession of them. I believe my father did a fair amount of pro Deo work.


  Did that inform your own political stance?


  She sighs and looks disappointed, as though Ive missed a joke.


  I dont have a political stance. Im not political. My parents were liberals. It was to be expected that I would also be a liberal, but I think my parents were
  liberals in the reluctant way of so many of their generation. Better we should speak of left-wing and right-wing, or progressive and regressive, or even oppressive. I am not an
  absolutist. Political orientation is an ellipse, not a continuum. Go far enough in one direction and you end up more or less in the place where you started. But this is politics. Politics is not
  the subject at hand is it?


  Not necessarily. But is it difficult, do you find, to engage in a critique of the government, as a writer?


  She coughs and clears her throat. No, certainly not.


  What I mean is, does being a writer make it more difficult to criticize the government?


  More difficult than what?


  Than if you were a private citizen, for instance.


  But I am a private citizen, as you put it. In my experience, governments mostly take very little notice of what private citizens have to say, unless they say it in unison.


  I guess what Im trying to ask  


  Then ask it.


  What Im trying to ask is whether you think its more difficult to criticize the current government?


  Certainly not. Just because its democratically elected doesnt grant it immunity from criticism.


  Do you think that fiction is essential to political opposition? I regret the question as soon as its out, but sitting in front of her all the carefully formulated questions
  Ive spent months preparing seem impossible to ask.


  She laughs and the laugh turns into another fit of coughing and throat-clearing. You have a very strange idea of what fiction is meant to do.


  I stall for time, feeling her stare at me as I study my maze of notes. I naively assumed it would all go so smoothly. I decide to ask her about the sister; theres no denying the
  importance of politics there. As Im trying to frame the question in my head, she clears her throat again, as if to say, Come along, you must do better, and I rush into another
  question I didnt mean to ask.


  Did you have any siblings?


  You know this, Mr Leroux. It was the climax of a turbulent period. Its a matter of public record. But I absolutely will not talk about my sister.


  Not even the bare facts?


  The known facts of the case are on file in the court records and countless press clippings. No doubt youve read them. Everyone has read them. A man acting alone, he said. The court
  found that he was not acting alone, though no one else was arrested. Like so many others, he died in police custody. Unlike so many others, he had actually committed a crime  at least he
  never denied doing it. I can add nothing else except the experience of the victimized family and that is not new material. We all know how people suffer over the unexpected, violent death of a
  family member. It is fundamentally no different for the family of a murdered innocent or the family of an executed criminal. It is vivisection. It is limb loss. No prosthetic can substitute. The
  family is crippled. That is all I wish to say.


  
    *

  


  Though its only supposed to be our second meeting, Clare cant or wont see me today. Instead I go to the Western Cape Archives, park on Roeland Street, and
  nod at the car guard whos sheltering in the shade of a truck. He gives me a subservient smile and makes some kind of sound of assent. I find myself always on edge, expecting the worst. At
  the airport I was a foreigner, but a week later, in the market yesterday, I was already a local again. Over a display of lettuces, a woman addressed me, expecting a reply. A decade ago I might have
  come up with the right words. I had to shake my head. I smiled and apologized, explaining that I didnt speak the language, didnt understand. Ek is jammer. Ek praat nie Afrikaans
  nie. Ek verstaan jou nie. Ive lost too much of my Afrikaans to be able to answer. I didnt know what to say about the lettuce or the fish, the vis. She looked surprised,
  then shrugged and walked away, mumbling sharply, assuming perhaps that I knew but was refusing to speak her language.


  The Archives have been housed on the site of a former prison for nearly twenty years. The car guard watches as I walk up the steps and through the green grille of the old gate in the
  nineteenth-century outer wall. Inside there are shabby picnic tables and plantings, and the new structure, a building within a building. I sign the register, put my bag in a locker, and carry my
  equipment to the reading room. The woman behind the desk, a Mrs Stewart, is uncertain at first what it is I want. She looks vaguely alarmed when she understands, but nods and asks me to take a seat
  while she sends someone to look for the files. All her sentences rise at the end, in a tone that questions everything without questioning directly. A few years ago, the staff might have let me do
  my own digging in the stacks  friends had such luck, finding things they werent supposed to find. Now everything is more organized and more professional, but also a little less
  hopeful.


  The other people in the room all appear to be amateur genealogists working on family histories. When the stack of brown folders with bold red stamps appears on my table I feel the others
  staring, wondering what kind of files I might be consulting, no longer confidential but still bearing that mark. I take out my camera and tripod and photograph page after page throughout the
  morning.


  At lunchtime, two women from the reading room approach me in the lobby.


  Are you working on family history? one of them asks, her voice rising like Mrs Stewarts.


  No. Its for a book. Im looking at the files of the Publications Control Board. The censors.


  Ohhh, the other one says, nodding. How verrrry interesting.


  We talk for a few moments. I ask about their research. They are sisters, investigating their ancestors, trying to track down the right Hermanus Stephanus or Gertruida Magdalena over centuries of
  people with the same names.


  Good luck with your researches, the first one says as we part on the steps. I hope you find what it is you are looking for.


  I give the car guard what I think is proper. It always seems like too little or too much. Later, I ask Greg what he thinks. I trust his opinion because Ive known him
  since we were students in New York, and because hes the most morally and socially engaged friend I still have in the country. When I told him I was coming back, and that my wife would be
  joining me later in the year to take up her new assignment in Johannesburg, Greg insisted I stay with him for as long as I needed to be in Cape Town.


  It can never be too much because they need it more than you, he says, balancing his son on his knee. Just like if your hire car gets stolen or somebody takes the radio or
  the hubcaps  you have to tell yourself, whoever took it needs it more. Its the only way to live with yourself.


  I dont ever want it to look like charity.


  Think of all the fuckers who only give them fifty cents and cant be bothered. Money isnt an insult. Theres nothing wrong with charity. Not everything has to be
  payment for services rendered, however informally. And if youre a tourist you owe them a little more.


  I dont think of myself as a tourist any more. Im back now.


  You havent been local for a long time, Sam, no matter what shirt you wear or the music you listen to. And whos to say youre going to stay in the long run?
  Sarahs post lasts for  how long?  only eighteen months?


  Three years if she wants it.


  But then youll go somewhere else. That means youre a tourist. You dont have to feel bad about it. Just remember it.


  And how much do you give?


  No, see, the thing is, I give less than I expect you to give because I give every day and have been giving for years. I employ a nanny who comes six days a week, a gardener who comes
  twice a week, a domestic who comes three times a week, and I give soup packets to the old man who comes to my front gate every Friday. I give my domestic and my nanny money to put their kids
  through school. I buy the school uniforms. I pay for their medical aid. When I park in the city, I dont give the car guards as much as Id expect you to give because I give so much
  already, and even that isnt enough, you know. And I dont give food to people who come to the house any more, except the old man, because hes never drunk. So Im one of
  the fuckers I hate. But you tourists, youve got to give a little more.


  He speaks quickly, his son playing with the beads around his neck. Dylan, dont pull Daddys beads. He looks up at me, smiling. I was thinking, lets go to
  the Waterfront this afternoon. Theres a new juice bar open and I feel like shopping. Well leave Dylan with Nonyameko. We can see a movie afterward.


  
    *

  


  Another day. Clare shows me into the same room as the one we used for our first interview. This time she has buzzed me in through the gate and opened her own front door. The
  assistant must have the day off. We sit again in the same chairs. The cat passes through the room, only this time it takes to my lap instead of hers. Purring, it drools on my jeans and digs its
  claws into my legs.


  Cats like fools, Clare says, straight-faced.


  Can we go back to your sister?


  I knew you werent going to let Nora stay dead. She looks weary, even more drawn than the first time. I know that her sisters story is a detour from the main route.
  This is not the real story I want, but it might be a way of getting there in the long run.


  Was your sister always political?


  I think she regarded herself as apolitical, like me. But, thats not quite fair. Im not apolitical. Im privately political. But if one chooses a public life
   either by career or association or marriage  thats another matter. She chose a public life by marrying a public figure.


