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Chapter One  
 
Loeriefontein Farm, Namaqualand, Africa 1921 
 
“The immense, terrible, heart-breaking beauty and solemnity of Eggs. If there had 
been one person in that garden who had not known through all his or her innermost 
being that if an Egg were taken away or hurt the whole world would whirl round and 
crash through space and come to an end…” 

 
She is on her knees, clutching at Basil’s jacket, while the horizon shimmers in the 
African heat, and the cries of orphaned goats bring a rush of pain and milk to her 
breasts. Somewhere in the dry hills, she knows, there is a grave. 
‘Tell me where I will find her.’ 
He turns away; prising her fingers from the cloth, and lets her fall to the ground. ‘Let 
it go,’ he says, and she knows, of course, he means the sorrow, but nonetheless 
begins to uncurl her fingers, releasing her hold of him. She lies on the stone floor, 
stone sliced from the mountainside. She can do nothing but lie still, the cool of 
granite against skin. This is the room of their marriage, of conception; the room she 
rarely leaves, in her grief. Once upon a time, she had clutched at his clothes in 
another way, in fear and passion, not knowing where one began and the other 
ended. This room is now become a cocoon, and the heat of Africa is outside, and the 
sun beats down on the granite of the hills, warms the stone and sand of the tracks 
and the red earth. It does not enter the house: cannot penetrate the thick walls, nor 
creep under the roof of the stoep to come in at the windows. Mary remembers 
another time, looking out over Cambridge through the leaded windows of high 
rooms: for the briefest moment she knows those rooms again, feels the worn edges 
of her desk, the draught coming under the door, chilling her feet. She is the woman 
who drew equations on white paper, who saw in the strange figures before her, 
patterns and beauty. 

 
Beneath the ground is the secret life of this country. Above it, heat and dry is all. The 
earth is dust and the riverbeds are dry, flowing only after rain. Below and deep flows 
a mighty river; secret lakes of icy ancient water wait, in hiding. All the power of life 
lies in that water, and it keeps to its place and resists our summons. That is a 
lightless place, blind caves cradling crystal water. It keeps the gift of life to itself, lies 
silent, will not act, and a man can die of thirst in the dust-earth above. No matter how 
hard he prays. 

 
Beyond the veranda, in the jacaranda tree, weaver birds build their nests. Waking in 
the heat of the afternoon, Mary counts them. Today she has reckoned there are one 
hundred and seven nests, pendulous baubles of woven grass, bending branches 
with the weight of eggs and chicks within. And then, in the midst of her counting, the 
birds begin the raucous calling which speaks of a snake in the tree, come to feast on 
the chicks. She flings open the window and cries out in impotent rage, ‘Leave them, 



leave them!’ only her voice cracks and instead of words, there are only tears and a 
weak, high, animal screech. 
 
‘For God’s sake, keep quiet!’ Basil strides across the compound, kicking up a cloud 
of orange dust-earth about him. (I once thought him beautiful – and now he is an 
angry god in clouds of cold fire.) 
‘Mlele, bring the mistress a cold drink, and sit with her a while.’ And then, to his wife 
in a low whisper, ‘You must stop this nonsense, the men can hear you!’ 

  
He is gone. She makes sure of his absence, her gaze fixed on the horses until they 
are no more than a faint cloud at the horizon, dark points in the bright distance, and 
she can no longer hear the echo of hooves on the stone-dry riverbed. Gone in haste 
with guns and horses, off to kill. And here in the cool of the farmhouse, the thick 
stone walls make no judgement; the windows stare blankly into the white heat. How 
strange it will be, after so long, to wear the shoes that have waited for her, keeping 
themselves to themselves, under the bed. The leather is dry and unyielding, as if it 
had never cradled her feet in comfort. 
 
Once, long ago, she crept into a forbidden room, and slipped her feet into her 
mother’s red satin dancing shoes. They pinched her child-soft toes, as these shoes 
do, as if they did not want to be worn. They were the things of her mother’s life. And 
she touches the silver brushes on her dressing table, thinking of her mother’s hands, 
and her mother’s hair caught in the brush, and her own hair was never so thick, nor 
so lustrous. It is a pity to be the plain child of a beautiful mother. She tries to reckon 
time, thinks it may be three months since she last put on her shoes. 

