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    CHAPTER 1


    I was having difficulty focusing. So were the other two, I’m quite sure. Strong had a glazed look in his eye and was swaying backwards and forwards like someone teetering on a cliff edge in a high wind. I guess that’s what half a dozen dumpies and a couple of flagons of Carafino Vino will do to you.


    ‘Need a proper drink,’ he said in a kind of zombie voice.


    ‘Can’t help you there,’ I thought I said, but my lips were so numb that I’m not sure the words actually got out. I concentrated on the bright corona of the gas lamp mantle. It was beautiful, like a blazing moth hanging from the pole in the middle of the tent.


    Strong breathed heavily. ‘Got something to say, something important,’ he said, slurring badly. Then he burped. We all laughed.


    Banfield held up a wavering finger. ‘I jus’ remembered,’ he said slowly. I could see he was struggling to shape each word individually before it popped out. ‘Brandy.’


    ‘I remember brandy, too,’ said Strong.


    ‘I’ll never forget Brandy van Jaarsveld,’ I said. ‘Don’t you just love those tits? Wobbly as the surprise pudding my mom used to make.’


    ‘No, man,’ said Banfield. ‘Not Brandy van Jaarsveld. Brandy. My boet stuck a bottle in my rucksack before I left.’


    ‘Now tha’s a proper drink,’ said Strong.


    Banfield half fell, half slid off the camp bed and started scrabbling around in his trommel.


    ‘I’m s’posed to report illegal olca … alcohol,’ I said.


    Strong squinted at me from the bunk opposite. ‘I thought you were our maatjie.’


    ‘Corporal Askew, tha’s me. Ranking non … non … non-commissioned officer on the base.’


    ‘Here,’ said Banfield, thrusting a bottle of Klippies at me. ‘Open.’ And while I did that he vroeteled out a couple of tin mugs from his chest.


    ‘How’d you get to be a full corporal, Corporal Askew? You shloep up to Major Starke or what?’


    ‘Natural leadership ability,’ I said, holding the bottle up to the light before cracking it open.


    ‘Here … pour, poephol, pour.’


    Banfield held out a mug in each hand and unsteadily I sloshed a little – actually a lot – of brandy in.


    ‘There ony two mugs,’ said Strong.


    ‘You two troepies can share,’ I said generously and took a gulp.


    Look, I know it was foolish to lay down a heavy layer of brandy on an already liquid foundation, but I was young, the other officers had all fucked off for the night and it was great, after months of relentless Afrikaans, to be joined, at last, by a couple of English speakers. And fellow Durbanites, nogal. The fact was that while it was officially called the South African Defence Force, to me it was the Afrikaans Defence Force, plain and simple. We marched in Afrikaans, counted in Afrikaans and were punished in Afrikaans. Still, only thirteen days to go for yours truly.


    ‘Cheers, you troepies.’ We clunked the two mugs together so vigorously that half my brandy sloshed out onto the side of the tent.


    ‘Hey!’ shouted Strong.


    ‘Fumes’ll give you great dreams, Strong, moenie worrie nie.’


    ‘Tell us about Starke,’ Banfield said. ‘I’ve heard he’s, like, a living legend.’


    ‘The White Bushman,’ Strong said solemnly.


    Major Starke, head of our unit, had served as head warden of Etosha National Park in South West Africa. Stories were told about how he’d shot more lions than anyone else alive. I’d had a couple of head-on collisions with the major – he didn’t think much of my riding – and wasn’t sure whether he hated my English guts, or looked on me as some kind of protégé. He was that kind of man. He ran hot and cold. Still, I just had to keep my nose clean for another thirteen days and I’d never have to worry about whether the White Bushman loved me or loathed me.


    I didn’t tell my drinking buddies what I knew about Starke though. Some lessons you’ve got to learn on your own.


    Banfield abruptly stood up at this point, holding the tin mug high in the air. His head hit the gas lamp and it swung from side to side.


    ‘A toast, man … Here’sh to two years of fucking hell!’


    Strong grabbed the mug from my hand and stood up.


    ‘Hey, that’s my brandewyn!’


    ‘Twenty-four months of horseshit and Afrikaans!’ Strong added.


    And again they clashed their mugs together, hitting the gas lamp one more time. The gas mantle slipped in and out of focus … and then suddenly it wasn’t there and instead there was an almighty crash and a tongue of flame licked up and engulfed everything it touched. Strong let out a yell of pure terror and lunged for the opening to the tent.


    ‘Jesus!’ Banfield yelled and fell back over his camp bed, stood up and then scrambled after Strong. The flames from the blaze reached up to the roof of the tent, mesmerising me.


    ‘Askew, get out of there!’


    I gazed into the flames, remembering a fire I’d seen before.


    ‘Askew, for fuck’s sake!’ the men screamed from outside the tent.


    I tore my eyes from the fire and stumbled out into the icy night. The three of us retreated from the blazing tent and stood on the concrete path that ran between the two lines of tents, and watched the tent burn.


    ‘Look at her go.’ There was a hint of awe in Strong’s voice.


    The tent was a glowing shell illuminated from within like a Chinese lantern about to lift off into the skies.


    ‘Wat gaan hier aan?’ we heard from behind us.


    Several tents down, a couple of troepies had emerged from their tents rubbing their eyes, agog at the sight of Strong and Banfield’s tent going up in flames.


    ‘Man,’ Strong repeated, ‘look at her go.’


    One of the troepies made his way towards us.


    ‘What the fuck?’ he said. It was the hulking, beetle-browed Van Vuuren. There was a gleam in his eye that I recognised from previous set-tos I’d had with the man. He hated my guts – even more so after what had happened the day before – and I knew he meant trouble. ‘That’s state property you’ve just fucking burnt to the ground.’


    He was right. Miraculously, the canvas fabric of the tent had disappeared in sooty wisps into the sky, leaving its contents more or less unscathed. The two camp beds were still inside the oblong space that the tent had occupied, together with the trommels containing Strong and Banfield’s kit. The gas lamp lay guttered on its side, the flame flickering unsteadily.


    ‘Come on, let’s all try and get a little shut-eye,’ I said. The sooner Van Vuuren and his tent mate, Kalahari Kloppers, went back to bed, the less chance they’d have to provoke a fight. Luckily they took the hint – or, more likely, were starting to feel the bitter cold – and sloped off back into the darkness.


    ‘Where we supposed to sleep?’ Banfield turned to me and asked, sounding a lot more sober than he had ten minutes ago.


    ‘Nothing wrong with your beds,’ I snapped back.


    ‘But there’s no tent. It’s flipping cold!’


    ‘Then snuggle in together, you arseholes. This isn’t the Holiday Inn.’


    Janse van Vuuren and Kalahari Kloppers were both farmers’ sons and huge men with thighs like great stinkhout trunks. Kloppers must’ve come from the Kalahari or was called that because of his height – miles and miles of fuck-all. They were truculent and I think they resented the fact that I, a mere soutpiel, had been elevated to the status of corporal and therefore had the authority to issue them with orders.