  A writers life is not a public life?


  No, she says, and smiles  either condescendingly or, I flatter myself, enjoying the parry. It was unconscionable to take an apolitical stance in this country
  at that time, as a public figure. She was a victim of her own navet. She should have known she was marking herself for death. But she was the firstborn. Our parents made
  mistakes. Perhaps they left her crying in the crib instead of comforting her. Or they were strict where they should have been trusting. She always resented that I was allowed to shave my legs and
  wear lipstick when I was thirteen, to have skirts above my knees, to bleach my schoolgirl moustache. It was obvious the same standards did not apply to me, and she saw that. Our parents held her
  under their thumbs until she was sixteen. She did not go to university. Marriage was an escape from authoritarian parenting into an even more authoritarian culture. I was luckier.


  You were educated abroad. I know all this. Im laying down the foundations. Everything else will rest on this.


  Yes. Boarding school here, then university in England. A period in Europe after that.


  And then you returned home, at a time when many in the anti-apartheid movement  writers especially  were beginning to go into exile.


  Thats correct. It was before I had published. I wanted to come back, to be a part of the opposition, such as it was.


  Do you resent those who emigrated?


  No. Some had little choice. They were banned, they or their families were threatened, and some were imprisoned. Or they left for a brief while  to study overseas  and found
  that because of their political activities they could not return, or simply they realized it was easier in many ways to stay in England or America or Canada or France, and so much the better for
  them, I suppose, if thats what they wanted, if that is what they felt they needed to do for themselves. I was not threatened, for the most part, and so I stayed  or rather, I returned
  and stayed. Is this going anywhere, this line of questioning? What can it say about me?


  When we met in Amsterdam she was drunk on the adulation, and on quantities of champagne. As a result, she was effusive and open-handed then, or seemed so maybe only because she was away from
  home and being celebrated. She pretended it was her birthday and took a magnum of champagne from the conference reception. At the bland tourist hotel where she was staying, she pleaded in halting
  Afrikaans for the concierge to get some glasses from the restaurant so she could toast her birthday with her friends, old and new. The concierge tried not to laugh at her language, but it had the
  desired effect.


  I was one of the group then, a new friend. Given the champagne, it shouldnt surprise me that she has forgotten our first meeting, or that she imagines it was in London, at an awards
  ceremony instead of a conference. Shes an old woman. Her memory cant be perfect.


  I find it difficult, though, to reconcile the writer I so esteem in print, who took my hand with such grace in Amsterdam, with the woman sitting across from me now. There is open mockery on her
  face. It triggers a flash of memory that I instantly suppress. I cant allow myself to think about the past, not yet.


  


  Absolution


  It was not the usual kind of slow waking in the middle of the night, from the bottom of sleep. Clares bladder was not full, she had consumed no caffeine the previous
  day. Her window was open, but noises from outside did not, as a rule, ever bother her sleep. Instinctively, she knew something was wrong. She was hyperventilating when she woke and her heart was
  beating so loudly that if anyone had been in the room it would have betrayed her.


  For years she had resisted an alarm, insisting that locks were adequate; anyone determined enough to break through deadbolts and safety glass and burglar bars was worthy of whatever bounty they
  might choose. But now, how she wished for the alarm, and the kind of bedside panic button that her friends and her son, her scattered cousins, had all chosen to install. She knew, too, that the
  sound could not have come from Marie, who would be asleep upstairs on the top floor. It had come from below. If Marie had gone downstairs, Clare would have heard her pass in the corridor.


  Trying to slow her heart rate, she said to herself, There is silence, there is only breeze, an old mantra she had learned as a girl. The curtains played around the security bars. It was
  not valuables that worried her. Anyone who wanted them could have the electronics, such as they were, even the silver, the crystal, if thieves cared about such things any more. It was confrontation
  that terrified her, the threat of guns, and of men with guns. There is silence. There is only breeze. One, two, three, four, slow, six, seven. She had nearly calmed herself back to sleep
  when she heard the unmistakable swing of a door on its hinge, metal rotating against unlubricated metal, and the bottom of the door catching and vibrating against the coir mats in the foyer
  downstairs. And above there was movement, a creaking floorboard. Marie had heard it, too.


  Clare grabbed for the phone in the darkness but when she put the receiver to her ear there was only a hollow silence. Although she had no cellphone she could not answer for Marie, who might be
  trusted to have a solution. How long since the door against the mat? Seconds? Thirty seconds? Two minutes? A smell began to work its way upstairs, sharp and astringent, chemical, not a smell of her
  home. And then another sound, pressure on the first stair, a loose board, and a collective intake of breath, or was that her imagination? She could throw her door closed, but the key for the lock
  had been lost long ago; she would be unable to escape out the window, there was no space under the bed where she might hide, the wardrobe was too full, there was no closet in her bedroom. The
  courageous thing would be to sit up in bed, turn on the light and wait for them to come, or to shout, Take what you want, I dont care!, but she had lost her voice, and her body
  was paralyzed. She would have screamed if her throat had let her.


  More seconds, a minute, silence, or perhaps she was too distracted to hear. There was a granite stone on the floor which she used as a doorstop, almost a small boulder, and she hoisted it from
  the floor and into the bed, thinking  what? That she would hurl it at her attackers? Could sticks and stones still repulse men, or did it take harder stuff? These were things she suddenly
  felt she ought to know.


  As she adjusted the boulder in her arms, four hooded men appeared before her, their reflections in the glass of the framed photograph on the wall opposite her bed. They passed in single file
  down the corridor, carrying stunted guns in their gloved hands. The guns were in fact a sick relief, less intimate; death would be quick. She was no stranger to the power of guns.


  The last of the four men turned, looked into the room, and sniffed the air. His nostrils were congested. She could hear it as she shut her eyes tight, pretending to sleep, hoping that
  consciousness had no odour. She could smell him, pungent and sharp, and the metallic reek of the gun and its oils. Her heartbeats were so loud, how could he not hear them? He did hear them, turned,
  looked into the corridor for his fellows, but they had gone upstairs already  a shuffle, a scuffle, Marie subdued.


  His weight came down on her, gloved hands, balaclava over the face, and the sound of his congested breathing. All of a sudden the stone in her hands was on the floor in a single movement, and he
  pressed down against her, felt for her, felt his way into her with one hand, the other, the waxed leather glove of it, over her mouth, the suffocation, her nostrils almost blocked, her heart
  roaring.


  No, she had imagined that.


  But she could smell him and the metallic reek of the gun. Her heartbeats were so loud, how could he not hear them, standing there at the threshold? But then he withdrew from the doorway,
  rejoined the others, and crept further down the corridor.


  They would have been watching the house, known that only two women lived there, two women unlikely to have guns. They would have known there was no alarm, no razor wire or electric fence and,
  crucially, no dogs.


  Clare felt the boulder, pale and heavy in her arms, resting alongside her. It was wet with perspiration and smelled of earth. She had dug it out of the gardens old rockery to make way for
  a vegetable patch. If only the men would whisper to each other, just to let her know they were still there. She thought they were at the opposite end of the corridor, and then was certain of it
  when the board of the first stair leading to the top floor sighed under the pressure of an intruding foot. God! She must cry out and warn Marie! But she was choked, her throat swollen. Air would
  not come. The chords would not vibrate. Everything was thick and hard about her.


  And then, deafeningly, four bright, explosive shots, low growls, and a fifth, deeper shot, a sixth, bright like the first, and then a rush of feet past her door. The wall opposite her bed
  exploded in a shower of plaster, knocking the framed photo to the floor, shattering glass across the wood and rugs. There was a final quick shot, a groan and feet pummelling down the stairs, doors
  slamming, and then silence.


  It was not a dream, but she woke from it to find Marie standing next to her.


  Theyve gone. I chased them.


  I didnt know you had a gun.


  You wouldnt get an alarm, Marie said.


  I will now.


  Im going to the neighbours, to phone the police.


  Did you kill anyone?


  No.


  You missed?


  No. I aimed for their firing arms.