 
The storeroom is dark and cool. Mary treads carefully, wary of snakes. Here are the 
discarded objects, once familiar: things no longer needed, things from another world 
that turned out not to fit this life at all. She opens a parasol over her head, and 
laughs a strained laugh. A gift from Basil in the early days of their courtship: no doubt 
he imagined she would walk about the desert scape in an elegant gown, shading 
herself with Brussels lace. In the days before he ever touched her, pursuing her, for 
his own purpose, he brought her things. He made little drawings, wrote notes, 
sometimes drew pictures to amuse her. That was the time of the parasol. And now 
that time is gone. She is looking for something from the life before all that, before she 
ever saw Africa. She knows where to look, and begins, slowly and with care, as one 
who is bruised, to move the pile of old tools heaped against the furthest wall. There 
in the dark corner, behind the scythes and the rusty shovels, is the wooden chest 
she brought with her from England. It is not hidden exactly, not even locked: but no 
one would think to look inside. She brushes away the cobwebs, sees a tiny mouse 
run for safety, and clears a place for herself on the earth floor. If anyone were to 
come to the storeroom, they would not see her there, deep in the gloom. 
 
She is a woman in shadow, hidden behind the enormous wardrobe given to them by 
Basil’s mother as a wedding gift; a dark and funereal object which turned out to be 
too big to get into the house. The old travel chest is carved with her initials, initials 
belonging to the past, to her childhood in India, and then England. Even her name is 



not the same. She lifts the lid, knows at once the leafy pattern of the lining, and she 
knows what she will find inside. 
‘Mary, are you in there?’ 
It is Basil, blocking light, the silhouette in the doorway, almost the height of the door. 
He fills the spaces where light should enter. Mary pushes the chest back into its dark 
place, stands up and brushes at her skirts. 
‘What the devil are you doing in here?’ 
‘You have come back.’ 
‘Indeed. And I find you out of the house for the first time in God knows how long’ 
Mary can keep her voice steady, as if she has forgotten the pleading, the morning’s 
tears. 
‘I remembered your mother gave us so much furniture, and I would like a table in my 
room: 
I might sit at the window and write, or draw.’ But she has sat at the window, too 
many times, and not a word came to her: unanswered letters nag at her at night: she 
sleeps to pass the empty hours of the day, and an army of worries attacks her in the 
small hours, keeping her from rest. 
‘I am glad to find you out of bed, and looking to the future, but we have servants to 
fetch things for us: there is no need for you to be digging around in a filthy barn. 
Come.’ He crooks his elbow, inviting her to walk with him, arm in arm, as lovers do. 
‘Why not sit a while in the sun – it is not so hot now, and the fresh air will do you 
good.’ 

 
Later, in the hour before sunset, Mlele places the bedcovers over Mary’s shoulders 
as she sleeps. In the time of Mary’s illness, a curious intimacy emerged between the 
women. 
Meera, Basil’s hunting dog, has crept into the house, and stands guard beside the 
bed, nuzzling at Mary’s shoulder. ‘You are watching over her,’ Mlele says, at last 
tolerating the beast’s presence in her mistress’ room. Mary opens her eyes. The 
beast is patient. Like a sickly child it blinks slowly at the fat flies in the corner of its 
eyes. At the dry times and in the angry heat, it is the only place to find water, in the 
eyes of children and dogs. 
‘I will be well, Mlele.’ She lets her arm slip from beneath the thin coverlet, until her 
palm came to rest on Meera’s head. ‘I was thinking about Martha,’ she adds. 
‘Martha, Madam?’ 
‘Once, a very long time ago, I was a stranger in a far away country… I was a little 
girl, and my mother and father were dead of the cholera, and I was living with people 
who did not want me, in a country I had never seen.’ The weaver birds resume the 
quiet work of feeding their chicks. The fluttering of their wings is a thousand flashes 
of yellow in the green of the tree. I can sum up my beginnings with these few words. 
‘Martha was kind to me.’ 

 
But that was twenty years ago and thousands of miles away and I must look at the 
weaver birds, and not think of things to sadden me. I will not weep; I will try to think 
of good things, of happy times. 

 



‘Mlele,’ she cries out. ‘The nest!’ The newest nest, the one she has been watching as 
the weaver bird carries out its painstaking task, bringing long blades of grass, 
weaving them one by one, into a perfect green cocoon, has been torn to shreds. 
‘See what the snake has done! It’s just like my dream! He has taken the chicks and 
destroyed the nest!’ That is horror, the pallid moist mouth of the snake, the jaws 
gaping to swallow the tiny soft chicks, their softness in the death-mouth. Mlele places 
her hand gently on Mary’s arm. ‘No, Madam, do not worry. It was not the snake that 
did this work. He! He! Let me tell you how it was.’ 