    Maybe they thought that their size would intimidate me, but after they missed Friday midday roll call, I kept an eye out for their return. A troepie told me they’d gone to the Rustenburg Show, a prime spot to pick up a few indiscriminate chicks.


    They rolled in at half past five that afternoon, dronkverdriet and reeking of cheap perfume. I confronted them outside their tent. Unsteady on their feet, the two of them eyed me with deep suspicion.


    ‘Whadda you want?’ Van Vuuren said.


    ‘I’m booking you both for going AWOL,’ I replied.


    Van Vuuren was instantly belligerent. ‘Who do you think you are, soutie?’


    ‘Corporal Askew to you, Van Vuuren.’


    He took a step towards me and glowered down at me. He was at least eight inches taller than me and twice as wide. His right fist was bunching at his side, itching for a fight. Behind him, Kloppers sniggered.


    ‘Exactly. A corporal not a fucking sergeant major.’


    ‘That’s not the point, Van Vuuren, I’m the ranking NCO on the base through this weekend, and you didn’t have permission to leave.’ I knew it was better to avoid an argument, but it was difficult to take their shit without retaliating.


    Van Vuuren took another threatening step towards me. During pole PT, when we were told to shift a 15-foot gum pole half a mile down the farm road on our shoulders, I’d stagger along barely keeping my balance, while troepies like Kloppers and Van Vuuren would hold the fucking pole with one casual upraised hand and carry on a conversation with their pal in front.


    I looked up at him, my heart thumping like a two-stroke, but I didn’t give an inch. I half-hoped he’d lash out at me as that’d mean ten days in solitary for him – which would mean I’d only have to duck and dive for four days before my discharge.


    ‘Gee die poes wat hy verdien,’ Kloppers hissed.


    But something stopped Van Vuuren’s hand and he stepped back, nodding his head.


    ‘Kom,’ he said, and he and Kloppers turned and staggered off.


    I called after them. ‘I’ll report you to the major on Monday, you hear me?’


    I’d introduced myself to the two new English-speaking recruits, Strong and Banfield, the day they arrived, during lunch in the mess tent.


    ‘Shit,’ Banfield said to me, ‘another fucking Englishman, thank god.’ He took a huge mouthful of the stew that was on offer that day and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


    ‘I thought you two would appreciate sharing a tent,’ I said to the men.


    ‘No ways!’ said Strong. ‘How did you swing that, corporal?’


    ‘You can’t believe the power that two stripes gives you,’ I said, deadpan.


    ‘And with great power comes great responsibility,’ Strong deadpanned back.


    ‘Which means,’ I said, ‘taking care of my fellow Engels-sprekendes …’


    ‘Which means we owe you one,’ said Banfield. ‘Where’s the nearest bar?’


    ‘In town. The Elgro Hotel. Serves some of the roughest cheap Portuguese wine around,’ I answered.


    Strong put on a hot-potato Durban accent. ‘Sounds like my kind of tipple, corporal … How do we get there?’


    ‘Stick out a thumb and hop on the first tractor that drives by.’


    While it wasn’t a tractor, the first vehicle that drove by that Saturday afternoon was an air-conditioned Mercedes. It pulled up in a cloud of dust on the gravel shoulder next to a sign announcing the presence of the South African Mounted Infantry.


    The driver – a skinny old guy in khaki – leant across and opened the passenger door.


    ‘Potch?’


    ‘Yes, sir,’ I said.


    ‘English, hey? Well, get in. There’s room in the back – just push the bags to the side.’


    I climbed into the front and Strong and Banfield clambered into the back, nudging what I could see were two 50-kilo bags of chicken feed aside to make room.


    ‘I’m only giving you a lift because my Johan was killed on the border last year and I support men like you fighting for us,’ said our farmer out of the corner of his mouth, as he steered his Merc back onto the road.


    ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Sorry to hear that.’


    It was fourteen kays to Potchefstroom from the base, and those were the last words any of us spoke in the car. There’s something about a statement like that that somehow manages to combine meanness, resentment, grief and anger and puts a cork in conversation.


    When the farmer stopped outside the Elgro Hotel to let us out, all we could summon was a barely audible ‘Thank you, sir,’ before he sped off with a muted roar of his eight cylinders.


    The Elgro was the favourite watering hole of the troepies from our base. Its speciality was traditional prawns peri-peri style with a mountain of chips washed down with as much Carafino Vino as your gut could stand. The chips were supposed to absorb the alcohol, but we drank so fast and furiously that the chips never really stood a chance.


    And then there was the famous Brandy van Jaarsveld, she of the giant, quaking numbies who served behind the bar.


    ‘Just look at them,’ Strong said softly. ‘What the fuck holds them up?’


    ‘She married?’ Banfield asked. His eyes were practically spinning in their sockets. You could tell the poor doos had fallen for her hook, line and forever.


    ‘They say,’ I said, leaning forward over my glass, ‘she’s had four husbands. Three of them died … of heart attacks on the job.’


    Banfield and Strong looked at me.


    ‘On the job?’


    ‘You check out her thighs? Like a fucking octopus,’ I said by way of an answer.


    ‘You mean …’ Strong turned to regard the heavily made-up widow.


    ‘They died happy men is all I can say. Very happy.’


    We joined Strong to scrutinise the majestic Brandy who was drawing a pint for one of the giant farmers who frequented the Elgro.


    ‘I can think of worse ways to go,’ Strong said.


    By midnight we were well and truly pissed. We were more or less the only drinkers left – aside from one cadaverous-looking suiper slouched at the bar working his way through the last of a long series of brandies and Cokes – when Brandy sauntered across to our table holding a tray.


    ‘How’re you boys doing? I’d guess it’s time to get your moms to tuck you in, wouldn’t you say?’


    Swaying slightly, Strong got to his feet.


    ‘Mevrou,’ he said. ‘Mevrou …’


    He seemed on the verge of a mighty pronouncement.


    ‘What is it, my boy?’


    His eyes were very firmly fixed on the great Potchefstroom Bosom.


    ‘Mevrou,’ he began again, ‘will you marry me?’


    It was fucking cold out on Voortrekker Street.


    ‘Now that, Strong, was a very fucking clever thing to say,’ I said, tucking my hands under my arms and eyeing the empty street, not a car in sight.


    ‘Hilarious fucking joke,’ said Banfield.


    ‘It wasn’t clever, I know, but it wasn’t a joke,’ Strong said.


    ‘She’s already married, you doos! And besides, she’s got to be forty at least, a fucking old lady,’ I teased.


    ‘Forty?’ Strong squinted.


    ‘At least forty, maybe forty-five. Grab a granny.’


    Strong considered this for a moment and then a bright smile broke out on his face. ‘I don’t care. Fussy doesn’t fuck.’