  You got them? Clare asked


  Yes. One wouldnt give up. I shot him again. And then the others came at me, and I shot another one of them again. That was all my ammunition.


  You were lucky.


  Ill be back in a few minutes. Marie hovered near the door, assessing the glass on the floor, the mounds of plaster, the exposed beams in the wall, the outer stucco. The
  extent of the damage would only be evident in daylight.


  Are you sure theyve gone?


  They drove away. They were really very stupid. I wrote down their car registration before they came upstairs. They were parked just outside the house.


  It was probably stolen.


  After she heard Marie leave, locking the door downstairs, Clare sat up in bed, her throat still dry and hot. How dare Marie keep a gun without telling her? How dare she fire shots in
  Clares house? How dare she assume so much?


  Clare had not been so close to firing guns for years, not since she had spent the holidays at her cousin Dorothys farm in the Eastern Cape, and the foreman had been killed in an attack,
  Dorothy wounded. The two Great Danes had been killed, too, and it was only the next morning when they were certain the danger had passed that they went out and dug ditches for the dogs and buried
  those huge, sleek bodies inside the compound. Danes do not have long lives. They wrapped the body of the foreman in potato sacks and put it in the back of the truck. Dorothy sat next to the
  mans body, her leg stretched out and still bleeding. Clare had driven half an hour on dirt roads, then over the pass to the hospital in Grahamstown. Surely there had been others with them,
  perhaps her daughter? Her memory was only of the bleeding cousin, the dead foreman, the dead dogs, and the invisible attackers. Her daughter could not have been there. By then, Laura had already
  disappeared.


  Clare did not have the stomach to see if there was blood in the corridor, though she knew there would have to be, blood like battery acid, burning into the rugs and floorboards, impossible ever
  to remove.


  The police confirmed that the deadbolts and doors had not been forced, and Marie insisted that she had remembered, as she always did, to check the locks before going to bed; it
  was as much a part of her nightly habit as flossing her teeth. Besides, she had a mania about security, so she would not have had a lapse, even on a bad day. The telephone line had been cut at its
  point of entry to the house. Clare stood in the kitchen, her pyjamas covered with a white robe, hair pulled back into a severe knot. She was trying to listen to the policeman questioning Marie, but
  no one came to question her. It felt as though they were ashamed of Clares presence. Women were not meant to be giants. Police flashes flared in the upstairs corridor, accompanied by the
  high electronic whine of cameras. Forensics experts were dusting and collecting samples. She felt a coward.


  If the crime had been so professional in its execution, then perhaps petty criminality was not the explanation; petty criminals, even violent criminals, would not have the kind of equipment that
  would open a lock without any detectable signs of force. Apart from blood on the floor and gunshot wounds to the plaster of her bedroom wall, her house was untouched. The damage had been done in
  the gunfight, as she felt she must call it, in a half-ironic tone that would drive Marie mad in the following weeks. During the gunfight, she would begin a sentence, or I
  feared that gunfight might be my last experience of the world and it seemed such a waste, such an aesthetic failure.


  Only one thing appeared to have been taken.


  There is something missing, she told the uniformed officer who was leading the investigation.


  Missing?


  My fathers wig.


  I dont understand.


  The tin box containing my fathers wig. He was a lawyer. I kept it on the hearth. It has been taken.


  Why should someone wish to take your fathers wig?


  How should I know?


  Can you describe it?


  It was a painted black tin box with my fathers wig inside. The wig he wore when he argued cases in London. Made from horsehair. I dont know its value. There were more
  obviously valuable things they might have taken.


  What colour was the wig?


  White. Grey. It was completely ordinary, as barristers wigs go. Like you see on television. Old movies. Costume dramas.


  It is a part of a costume?


  No. Yes. That isnt the point, Clare said, trying to check her exasperation.


  Would you like it back?


  Of course I want it back. It belongs to me. It can have no meaning for anyone but me.


  Except maybe a bald person. You are not bald. Perhaps the person who took it is a bald man. A bald man would need a wig more than you.


  That is a ridiculous thing to say. Should I not give a statement?


  The officer stared at her through pale jelly eyes.


  A statement? I was told you saw nothing.


  Dont you think you should ask me whether I saw anything? I saw things. I saw the intruders, their reflections.


  Clare was told to go back to bed, to one of the guest rooms. Walking upstairs, she passed little plastic shrines, police evidence tents marking drops of blood, snaking all the way to her bedroom
  door. She could not remember coming downstairs, nor could she remember having seen blood, but the tents suggested this was impossible; there was blood everywhere, and the smell of the invaders came
  back to her: synthetic, chemical, a kind of orange disinfectant, a bathroom cleaning fluid or deodorizer. Those men had cleaned themselves before they attacked; they knew what they were about. When
  they left, she was certain, they did not disappear into the waves of numberless shacks that stretched out beneath the mountain to the airport and beyond; they went to private hospitals where
  questions would not be asked, and then home to wives or girlfriends who would tend their dressings with quiet discretion.


  Dawn burned visibly through a crack in the exterior wall, wood and plaster riven by the shotgun blast. Clare was allowed to retrieve the photograph from the floor; although its
  frame had been broken and the glass shattered, she found that by some miracle the antique print itself was intact, almost unharmed, except for a small scratch in one corner. In black and white her
  sister Nora stared, stern-mouthed, not at the camera, but into the distance, looking out, imperious, through horn-rimmed glasses, her forehead shaded by a ridiculous white hat, the fashion of many
  decades earlier. Though she was not middle-aged when the picture was taken, Nora wore a dress of white polka dots against a pale background  probably pink, Clare thought  with satin
  rosette buttons. It was not a young womans cut, dowdy rather than demure. The polka dots of the dress matched her pearl earrings. Noras shoulders rubbed against another woman in a
  light herringbone coat and black straw hat decorated with ostrich feathers. Both looked smug, chins jutting forward, jowls already forming. Clare did not recognize the other woman; they were all
  interchangeable, sitting in their reviewing booths at identical party rallies. That was how she liked to remember her sister, buttressed against history, in denial of the currents of history,
  firm-mouthed and frowning, a year or two before her assassination. It was comforting to think of her that way, to imagine her static and immobile.


  Marie was beside her again, panting, smelling of wet grass. Of course now you will have to move. They know they can get at you here. Its too easy.


  I will have an alarm. Better burglar bars, Clare protested.


  You need walls. You cannot stay in this country without walls to protect you. Walls and razor wire, electrified. Guard dogs, too.


  There was no doubt that Marie was going to win this battle. Marie, after all, had risked everything. Marie, the assistant, the employed, the indispensable, must be allowed to determine their
  future domestic arrangements.


  Marie, what was the car?


  I gave the police the registration number.


  But what make? What model? Was it old or new?


  New, Marie hesitated. A Mercedes.


  Yes. I thought it would be something like that. You will make appointments with estate agents, tomorrow, wont you?


  


  Clare


  You come out, across the plateau, running close to the ground, find the hole in the fence you cut on entry, scamper down to the road, peel out of the black jacket, the black
  slacks, shorts and T-shirt underneath; you are a backpacker, a student, a young woman hitchhiking, a tourist, perhaps with a fake accent. Soon it will be dawn. But no, I fear this isnt
  right. Perhaps it wasnt there, not that town  not the one on the plateau, but the one further along the coast at the base of the mountains, and you have gone overland to hide your
  tracks, not through the centre of town, not where anyone will see you at night, men coming out of bars, remembering in days to come the young woman, taut and determined, hurrying alone in the
  night. You went overland, up the mountain, circling round the north side of town, up through the old indigenous forest. How many hours walk?  twelve kilometres or more, and
  thats if you kept near the road. Run, roll, slide over and down the mountain through the forestry land, the plantation, the even rows of tall pines, a grid of growth, into farmland, wide
  fields, the mountains behind you, the sea in front, and come down to the crossroads, where others linger in the streetlights, women and men, children, people waiting for a taxi or a relative. An
  old woman with a child tied to her back scrambles up over the rear fender of a vehicle, helped inside by the other passengers as it drives away, ghosting along the coast road on its innocent
  journey.


