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1
            PROLOGUE

         

         The butt of the high-powered rifle had the old familiar feel, nestling against his shoulder as he crouched in the safari park.

         In recent years his shooting had been mainly rabbits. Also guinea fowl – they were terribly difficult to get a clear shot at. But he was by far the best of all his friends. When they all went out for a weekend’s shooting, if anyone was going to get a guinea fowl it would be him.

         His eye was still in.

         Amongst his circle these days, he was something of a legend. Over a cold Castle or Windhoek beer after a shoot, his friends would pull his leg about his ‘mysterious’ past. But he would never let on, never say what he used to do.

         But, now into his forties, he was fretting about his accuracy – whether he could stay rock steady during those vital seconds when the target came into view, exactly as was required.

         It was one thing downing a bird, quite another a person.

         He hadn’t done anything like this for nearly a quarter of a century.

         That seemed a lifetime ago. And then of course, at the very pinnacle of his military career, he hadn’t needed to squeeze the trigger. Mercifully his had been a quite different duty on the momentous day when Madiba took the first steps of his long walk to freedom.

         Then the Sniper had been holed up from dawn in the Cape winelands overlooking the secure Victor Verster compound in which Madiba had been incarcerated for the last few of his twenty-seven years in prison.

         The Sniper, tall, muscled, especially around his shoulders and arms, had been a young man in the South African Army, renowned as one of its most proficient, when his commandant had suddenly summoned him 2one day in early February 1990 on direct instructions from the office of President de Klerk.

         The mission was a special one, not the usual offensive attack, but one of defensive protection for the old gentleman who held the future of the nation in his hands. The newly revered one, transformed from the terrorist ogre his parents had always spoken darkly about. ‘If they ever let him out, his people will push all us whites into the sea,’ he remembered his dad repeating in his thick Afrikaans accent.

         But that was then. On this special day, nothing must go wrong, could go wrong. The walk to freedom had to occur. His orders were very specific and very humbling: spot any potential assassin or assassins and shoot them, or otherwise the nation, which had been so perilously poised on the brink of civil war and financial meltdown, might be dragged back to the cliff edge – then to tumble over into murder and mayhem.

         The Sniper had found a good spot amidst all the fynbos and aloe in a large clump of boulders. From there he had both a clear view of Madiba’s prison compound, the gates through which he would walk and, more importantly, any vantage points from which a shot could be fired at the great man.

         From early light when he had scrambled into position – having scouted the spot late the previous evening, returned to base, eaten and grabbed some sleep – he had his binoculars trained on the surrounding landscape.

         In the hills by the roadside he looked continuously for anywhere an assassin could be. There were certainly enough of them out there. Extremists, neo-Nazis, white fundamentalists, nutty ideologues: all sorts amongst whom there could be danger on the big day.

         The Sniper knew exactly where to look – because he knew exactly the sort of place someone trained like him would choose, camouflaged in the stony scrub, dried out by the searing heat of the summer now just at its peak.

         But the problem was the nutter might not have been trained like him. Might not be a professional. Might be a wild card, an opportunist, in some ways much more difficult to anticipate. Perhaps even a martyr, not too bothered about escaping, just doing the horrendous deed, come what may.

         That was the real nightmare.

         Which was why he had an African spotter, down below, much closer to the prison gate, binoculars searching intently, scrutinising everyone, 3everywhere, without revealing his true purpose, a permanent smile diverting attention from laser eyes and the concealed microphone under his shirt front through which he could mutter to the Sniper above.

         The Sniper scoured the terrain, watching, waiting. First a few arrived, then more, then a swelling crowd, boisterous, starting to toi toi, to sing, expectantly, ecstatically.

         It was joyously chaotic. And that was the problem. It was almost anarchic. TV outside-broadcast vans had rolled up by the dozen for live coverage. Reporters were talking to camera or interviewing anybody remotely authoritative, or even mildly interesting, just to fill programme space. More and more people were arriving. Cars and vans were parked up anywhere, everywhere they could find space.

         And then the allotted time came and went. Through his earpiece the dreaded news that there was a delay – a long one. Madiba was ready, but his wife Winnie had self-indulgently been delayed at the hairdresser’s. Keeping her man, keeping the nation, keeping the whole world waiting for hours.

         Typical, the Sniper thought. The woman was trouble, had been a real menace with her incitement of the young comrades into ‘necklacing’ and thuggery.