    At that moment, the doors from the bar swung open and the brandy drinker stumbled out, nearly colliding into me. He pulled his jacket tightly around his shoulders, drew his head in like a tortoise and then peered out at us.


    ‘Want a lift?’


    We rolled into camp like the Three Stooges, our arms draped over each other’s shoulders. We made our way to Banfield and Strong’s tent and that is where the trouble all began when Strong remembered his bottle of brandy and rose to make a toast.


    I don’t know much about birds, never been interested in distinguishing between a sparrow and a sparrowhawk, but in the grounds of the hospital where we lived in Brakpan I got to know one particular bird by the sound it made.


    The cardinal woodpecker is a very efficient homemaker. It will hammer away hour upon hour until it’s excavated a hole in a tree big enough to rear its family in.


    Rat-a-tat-a-tat-a-tat … On and on and on. Relentless. Inescapable.


    There was a cardinal woodpecker – two of them actually, perhaps even three – at work inside my skull the morning after Strong and Banfield’s tent literally went up in smoke.


    I had to pee and so I rolled off my bunk bed, stuck my bare feet in my boots and stumbled out into the crisp dawn. A layer of mist had formed just above ground level and frost crackled underfoot. The smell of old urine and new lime rose to greet me as I stood over the piss lily and emptied my bladder. Relief. Two of the three woodpeckers flew away and the third took a short tea break.


    I looked down the line of tents to the scene of last night’s excitement. No one else was up. Buttoning up, I tramped down to Banfield and Strong’s tent. A thin coating of frost covered the contents of what had once been a fine army tent, including the two humps on the stretchers. Strong tried to clutch onto his blankets when I stripped them off.


    ‘Jesus,’ he cried, ‘what the fuck!’


    ‘Wake up, troep. We’ve got work to do. Come on, Banfield. Wakey-wakey.’


    By the time both of them had dragged themselves out of bed, hauled on their boots and complained bitterly at the unfairness of it all, the sun had driven off the remnants of the mist.


    ‘What are we going to do?’ said Banfield.


    ‘You’ll find out, but we’ve got to do it quickly. The officers’ll be back as soon as they’ve had their breakfast,’ I said. I knew that there was only one solution – and fortunately it sat in my pocket. ‘Follow me.’


    I led them to the regimental storeroom and then withdrew from my pocket the key that Major Opperman, Starke’s second in command, had entrusted to me before he headed for a weekend at home.


    The storeroom was packed with every conceivable item the unit could ever need. Bridles hung from hooks on the wall. A stack of new saddles sat in the corner. Piles of browns lined one wall in all sizes. And towards the back of the room was a line of two-man tents.


    ‘We want one of those,’ I said. ‘You’re going to be carrying it.’


    ‘Are we allowed to, like, just take one?’


    ‘Of course not, you idiot. But we got lucky. I’ve got the key and the officers are spooning with their wives in Potch. And I doubt very much whether they’re ever going to notice that one of their tents is MIA.’


    ‘MIA?’ Banfield was a confused rookie.


    Strong nudged him. ‘Missing in action, boet.’


    Banfield and Strong carried a tent back to their bivvy and after a couple of mishaps managed to get it up. Only when they were hammering in the final peg did Van Vuuren emerge from his tent. Yawning, he stood and watched us, a smirk appearing on his face, and quickly ducked back in his tent.


    ‘Home and dry, manne,’ I said. But I couldn’t shake Van Vuuren’s smirk from my mind.


    And I was right, because as we were leaving the mess tent after breakfast, he came up to me with Kloppers at his elbow. They were both smirking and I had an inkling of what they had in mind.


    After steering me out onto the parade ground, out of earshot of the other troepies, Van Vuuren offered me a Lucky. I turned it down; I’d never been a smoker. I raised my eyebrows.


    ‘Can I help you?’


    ‘Hier’s ’n ding, korporaal. You drew a tent from the company store this morning, am I right?’


    ‘So?’


    ‘You have authorisation?’


    ‘I’m the ranking NCO on base, so yes, I think I do.’


    ‘You going to report what happened?’ Van Vuuren asked.


    ‘He means the tent that you burnt down, korporaal,’ Kalahari Kloppers chipped in helpfully.


    ‘Got fokkol to do with you.’


    ‘Destruction of state property,’ Van Vuuren said with a hint of glee, ‘that’s what it was. And now you’re planning to cover it up.’


    ‘What’s your point, Van Vuuren?’ But I knew exactly what his point was.


    He seemed to be enjoying himself. ‘Thing is, korporaal, you still planning to kla ons aan for being AWOL on Friday?’


    ‘You trying to blackmail me, Van Vuuren?’


    ‘Let’s say that I’m handing you a spade to dig yourself out of the very deep hole you seem to be in.’ He gave me another of his specialist smirks. ‘Kom, Kalahari, we’ve got to give this Engelsman time to think about things.’ They started to walk away, but Kloppers couldn’t resist one final jab.


    ‘They call it sabotage, soutie,’ he said. ‘Thirty days in detention barracks.’


    They both had a point. The tent was state property, and officialdom took destruction thereof very seriously. Burning it down was one thing but covering it up catapulted the offence into a completely different realm of serious. If they decided to report me to Opperman or Starke, it was quite possible that I’d end up in DB. And that’d be a stain on my character – not to mention on my career prospects beyond the army – and that would not go down well with my father, Reg, to put it mildly. I could forget about any help from that quarter in landing a job or starting up on my own. Plus, I didn’t want to risk my imminent discharge.


    That night I struggled back and forth with what to do. Blackmail doesn’t have a fullstop.


    Surely it couldn’t be too difficult to navigate safe passage for my last twelve days in the army? Half the bloody troepies on the base went AWOL over the course of their year in the army. It wasn’t, like, a crime. Hell, I’d broken so many petty regulations myself and got away with it and so to think that I somehow occupied the moral high ground was hypocritical. So why not agree to Van Vuuren’s proposal? You scratch mine, I’ll scratch yours. Pals forever.


    If Van Vuuren had simply said, ‘Hey, corporal, give us a break, won’t you? We were just having a little jol,’ I’d probably have seriously considered their plea. But instead they’d tried to blackmail me. They’d threatened me. And that didn’t sit well with me. The motherfuckers.


    Monday morning. Major Opperman was back in the saddle. I headed for the regimental offices, vaguely aware that two troepies were shadowing me. Van Vuuren and Kloppers, no doubt.


    I saluted Tannie Theron in the small outside office.


    ‘What is it, corporal?’


    ‘I want to lay a charge against two members of the unit, mevrou. Could you give me the DD1 forms?’


    I’d gone to sleep angry, and woken up determined. Fuck it, Kloppers and Van Vuuren thought they had a gun to my head, but they’d learn that there’s no more dangerous a creature than an Askew with his back to the wall. There’s also no more idiotic a creature than an Askew with his back to the wall. I had no doubt that what I was about to do would land me in more trouble than it was worth, but they’d threatened me, and they were going to pay for that.