  And yours  the flight that becomes flight as soon as the bombs detonate  what kind of journey is that? I understand that you were responsible, but how can I know with certainty?
  How can I know whether it was that particular explosion or another, whether the strangers who came to me later were protecting you from something or someone else, or protecting me?


  I have tried to make sense of you in the past, Laura, but each time I try it comes out wrong. I write it but fail to see it. Call it a mothers blindness. I try again, imagining it another
  way, but still it seems incomplete.


  This new attempt to reconstruct the last days before your disappearance is only for my own sake, because there was never an official account. I begin this diary again, a new final beginning, at
  the same hour as I have put the pieces in motion that will result in the writing of my own life. The biographer now comes, invading my home and my mind; unlike others, no less malign in their way,
  I cannot deny him entry.


  I dream that someday you may read this and tell me where Ive gone wrong, so we might enjoy the irony of the imagined and the real grating against each other. In the absence of your own
  version, I know there must be another, a competing one, which I may yet choose to summon. I speak, of course, of the boy. I know that his is not my story to tell. There are gaps in my knowledge of
  your final days, but in the story of the boy I have no source upon which to rely other than your own partial account. The boy, perhaps, will tell his own story, in a way that I cannot.


  There are days when I think I should have filed whatever it was that one was supposed to file at the time  a statement, a Victims Statement, Human Rights
  Violations Statement, whatever the Truth and Reconciliation Commission requested  but I could not come to think of myself as a Victim in the way that others were
  victims. You were a victim, but I knew you were not a Victim. Anyway, I do not like this word, victim, with all of its Latinate baggage. We were not sacrificial, and there was
  nothing about what happened to us that had anything to do with the supernatural. What would I have achieved by making my statement, apart from hoping that some shady and predictable character from
  the old government might admit what had happened to you? I did not, I still do not, need the meagre money the government would have settled on me in an official capacity. Let them spend it on those
  who have genuine need, and so much more besides. I did not need to see my or your name on that list of Official Victims. Your brother did not push for it  neither did your father  so
  what good would it have done? What is good for us anyway? I need to find something good. I need at least to imagine what might have happened, to begin to chart a way through the little I know.


  So I bring you back to the crossroads, where the journey must have begun, more than a dozen other people standing in hazy sanctuaries of flickering orange light around you, shifting at your
  arrival. Perhaps you nodded to the woman nearest you, and the woman smiled once but then turned away in embarrassment or fear for what you might represent  the threat you might pose simply
  by being there among them, standing alone in the dark. A white woman like you would not be waiting at the crossroads on the old forest road, not in the middle of the night, at the height of summer,
  on foot, rubber-soled shoes on the sweating asphalt, two sticky chemical substances that merge into each other if you stand still long enough. Even the children knew instinctively to beware. Women
  like you did not go on foot after dark, not in those days, not even today  especially not today. How mad you must have appeared, come rolling down the mountain in your backpackers
  disguise. (Should I have tried to stop you? If you had said, Mother, I wont do it for your sake, would I have said Dont do it, my darling or would I have said, No,
  you must do it, for the sake of us all? Can I speak of the greater good in the same breath as I summon the nature of your act?)


  You would have had supplies because you were always so well prepared: water in a thermos, and Safari Dates, your favourite snack as a child. I can see you sip and chew, alternate between water
  and fruit, pausing to take steady breaths, to calm yourself as I calm myself, counting heartbeats and willing them to strike a less persistent time. These were old movements, ones you learned from
  me, which I learned from my mother and she learned from hers. And if there had been only men about at the crossroads, you would not have stopped. You would have kept yourself going for safety, not
  out of panic but out of caution, always seeing what might come next.


  It would have been deepest night, past two, but your plan would have been clear, the car would be coming, you would recognize it, knowing by the dip and rise of its lights that it was meant for
  you. The plan would have been to spirit you back, somewhere you could not be found, hiding until they stopped looking so intently and then over the border to Botswana or Lesotho, and then more
  remote exile. But perhaps the traffic was too sparse, or something happened and your associate, the driver, was apprehended  one of the ones rounded up and detained until they ceased to
  exist.


  The time appointed for the rendezvous passed. You checked your watch, knew enough not to wait until dawn would expose you, and began looking for the right kind of alternative. Drivers knew
  stories of hijackings and ambushes. Only the impecunious travelled without fear. With nothing there was nothing to lose but life.


  After ten minutes a truck approached, and you edged out on to the pavement, thumb erect, hair vivid in the dark. The truck dipped its lights and slowed to an idle next to you, its gears
  clunking. The driver was a man, and beside him sat a dog and a young boy.


  This man, I imagine him always eating  the kind of brute whose appetite for food reflects his appetite for consumption in general, for consuming everything it might be possible to put
  into his mouth, an appetite out of all control, that regards moderation not just as a foreign idea, but as an enemy concept: to moderate is to limit his experience of the world. So when the truck
  pulls over to meet you, Laura, I imagine this man covered in the detritus of a meal, food staining his clothes, while the boy is left to starve.


  I see you at the truck, trying to play the role of whore to get a lift, knowing you would be capable of anything to get where you needed to go. It was a game you sometimes played with your
  brother: the little flirt, the sexually precocious younger child, teasing him, poking fun at his small adolescent prick in the pool, your premature development intimidating. You were before your
  time in all things. Dont get stroppy with me, Laura! I would bark, watching as you waited until the last moment to pack, to shower for school, and then sulk when I pushed you. (How
  can I call you wilful, whom I miss most?) I can see you there now, at night, amongst those people, hiking up your skirt  no, not a skirt  opening the top button on your shirt or
  knotting it at the waist to expose your midriff, an ivory sash in the darkness, talking your way into that truck.


  Where you heading? the man asked, leaning out through an opened window. He had leathery skin and wiry hair; his upper arms sagged where they emerged from his sleeveless shirt, and
  at the armholes his pale chest flashed.


  Perhaps you shook your head or came up with a plausible story. Or perhaps you simply told the truth.


  To Ladybrand.


  Im going to Port Elizabeth. Ill take you that far. Hop in.


  Climbing up into the cab, you flinched at the smell of urine and dog. The boy scooted closer to the dog and the driver, making room for you.


  Im Bernard, the man said, and this is Sam.


  In your last letter to me, and in the last of the notebooks you bequeathed me, you recount your time with Bernard and the boy, the boy called Sam. Would you have given your real name? I
  dont think so. You would have given a name to suit the moment, a name under which to travel, to draw attention or not  to draw attention away, perhaps, from what really mattered.


  Im Lamia, you said.


  Funny name for a girl, said Bernard. This is Tiger.


  Funny name for a dog.


  He bites like a tiger. Bernard put the truck back into gear, accelerating through the intersection. Im driving through the night. Tomorrow morning Ill stop at
  a picnic place, sleep all day, then get going again. That suit you?


  I might want to carry on.


  You sleep now if you want.


  Thank you for stopping.


  Pleasure. When I saw you standing alone back there, I said to Sam, Christ man, that girly looks like she needs a lift.


  You were no girl, not by then, but thats what a man like him would have seen, a girl alone and stranded, even a girl playing the whore.


  Hell of a place to be hitchhiking. All kinds of men out this time of night, he said.


  All kinds of men, and some in trucks. You were not the kind to take rides with men, but perhaps the child, the boy, reassured you, because he was a child. Men with children are less likely to
  do things that might shame them in the eyes of a child. I wrote that once, naively. But no, the concern would have been secondary; you were prepared for anything, ready to meet any threat, to
  go out fighting.


  


  1989


  The boy woke before Bernard that morning because the phone was ringing but this was nothing new because he was always awake before Bernard who was still passed out from the
  night before, next to the sink. Sometimes Bernard slept there by the sink and sometimes on the floor of the lounge by the couch, keeping the boy awake with talk in his sleep. One morning the boy
  found him with his head resting on the toilet, vomit sheeting the bathroom. Hed had chicken for dinner, and peas, and then something sweet. The boy could count the peas: thirty-seven whole
  ones and parts of others.


  He answered the phone. It was the man with the funny voice again.


