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T h e  farm  ch ild ren  p lay  together w hen they are sm all; but 
once the w hite ch ild ren  go aw ay to  school they soon d o n ’t 
p lay  together any m ore, even in the holidays. A lthough most 
o f the black ch ild ren  get some sort of schooling, they drop 
every year fa r th e r  beh ind  the grades passed by the white 
ch ild ren ; the ch ild ish  vocabulary , the ch ild ’s exploration  of 
the adven tu rous possibilities o f  dam , koppies, m ealie lands 
an d  veld -  th e re  com es a tim e w hen the w hite ch ildren  have 
su rpassed  these w ith  the vocabulary  o f boarding-school and 
the possibilities o f  in ter-school sports m atches and the kind o f 
adventures seen  a t the  cinem a. T h is usefully coincides with 
the age of tw elve o r  th irteen; so th a t by the tim e early 
adolescence is  reached , the b lack children are m aking, along 
w ith  the  bodily changes com m on to all, an  easy transition  to 
a d u lt forms o f  add ress, beginning to call the ir old p laym ates 
missus and  baasie— little  m aster.

T h e  trouble w as P au lu s Eysendyck did  no t seem to realize 
th a t T hebed i w as now sim ply one o f the crowd o f  farm  
ch ildren  dow n a t  the kraal, recognizable in  his sisters’ old 
clothes. T he first C h ristm as holidays after he had  gone to 
board ing-school he b ro u g h t hom e for T hebed i a pain ted  box 
he had  m ade in his w ood-w ork class. H e had  to give i t  to her 
secretly  because he h ad  no th ing  for the o ther ch ildren  a t the 
kraal. And sh e  gave h im , before he w ent back to school, a 
b racele t she h a d  m ade  o f th in  brass wire an d  the grey-and-
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w hite beans o f  the castor-oil crop his father cultivated . 
(W hen they used to play together, she was the one who had 
taugh t Paul us how to m ake clay oxen for their toy spans.) 
T h ere  w as a  craze, even in the plalleland towns like the one 
w here he was a t school, for boys to w ear e lephan t-ha ir and 
o th e r  bracelets beside th e ir  w atch-straps; his was adm ired , 
friends asked him  to get sim ilar ones for them . H e said  the 
natives m ade them  on his fa th e r’s farm  an d  he w ould try.

W hen  he was fifteen, six feet tall, and tram p ing  round a t 
school dances w ith the girls from  the ‘s is te r’ school in the 
sam e town; when he h ad  learn t how to tease and  flirt and 
fondle quite intim ately these girls who w ere the d au g h ters  of 
p rosperous farm ers like his father; w hen he had  even m et one 
who, a t a wedding he h ad  a tten d ed  w ith  his paren ts on a 
nearby  farm , had  let him  do  w ith her in a  locked storeroom  
w hat people did w hen they  m ade love -  w hen he w as as far 
from  his childhood as all this, he still b ro u g h t hom e from a 
shop in town a red plastic belt an d  gilt hoop ear-rings for the 
b lack girl, Thebedi. She told her fa th e r the m issus h ad  given 
these to her as a rew ard for som e work she h ad  done — it was 
tru e  she sometimes was called to help  ou t in the farm house. 
She told the girls in the kraal th a t she had  a sw eetheart 
nobody knew abou t, far aw ay, aw ay on an o th e r  farm , and 
they giggled, and  teased, an d  adm ired  her. T here  w as a boy 
in th e  kraal called N jabulo  w ho said  he w ished he could  have 
bough t her a  belt an d  ear-rings.