    ‘Who are you charging?’


    ‘Van Vuuren and Kloppers.’


    Tannie Theron pursed her lips in a passable imitation of a chicken’s sphincter, dug in a drawer and pushed a form across the counter.


    ‘I hope you know what you’re doing, corporal.’


    I didn’t answer her because the door behind me suddenly opened and the tiny space was suddenly filled with the two troepies I’d sensed had been following me.


    ‘What you doing, Askew?’ Van Vuuren said.


    ‘What do you think?’


    ‘I knew you were dom, but I didn’t think you were as dof as a bobbejaan.’


    ‘Fuck you, Van Vuuren.’


    ‘Hey, I’ll have none of that in my office,’ said Tannie Theron. ‘Any more vuil language and I’ll have you in front of the major.’


    ‘Jammer, Tannie.’


    ‘You lay charges and you know what’s going to happen next,’ Van Vuuren chirped.


    ‘You went AWOL, it’s my duty to report that.’


    We must have been talking louder than I’d thought because the next thing the door to the inner office was thrown open and an irate Major Opperman burst out.


    ‘What’s going on out here?’


    We all turned to face the major.


    ‘This man,’ said Tannie Theron, ‘used a bad word.’


    The major ignored this. My guess is that he’d heard a few bad words in his time. He glared at me. ‘What are you doing here, korporaal?’


    ‘Laying a charge of AWOL against these two soldiers, sir.’


    Kloppers was practically hopping from foot to foot and burst out. ‘But he burnt down his tent, majoor, and then tried to cover it up!’


    ‘Saturday night, majoor, him and those two new English set their tent on fire,’ Van Vuuren added. ‘Then on Sunday morning, Korporaal Askew took a tent from stores.’


    ‘It was a cover-up, majoor!’ added Kloppers.


    ‘Is this true, corporal?’


    I sighed. Better to come clean all at once.


    ‘I set the tent alight by accident, sir.’ No need to drop the others in the kak. ‘I used my authority as ranking NCO to draw a replacement from stores. I suppose you could say that I was trying to conceal the damage I caused.’


    Major Opperman nodded. Kloppers seemed about to burst out again, but Opperman turned his steely gaze on him and he managed to somehow control his excitement.


    ‘Have you filled out the charge sheet yet, corporal?’


    ‘Not yet, sir.’


    ‘Well, fill it out, and then write me a statement about the fok-op with the tent.’ He turned to Tannie Theron. ‘Sorry, Tannie.’


    I’ll say this for Major Opperman: when he gets the bit between his teeth there’s no holding him back. He called a meeting of the entire unit in the mess tent late that afternoon and then had us all standing to attention while he gave us one of his short, sharp lectures.


    ‘The enemy knows that when we forget our heritage, we become weak and vulnerable,’ he said in his characteristic clipped tones. I wondered what our heritage had to do with the accidental burning of a regimental tent. Rooi Gert Opperman soon enlightened me.


    ‘What three hundred years of life here at the southern tip of Africa surrounded by heathens has taught us, is the need for constant discipline. When we forget that lesson, we open ourselves to the insidious worms of terrorism and communism.’


    ‘Reds under beds’ was never far from the barrage of propaganda the army doled out. I lost focus for a moment, before realising that Opperman was talking about me.


    ‘ … reports about drunkenness, damage to army property, and attempts to conceal that from the authorities. I want the man responsible to step forward.’


    Opperman’s eyes were on me. I did as instructed.


    ‘Now the other two soldiers whose tent was involved, step forward.’


    Strong and Banfield joined me.


    ‘And the two soldiers who’ve been booked for being AWOL. You too.’


    Now there were five of us.


    ‘Van Vuuren and Kloppers. Do you admit that you left the base on Friday, missing roll call, without permission?’


    ‘Ja, majoor,’ Kloppers began, ‘but it was just …’


    ‘And you, Van Vuuren?’


    ‘Majoor.’


    ‘Each of you is hereby sentenced to thirty days at Potch DB.’ He turned his gaze to Strong and Banfield. ‘As for you two soldiers, you are dismissed from the unit …’ Both Strong and Banfield gasped. ‘ … You will be reassigned to Walvis Bay where you’ll spend the rest of your army service drilling in the dunes.’


    I sensed that Strong was about to say something so I grasped him by the elbow to shut him up before he said something he might regret. Fortunately it worked.


    Opperman turned to me. ‘And as for you, corporal, you were given great responsibility …’


    At my side, Strong murmured, ‘And with great responsibility …’


    ‘Shut up, Strong,’ I said out of the side of my mouth.


    ‘ … and,’ continued a frowning Opperman, aware of our interchange but obviously reluctant to break his stride, ‘you have abused that responsibility by your behaviour. Corporal, do you know who recommended you for your merit promotion?’


    ‘Major Starke?’


    ‘Wrong. It was me. Only now I can see what a big mistake I made. I will say in front of all your comrades, the soldiers that look up to you for leadership and to set an example, you are not a corporal’s arse.’


    I could see my future was bleak, my prospects barren on the vine. All I could do was bare my neck and wait for the blade to fall.


    ‘Korporaal Askew, your offence is so serious that I have asked the officer in charge of our unit to decide what should be done to you. I have asked Major H.P.E.X Starke to pronounce sentence. Until then, you are confined to your barracks.’


    It felt a little like house arrest, I thought, lying on my back on my stretcher. It was a lot better than being sent to tjoekie. I recalled my last encounter with the South African justice system, when, thanks to my dad, I’d ended up getting twelve strokes with a light cane. My glutes contracted involuntarily at the memory.


    Starke was a bit of an enigma and I had no idea what punishment he was going to dream up for me. The man’s whole life was devoted to the bush and to riding. I mean, for fuck’s sake, he’d even won the national dressage championship.


    There was a rustle at the opening to my tent and then an urgent whisper.


    ‘Askew?’ It was Strong.


    ‘What do you want?’


    By way of an answer, he pushed his way in, closely followed by Banfield. They squatted down beside me and I sat up. If anyone caught them I’d be in even more trouble.


    ‘What’s going on?’


    ‘Tell us about Walvis Bay.’ Banfield’s eyes were shining, whether from fear or excitement it was difficult to tell.


    ‘I’ve never been there,’ I said. ‘But I hear it’s tough. Lots of drilling.’


    ‘But we still get to ride, right?’


    This irritated me. Here I was facing the prospect of months in prison and Banfield was worrying whether he’d get his riding in! For fuck’s sake!


    ‘Yes, Banfield, you’ll get to ride. Skaap dra in the dunes.’


    ‘Fuck,’ he said.


    Rumour had it that Banfield’s parents had made a significant donation to the defence force and in return, he’d been allowed to bring his civvy, A-grade showjumper to camp to improve the image of the unit at showjumping events.