  Listen kid is Bernard there?


  Hes asleep.


  Fuck wake him up man.


  The boy jabbed at Bernards ribs with his bare foot. Bernard. Bernard. Theres a phone call. But the man didnt move.


  He wont wake up.


  Fuck throw some water on him man this is important business.


  Hell hit me.


  Hell kill you if he hears he missed this call.


  So the boy poured some water in a glass and splashed it in Bernards flushed grey face, but the first glass didnt do anything and the boy had to do it again, but this didnt
  do anything either so he got a beer from the refrigerator, popped the lid, and poured it in Bernards eyes and then the man snapped upright and wrapped one of those hard hands around the
  boys throat and the other around the hand the boy was holding the beer can with and he looked like he would snap the boys head off and eat it. But the boy put out his other hand, the
  one holding the phone, and said, He told me to wake you up. Bernard kept holding on to the boys neck and his chest was going up and down but he took the phone and the boy dropped the
  beer can on the floor and the two of them were looking at each other for a long time.


  No man. Give me half an hour rather. Im in no fit state for public consumption. Cant be that urgent. Theyre already dead, hey?


  Bernard hung up the phone and shook his head and stared again at the boy for a long time and had a funny look in his eyes. Dont ever do that again or Ill open you up from your
  mouth to your arsehole.


  He jumped from the floor like hed been awake all morning and picked the boy up in the air in his thin arms and shook the child. Dont ever do that again! Then he put the boy
  down and punched him in the nose so there was blood all over the lino floor, and the blood went in with the beer and water and Bernard shook his head and said, You clean that up we dont
  have time for your bullshit this morning.


  So the boy cleaned up the floor with some kitchen towel and it took a long time because the blood kept coming in gobs from his nose.


  And then Bernard showered. And then he said the boy should shower and the boy showered and then got dressed in khaki pants because he liked them best and the blue checked shirt because his
  father had given him that for his last birthday so he liked that shirt best and the red shoes because they were the only shoes he had anyway.


  The boy was hungry but they didnt eat. Im too rough for eating this morning rather make me some strong coffee, quickly hey. So the boy put on the coffee maker and they both
  drank a cup but it tasted like cigarettes and Bernard spat his out on the floor and said for him to clean it up and the boy reached for the kitchen towel and as he was bending over the blood
  started to come again.


  He ate an old banana that had been sitting in the kitchen for a week. He hadnt been living with his uncle, his mothers half-brother, for very long, a few months only, since the
  winter, and there was never enough for more than one person to eat.


  They drove in Bernards truck to a police station downtown and Bernard stopped at the entrance to the forecourt and said something to the guard, and the man opened the gate and let them
  pass and inside it smelled thick like toilets, and there was a black plastic mound. Bernard got out of the truck and looked at the mound and shook his head and lifted a corner of the black plastic,
  and then the boy could see what was underneath and didnt even look away because he had seen that sort of thing before but each time he forgot and looking didnt make much difference
  any more. Bernard and the man from the phone pulled the plastic all the way back and looked and laughed like theyd never seen anything so funny.


  So Bernard drove them home and swapped the pickup for the big truck and then drove all the way back across town to the police station. He had to back the truck into the forecourt and it scraped
  against the top of the gateway. The boy thought maybe Bernard would just let him stay in the truck while he loaded but he said, Come on man you gotta earn your keep and he dragged the boy
  out of the front seat. The man from the phone with the funny voice said, Isnt the boy too young for this? and Bernard said, You know what I was doing at his age?, laughing and
  pulling at his nephews shirt. They put on plastic jumpsuits and rubber gloves and masks and there were two policemen who were already wearing the same outfits and they started loading the
  bodies into the back of the truck but the man from the phone didnt help because he was too important and he went into his office that had a window looking down on the forecourt and watched
  from there. Once he brought them tea for a break but the boy didnt want to put his hands near his face and Bernard said, Suit yourself man, you take what you can get.


  The boy took the arms and his uncle took the feet and they would swing them and throw them into the truck and when it got overloaded at the back Bernard climbed in and moved the bodies around
  and then the boy had to prop the bodies left outside up against the truck and with one of the other policemen Bernard would drag them by their hands into the back. The boy didnt get the
  chance to see his mother and father dead. The police said there was nothing left of them.


  Bernard and the two policemen were laughing because they were so close to being sick from the smell and then they were done and Bernard was still laughing when he closed the doors of the truck
  and bolted them and the policemen folded up the tarpaulin and began to hose down the forecourt, washing everything left into the drains. The smell didnt bother the boy so much. He had
  smelled it before and this was just another thing that smelled and looked like things he had tried to forget. Bernard went to the bathroom and was there for a long time and when he came back he
  looked greyer than he usually did and his teeth were yellower and he didnt even hit the boy, he just mumbled something and told him to get in the cab because it was time to go and they had a
  long trip ahead of them.


  They drove out of the city across the flats and past the airport, turning east and going up and over the pass and then through the orchards where the lights on barns were orange against the dark
  and insects flamed in little explosions of fire when they hit the electric fencing. Bernard had forgotten to pack anything to eat and when the boy said he was hungry Bernard just said,
  Well stop in the morning, hey.


  But even Bernard, who only ate once a day, finally got hungry and about ten he pulled off the road and they went in to a petrol station for sandwiches. Bernard ate two and the boy ate one even
  though he was hungry enough for two. Hed learned not to ask for anything beyond what Bernard gave him. His mother had read him the book and he knew what happened to orphans if they asked for
  more.


  


  Sam


  Because of Clares antipathy for the press and for interviews in particular, I come to these sessions knowing only the barest facts of her life. When approached, all of
  her family members refused to cooperate, as did her friends and former colleagues. A few people  academics with whom shes disagreed and other writers whose work shes savaged in
  reviews or essays  have clamoured to provide me with gossip: she blocked the appointment of an esteemed Renaissance scholar because the woman was both right-wing and a lesbian. Lesbianism
  and conservative politics were, Clare said, irreconcilable. She once berated a colleague in front of a lecture hall full of students for failing to recognize what to her seemed an obvious allusion
  to Petrarch in the text under discussion.


  As always with successful or powerful women, there are rumours about her sex life. I dismissed most of these out of hand: she was promiscuous in her student days; she aborted several
  pregnancies; she frequented sex clubs in Paris during her wild years abroad; she spent a year as a kept woman in West Berlin; she had an affair with a Soviet double-agent in London, betrayed him to
  the Soviets or the British or the Americans or to his wife or didnt betray him but was recruited by him and his wife to the KGB and served as an agent in the pay of Moscow from the late
  1950s until 1989. There were many contradictory versions of that particular story. Even if such stories are true, they dont interest me, if only because they have so little relevance to her
  body of work. They tell me nothing about what I most want to know.


  You have one child.


  Two, she snaps.


  But your daughter, Laura  


  If you are waiting for me to flesh out the scene, I will not. I cannot. As with my sister, the newspapers will give you the facts as they were reported.


  Several years after she allegedly died, you published Changed to Trees, a historical novel about a vicar in Georgian England whose young daughter drowns during a family
  picnic.


  Let me say one thing: I have never been provided with incontrovertible proof of my daughters death. Her voice is strangled. Not with sadness, I think, but with something
  closer to rage. I dont know where to look or what to say.


  So you believe shes still alive?


  Believing her to be alive and feeling uncertain about whether or not she is dead are two distinct states of mind.


  Would you care to elaborate?


  No, she almost shouts. I hear a door open somewhere in the house: the assistant coming or going. I page through my notes to buy time and give Clare a chance to recover her
  composure.


  Going back to the book, then, Changed to Trees. It was seen by many international critics  particularly those in America and Britain, who were possibly unaware of the
  context of its writing  as an odd change of direction for you, towards a more personalized narrative, after a succession of acclaimed allegorical and resolutely secular novels.


  You are saying it was seen as an artistic failure or a failure of imagination?


  I think it was misread by some as indicative of a certain creative loss of direction.