W h en  the farm er’s son was hom e for the  holidays she 
w andered  far from the kraal and her com panions. H e w ent 
for walks alone. T hey  had  not arranged  this; it w as an  urge 
each followed independently . H e knew it w as she, from  a long 
way off. She knew tha t his dog w ould not bark  at her. Down 
a t the dried-up river-bed w here five or six years ago the 
ch ild ren  had caught a le g u aa n o n e  g rea t d a y - a  c rea tu rc  that 
com bined  ideally the size and  ferocious aspect o f the croco
d ile  w ith  the harm lessness o f the lizard -  they squa tted  side
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by side on the earth  bank . H e told her traveller’s talcs: abou t 
school, about the pun ishm en ts a t school, particu larly , ex
aggerating  bo th  the ir n a tu re  an d  his indifference to them . H e 
told her about the tow n o f  M idd leburg , which she had  never 
seen. She had  no th ing  to  tell bu t she p rom pted  w ith m any 
questions, like any good listener. W hile he talked he tw isted 
an d  tugged a t the roots o f  w hite stinkw ood and C ap e  willow 
trees tha t looped o u t o f the eroded e a rth  around  them . I t had 
alw ays been a good spot for ch ild ren’s gam es, dow n there 
h idden  by the m esh of old, an t-ea ten  trees held in place by 
vigorous ones, w ild asparagus bush ing  up betw een the 
trunks, and here an d  there prick ly-pear cactus sunken
skinned an d  bristly , like an old m an’s face, keeping alive 
sapless un til the nex t ra iny  season. She punctu red  the d ry  
h ide o f  a p rick ly -pear again  and again with a  sh a rp  stick 
w hile she listened. She laughed a lot at w hat he to ld  her, 
som etim es d ro p p in g  h e r  face on h er knees, sharing  am use
m en t w ith the cool sh ad y  ea rth  b en eath  her b are feet. She p u t 
on  her pa ir o f  shoes — white sandals, thickly B lanco-ed 
aga in st the farm  d u s t -  w hen he w as on the farm , b u t these 
w ere taken off and  la id  aside, at the river-bed.

O n e sum m er afte rnoon  when there w as w ater flowing 
there and  it was very h o t she w aded  in  as they used to do 
w hen they w ere ch ild ren , her dress bunched m odestly  and 
tucked into the legs o f  h er pan ts. T h e  schoolgirls he w ent 
sw im m ing w ith  a t d am s o r pools on neighbouring  farm s wore 
bikinis but th e  sight o f  th e ir  dazzling  bellies and th ighs in the 
sun ligh t had  never m ad e  him  feel w hat he felt now , w hen the 
g irl cam e up  the b ank  an d  sa t beside him , the drops o f  w ater 
bead ing  off her d a rk  legs the only po in ts o f  light in the 
earth-sm elling , deep  shade. T hey  were not afraid  o f  one 
ano ther, they had  know n one an o th er alw ays; he did w ith  her 
w hat he had  done th a t tim e in the storeroom  a t the w edding, 
an d  th is tim e it w as so lovely, so lovely, he w as su rp rised  . . . 
an d  she was su rp rised  by it, too — he could see in  h er dark  face
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th a t w as p a rt o f the shade, w ith  her big dark  eyes, sh iny as 
soft w ater, w atch ing  him  attentively: as she had w hen they 
used to huddle over the ir team s o f  mud oxen, as she had w hen 
he told her ab o u t d e ten tion  w eekends at school.

T hey  w ent to the river-bed often th rough those su m m er 
holidays. T hey  m et ju s t  before the light w ent, as it does qu ite  
quickly, an d  each re tu rn ed  hom e w ith the dark  -  she to her 
m o th er’s hu t, he to the farm house -  in tim e for the evening 
m eal. He did not tell h er abou t school or tow n any m ore. She 
d id not ask questions any  longer. He told her, each tim e, 
w hen they w ould m eet again. O nce or twice it was very early  
in the  m orning; the low ing of the cows being driven to graze 
cam e to them  w here they lay, d iv id ing  them  w ith unspoken 
recognition o f  the sound read in their two pairs  o f eyes, 
opening  so close to each  other.

H e was a p o p u la r boy a t school. H e was in the second, then 
the first soccer team . T h e  head girl o f the ‘s is ter’ school w as 
said  to have a crush  on him ; he d id n 't  particu larly  like her, 
but there was a  p re tty  blonde w ho p u t up  her long hair into a  
kind o f do u g h n u t w ith a black ribbon  round  it, w hom  he took 
to see films w hen the schoolboys and  girls had  a free S a tu rd ay  
afternoon. H e had  been driv ing trac to rs and o th e r farm  
vehicles since he w as ten years old, and  as soon as he w as 
eighteen he got a d riv e r’s licence and  in the holidays, th is last 
year o f his school-lifc, he took neighbours’ d augh ters to  
dances and  to the drive-in  cinem a th a t had  ju s t  opened 
tw enty kilom etres from  the farm . H is sisters w ere m arried , by 
then; his p a ren ts  often left him in charge o f the farm  over the 
w eekend while they visited the young wives and  g ran d ch il
dren .