    ‘Hey,’ said Strong, ‘thanks for taking the hit, man. We owe you.’


    ‘What do you think Starke’s going to do?’ asked Banfield.


    ‘What do you think he’s going to do? Give me a fucking medal?’


    I spent the next few days CTB – confined to barracks. Strong and Banfield left, set for one hell of a long train ride bound for Walvis Bay. I almost envied them. One last ride on the footplate would have been pure heaven. Instead, I read all my Louis L’Amour books – twice – plus the new Wilbur Smith that my sister, Olivia, had sent me.


    And I spent my time worrying, of course. I hadn’t really answered Banfield’s question because I simply couldn’t guess what the major was going to do to me. He was an eccentric, for sure, but also a disciplinarian and he wouldn’t be able to overlook my crimes – especially after Opperman had made such a public deal of the issue.


    I’d thought my options would be either a stay in regimental detention – or jail. But I knew that the SADF had other ways of punishing people like me who had abused their authority. Pretoria DB was notorious: no beds, no talking, back-breaking labour. But even worse was the camp at Krierswalt, where drug addicts were imprisoned and their addiction ‘cured’ through a combination of jungle justice, punishment PT, and suicide.


    On Thursday I was given a message that Starke wanted to see me, not in his office, not on the base, but at his home, on Saturday. Over lunch.


    A sour-faced woman greeted me at the door of the face-brick house that seemed to glower from under its corrugated iron roof.


    ‘Corporal Askew here to see Major Starke,’ I said smartly, my heart pounding.


    ‘He’s out the back,’ she said in a thick Afrikaans accent.


    She stood stolidly in the doorway. Should I ask her to step aside?


    ‘Go round the outside.’


    I backed away from the door, nearly fell down the veranda steps, and heard the door close with a click behind me. I walked across the yellow kikuyu grass, crisped by winter frost, avoiding the garden gnome and the plaster Bambi, and took the concrete path down the side of the house.


    Starke was standing over a skottel braai.


    ‘Corporal,’ he said, sparing me a look with eyes as blue as an acetylene flame.


    I snapped out a salute. ‘Major.’


    ‘Beer?’


    I blinked. Had I heard right? Major H.P.E.X Starke had just offered a corporal on disciplinary charges a beer?


    ‘There’re dumpies in the zinc. Help yourself.’


    I took a Castle dumpy from the tin bath where it nestled amongst an avalanche of ice cubes and half a dozen of its fellows. What was going on? Was this Starke’s idea of a joke? Invite the condemned man for a last lunch before casting him out into the darkness?


    I twisted off the cap and took a welcome swig. It might have been the middle of winter, but the Western Transvaal sun beat down relentlessly.


    ‘So, Askew, you’ve got yourself into a bit of a pickle, hey?’


    ‘Yes, sir.’


    ‘Opperman has asked me to deal with you.’ He stood back from the braai, a pair of tongs in one hand. The smell from the grill was intoxicating, but I couldn’t make out what was actually sizzling above the coals. Could it be chicken? On skewers?


    ‘When I first saw you on a horse,’ the major said, ‘I thought you had promise.’


    ‘You told me I couldn’t ride, sir. You said all I was doing was sitting on a horse.’


    ‘Well, that’s what they told me at the advanced riding instructors’ course I went on in Germany. It’s a beginning.’


    I wondered what his point was.


    ‘But since then,’ he went on, ‘I’ve noticed that you’ve got something that most of the soldiers who pass through this equitation centre lack …’


    Flames shot up from the coals and he doused them with some of his beer that was on the table next to the braai.


    He continued. ‘Focus. It’s a rare thing.’


    If he was playing a cat-and-mouse game with me, I decided it was time to call him on it.


    ‘About the tent, sir …’


    He raised the tongs and made a sweeping gesture as if to say, ‘I’m not interested in your tent.’


    ‘Focus,’ he repeated. ‘How long have you been here now?’


    ‘Eight months, sir.’


    ‘Eight months. Eight months ago I judged that you couldn’t ride a horse. Today you’re probably our best dressage rider. And that’s because you focused on the skills required. You put in the hours. You ignored the saddle sores.’


    I blinked. Those bloody saddle sores. Every morning started with two hours of sitting trot and I’d developed saddle sores the size of silver dollars on my bum. They’d been agonising for the first few weeks of camp.


    ‘But sir, about the tent …’ I began again. If he wasn’t going to raise the subject, I’d have to.


    Starke sighed. ‘The bloody tent,’ he said. ‘Yes, well, I have to do something about that. Give me a minute …’


    He laid down the tongs and disappeared into the house. I took a good sluk of my Castle and then bent over the skottel. What was it? Chicken? It smelt right but looked wrong.


    I leapt back from the braai when the back door squeaked open. Starke was carrying a sheet of paper.


    ‘What do you think that is?’ He indicated the meat I’d just been scrutinising.


    ‘Chicken?’


    He laughed. ‘No, not chicken.’ He paused for dramatic effect. ‘It’s black mamba. I promise you, it’s delicious.’ He spent a minute turning the skewers on the grill and then looked across the skottel at me. The heat from the coals rose between us like a shimmering veil.


    ‘You’ve only got a few days to go, am I right, corporal?’


    ‘Six days, sir.’


    ‘Well, you’re precisely the sort of man I want in my unit. So what I’d like you to do is sign this form.’


    He gravely passed the sheet of paper to me over the braai. I saw that it had a very sober heading: Extended Service. I looked up at him. What the hell was he asking?


    ‘You can extend for eighteen or twenty-four months, Askew. I’d prefer if you signed up for the full two years, but that’s up to you.’


    My punishment was eighteen more months in the army? Fuck that. I had things to do, a life to live and the last thing I wanted to do was waste yet more time twiddling my thumbs in Potchefstroom.


    ‘Sign that and the business about the tent will go away.’


    ‘That’s blackmail, sir,’ I blurted out. It was exactly what Van Vuuren and Kloppers had tried to do to me.


    Major Starke didn’t miss a beat. ‘Maybe it is, maybe it is. But the army could do with more men like you. I could do with more men like you.’


    I started speaking without thinking. I knew what I had to say. ‘No, sir, I’m sorry. The army’s not for me.’


    ‘Well, what is it that you want?’ There was a touch of irritation in his voice.


    And the answer to that question, which had eluded me for years, was suddenly clear in my mind. I knew without any question what I wanted to do.


    ‘I want to write,’ I said.


    Starke’s eyebrows shot up.


    ‘Write?’


    ‘Books, sir. I want to write books. Stories. Novels … like Wilbur Smith. But before that, I want to make money.’

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    ‘So what do you think?’ I asked Olivia as she cast a sceptical eye over my few sticks of furniture.


    ‘You’ve got practically no furniture, Adam, but you splashed out on a double bed?’