  It did not help that it was published so soon after the fall of the old government and the first democratic elections. My critics thought, Aha! She has lost her natural enemy, she has
  nothing to criticize, so she turns to the past, and another country, and loses her way. They all wanted me to attack or prophesy the failures of the new democracy, or else they wanted
  celebrations of it, something like hopeful propaganda, encomia to the Rainbow Nation. But I do not work programmatically. I write what I am compelled to write  and by compulsion I refer to
  interior compulsion of course, she says, on a roll again, as if I had never made any reference to her daughter. I dont know how to get us back to that territory, or what map to follow
  if we get there. One of my many parts, call her the governor of my internal nation, says to the clerks in her government, This is what you will write today, and so it is. Most of
  writing is secretarial drudgery, hard work looking for the right word. You are correct, I dont think the international critics knew then about Lauras disappearance, which was not
  reported outside this country (it hardly made news here), and they thought I was changing tack or aiming for a broader audience. I should say as a side note that I have never been concerned with
  money. I would have become a lawyer like my father if I had been worried about that. Any of the critics who thought I was suffering financially need only have come to visit to know that was not the
  case.


  You are divorced.


  Yes.


  Your husband was a lawyer. Like your father.


  Yes. Are you interviewing him?


  I was unable to contact him.


  Which means he hasnt returned your calls. He wont. He is an even more intensely private person than I am.


  And your son?


  My son can speak for himself.


  He has also declined to be interviewed.


  Yes. He would. He leads an unexceptional, unimpeachable life.


  And his politics?


  Hes what we might call fractionally left of centre.


  And your daughter, Laura?


  Yes, my daughter. A radical. A revolutionary.


  What did she do?


  I thought we covered her already. She was mostly a journalist, until she became wholly invested in the armed struggle. But I wont speak about that.


  I decide to leave Laura for the moment, hoping, I suppose, to keep Clare unsure where the questions might be going.


  You wrote your first published novel not long after the birth of your son.


  Yes. It was bad.


  You described it once as a deconstruction of the feminist protest novel.


  It succeeds on its own terms, but I have never given permission for it to be reprinted. It was very much a first novel, even though it was the third Id then written. The real first
  two are languishing in my safe and no doubt one day they will go to Texas or be published after my death, undermining every assault Ive made on the canon. But the first published book,
  Landing, was about the culture of my childhood. I was struggling to make sense of my own past, and the country to which I had decided very consciously to return.


  You mentioned earlier that your books were never banned, and unlike some of your peers, who were forced into exile, you were left relatively unmolested by the old government.


  Relatively unmolested. What a careful construction.


  Would you say thats an accurate description?


  She pauses and looks past me, and then without saying anything stands and walks out of the room. I cant tell if this signals the end of the interview or if shes only going to get
  something, or perhaps going to the bathroom. Im hungry and thirsty, and forgot to bring anything to eat or drink today. After ten minutes she comes back with a notepad and sits down without
  comment.


  Would you  ? I begin. She raises a hand to silence me, glances down at the pad, and begins to speak.


  Compared to five or six others I can think of, who were proscribed, whose work was banned, who could not even smuggle their manuscripts out of the country without paying huge bribes they
  could ill afford, who were forced to flee and live abroad for many years, I was, as you put it, relatively unmolested. But for a writer trying to work in the conditions of repression and censorship
  that existed in this country under the old government, every moment, waking and sleeping, was a form of intellectual and artistic molestation. It is like the abused wife who chooses to remain with
  the battering husband, or believes that she cannot escape without risking her life or the lives of her children. She will cower and supplicate, plan every word and action, knowing  because
  she knows her batterer intimately  the effect of everything she does and says, so she can speak and do for calculated effect, or for no effect at all. She knows the reaction of her assailant
  better (and before) he does.


  She is paler, fiercer. Her words come in a staccato beat, half-read, half-improvised from the notes she holds before her. I look at her long ankles, gnarled sticks protruding from the cuffs of
  her linen slacks. She turns the page of the notebook and continues.


  This kind of knowledge requires missteps and bad bruising, even broken limbs. Some are not so quick to adapt, or refuse to do so, and when the battering becomes too severe 
  she pauses for a moment, makes a change with her pen, then continues  when their lives (or in the case of these writers, the life of their work) is placed in mortal jeopardy,
  then they must flee, go to a shelter, hide themselves away, take on an assumed identity, travel under false papers. I adapted. I came to know my molester as intimately as I knew my husband 
  perhaps more so. I chose to adapt, to keep my children and myself alive. At least that was the rationalization on which I built my career very specifically as a writer in this country in that
  historic moment.


  Just before the old government was overthrown, you published Black Tongue, an essay about censorship.


  I think I am too tired to continue today. You will come back tomorrow at the same time? She looks up from the notebook, her face somewhere else.


  Yes, if you wish.


  I do not wish. But I fear that now this has started, I cannot stop you.


  Marie appears from another room. Shes been listening and leads me to the front door. She opens the gate at the end of the drive, waits until Ive reversed the car into the street,
  and closes it again.


  When I arrive back at Gregs, I find an email waiting for me:


  
    
      Dear Dr Leroux,


      
        Further to your previous message, I do entirely understand that my mother has, quite unwisely, given her consent for you to write her official biography. I do not know
        whether this was her idea or yours or her publishers, but that is irrelevant anyway. Why you in particular have been contracted to carry out this ill-conceived project is my real
        concern. Perhaps I know more of your reputation for exaggeration and character assassination than my mother or her representatives do.

      


      I can do nothing to stop you telling the story of her life so long as she cooperates, but I counsel you in the strongest possible terms to attempt no depiction of my
      father, my sister or myself. I speak in an official capacity for my father, Professor William Wald, and can only assume to speak for what my sister Laura would wish. My mother is a duplicitous
      and self-serving woman who says whatever she thinks will make her appear in the best light. She is vain of person and vainer still of reputation. Her statements about her children 
      myself in particular  are not to be trusted. I hope I make myself clear.


      
        I categorically deny you permission to publish this letter in any form or to forward it to any third party.

      


      
        
          Yours sincerely,


          
            
			
              Mark Wald

            

			

          

        

      

    

  


  *


  Next day. Every time that Ive arrived at Clares house, Marie has said nothing to me. Today, however, she makes a sound, a grunt of irritation, and leads me down
  the corridor past the reception room where the first interviews were conducted to a door at the back of the house. There isnt anything remarkable about the rooms we pass. They dont
  suggest the daily haunts of a writer. Everything is antiseptically clean. It looks too uncluttered to be the home of a mind as complicated as Clares. I was expecting random collections of
  books and ornaments, stacks of newspapers and ephemera, as in the over-stuffed apartments of bohemian academics Ive known in New York. Instead, this house looks like it came to life out of a
  design magazine.


  Marie knocks twice. She looks at her watch. Thirty seconds pass, and then she opens the door to a bright room. Two of the walls are glass. They meet in the corner opposite the door, giving views
  of the garden, and the high rocky slopes rising precipitously behind the house. The other walls are lined with bookshelves, the volumes all flush in a line. Marie gestures towards a couch where I
  sit as she leaves, closing the door behind her. Im tempted to examine the bookshelves, but guess that this  being left alone in what is obviously Clares study  is a test
  of my trustworthiness. A moment later one set of bookshelves swivels across the floor and Clare emerges from an adjoining room.


  She looks more relaxed today, dressed in a long white smock and blue slacks, her hair loose around her face, feet bare. She sits behind her desk. Intimacy, but mediated. Without looking at me,
  she pages through her desk diary. After a moment she says, Yes? All right. I turn on the voice recorder, uncap my pen, and open my notebook.


  Yesterday, I was beginning to ask you about Black Tongue.


  Yes. She still looks down, turning the pages of her diary.


  You write movingly about the effects of censorship on writers. I wonder if you could speak at a more personal level, about the ways in which the possibility of censorship affected your
  own writing?


  Her lips part and she blows out a stream of air. Adjusting the diary so that it is square on the desk, she turns the pages, but I think I see her glancing peripherally at the garden, where a man
  is pruning an already compact-looking bush whose name I dont know, though I can recognize it as some kind of indigenous shrub. Such plants should make me feel at home, but their musky, wild
  animal smell always catches me by surprise, like a mugging.