         The Sniper knew nothing of the decades-long ordeal she had been through: the banning, beating, banishing by the old Special Branch. He had no comprehension of how she had had to bring up their two girls from toddlers to women amidst all the brutal attempts at humiliation. No understanding of the burden she carried as the wife of the globally heroic freedom fighter. He had no sympathy for her. She was just spoiling things for the man he was charged with protecting – protecting at all costs.

         He sipped at his water bottle, the liquid now as hot as the sweat running all over him, as he lay prone among the rocks, seeing everything.

         Then a cavalcade swept down towards and through the gate. ‘She’s arrived – about bloody time,’ a guttural clipped message came through his earpiece. ‘Copy that,’ he acknowledged.

         Stretching a little to ease the aches not even his ultra-fitness could stem, he focused hard, scanning constantly.

         The chanting was reaching a crescendo. This was impossible: how could he possibly do his job in the swirl of figures down below?

         And as if that wasn’t bad enough, his spotter croaked excitedly in the 4earpiece, ‘I can see Madiba now, boss. He’s walking to freedom, boss. But I can’t see through my binocs any more, boss. They’ve misted up. Sorry, boss, can’t stop crying, boss. Never, ever thought I would see this day.’

         The Sniper recalled that amazing moment. His mission then was to target the assassin. Now it was to be the assassin. How ironic.

         Yet, just as his duty then was to protect Madiba, now he passionately believed he was protecting the legacy of Madiba.

         
             

         

         The first text stated shortly, the second imminent. Minutes later his phone flashed and buzzed again.

         Although he knew it was coming, the meeting had been too important to drag himself away, the information to which he had been confidentially exposed too alarming, the task that followed too serious.

         Now he had just eight minutes as he jumped up, said his goodbyes and hastily headed for the exit across the bare wooden floorboards, passing the real-ale handles on the bar top to the Clarence pub, to begin hurtling down Whitehall, not sure he would make it.

         He had to get there on time. It was crucial. If he failed there would be all manner of repercussions. And he didn’t want that. Although noted for his independence of spirit, he prided himself for being conscientious, and didn’t take liberties with his obligations to vote when required.

         Bob Richards kept himself reasonably fit in his late fifties. A regular gym goer, he didn’t do fitness heroics but ate carefully and was in much better shape than most of his colleagues, male or female. He had observed them – almost all of them – fill flabbily out, not just from age but from fast food and caffeine grabbed between incessant meetings or media interviews or events. And from stress: stress and pressure, all the time on a treadmill of commitments.

         But he wasn’t used to running a distance and was soon out of puff. He kept glancing at his watch, worrying. The minutes ticked by, beads of sweat surfacing on his brow in the cool evening as he darted between startled pedestrians on their way home from surrounding government offices.

         Past Gwydyr House – the Wales Office, and around two hundred years before, the venue for dispensing compensation to slave owners after the abolition of slavery. That always tickled him. Compensation for the owners? What about the slaves?

         And all the time his mind was pulsating at the haunting briefing he’d 5been given – and the responsibility he must discharge to honour the values, the traditions for which he had once campaigned.

         Even if he could keep up this pace, he wasn’t sure he would make the deadline. He was slowing visibly as he lurched past the grey, gaunt Ministry of Defence building, with its tunnel under Whitehall. Four minutes to go.

         He ducked left into 1 Parliament Street to avoid traffic-light delays across the road to the Palace of Westminster, and dodged left past the security officers, who immediately recognised a familiar face, pressing a button and waving him through the normal visitor barrier.

         Now he could hear the rasping bell ringing, summoning him insistently. Down the stairs. Around the corner. Doors opening automatically. Across the courtyard. Panting up more stairs. Pushing through another set of doors.

         Past the Despatch Box coffee shop and across the Portcullis House atrium. Nobody paying a blind bit of interest – sprinting adults, mostly well out of shape, normal for these voting moments. Sweating like mad, down the escalator. Spotting a few others desperately running as well.

         Quickly. Don’t even think you are knackered. Just keep going.

         Through a corridor joining the modern building and the old palace. Left under an arch into the open courtyard where the smokers congregated. Then right, pressing open the door, his pass not needed because a vote was on, clambering up winding stairs, pushing past gossiping colleagues coming the other way, having completed their duty.

         Muttering to himself: ‘Out of my bloody way!’

         On his left, the Leader of the Opposition’s office. On his right, first the Foreign Secretary’s, then the Prime Minister’s office.

         Seconds to go, back of the Speaker’s Chair just ahead, figures pouring out of the Noes Lobby to his left. On the right a doorkeeper poised, ready for the summons.