W hen  T hebcd i saw  the farm er an d  his wife drive aw ay on a  
S a tu rd ay  afternoon, the boot o f their M ercedes filled w ith 
fresh-killed p o u ltry  an d  vegetables from  the  garden  th a t it 
was p a r t o f h er fa th e r’s w ork to  tend , she knew tha t she m ust 
com e not to the river-bed b u t up  to the house. T he house w as
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an  old one, th ick-w alled , dark  aga in st the heat. T h e  kitchcn 
w as its lively thoroughfare , w ith servants, food supplies, 
begging cats and  dogs, pots boiling over, w ashing  being 
dam ped  for ironing, and  the big deep-frecze the m issus had 
ordered  from tow n, bearing  a crocheted m at and  a vase of 
p lastic  irises. B ut the dining-room  w ith the bulging-legged 
heavy  table w as sh u t up  in its rich, old sm ell o f so u p  and 
tom ato  sauce. T h e  sitting-room  cu rta in s were d raw n  a n d  the 
T .V . set silent. T h e  door o f  the p a re n ts’ bedroom  was loeked 
an d  the em pty room s w here the girls had slept had sheets of 
p lastic  spread over the beds. It was in one o f  these th a t she 
a n d  the farm er’s son  stayed together whole n igh ts —alm ost: 
she had to get aw ay before the house servants, w ho knew  her, 
cam e in at daw n . T h e re  w as a risk someone would discover 
h e r  o r traces o f  h e r  presence if  he took h e r  to  his own 
bedroom , although  she had  looked in to  it m any tim es w hen 
she was helping o u t in the house an d  knew well, there , the 

•* row  of silver cups he had  won at school.
W hen she w as eighteen and the farm er’s son nineteen and 

w orking with his fa the r on the farm before en tering  a v e terin 
ary  college, the  young m an N jabulo asked her fa ther for her. 
N jab u lo ’s paren ts m et w ith  hers and  the money he was to  pay 
in place of the  cows it is custom ary to give a  p rospective 
b rid e ’s paren ts w as settled  upon. H e had  no cows to offer; he 
was a labourer on  the Eyscndyck farm, like h er father. A 
b rig h t youngster; old Eysendyck had  ta u g h t h im  brick
laying and w as using him  for odd jobs in construction , 
a ro u n d  the place. She d id  not tell the  farm er’s son th a t her 
paren ts had a rran g e d  for her to m arry . She d id  not tell him , 
either, before he left for his first term  a t  the veterinary  college, 
th a t she thought she was going to have a baby. Tw o m onths 
afte r her m arriage to N jabulo , she gave b irth  to  a  daugh ter. 
T h ere  was no d isgrace in that; am ong her people it is 
custom ary  for a  young m an to m ake sure, before m arriage, 
th a t the chosen girl is not barren , and  N jabulo  had m ade love
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to  her then . B ut the infant was very light and  d id  not quickly 
grow  dark e r as m ost African babies do . A lready a t b irth  there 
w as on its head a q u an tity  o f  stra igh t, fine floss, like th a t 
which carries the seeds o f  certa in  weeds in the  veld. T h e  
unfocused eyes it opened were grey flcckcd w ith yellow. 
N jabulo w as the m a tt, o paq u e  coffee-grounds colour th a t has 
alw ays been called black; the colour o f  T h e b e d i’s legs on 
w hich beaded  w ate r looked oyster-shcll blue, th e  sam e co lour 
a s  T h eb ed i’s face, w here the black eyes, w ith th e ir  in terested  
gaze and c lea r w hites, were so d om inan t.

N jabulo  m ade  no  com plain t. O u t o f  his farm  la b o u re r’s 
earnings he bough t from the In d ian  store a  cellophane- 
w indow ed pack con tain ing  a  pink p lastic bath , six napk ins, a 
card  o f safety pins, a  knitted  jack e t, c a p  an d  bootees, a  dress, 
a n d  a  tin o f  Jo h n so n ’s Baby Pow der, for T h e b e d i’s baby.

