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The House on Sugarbush Road, set in post-apartheid Johannesburg shortly after 
the 1994 election of Nelson Mandela, is the story of the intertwining lives of a 
once prominent liberal Afrikaner family and Beauty Mapule, their domestic 
servant of more than thirty years.  
 

“The beauty of the language, the author’s eye for moving and 
incongruous details, her understanding of the searing realities of 

post-apartheid South Africa—all are extraordinary.”  
– Joan Thomas, author of Curiosity 
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From the Author …  
 

It’s been such a pleasure talking to readers and book clubs about The House on 
Sugarbush Road. And, as so often happens, a question or comment opens 
windows in my mind — or at least a door to that fictional house on Sugarbush 
Road. One of the persistent questions has always been how I came to write the 
novel. 
 
The House on Sugarbush Road began for me with sounds — voices to be more 
accurate. I heard the voices of my characters speaking to me; not necessarily in 
whole sentences (although sometimes they did) and not always calmly (in fact 
some of my characters were downright fierce.) 
 
I don’t want you to think that I usually hear voices. This was the first time and it 
only lasted for about three years. The first “voice” I heard was Beauty’s, an angry 
hum of discontent and invective. I wanted to know what she was saying, I wanted 
to know what had hurt her so badly. 
 
Listening is a way of writing, of hearing a story unfold in your mind. The voices 
had come from long ago, from a time when I lived in Johannesburg, the city in 
which I was born and grew up. For the first time since I’d emigrated 23 years ago 
I was hearing the crackle and roar of the languages that I grew up hearing, 
spoken all around me although as a child I seldom understood what was being 
said. I wasn’t a child anymore but a listener, a writer, and now was my chance to 
understand the stories that I believed the voices were telling me . . .  
 
 
This author can be contacted through her publisher at info@greatplains.mb.ca 
 

 

Discuss the Novel …  
 

1. In the opening pages of the book, it is said that Beauty Mapule, “… wore herself 
out with the anger that curved her spine into the bridge between yesterday and 
today.” How much of her story, and the story of the du Plessis family, is about 
memory?  
 
2. Beauty’s a master of the five-finger discount. She does terrible things to 
Benjamin’s clothes and underwear. She’s mean to Eli. How is it that the reader 
likes her anyway?  
 
3. On the surface, Dhlamina is also a difficult character to like. She’s mean to the 
ambitious and antic Mhda, the Taxi Man, she’s mean-spirited about Magda, her 



employer. She’s vain and prickly. In a way even pricklier than Beauty, with fewer 
reasons to be so. Yet she’s also a fairly likeable character. What has the writer 
done to create these people and make them likeable?   
 
4. Is Dhlamina’s relationship with Magda more equal than Beauty’s relationship 
with Ouma (Mrs. du Plessis)? Why is that so?  
 
5. One of the more painful scenes in the story is one of pure labour—when Beauty 
manages to get the sofa Ouma gave her across to her own township, she is 
thwarted. Is this about class? Race? Gender? Or is it a story about a stunted 
bureaucracy?  
 
6. Which character do you think was the happiest, by the end of the novel? Is 
happiness possible? Was there any good that could come of these tragedies?  
 
7. One of the more interesting relationships in the novel is between Beauty and 
Benjamin. Beauty helped to raise Benjamin from infancy and had a genuine 
fondness for him as a child. Yet now that he is a man, Beauty goes out of her way 
to provoke and irritate him. She steals from his briefcase. She ruins his laundry. 
She refuses to speak to him. The adult Benjamin only disgusts Beauty. Why do 
you suppose this is so?  
 
8. How do you think Givvie’s death has impacted Beauty’s relationship with the 
du Plessis family?  
 

South Africa …  
 
1. In the mid-90s, when the book takes place, South Africa was still in the midst 
of chaos and violence. The election of Nelson Mandela would not be the magic 
elixir it was expected to be for many months. There were confrontations between 
protestors and political parties, clashes between the many cultures of South 
Africa and much violence.  
 
How does the South Africa of the novel compare to your image of South Africa 
today?  
 
2. Regular conflict and the danger of violence are present throughout the novel, 
and in particular the death of Beauty’s daughter Givvie sets up the volatile 
environment of South Africa at the time. The characters however, spend little 
time talking about the policies of the government, or even of apartheid, in spite of 
still being in its shadow. Beauty and Mhda don’t even question the tactics of the 
police when they are stopped on the road. Would you say this was indicative of a 
resignation of a besieged people or something else, like oppression?  
 
3. Mhda, the Taxi Man, had several creative, lucrative ventures on the go, 
including the Curry Boys. Was the Taxi Man a clever entrepreneur or a man 



exploiting his fellow man to fill his pockets? How does this reflect the economic 
and social culture at the time?  
 
4. Can you see European culture reflected in the novel? How?  
 
5. Méira Cook is now a Canadian, writing about South Africa from Winnipeg, 
Manitoba. Does that make her a Canadian writer, or a South African writer? 
Why?  
 
4. The author is also an award-winning poet. Is this illustrated in her novel? 
How?  
 
 

About the Author …  
 
Méira Cook was born in Johannesburg and has worked  
as a journalist in South Africa. Since coming to Canada,  
she has published widely as a poet, and has won the  CBC  
Literary Award for poetry in 2006, and The Walrus  
Poetry Prize in 2012. Cook lives in Winnipeg.  