         ‘Lock the doors!’ The doorkeeper, catching sight of him but determined nevertheless to carry out her duty on time, began to wrench the doors closed.

         He burst through the narrowing opening, catching his shoe and tumbling to the carpet of the Ayes Lobby.

         He had made it. Only just. Utter relief. His vote might be vital, for his party whips weren’t sure how many defectors might be in the other lobby.

         But what a way to run a bloody country.6

      

   


   
      
         
7
            CHAPTER 1

         

         Winter had passed, spring was fading, the nights not so bitter, the vegetation grey-brown and sparse, and the sun rising higher in the day over Zama Zama.

         The Owner of the wildlife park, over two hours’ drive north-west from Durban, had named it to capture – using the indigenous Zulu language – the essence of his project: ‘keep trying’ or ‘try again’.

         Because that’s what it meant, recreating from scratch a game reserve in primeval African forest where, over a hundred years before, elephants, rhinos, giraffes, zebra, kudus and a variety of other antelope had once roamed until hunted, shot and exterminated by the most viciously damaging species on Earth: man.

         Whatever you did, however hard you worked, the bloody animals would do their best to foil you. Breaking out of the surrounding fence to search for water during droughts that came so often these days, causing havoc, threatening the licence preciously gained but subject to periodic renewal.

         You could never relax from the constant threat of poachers, not just locals wanting an impala for the family, but a more recent menace: organised, criminal poaching of elephants and especially rhinos for their precious tusks or horns.

         ‘Keep trying’: Zama Zama. The Owner had never given up, and gradually daily crises diminished, then stopped, and it soon morphed into a flourishing wildlife park, both a haven for conservationists, who worshipped their African heritage, and a beacon for caring tourists whose dollars and pounds and euros underpinned the whole project.

         It was early morning, a reddening sky on the horizon, the majestic 8African light creeping over the camp, on which were clustered a score of tents. Well, that’s what they were called, but the thick canvas contained en suite facilities – a bath, toilet, external shower, where you stood gloriously naked facing the thick surrounding bush – as well as a comfortable four-poster double bed in which staff placed a hot water bottle in winter as they turned down the sheets while residents were out enjoying a braaivleis washed down by a glass of Pinotage, glinting ruby around the campfire.

         Later, safely tucked up in their beds, they would hear the grunts, barks, screams and bird calls of the marauding wildlife. Or the leopard padding about nearby, its sound that of deep rhythmic snoring or sawing wood.

         Now dawn was just breaking as a few hardy souls made their way sleepily from the tents towards the main building for a welcome cup of hot coffee or a rooibos tea. It was dark, the sky beginning slowly to morph first from black to red and purple, then, as gradually the light crept up, to light yellow with trees and bushes darkly silhouetted on the surrounding hills, slowly merging into hazy and finally bright blue. Two female nyala grazed languidly across a gorge at the edge of the camp, taking little notice of the couples strolling along. Elegant, with gentle white stripes on the sides of their fawn coats, the bucks were used to these intruders and so didn’t scamper away, as impala were prone to do, but watchfully kept their distance.

         Soon the two park rangers would gather the few sleepy souls and make off on foot out of the camp for a bushwalk, the air dewy, as the bush and its life slowly awoke with movement and sound on another crisp, fresh day.

         Isaac Mkhize, a Zulu, was ahead with a rifle, strong, wide-shouldered, fit but with a small paunch. Steve Brown, from an old white English family in Natal’s Midlands, was to the rear, bearded and slim, instructing the visitors firmly to walk in line and never to overtake the lead ranger.

         There had to be discipline on a bushwalk because in the wild the unexpected could always happen. They might stumble upon a predator stalking a prey – in which case they might become the prey. Or step inadvertently upon a puff adder with its lazy but lethal bite. Or emerge into a clearing to confront the matriarch of the elephant herd protecting a three-week-old baby and seeing an intruder as a danger.

         Almost always, however, the bushwalks were threat-free. Only once, when guiding walkers in a game park in the Okavango Delta in 9Botswana, Isaac Mkhize told them amusingly, had they suddenly encountered elephants as if out of nowhere.

         A young bull had begun stamping its feet as if to charge, and Mkhize had quickly instructed the guests to slip quietly out of sight, upwind, behind thick bush and stay absolutely still and silent as he distracted the bull away. But as he carefully withdrew – didn’t run because that would show weakness and encourage a charge – the bull continued to advance, trumpeting menacingly.