    ‘I wasn’t talking about the furniture. What do you think of the flat?’ To be honest, it was nothing to write home about: a studio apartment overlooking dozens of other more or less identical two- or three-storey blocks of flats. If you leant over the balcony and stretched your neck out you could, if the haze permitted, catch a glimpse of the sea. ‘Sea views’, the advert had said.


    ‘Hey, dude, this is cool.’ Ramon was fingering my leather jacket that I’d thrown over the back of the only chair in the room, a faded armchair that someone had left out on the pavement for the garbage collectors to haul away, and that I’d snagged. ‘D’you mind?’


    He slipped the jacket on. ‘You got a mirror?’


    ‘Try the bathroom.’


    ‘No, seriously, Addy,’ Olivia continued, ‘you need to get your priorities right. A double bed, an armchair that a hobo’s probably been sleeping in, and a pot-plant stand.’


    ‘What else does a man need,’ I said airily.


    I’d managed to get the bed from an Indian shop down near the market at a knock-down price and the pot-plant stand had, like the chair, been a pavement special.


    The truth was that the deposit on the flat plus the purchase of a beaten-up rust bucket of a Beetle that I named Shaki, it being a subtle mix of shit and khaki, had taken a big chunk of the money I’d saved from the army. Until I landed a job of some sort, I had to conserve what little I had left.


    Olivia gave me one of her trademark looks. She must have been reading my mind. ‘You could always ask Daddy for a little help, you know.’


    I raised an eyebrow at her. ‘Seriously?’


    She sighed. She knew very well that that was the last thing on earth I’d do.


    ‘I’m fine. All I need now is a job. And how difficult can that be to find?’


    ‘Ja,’ she said, ‘with your fabulous matric results it should be a doddle.’


    Ramon waltzed back in from the bathroom. ‘Really lekker jacket, Adam. Where’d you get it?’


    ‘Guy in the army sold it to me for twenty bucks.’


    ‘You’re shitting me!’


    Ramon strutted across to the French doors and out onto the balcony, still wearing the jacket.


    ‘So what is your plan?’ Olivia asked.


    ‘For a job? I’ve been checking out the classifieds. I’ll find something and if all else fails, I could always go back to the railways.’ Olivia gave me another look, half sceptical, half pitying.


    ‘Again, you know Daddy could help if you allow him to.’


    ‘You know what he thinks I’m suited for? Sitting behind a counter in a bank.’


    ‘Come on, Addy – you’ve got to start somewhere.’ And then she raised her voice a notch. ‘Ramon, we’ve got to go.’


    Ramon sauntered in, swinging his shoulders like a ramp model and followed Olivia to the front door.


    ‘See you, dude.’


    ‘Call Daddy, Adam. Ask him for help. That’s what fathers are for.’


    They’d started off down the corridor when I realised that Ramon was still wearing my jacket.


    ‘Ramon. Jacket.’


    He turned around and gave me a shit-eating grin. ‘Sorry, buddy. It fits so snugly I almost forgot I had it on.’


    ‘Sure,’ I said. He shrugged it off and handed it over.


    ‘I left a joint in the top pocket.’ He gave me an exaggerated wink. ‘Enjoy.’


    And he hurried after my sister who was already at the stairs and clacking her way down them.


    Three weeks out of the army and I’d already nailed setting up the flat. I’d set up my double bed – regretting that it wasn’t round, like Hugh Hefner’s, or covered in black satin sheets – and I was all set to land a job that would launch me on the path to wealth and freedom.


    I threw myself onto my bed, laced my fingers behind my head and gazed at the ceiling. There was, of course, one thing even more urgent than landing a job – and that was something that had troubled me ever since my unsuccessful wooing of Sissy.


    I was, at the ripe old age of nineteen, still a virgin – and something simply had to be done about that.


    I couldn’t keep my eyes off Mr Hutchinson’s enormous walrus moustache. It descended over his mouth like a hairy pelmet. If anyone wanted to kiss him, they’d’ve had to fight their way through thickets of bristles to get to his lips. Not that I could imagine anyone ever having wanted to approach him that intimately. Suddenly aware that I had drifted off, I became aware that he’d said something. I shook my head slightly and focused. He cleared his throat.


    ‘ … I said, your maths results are not precisely what we’d be looking for.’


    ‘But I got an E plus,’ I said. I didn’t mention that I’d only done that well after Dad insisted I rewrite the exam.


    ‘An E plus is not a C, which is the very minimum we’d expect of someone applying for this position.’


    I couldn’t imagine why Mr Eugene Hutchinson of Hutchinson and Sons (clearly someone had thought it worth her while to duck behind the moustache for a little face sucking) would need anyone with sparkling matric results. They were looking for an assistant store manager, for fuck’s sake.


    ‘Perhaps manual work of some kind would better suit you,’ he said, and for a moment I saw the pink tip of his tongue emerge through the curtain of hair, before slipping back into its lair.


    My next appointment was with a woman shaped more or less like a barrel and hair teased to a such a high beehive, I couldn’t help feel it was about to topple over. She said, ‘I see you’re nineteen,’ in a tone that suggested that being nineteen was some kind of felony, and I realised immediately that the interview was going to be a tough one.


    By the time she’d established that not only was I nineteen, had only worked as an assistant stoker on a steam loco and certainly had no experience dressing windows, had not taken art as a subject at school, didn’t respond when she mentioned a few names I assumed must be celebrated designers, I knew my application was doomed.


    And then my third, fourth and fifth appointments were called off at the last minute for the following reasons:


    ‘I’m sorry but the position has just been filled.’


    ‘Mr Storrar noted that you’ve never operated in sales. So sorry.’


    ‘We’ve decided to eliminate the position we advertised.’


    By the end of the first week of job-hunting, I was beginning to wonder whether fame and fortune were forever destined to pass me by.


    That weekend, I sat on my balcony in the early spring sun, popped a can of Castle and worked my way through the Job Vacancies pages of the Sunday papers. Companies seemed to be eager to employ armies of jobseekers. Sales managers. Technical managers. Directors of training. Assistant manager internal audits. Salesmen (with a minimum of five years’ experience). Medical reps (nursing experience essential).


    The name of a bank advertising a position caught my eye. It was the one Dad had been keen on. ‘Barclays Bank (Durban) is seeking applications for tellers in its city branch. This represents an exciting opportunity for young men and women eager to make a career for themselves in the world of high finance’.


    I sighed. Pride, I decided, was a luxury I couldn’t afford.


    My appointment with an assistant manager at Barclays City Branch was for three o’clock on Wednesday afternoon. I spent three precious rands on a haircut at Spiro’s, nearly choked myself when I put on a tie that had somehow found its way into my cupboard, half-heartedly polished my best shoes, and duly presented myself at reception on the first floor of Hartman House in West Street.