  I would have thought that the essay could be read either personally or impersonally  relevant either to all writers who find themselves working under the threat of censorship, or
  just one particular writer, she says, punctuating the sentence with a distracted cough that Im beginning to recognize as one of her conversational tics  the cough, the snort,
  the involuntary throat-clearing.


  Are you inviting me to read it that way? I hesitate in asking a question like this; I know she resists being asked to interpret her own words. A colleague of mine once wrote to ask
  Clare what she meant by a particular passage in one of the novels that referred obliquely to Sophocles. She responded politely but firmly, The sentence says . . . and quoted
  the line verbatim without further comment. The text spoke the meaning, and she could or would do nothing to explain it.


  It would be ridiculous not to read it that way, given what I have just said.


  You argue that institutionalized censorship tends to empower individuals with unsubtle minds and that the ideal censor, if censorship must be practised, would be
  someone like yourself  reflective, academic, widely read, a rationalist, someone with an objective mind. Her eyes flicker briefly up to mine, as if to say, Dont even try,
  flattery is futile. She puts away the diary and begins shuffling papers on her desk, moving them from one pile to another. Its a game to show me that Im unimportant, that her mind
  needs more to occupy it than my facile questioning.


  I dont think those are quite my words, but yes, broadly, that was my argument, she finally says, giving me another quick glance before looking down again, absorbed by a pile
  of recycled envelopes.


  The problem, you say, is that people like you would never choose to be a censor, because there could be no more painful work than being forced to read works  books, magazines,
  articles, poems  not of your own choice. And one would think, also, that it would be anathema to a writer  particularly one like yourself  to have to ferret out offensive works
  and bar their publication.


  If one could ever agree on a universal standard of offence. A little cough again, clearing the throat, and a surprising, girlish toss of the hair, another peek at the gardener and
  a tight pursing of the lips. She opens the window, calls out to the man in words I dont understand. Theyre full of politeness, and a smile that looks genuine spreads across her face
  as she bows her head. The gardener responds, smiles (not so genuinely, I think), bows his own head and leaves the shrub alone.


  Its the wrong season for that. If you prune it in spring it wont flower, she mutters to herself, and returns to my question. It was Miltons argument
   reading unchosen works. He who is made to judge . . . upon the birth, or death of books . . . had need to be a man above the common measure, both studious, learned, and
  judicious. But for such a man  or woman, we should certainly wish to say  there cannot be a more tedious and unpleasing Journey-work . . . than to be made the perpetual
  reader of unchosen books, or something like that. It has always seemed a logical and worthy argument, to me at least. I think I credited him.


  (Later, I check the transcript of the interview against Miltons text and am impressed by her memory for quotation.)


  And Milton argues that censors are typically ignorant and imperious. Would you say that was true of those who worked as censors in this country under the old
  government? Its an unsubtle question and I wish I hadnt asked it, or had found a different way to phrase it.


  Shes silent, stills her hands, draws her head up, looks at me for a second only and then out the window. Somethings been miscommunicated. The gardener is back at the already
  compact bush, cutting again. Clare opens the window, calls out to him with a lengthy preamble, bows of the head, and what I take to be a questioning reply from him, an uncertainty about her earlier
  direction, or uncertainty about its wisdom. She replies, more forceful, hurried, and then the shears are on the grass and the gardener has trudged off across the lawn to an unseen part of the
  garden. I look at my notes and hear her head move, the window close; glancing up I find her eyes fixed on my face with a sadness that surprises me.


  There is no mystery, really, about who served on the Publications Control Board, as it was called. There were, as you no doubt know, even some cases of writers who worked as advisory
  readers  minor poets and novelists  as well as a number of academics, a fair number. Perhaps that  the academics, I mean  is not so surprising. But there are periods for
  which almost no reports survive, so we may never know entirely who served the Board, who was complicit. The writers who worked as censors were not, as one might rather perversely hope, compelled to
  do so, coerced into the activity and the role of censor, but because they believed in the rightness of what was being done, or else believed they might make the process a little less philistine,
  hoping to subvert the system from within. Their reports make for depressing reading. As a definition of the common (meaning the usual) type of censor  let us say, for the sake of
  argument, that it includes those people whose complicity may have remained secret  I would not disagree with Miltons statement.


  Im transfixed by her speaking voice, by the shapes her mouth makes, the sharp planes of her face and the fine geometry around her eyes. At the conference in Amsterdam I almost
  didnt meet her, thinking it would be better for us not to do so. I told myself that I feared the person could never match the words on the page, that I was afraid she would disappoint, that
  I would never achieve the kind of intimacy I desired  or not intimacy but rapport, a friendliness possible only between equals. Aside from her brittleness, she is, Im beginning to
  think, exactly the person her works suggest. There is no disappointment in that respect.


  There was and is a greater fear. I packaged it up with old tape and tied it with fraying string. I did a bad job of it. I can feel it trying to escape.


  The gardener comes back for the shears, leaving the already compact bush alone for now. I see Clare watching him, trying to pretend a hadeda ibis has caught her attention. Its clear this
  is a ruse, either for my benefit or the gardeners. She has no interest in the hadeda or any other bird, except a bird she might conjure in her imagination. The hadeda here and now is an
  excuse for her to look interested in one thing to deflect my attention from her interest in  or call it irritation with  the gardener.


  It feels strange to think of Clare as Clare, to think of her not by her last name, Wald, which is the shorthand Ive tended to use when talking about her with Sarah or with
  colleagues and students. Until these interviews began, in my mind she was her surname, a name acquired through a marriage that has now ended. Wald meaning forest,
  woods, wood or simply timber. The surname has made me think of her and her work in this way  a forest of timbers that might be put to some practical
  use. Out of the forest emerges the person Ive created in my head: half-ogre, half-mother, denying and giving, bad breast and good breast, framed by wood or woods. I try to find my place
  again in the list of questions Ive prepared, questions that now seem rude, reductive, too peremptory, too simplistic and ungenerous in what they appear to assume.


  In the years after the first democratic elections, I begin, there was a programme of amnesty. Many applications were made, many people were granted amnesty for serious
  violent acts  ostensibly legal under the old government, because enacted by, and ordered by the government itself, but clearly violations of human rights, and quite obviously
  illegal by the standards of the countrys new constitution  but I can find no evidence that anyone submitted a claim of amnesty for having worked as a censor or for the
  censors.


  No? Clare says, her face blank. I suppose they did not see their work as violent. Violence is the key, doing violence physically to someone. So much of the testimony, you
  know, it hinges on personal experiences of violence. Inability to publish a book, thats relatively minor compared to what has happened to so many. Her eyes are tired, looking not at
  me, but again at the gardener, who has returned to the vicinity of the already compact bush to bully a neighbouring protea into a different shape. She makes no effort now to pretend anything else
  preoccupies her.


  Even though the act of banning a book, or banning its author, might have had serious  one might even argue mortal  implications for the livelihood and life of the
  author and that authors friends and family? I ask.


  Yes. It is strange, as you say. I dont have an answer.


  Perhaps no censors came forward because they trusted that their identities would remain secret.


  More likely they thought that no one would care, given the violence of so many other atrocities, she says, for the first time today looking directly at me for more than a brief
  moment. I dont know that anyone would have regarded the banning of a book as a gross violation of human rights. Which is not to say that one shouldnt think of censorship in
  that way, as that serious. But we are speaking of degrees of violation . . .


  Were your own books ever threatened with censorship?