         Mkhize, worried not least because one prime duty of a ranger was not to leave guests in the wild, kept his eyes on it all the time, walking backwards, continuously glancing over his shoulder, increasingly worried as he could see no cover in the scrub. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted an old termite mound turned into an aardvark hole, dark grey and weathered. He slid behind it, heart pounding, spotting an opening and crawled in, down towards a dark cavern, hoping not to tread on a snake stirring from its winter hibernation.

         If the young bull had seen him or – more likely because elephant eyes are poor – smelled or sensed his presence, it could easily have stamped upon the mound, crushing Mkhize underneath. He had witnessed them pull giant trees to the ground, leaving a trail of destruction in their wake as they ate their way through thick vegetation, devouring leaves and grass, almost anything green.

         He wasn’t in a panic, because rangers were trained never to panic – but he was tense with strain, the sweat pouring down his face, worrying him as much as anything else because the scent of perspiration could attract the bull. He could hear it stamping about, near and above.

         Finally, after what seemed an eternity, but was just a few minutes, the bull mercifully wandered away. Mkhize remained crouching for a further five minutes before inching back out into the open, searching for any sound or sign of elephants.

         Above, the raucous dulcet whooping of a hadeda, the dark-grey ibis of sub-Saharan Africa, its wings green with iridescence; a large bird, its beak black with a thin red streak. Otherwise a fresh tranquillity all around. Mkhize cautiously made his way back to find the relieved and tense guests, crouching exactly where he had instructed, thankfully, because it was a career-terminating crime for a ranger to lose a guest.

         He was a fount of knowledge on these walks, as well as on game drives, which he and Brown also led. Game drives were offered to guests in open 10vehicles, normally elongated Land Rovers or Toyota Land Cruisers, and were very different experiences from the walks. Usually wildlife displayed a total disinterest towards humans in the vehicles. It was almost as if they weren’t there. A lioness with her cubs might stroll past a parked vehicle less than a metre away, so close a guest could reach out and pat her on the back. Not that such behaviour would be wise.

         But if any guest stepped out of the vehicle, they became a threat, perhaps the target for a kill, especially if, as often happened, the lioness hadn’t eaten for a week and her cubs were starving. The difference between being inside and outside the vehicle was surreal.

         On a game drive the day before in Zama Zama, Brown had been driving the Toyota while Mkhize regaled the guests with stories from the bush when there was a sudden loud barking.

         ‘What’s that?’ asked one of the guests, Piet van der Merwe, a white business consultant from Johannesburg. ‘Wild dogs?’

         ‘No – baboon,’ Mkhize replied. ‘Probably warning there’s a predator around, maybe lions or leopards. Let’s go and see.’

         Experienced rangers had an uncanny sixth sense about wildlife. They could sniff out danger, anticipate a sighting, spot a brown snake eagle searching for prey with its razor-sharp eyes from high on a distant tree.

         Brown drove off-road, following the now incessant baboon barks, Mkhize giving directions.

         ‘Up there.’ He pointed towards a gaunt tree stump, all its foliage and bark stripped by elephants.

         A large male baboon was perched up on top, silhouetted about four metres high, staring out in front. Brown drove carefully past and stopped as Mkhize searched about with his binoculars. Not that these were always necessary, with rangers’ eerie ability to spot everything – any bird, any animal, anywhere, however camouflaged.

         Mkhize explained that baboons were not territorial because they would roam far and wide in search of food or water, sometimes as much as fifteen kilometres. They had to drink daily and could dig for water.

         Van der Merwe kept asking questions. Normally rangers liked nothing more than to pass on their immense knowledge to naturally inquisitive visitors. But there was something about the Joburger that Mkhize didn’t like, though he couldn’t pin down what it was.

         Yes, van der Merwe was gregarious – one of the lads with a cold Castle beer relaxing around the campfire before the evening dinner, always 11offering to buy the two rangers another, which they appreciated. Never more than one, or at most two, beers, however – and only at night. Game rangers were always on duty unless they went on leave, as they did for two weeks after every eight.

         But van der Merwe was unusually persistent. Was the fence around Zama Zama always electrified? Did any humans ever penetrate? What about poachers? How good was security?

         On the one hand Mkhize and Brown didn’t mind because they were used to curious guests, with whom they frequently became friends; it was always nicer when you could get on with the guests, have a laugh and a leg-pull, for that helped them to do their jobs. They enjoyed the continuous, fascinated enquiries. On the other hand, this guy was different, and they couldn’t quite place him.