    I was told to take a seat in the lobby on one of the lumpy leather chairs. Apart from the hum of traffic outside, it was almost silent inside. The secretary who’d shown me to the waiting area, tap-tapped away in her high heels, her thighs scissoring together beneath her pencil skirt. I eyed her appreciatively until she turned in at an office door and cast a quick look down the corridor at me. I felt my face flush hot. She must have known what my look meant. Had I imagined a fleeting smile pass across her face before she disappeared?


    And then I waited. The sun streamed in through the large sash windows. Dust motes danced in its beams. I could smell a familiar and reassuring whiff of Cobra floor polish. I bet some Zulu guy in shorts and bare feet polished this floor on his knees every morning before the bosses moseyed in in their three-piece suits chosen specifically for Durban’s heat and humidity.


    Time passed. 


    I noticed a series of photographs on the wall and decided to examine them. They were pictures of earnest-looking men in uncomfortable suits gazing dolorously at the camera. The guys from the 1920s didn’t look very different to the men in their nattier 1970s’ suits. More moustaches, but as little hair. I mused that each of these men, when they were young, were probably quite interesting, with dreams and plans and ambitions. As older men, they all bore the unmistakable stamp of the institute which had kneaded and moulded and jiggled them into the men who stared down at me, expressionless, from the wall.


    I was at the point of seeking out the secretary in the slimline skirt to ask her just how long they intended to keep me waiting, when a door opened with a click and a large man with severe horn-rimmed glasses made his way towards me. At fucking last. He came to a stop several yards away and glared at me.


    ‘Askew?’ he growled.


    ‘That’s me.’


    ‘I know your father.’


    Ah. This must be the gent that Dad had chatted to in the months before I joined the railways.


    ‘I trust he’s well,’ the large man continued.


    ‘Far as I know,’ I muttered.


    ‘He suggested to me two years ago that his son was desirous of pursuing a career in the bank.’


    ‘Well, you know, the army got in the way of that.’


    ‘But he subsequently told me that you’d said to him, and I think I remember his exact words because they struck me with such force at the time, that you’d “rather rot in hell” than waste a day of your life working in our bank.’


    I did remember saying something of the sort to Dad but how the hell had this old geezer remembered my exact words?


    ‘Can you confirm that for me?’


    ‘I have a vague memory of it, but I should point out that was some time ago when I was much younger and …’


    He made an abrupt movement with one of his podgy hands and I kept quiet at once.


    ‘I cannot believe that the passage of just two years could have made a substantial difference to such powerfully expressed views. So what I suggest you do now is wipe that grin off your face and get the fuck out of my bank.’


    I almost applauded. It must have been the first time in decades that he’d actually said precisely what he meant.


    ‘Okay. Sounds reasonable to me,’ I gave him a half salute and started off down the corridor, feeling my pace increase as I neared the stairs and freedom.


    ‘One last thing,’ he called out behind me. ‘Give my regards to your father.’


    I heard the door to his office shut behind me and, on impulse, I paused at the door the secretary had passed through half an hour earlier, thinking of those slithering thighs. Might as well give it a go. I squared my shoulders, ran a finger under my collar, knocked on the door and entered.


    Jane smiled brightly and laced her fingers together on the formica table between us.


    ‘I tried to get a table at The Royal but, you know, end of the month, it was completely booked out,’ I said. A waiter brandished a giant menu at me.


    ‘I like The Edward,’ she said. ‘Scrumptious lobster tails. As many as you can eat on Sundays.’


    Clearly this girl had expensive taste. I hoped she didn’t find Mike’s Kitchen a little too downmarket. Too bad if she did, it was all I could afford.


    ‘Something to drink?’ the waiter asked.


    ‘Glass of wine?’ I suggested. ‘I’ve heard Nederburg Stein is quite good?’


    ‘Oh, no,’ she said, scrunching up her cute little nose. ‘I don’t drink alcohol.’


    ‘You don’t?’


    ‘Our church says it’s best avoided.’


    ‘Your church?’ I was beginning to think that I’d severely misjudged this girl. The sound of those silken thighs rubbing together had altogether misled me.


    ‘Why do you keep repeating things I’ve just said, Adam?’


    ‘No particular reason. Church, you say?’


    She reached over the table and covered my hand with hers. Oh my.


    ‘Yes. What church do you go to?’


    ‘Me? Oh, well, that’s a really interesting question …’


    ‘Sir?’


    Fortunately, the waiter was still hovering.


    ‘Um. I’ll have a cold … glass of water,’ I said. No one could accuse Adam Askew of not being a quick thinker, although the vision of a glass of cold Castle had been hovering in the forefront of my mind ever since my abortive interview with my father’s buddy.


    I was rewarded with a glimmer of a smile.


    ‘I’ll have the same,’ she said.


    While we waited for water to be sluiced our way, I tried to inject a little energy into the proceedings.


    ‘The great thing about this place is its burgers …’ And the great thing about the burgers was that they were the cheapest items on the menu. But Jane was having none of it.


    ‘I rather fancy the ribs …’


    The afternoon meandered along, her ribs and my burger were delivered, and then Jane returned to the subject that I’d hoped we managed to skirt: the church, and my role in it.


    ‘Jane, I don’t really belong to a church, as such.’


    She frowned, evidently perplexed. ‘But surely your parents brought you up in a church?’


    ‘The truth is, not really. They’re, um, more or less … how can I put this?’


    ‘Jewish?’


    ‘No, no, nothing like that. More … churchless.’


    She gazed at me in evident horror and whispered: ‘Are they atheists?’


    ‘I’m not sure. I’ve never really asked them.’


    ‘You poor man,’ she said, clutching my hand again in what felt more like pity than passion. ‘I accepted the Lord Jesus as my saviour and redeemer when I was twelve – and I’ve never regretted it. When I saw you in the doorway this afternoon, I knew that God had sent you to me to be saved.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Pastor Genricks says my gift is knowing who is ripe to be saved. I know you are ripe to be saved, Adam. You were lost, but now, through me, the Lord has found you.’


    I tried to duck responding to this claptrap, making a great deal of the last few fragments of my onion rings, and thought briefly about allowing myself to become a sheep to her shepherd. Perhaps I could take her back to my place to celebrate my joining the flock.


    But then I sighed, realising the futility of it all. I didn’t think her idea of a spiritual celebration quite matched mine.


    ‘Tell me, Adam,’ she said softly, rubbing my thumb with hers. ‘Be honest. When you approach with truth in your heart, the Lord will welcome you.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Tell me as truthfully as you can what your relationship to God is.’


    Well, what would you have done in the face of an invitation like that?


    So I told her what I really thought. That I found all religion a bunch of baloney. It seemed to me, I said, that religion – perhaps excluding the brand of Christianity retailed by the Bluff First Baptist Church – had been the source of most of the strife and bloodshed in the world for the last thousand years.


    The more I spoke, the wider her eyes became, but I ploughed on, thinking that the honest expression of my most deeply held feelings would disarm her.


    ‘So, what do you think?’ I said at last.