  Threatened in what sense? If you are asking whether the censors ever came to me and said, We will ban this book unless you delete x, y, or z, then no. No one ever did any
  such thing. It didnt quite work in that way, although I know that the censors reviewed several of my books and in one case there was an import ban until they could read the text in question
  and conclude it offered nothing that might threaten to destabilize the country. I have seen the reports. Theyre quite amusing in their way  amusing and depressing and strangely,
  perversely, flattering. Woe to the writer who is flattered by the praise of a censor. But this is beside the point, really, she says, pulling her body into focus again, because, as I
  say in Black Tongue, any writer working under the threat of state censorship, no matter how general, how diffused, is effectively threatened at all times. It is back to the battered
  wife syndrome. Worse, even, because as a writer living under the old government, I  and doubtless many other writers in the same or similar positions  found that the censor infected
  my consciousness, like a worm. It lived in the brain, and ate around in the skull, living side by side with me, inside me, occupying the same mental space. I was always aware of the worm. It
  exerted a kind of psychic pressure that I experienced physiologically, right here in the sinuses, between and behind the eyes, and in the frontal lobe, pressing against the brow. It was toxic,
  excreting hallucinatory chemicals that twisted my thoughts. I became obsessed by its very presence: the heart raced, the brain erupted, trying to purge itself of the worm; I have often thought it
  was like a brain storm  but not in the sense you Americans mean, not a storm of ideas, but a literal electrical storm, raging inside the skull, trying to strike down the worm with a fatal
  bolt. When I went outside, out in public, I was embarrassed, horrified and disgusted lest anyone should guess that the worm had infected me  as if such infection could be seen on the face
  and betray the fact that I had become host to the terrors of the censor. The terror suggests  or the afflicted writer fears it suggests  a kind of guilty conscience that betrays
  guilty acts, and this makes the infection all the worse. One begins to scrutinize every word written, every phrase, trying to detect meanings hidden even to the mind of the writer, and this is the
  source of real madness. A friend of mine, a fellow writer, has described his own mental relationship with the censor as that of a tree (he, the writer) being embraced by a strangle-vine. One thinks
  of the love-vine, Cassytha filiformis, leafless and tangled, overtaking an entire tree, smothering but not killing it. For me the love-vine is too external a metaphor. In my case, the censor
  was a bodily invader, always with me, entirely within me, internally bloodsucking. I knew what the censor would look for in my words, and the kind of mind that would undertake the looking;
  it would see suggestion where there might only be document, though my work could never be accused of being documentary, perhaps because I knew what attitude the censor would take to the documentary
  form, to journalistic writing. My own evasion of social documentary is itself a symptom of the illness that is the relationship with the censor. If one looks at the writers who were banned
  and the books found undesirable, a great many fall into the social realist school, representing in fairly unmediated terms the state of this country in the period of its emergency.
  And while our censorship was often arbitrary and inconsistent and changed its targets over the decades, it was no less malign and wide-reaching for all that. I spent decades writing in such a way
  as to avoid having my books banned. I wrote books, effectively, which the censors could not understand, because they lacked the intelligence to read beyond the surface, and the surface itself was
  almost opaque to them, darkness etched in darkness. Is that the confession you were hoping to extract  that I consciously wrote evasively, to remain in print? I did. I dont consider
  it a crime. I consider it a means of survival, a coping mechanism, in the language of pop psychology, and one at which I seem to have excelled.


  And if one reads the censors reports on your books, theyre all judged too literary to pose any risk of fomenting unrest among average
  readers.


  By this they mean the majority. I have read the reports. Books and pamphlets in simple, polemical language, books that outlined in undisguised terms the realities of this country under
  the old government  those were the books the censors were most inclined to ban, not mine. They could have condemned my books, found them undesirable in that peculiar erotics of
  the language of their censorship, on any number of grounds: indecency, obscenity, offensiveness to public morals, blasphemy, ridicule of any particular racial or religious group, being harmful to
  the relations between races or a threat to national security. Instead they found them not undesirable, which is not to say that they were judged in any way desirable,
  only that they were not offensive enough to be actively undesired. They were tested and found, simply, passive things, hanging in the liminal space between desire and repulsion, want and
  rejection. It is a curious way to think of literature, particularly for people  the censors I mean  who so naively fancied themselves sophisticated arbiters of the literary. But all
  of that does not mean I was immune to the effects of censorship.


  
    *

  


  On Gregs suggestion I went to Robben Island on my own yesterday to see the former prison buildings. He thought it might help me reconnect with the country.
  It was overcast and the views of the city were obscured by cloud and mist. I couldnt see anything beyond the boat, and visibility was even worse on the island. After disembarking we were
  loaded onto a tour bus and a young man, tall and thin with dreadlocks, began giving his prepared speech. He showed us the settlement, the Maximum Security Prison, the old leper colony, the house
  where Robert Sobukwe had been isolated, the quarry where prisoners did hard labour, and where we spent far too long because a visiting American senator was having a private tour and holding us
  up.


  With only twenty minutes left of our allotted time on the island, we were allowed to walk around the cells with a former political prisoner as our guide. Greg told me this would be the most
  moving part of the visit, but our guide was reticent. When people asked him pointed but polite questions about the movement, he became defensive and parroted the party line. Whatever the leaders
  said was right must be so. I began to feel ill.


  The most famous cell moved me only insofar as it represented the place where so much of one exceptional life had been spent, but it was difficult to feel the trace of any presence there. It is
  bleak and small and cold. It contains no life or spirit of its own.


  I paused to photograph the office where the prisons censor read all the inmates incoming and outgoing correspondence. I tried to imagine the experience of receiving a letter that
  might begin with the normal salutation, in the hand of the beloved, only to discover two lines later that the body of the letter has been deleted by the censors hand, that the very words
  meant to give succour in a time of enforced isolation were judged too great a risk  or to know that anything one might write to those on the outside could itself be obliterated, that
  attempts to reassure, console, answer what could not be answered because of the censors obfuscations, would be blacked out anyway.


  We were hurried back to the boat. I hoped the fog and mist would clear, but everything was grey and all the passengers hung around inside sulking.


  It was disappointing, I told Greg that evening. I wanted it to be moving.


  You cant buy catharsis, he said, feeding Dylan spoonfuls of yogurt. To think you can is perverse. The tour guide, the bus driver, the ex-prisoner, all of them, they
  spend every day there. They have an endless stream of people like you wanting to hear the stories, expecting to be moved, to be made to feel less or more responsible, depending on who you are and
  where youre from. He catches a drip of yogurt before it rolls from Dylans chin to his shirt. You complain about not being moved. Imagine what that must do to
  them. Maybe it was an off day. Maybe they spent all their energy moving people yesterday and didnt have anything left to give but the automatic narrative. Maybe they spent all their energy
  on the lone American dignitary. Think what that means to the local people, he said, shaking his head. Dylan squirmed in his chair and reached for his cup of juice. For them the island
  isnt just a tourist site but a place of pilgrimage, and their one visit, maybe the only one theyll ever make, was ruined by an American. Dont get me started. For foreigners
  its just atrocity tourism. We cant rebuild a society on atrocity tourism. I dont know, maybe I shouldnt have told you to go. I feel guilty that youre not as
  connected to this country as I am, and jealous, too, that youve been free of it for so long. Dylan drank his juice, ate another spoonful of yogurt, and his eyes began to droop. Greg
  lifted him out of the chair and handed him to Nonyameko, who took him off to bed. Dont get me wrong, he said, Im thrilled youve finally come home.
  Its just a shame you and Sarah are going to live in Joburg.


  We sat for a while in front of the fire, drinking a cheap bottle of pinotage that would cost four or five times as much in New York. Greg has been more or less single for as long as Ive
  known him. Theres never been anyone else permanent in his life until Dylan. I know the boy is biologically his, but I dont know the other details. The mother was either hired, or a
  friend I dont know.


  I think of our first meeting, at a depressing drinks event for new graduate students at NYU. Greg stood out in a pink sweater with his tattooed hands and black hair that had been dyed a shade of
  blue so dark the colour appeared only when the light hit it, making him look like an eccentric superhero. Discovering we had something more specific in common than mere foreignness, we spent the
  night talking in the corner and soon became close friends. A year later, he returned to Cape Town while I stayed in New York, finished my doctorate, married Sarah, and taught part-time at three
  different colleges, running up and down Manhattan until I was senseless with fatigue. When I was commissioned to write Clares biography I knew it was the opportunity Id been looking
  for to do something different and, more importantly, an opportunity to try coming back home.
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