         Scouring the open veld beyond the trees and bush as their vehicle slowly moved forward through thick grass around a metre high, Mkhize carefully responded to van der Merwe’s questions.

         Now the baboon’s barks were like a guttural chorus.

         Mkhize pointed. ‘Over there, ahead and to the right. Zebra.’ A small herd were walking unhurriedly, perhaps three hundred metres away.

         ‘Look in the grass just before us. Maybe a predator is on a stalk.’

         The guests, excited, craned their necks, eyes swivelling, van der Merwe asking advice.

         ‘There it is,’ said Mkhize quietly. ‘A lioness, over to our right.’

         She was treading carefully through the grass, almost impossible to see as she blended into her surrounds, taking not the slightest notice of the vehicle, let alone its humans intruding into her terrain. She had one thing and one thing only in mind: a kill.

         ‘Probably there will be another lioness, maybe her mother or sister. They often hunt together,’ Mkhize added.

         And – yes – there to the fore, but on the left this time, was the second lioness, this one crouched still as her partner circled around towards the unsuspecting zebra.

         ‘The lions are too far away. Zebra would outrun them. They have to crawl much, much closer to sprint and pounce,’ Mkhize explained patiently.

         ‘They must be really pissed off with the baboons,’ van der Merwe remarked.

         ‘Yah, totally. An occupational hazard for all the big cats,’ Mkhize 12replied. ‘They normally hunt at night, but are opportunistic and will stalk and kill during the day if they spot something. They can go days without food, but when they have a kill they will gorge themselves then sleep and gorge again. They stalk brilliantly, keeping their eyes fixated on the prey and crouching as they walk, ready to freeze instantly if their prey lifts a head.’

         ‘They are not built for long chases, though if they have to, they can run around a hundred metres very quickly before pouncing. If they caught one of those zebra they would jump on top and pull it down, then bite the throat. Lionesses normally do all the hunting; males are lazy buggers. But all lions, male and female, rest for around twenty hours daily so that they are readied for the intensity of hunting, stalking and chasing. They are the super-predators, the most dominant of all.’

         Brown interjected: ‘My guess is the zebra will shoot off at some point.’ He switched off the engine, asking everyone to be still and silent.

         The zebra continued to graze, the lioness to move invisibly nearer, her partner crouching, the baboons barking. The circle of nature: killers, victims, vigilantes.

         Van der Merwe shifted, irritated at the baboons. He was thirsting for a kill, other guests also eager but more ambivalent. Mkhize’s mind went back to a gory experience in Botswana’s Chobe National Park, where four lionesses had taken down a three-month-old elephant that had fatally strayed away from its mother after the herd had finished drinking from a river.

         They first gouged out the baby’s eyes, leaving bloodied red holes as it stumbled, bewildered and distraught. Then they tore at its stomach, its insides trailing out as it desperately tried to run. Next they climbed on its back, pulling it down, savagely tearing into it as it tried to struggle, then twitched and lay prone, its flesh disappearing into greedy, munching mouths, blood dripping, until the cubs were beckoned in to take their fill.

         On the top of a nearby torchwood tree vultures had begun arriving by the dozen, ready to swoop down and scavenge the remains.

         Some of the guests couldn’t watch. Others, like van der Merwe, were transfixed by the trauma, drawn by the dramatic spectacle few game visitors ever saw, knowing they were very fortunate to be just a stone’s throw away, yet somehow also feeling dirtied simply by being there.

         But in Zama Zama that morning, time seemed frozen, each animal before the vehicle, and the baboon in the trees behind, playing out their roles. 13

         Then the dominant male zebra, its penis long and dangling, almost like a fifth leg, looked up, turned and began galloping away, the rest of the herd following.

         Disappointingly for the guests, it was over. The two lionesses converged and walked off, outwardly unconcerned, to lie on a mound and rest, as Brown drove up close to allow prime photos and videos.

         ‘Shit, man!’ van der Merwe exclaimed in frustration. ‘That would have been a lekker kill.’

         Then he asked casually, ‘What about the rhinos? When can we try to see them? I’ve only another full day left.’

         ‘Hopefully late this afternoon or early evening,’ Mkhize replied. ‘No guarantees, but we plan to head where we think they might be.’

         
             

         

         Down on the southern tip of Africa at the base of the spectacular Cape Peninsula, the compact settlement of Kalk Bay nestles, its front along the shore of False Bay, which spreads deep in all shades of blue around in an arc before disappearing over the horizon towards the Antarctic thousands of kilometres to the south.