 
She sits on the bed, only at the very edge, withdraws her hand, slowly. ‘The daddy 
bird makes the nest, just like we saw. Bit by bit, it is hard work for him. He does it 
stalk by stalk and leaf by leaf. But before he is done, he must show the mummy bird. 
Oh, she did not like his work, I think. So she has torn it all apart. The daddy must 
start again and make a better nest, if he wants to make baby birds!’ 
Mary sits up, slowly, puts her feet to the floor and leans forward, to look more closely 
at the nest, and then back at Mlele. ‘Is it really so?’ 
‘It is so, Madam. The life of the daddy is not easy if he cannot please his lady!’ 
‘Can you promise?’ 
‘I can.’ Mlele says, knowing all the while that the snake is the culprit. 
‘I am glad of it.’ Mary falls back, once more, into the cool, starched softness of her 
pillows. 
 
The light plays in the leaves, the nests swaying gently: ‘I once knew a boy who knew 
all about the birds and how they made their nests. He was Martha’s brother…’ What 
would he make of the weaver birds, she wonders, as the spring rain begins, and 
patters on the leaves and the roof of the stoep? 
‘His name was Dickon.’ 

 
The front door crashes shut, and the sound of men’s voices comes from the hallway. 
She hears laughter, and thinks of the old lion, hoping Basil has failed, again, to track 
him, kill him. 
‘Who is there, Mlele?’ 
‘It is the master, and the doctor.’ 

 
‘She is still sleeping half the day.’ Basil hands Dr. Malpass the tumbler. In the 
emptiness of Namaqualand, in a long, low farmhouse with thick walls and furnished 
with fine English furniture, the doctor holds a crystal tumbler half-filled with Scotch 
whisky. He swirls the liquid and inhales. ‘I smell the peat in this,’ he smiles. 
‘It’s old; good stuff.’ Basil takes a swig from his own glass, then sits at the piano, idly 
figuring the notes of an old music-hall number. ‘Our life here, it’s not how I imagined 
it would be. I assumed that her early life in India would have made all the difference 
in a wife. You know how some women struggle out here, what with the heat, leaving 
their families and so on? Of course, she has no family to speak of, and even as a 
child she was contrary. I first met her then, you know, as a child. In India.’ He pours 
another slug, measured against three of his fingers. ‘Another?’ 
‘Just a small one, then. I have no more calls to make.’ 
‘How do you find her?’ 



‘Physically, I should say she is quite recovered.’ 
‘She is nowhere near as strong as I hoped.’ Basil finishes his drink. He pours 
another, and watches Willem opening the gate to the kraal, for the goats. He slams 
his glass down, throws open the window and shouts, ‘Boy, what have I told you?! 
Bloody idiot!’ He looks to the doctor, assumes his sympathy. ‘Some men would give 
him a whipping!’ The doctor busies himself at the bookshelf, turning the pages of a 
guide to English garden roses. He thinks of his mother, cradling a trug in the crook of 
her arm, snipping at rose stems with her free hand. 
Basil speaks with the old bonhomie; ‘It’s actually a bit too much for me to manage, 
Cyril. 
What with the diamond opportunities in the north, and the men and so on. Trouble is 
always brewing here. Must I take charge of everything?’ 
‘Only for a time, Basil. She will improve with time.’ 
‘With respect, old man, you have been saying that for months.’ 

 
Mlele came to fetch her. ‘You must come to the parlour, Madam.’ 
‘Is the doctor still here?’ 
‘No, Madam, the doctor has gone.’ 
‘I am resting, Mlele. Say I am resting.’ But Basil has called her, and she must go to 
him. 

 
The room is dimly lit by lamps stinking of burned oil, and Basil is adding small logs to 
the fire, sending red sparks into the chimney. If I stand outside, I will see them 
against the dark of the sky. The dark sky of Africa and the glowing sparks escaping, 
high and away into the nothingness beyond our fences. 
‘Come in and shut the door,’ he says. 
Then she sees. In front of the fire, at Basil’s feet, the travel chest. She says nothing. 
‘I wonder if this is what you were looking for.’ 
‘Basil?’ 
‘In the storeroom, you were looking for something. While you were sleeping, I went 
back and I could see that someone had dragged this chest out, and put it back in its 
corner, and I wonder if this is what you were looking for.’ 
‘No, Basil. I wanted a table for my room.’ 
‘Our room, you mean?’ 
‘Yes. Our room.’ 
‘Well, if you say so. But in any case, I am curious about this little box of yours. I 
thought perhaps we might open it together. Are there treasures inside?’ 
‘I don’t know, Basil. I don’t know what’s in it.’ 
‘Shall we look then? I hope you would not hide anything from me. You know I am 
only concerned for your well-being. And if you didn’t move the chest, who did? I 
would not want the servants or the farm boys meddling in our things, indoors or out. 
Perhaps I will question them.’ 
‘There’s no need for that. I may have moved it myself…’ 
‘We come to the truth in the end, I see!’ He opens the lid. 
 