W hen it  was two weeks old P au lus Eysendyck arrived  
hom e from the veterinary  college for the  holidays. He d ran k  a 
glass o f fresh, still-w arm  milk in the childhood fam iliarity  o f 
his m o ther’s k itchen  an d  heard  her d iscussing w ith the old 
house-servant w here they could get a reliable su b stitu te  to 
help o u t now  th a t the girl T hebed i had  had  a baby. For the 
first tim e since he w as a  sm all boy he cam e righ t in to  the 
k raal. It w as eleven o ’clock in the m orning. T h e  men w ere at 
work in the lands. H e looked ab o u t h im , urgently ; the wom en 
tu rned  aw ay, each n o t w anting  to be the one ap p roached  to 
point out w here T h eb ed i lived. T hebed i ap p eared , com ing 
slowly from  the h u t N jabulo had  built in w hite m an’s style, 
w ith a  tin ch im ney, an d  a p roper w indow  w ith glass panes set 
in stra igh t as walls m ade of unfired bricks w'ould allow. She 
greeted him  w ith hands brought together and a token m ove
m ent represen ting  th e  respectful bob w ith w hich she was 
accustom ed to acknow ledge she w as in  the  presence o f his 
fa the r o r m other. H e  lowered his head u n d e r the  doorw ay of 
h er home a n d  w ent in. H e said , ‘I w an t to see. Show  m e.’

She had taken the bundle off her back before she cam e o u t
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into the light to  (ace him . She moved between the  iron 
bedstead m ade up  w ith N jabu lo ’s checked blankets a n d  the 
sm all wooden tab le  where the pink p lastic  bath  stood am ong 
food and kitchen pots, a n d  picked up  the bundle from  the 
snugly blanketed  grocer’s box w here it lay. T h e  in fan t was 
asleep; she revealed  the closed, pale, p lu m p  tiny  face, w ith a  
bubble o f sp it a t the co rner o f the m outh , the sp idery  pink 
hands stirring . She took off the woollen cap  a n d  the s tra ig h t 
line ha ir flew up  after it in sta tic  electricity, show ing  gilded 
strands here an d  there. H e said nothing. She w as w atching 
him  as she h ad  done w hen they were, little, an d  the gang o f  

"ch ild ren  had trodden  dow n a crop in the ir gam es o r  tran s
gressed in som e o ther w ay for w hich he, as the fa rm er’s son, 
the white one am ong them , m ust in tercede w ith  the farmer. 
She d istu rbed  the sleeping face by scra tch ing  or tickling 
gently  a t a cheek with one finger, and  slowly the eyes opened, 
saw  nothing, w ere still asleep, an d  then , awake, no  longer 
narrow ed, looked ou t a t them , grey w ith yellowish flecks, his 
ow n haze! eyes.

H e struggled for a  m om ent w ith a grim ace o f  tears, anger 
an d  self-pity. She could not p u t out her hand  to him . H e said, 
‘Y ou haven’t been near the house w ith it?’

She shook h e r  head.
‘Never?’
Again she shook her head .
‘D on’t tak e  it ou t. S tay  inside. C a n ’t you take it aw ay 

som ew here. Y ou m ust g ive it to  som eone—’
She moved to the door w ith  him .
H e said, ‘I ’ll see w hat I will do. I don’t know .’ A nd  then he 

sa id : ‘I feel like killing m yself.’
H er eyes began  to  glow, to thicken w ith tears. For a 

m om ent the re  was th e  feeling betw een them  th a t used to 
com e when they  were alone dow n a t  the river-bed.

H e walked out.
T w o days la ter, when his m other and  fa ther h ad  left the
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farm  for the day , he appeared  again . T h e  w om en were aw ay 
o n  the lands, w eeding, as they were em ployed to  do  as casual 
labou r in sum m er; only the very old rem ained , p ropped  up 
o n  the g round  outside the huts in the flies a n d  the sun. 
T hebed i d id  no t ask him  in. T he child had n o t been well; it 
h ad  d ia rrhoea . H e asked w here its food was. She said, ‘T h e  
m ilk comes from  m e.’ He w ent in to  N jabulo’s house, w here 
th e  child lay; she d id  not follow b u t stayed ou tside  the doo r 
a n d  w atched w ithou t seeing an old crone who had lost h er 
m ind , ta lk ing  to  herself, ta lk ing to  the fowls w ho ignored 
her.