         It is more Mediterranean than African, with changes of season sometimes in one day, often within a week. It could be damp and misty, bakingly dry or pulsatingly rainy, warm or cool, hot or cold, with a gentle breeze or a ferocious wind driving in from the Antarctic known as ‘the South-Easter’.

         The name False Bay originated from the first sailors to circumnavigate Africa, who, returning from the east, mistook it for Table Bay and thought they had reached Cape Town, only to be disappointed that their hopes were ‘false’. About forty kilometres wide, the Indian Ocean mingles in the bay with the Atlantic, its seas warmer than the cold Atlantic-only west coast of the Cape Peninsula just around the corner.

         To the rear of Kalk Bay, houses climb higgledy-piggledy up the mountain, which spreads down close to the shoreline. These dwellings, both small and large, are mostly British colonial in style, with corrugated iron roofs and wooden verandahs, ideal for a sundowner, savouring the stunning sea view. They run along the busy but narrow street, mountain side of the railway.

         Kalk Bay is engagingly attractive rather than beautiful, and now the Veteran moved easily among its residents, mostly whites like him.

         If they were of a certain age, they all knew of his background. Armed 14and dangerous he had once been, in the African National Congress’s underground organisation, uMkhonto we Sizwe (Zulu and Khoza for ‘Spear of the Nation’, shortened to its more familiar acronym MK), launched by Mandela in 1961 with a mission to perform sabotage but with strict instructions to avoid killing civilian bystanders.

         The Kalk Bay people recognised him as a prominent, even venerable local citizen, genial, smiling and chatting in the summer sun under his wide-brimmed hat, rather tubby these days, as he made his way through a crowd of locals, joined by tourists scanning craft shops or heading for one of the eateries.

         He would often walk down for lunch at the Harbour House Restaurant and sample the local fish brought in that morning at the small local port and auctioned off by the Coloured women who ran the market by the dockside. There they filleted snoek – the speciality of the area, an oily, barracuda-like fish much sought after locally – for queuing customers amidst the bustle of work, chatter and exchange of money.

         In a corner of the restaurant overlooking the sea, the Veteran would sip his favourite but not expensive Sauvignon Blanc over lazy long lunches with friends and point out the seals frolicking and showing off by tossing fish in the turquoise waves below.

         Heading rather more quickly towards eighty than he would have preferred, he had been enjoying his retirement from active politics in Parliament and twelve years as an ANC minister. He would tell friends, ‘Now is the time for the new generation. I can advise and support – but I have made my main contribution.’

         And nobody could question that contribution or question his credibility as a struggle veteran of the ANC, making him such a threat to the governing elite if he openly criticised them for betraying Mandela’s legacy.

         But now he had to admit to a different problem. Although his infectious political enthusiasm remained undimmed, he simply didn’t have the physical energy of old. The spirit was still willing but the body less so. He tired quickly.

         Yet he didn’t think of himself as ‘old’. Some men considered themselves old even when they turned thirty. Or forty. Or fifty. He thought he was still young two decades earlier on his sixtieth birthday, not denied but celebrated in a raucous gathering with his comrades, the Pinotage and the Sauvignon Blanc wine flowing freely with the Windhoek beer.

         Nevertheless, he was forced to concede, he couldn’t undertake this new 15challenge on his own. He needed help from a younger protégé. Someone to do the legwork, to be out there, reporting back to him.

         But who might that be? Some of the younger activists were into what he scornfully regarded as ‘ultra-left adventurism’ – followers of the populist and opportunistic but extremely astute and eloquent former ANC Youth leader Julius Malema, now commander of the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF).

         Too many other youngsters were in the ANC for entirely the wrong reasons – to clamber on board the gravy train into position, power and money. And for that same reason, too many other young people were totally alienated from the ANC, wouldn’t join, and wouldn’t get involved in politics, even though they were highly political.

         How to find a suitable younger activist, the Veteran pondered?

      

   


   
      
         
16
            CHAPTER 2

         

         The safari group had enjoyed a nice lunch washed down by a glass or two – or in some cases rather more – of wine or beer.

         Some had slept, others merely rested or taken a swim in the camp’s pool.

         Gradually they dribbled into the lodge and gathered, ready to climb aboard for the afternoon drive.

         It was often difficult to keep a group to schedule, Isaac Mkhize mused to himself. Some were sticklers for time. Others showed little respect and always found an excuse to turn up late, irritating the hell out of him. But Brown always countenanced: ‘Set the rules and go with the flow. Unless there are blatantly disruptive offenders, let the group assert its own codes of conformity.’