    She stood up and tossed her paper napkin onto the table.


    ‘Please take me home, Adam. I can’t sit at a table with someone who pours scorn on my religion.’


    ‘But I was just doing what you asked. Telling the truth.’


    As I drove her home, I realised that I’d learnt an important truth about the female species: that it is precisely when she most ardently urges you to tell the truth, that you should be most circumspect in voicing it.


    There was a message on my answering machine from my father when I got home. ‘Phone me, I have a proposition,’ he said.


    I checked the time. Ten past nine. My disastrous date had not consumed much of the evening. Not too late to phone my father, although what proposition he could have for me I could not imagine.


    I dialled our – his – number. He must have been walking past the phone because he answered it before it really started ringing.


    ‘Askew.’


    ‘That’s me,’ I said.


    ‘Ah. You got my message, Adam. Here’s my proposal: I want to drive up to South West Africa on a road trip.’


    ‘You and Mom? That’s nice. When are you leaving?’


    ‘No, no, not me and your mother. Me and you.’


    ‘Me?’ Now this was a surprise. We’d never had much of a relationship, pater and I. He regarded me as a failure – and I thought of him as a bully. Not the sort of ingredients that would make for a close father and son connection.


    So my response was smoothly smooth and quick.


    ‘Hell, Dad, what a great idea. Too bad that I’ve just landed a job with Hepplethwaites.’ Hepplethwaites was one of the companies that had cancelled my appointment hours before I was due to see them.


    ‘Hepplethwaites?’ He sounded startled to hear that his failure of a son had finally managed to succeed at something other than shovelling coal into a firebox.


    ‘Starting on Wednesday,’ I said casually. ‘So it would have been good to travel around the desert with you, but it’s not possible, I’m afraid.’


    ‘What sort of job?’


    ‘Something in …’ I reached for the advert for the job I’d applied for. ‘ … in credit control. I start a training course next week.’


    ‘I hope that they’ll be paying you a living wage.’


    ‘More than,’ I said. I knew what he was worried about: that I’d be knocking on his door begging bowl in hand.


    ‘Well, I suppose I’d better congratulate you. Hepplethwaites, hmm. Good firm. Old. Established. I’ve met old man Hepplethwaite, of course. Hmm.’


    ‘So perhaps another time?’


    ‘Yes, yes. Another time.’


    After I’d broken the connection, I wondered how wise my impulse to lie had been. It would now be impossible to ask him for a little financial assistance. But the thought of days on the road on the front seat next to him – he’d never let me drive, of course – was too much to bear.


    That night I couldn’t stop thinking about my bank balance. The rent was due by the 7th and I had less than a quarter tank of petrol in the Beetle. And … I couldn’t quite remember how much was left in my savings. Couple of hundred, at least. Which should see me through to November. Just.


    I really, really shouldn’t have splurged on dinner at Mike’s Kitchen. It was R12.80 that I couldn’t afford.


    Although maybe it wasn’t as much as a couple of hundred. I’d had to splash out on a new set of tyres a month after I’d bought the car. That left me with …


    Fuck it. There was no point in trying to sleep until I’d checked. I rolled out of bed, turned on the overhead light, and dug the little orange savings bank book out of my rucksack.


    Jesus. How the hell had I managed to forget that? R74.11.


    That would just about cover my rent and it would mean eating little but my pride until I managed to land a job.


    And having lied through my teeth about Hepplethwaites to Reg, I was now on my own. And time was running out.


    After a fitful night of sleep, there was only one thing I could do. I had to undo what I’d so stupidly done the day before.


    So the next afternoon I called my father back.


    ‘Dad, I’ve got some bad news … The Hepplethwaites job has fallen through …’


    ‘What did you do?’ Typical of him to think it was my fault. Given that I’d never landed the job in the first place, I could hardly be held responsible for having lost it. Still, I supposed he wasn’t to know that.


    ‘Something to do with an … an unexpected reorganisation. I couldn’t understand it entirely, but anyway, the point is, it’s not happening so I’m free to go on that little expedition you were planning.’


    ‘Yes, but it’s very disappointing.’ He was silent for a few moments.


    ‘Dad?’


    ‘Listen, I can’t claim him as a friend, but I could easily phone Hepplethwaite and ask him to get his people to reconsider.’


    ‘I really don’t think there’s much point,’ I said quickly. ‘They said they’d, um, put me on a shortlist so that when a position in the credit department does come up, they’ll be sure to contact me first …’


    ‘Oh, well, that seems fair.’


    ‘Yes. I couldn’t really ask for more … So when do you want to leave?’


    To get to Namibia, we had to drive across South Africa, east to west, over the Drakensberg Mountains, across to Kakamas, popping in to Augrabies Falls – not much to see as there was very little water after the drought – and then up through the Namib to Windhoek passing through Keetmanshoop, Mariental and Rehoboth. Damn near 2 500 klicks. Twenty-five hours hunched beside my father trying to keep awake, or make awkward conversation.


    I couldn’t work out what the point of the trip was and when I asked him, Reg simply said, ‘Been years since I’ve been to South West.’ And why he wanted me along was an even greater mystery. We first stopped in Kakamas – the arse-end of the world and I think even their tourist bureau calls it that – and then in Keetmanshoop, where an energetic tannie, swung her hips so tantalisingly that Reg and I exchanged embarrassing looks, showed us to our room, and served us lamb chops, a mountain of scrambled eggs, bratwurst and grilled tomatoes for breakfast.


    ‘Travelling far?’ she enquired.


    ‘Windhoek.’


    ‘Just you and your … little friend.’


    ‘He’s my son,’ Dad said emphatically. She gave me a broad wink of understanding.


    I was on this endless trip to save money but my father’s agenda was unclear. We meandered from town to town, stopping off at a farm near Mariental to order a couple of manhaar jakkals karosse and parking off most nights to camp in the desert.


    On our third night in the dunes just outside Swakopmund, we’d finished our braaied chops and the potatoes we’d baked in the coals and I was thinking about how to survive the next two hours of my dad’s company before we took to our sleeping bags, when he said, ‘Son, I haven’t been a good father.’


    I blinked.


    ‘You might disagree,’ he went on, sloshing a generous measure of whisky into my tin mug, before adding a tot or two to his own, ‘but I remember one or two occasions when I might have been slightly less … slightly more …’ He hesitated for a long moment. I imagined him running through all the possible adjectives. At last he came up with one that surprised me: ‘ … forgiving.’


    I let the word float off into the darkness. There was a roughness to his voice. I glanced across at him and he was gazing into the fire. Reflections of the flames gleamed in the one eye I could see.


    I felt a sudden surge of affection for him. I wanted to reach out and touch his arm, but I stopped myself. Perhaps this was a trap. Perhaps he was waiting for me to reveal my own weaknesses and then pounce.


    But I did feel like I needed to acknowledge him in some way. Perhaps I could give him just a glimpse of what I was going through.
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