She though t she heard  sm all g run ts from the hu t, the kind 
o f  infant g ru n t th a t indicates a full stom ach, a  deep  sleep. 
A fter a tim e, long o r short she did not know, he cam e out an d  
w alked aw ay w ith plodding stride (his father’s  gait) ou t o f 
sigh t, tow ards his fa th e r’s house.

T he baby  w as not fed during  the night and  although  she 
kept telling N ja b u lo it  was sleeping, he saw for h im self in the 
m orn ing  th a t it w as dead. H e com forted her w ith  w ords an d  
caresses. S he d id  not cry b u t sim ply sa t, s ta rin g  a t  the door. 
H e r  hands w ere cold as dead  chickens’ feet to h is touch.

N jabulo  buried  the little baby w here farm  w orkers w ere 
bu ried , in the  p lace in  the veld the farm er had  given them . 
Som e o f th e  m ounds had been left to w eather away u n 
m arked , o the rs w ere covered with stones and a  few had fallen 
w ooden crosses. H e w as going to m ake a cross b u t before it 
w as finished the  police cam e and dug  up the g rav e  and  took 
aw ay  the d ea d  baby: som eone -  one of the o th e r labourers? 
th e ir  w o m en ? - h a d  reported  that the baby  w as a lm ost w hite, 
th a t, strong  an d  healthy , it had  died suddenly a fte r  a visit by 
th e  farm er’s son. Pathological tests on the in fan t corpse 
show ed in testina l dam age not alw ays consistent w ith d ea th  
by  natu ra l causes.

T hebed i w en t for the first time to the coun try  tow n w here
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l'au l us had been to  school, to  give evidence a t the p rep 
aratory  exam ination into the charge o f  m urder b ro u g h t 
against him. She cried hysterically  in the w itness box, saying 
yes, yes (the gilt hoop ear-rings sw ung in her ears), she  saw 
the accuscd pouring  liquid in to  the baby’s m outh . She said 
lie had threatened  to  shoot her if  she told anyone.

M ore than a year w ent by before, in tha t sam e tow n, the 
case was brought to  trial. She cam e to  C ourt w ith a  new -born 
baby  on her back. She wore gilt hoop ear-rings; she was calm ; 
she said she h ad  not seen w hat the white m an d id  in the 
house.

Paulus Eysendyck said he had visited the hu t but had not 
poisoned the child.

T h e  Dcfcncc d id  not contest th a t there had  been a  love 
relationship betw een the accused and  the girl, o r th a t in te r
course had taken place, b u t subm itted  there w as no  proof 
that the child was the accused’s.

T he judge told the accused there was strong  suspicion 
against him b u t no t enough p roo f th a t he had  com m itted  
the crime. T h e  C o u rt could no t accept the g irl’s evidence 
because it w as c lear she had com m itted perju ry  either 
a t this trial o r  a t the p repara to ry  exam ination . T here 
was the suggestion  in the  m ind of the C o u rt th a t she 
m ight b e a n  accom plice in  the crim e; bu t, again  insufficient 
proof.

T he judge  com m endcd the honourab le behaviour o f  the 
husband  (sitting  in  court in a b row n-and-yellow -quartered  
go lf cap bought for S undays) who had not rejected his wife 
an d  had ‘even provided clothes for the un fo rtuna te  in fan t out 
o f  his slender m eans’.

T h e  verdict on the accuscd w as ‘not gu ilty ’.
T h e  young w hite  m an refused to  accept the cong ra tu 

lations of press an d  public and left the C o u rt w ith  his 
m o th er's  ra in co at shielding his face from pho tog raphers . His
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fa ther said to  the p ress, ‘I will try an d  carry  on as best I can  to  
hold up  my head  in the d is tric t.’

Interview ed by the S unday papers, w ho spelled her nam e 
in a  variety  o f  ways, the black girl, speaking in h e r own 
language, was q u o ted  beneath  her photograph: ‘It was a  
th ing o f  our childhood , we d o n ’t see each  o ther an y  m ore.’