         To be fair, he acknowledged to himself, most were dead keen. Especially, he noted, a striking young African woman, like van der Merwe visiting on her own: Thandi Matjeke, in whom, Brown noticed, Mkhize seemed especially interested. She was unusual: young whites, not young blacks normally did safaris. But she had won a prize to be a guest at the reserve – and jumped at the opportunity because she loved wildlife.

         Other guests had paid well, and wanted to experience all that was on offer. But it was usually the ones who were late who complained first when the vehicle had to return in the gathering gloom before the night came down like a curtain – unless, of course, there was a full moon.

         The weather was on the cusp from winter to early summer. Hot now in the mid-afternoon, but within a few hours as dusk fell, the temperature would plummet, and so the guests were advised to bring extra clothing, particularly to cope with the cooling wind as the Land Cruiser swept 17along the dusty, rutted tracks which, in the rainy season, became muddy and treacherous.

         It was hard to conceive of the parched dry land being deluged with rain. Of the way the veld was transformed almost overnight, its bare dusty soil suddenly sprouting lushly with greenery. Bushes, shrubs and trees swiftly stood proud, thick and green, instead of thin, dishevelled and grey. Plants pushed through dung, tiny frogs and tortoises appeared from nowhere. Sicklebush, or Kalahari Christmas trees flowered, resembling Chinese lanterns, the upper part lilac, the base yellowy-brown, favourites for herbivores from giraffe to duiker. Flying ants were everywhere. Little black beetles called toktokkies ran around. The incessant high-pitched din of cicadas was ubiquitous. Life was reborn – quite literally as Christmas approached, newborn antelope with gawky, spindly legs stumbling about.

         Guests never wanted rain. Rangers always craved it, and Mkhize was desperate. There hadn’t been any rain for months and months. The bush was parched, hardly any green in sight. The drought across the southern African veld was crippling. Trees shorn of leaves, bare bushes everywhere and grass confined to streaks of grey was bad news for all the herbivores, reducing them to near scrawny skeletons, making them easy targets for predators, who were thriving.

         Zama Zama had had to turn on the taps fed from reservoirs higher up for the watering holes. The elephant herd – so intelligent – sometimes searched out the pipes, dug down and lifted them clean out of the ground, drinking straight from the broken bits gushing out, cutting off supply to the camp.

         
             

         

         The guests had clambered safely aboard. Young newlyweds were hugging, seemingly sleepy still. Van der Merwe, middle-aged and moustached, with a lean, tall frame, though stooped, was chattering as usual. ‘What chance of rhinos?’ he asked.

         ‘Same as I said before lunch. No guarantees,’ Mkhize replied, ever patient, concealing his irritation.

         Brown next to him, swinging the steering wheel and pulling away, added diplomatically, ‘We’ll do our best.’

         ‘The rhinos here are “white rhino”. But not really white, as we hope you will see for yourself. More like grey. The difference from black rhino is not colour but lip shape – black ones have pointed upper lips, white ones squared lips,’ explained Mkhize. 18

         ‘Their different lip shape is diet-related. Black rhinos are browsers, getting most of their food from eating trees and bushes, using their lips to pluck leaves and fruit from the branches. White rhinos graze on grasses, using their big heads and squared lips lower to the ground.

         ‘Their horns are composed of keratin, the same material as fingernails. In the black markets of China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Vietnam, Laos and Thailand, rhino horn can be more valuable even than gold and platinum, or heroin and cocaine. Some use it as a party drug, others for medicinal purposes, despite the absence of any scientific evidence that it can improve health.’

         He went on: ‘They are in danger of extinction because of poaching to feed this voracious demand. We have a number in the reserve, mostly orphans. Their mothers were all killed for their horns. We took them in and reared them, otherwise they would have died too. The babies we have to bottle-feed until they are able first to feed themselves, then be released safely from our orphanage into the wild.’

         The rhino orphanage was high up on a hill in the middle of the reserve, with security so tight that guests could not visit, causing both disappointment and understanding: the project was in a vital, precious race against time.

         ‘How many in the reserve?’ van der Merwe wanted to know.

         ‘We never say,’ Mkhize replied carefully. ‘It’s Zama Zama policy. Poachers are everywhere. We’ve even had rangers and security guards bought off by the criminal gangs. It’s dangerous. Big business. Huge amounts are paid, with plenty for bribes.’

         Brown interjected again: ‘That’s why we have a shoot-to-kill policy for poachers.’

         ‘But surely that’s not legal in South Africa?’ van der Merwe asked pointedly.

         ‘In Botswana shoot to kill is the law for poaching, brought in by President Khama. In South Africa it is a matter of self-defence,’ Mkhize replied carefully. ‘Kill or be killed.’

         He paused, turning around to face the guests sitting on the three bench seats on the Land Cruiser: ‘It’s war out there. These bastards have AK-47 assault rifles. They don’t mess about. To get those rhino horns they will murder anybody, destroy anything. We’ve lost some good people shot by rhino poachers. It’s a war zone. Once they kill all the rhinos, that’s it. It’s a race to save the species from extinction.’ 19

         The guests were startled by the sudden vehemence from a ranger who had seemed an easy-going soul.

         As if sensing that, Mkhize continued: ‘For me this is personal.’

         He pointed out towards the rolling hills of the reserve. ‘This is my land. My ancestors have lived off this soil for centuries. I grew up in the region. I learned about the bush from my dad: about the tracks that different animals leave and how to trail them. He took me out with him, taught me how fragile nature is.’

         ‘He also taught me what was safe and what was dangerous.’ Mkhize pointed to clumps of skinny upright trees with greenery on top; they seemed to be everywhere. ‘Tamboti. Poisonous to humans; contains a toxic latex, blistering you, damaging your eyes and can even cause death if eaten; you burn its wood and you can get diarrhoea and headaches. It is destructive of other plants and foliage. But tamboti leaves are used by elephants as a laxative and browsing antelope like impala eat them.

         ‘My dad wasn’t educated, but he kept explaining how, if we humans don’t protect the wildlife and nurture nature, we endanger our own future. So I decided as a boy that was to be my mission.’

         Van der Merwe said nothing, but in answer to a question from Thandi Matjeke, Mkhize elaborated.

         ‘After school I studied to be a ranger and took the necessary trail guide qualifications. But it was not until I came here to Zama Zama that I fully understood the threat of today’s poaching. I am not talking about a villager who makes a small hole in our fence, scouts about and traps an impala. It’s like fighting paramilitary militia. These people have back-up and huge resources behind them. The local police help us, of course. But even they are powerless. The rhino poachers seem to be above the law.’

         ‘But that is unforgivable!’ Thandi exploded, Mkhize and the guests were taken aback at the loud, passionate outburst from someone who had seemed quiet up until then.

         ‘This is our heritage!’ she exclaimed. ‘Our heritage. It’s part of what makes Africa so special, so unique. Where else in the world can you find such an amazing variety of wildlife? Rhinos have been around for fifty million years. They are prehistoric. To kill them is not just criminal. It’s Armageddon!’

         The whole Land Cruiser fell silent. Who could follow that?

         
            *

         

         20Several years ago, the Veteran had watched the television footage with mounting horror.

         How was this possible in the rainbow nation he had fought so hard and so long to secure?

         The lethal conflagration around Lonmin’s Marikana platinum mine near Rustenburg brought back memories of the Sharpeville Massacre in 1960, when apartheid police gunned down sixty-nine innocent people; many women with bullets in their backs had been running away.

         But this was over fifty years later, apartheid now long gone, his own ANC having been in power for a couple of decades.

         Marikana should never have happened.

         Yet for the thirty-four black miners killed that Thursday in August 2012 it certainly had.

         Admittedly many had gathered armed with ‘traditional weapons’ – spears, machetes and clubs – as they demonstrated for higher wages. In the weeks before, ten had already died at Marikana, the attacks blamed on union infighting. Tensions were running high.

         But how could even that begin to justify police opening fire on these striking workers? And not the white supremacist police of old, but predominantly black police officers directed by a black police chief appointed by the majority-black government of his own ANC – the heirs to his old comrade Nelson Mandela. The icon he had cherished, had battled alongside in the ANC they both worshipped.

         What was even worse, the great majority of dead miners – twenty-two – had been shot in cold blood away from the main confrontation. As the official inquiry into the massacre heard, the machine guns used were ‘weapons of war’, not those appropriate for riot control.

         Lawyers representing the families of the dead miners insisted that the massacre was pre-planned, invoking chilling testimony. Guns were planted on some of the corpses, and witnesses claimed to have been intimidated – even tortured – by the predominantly black police. As disturbing was the rest of the firepower deployed that day – helicopters, army units – seemingly the entire firepower of the state. His state. The ANC state.

         The more the Veteran discovered about Marikana, the more the implications were seismic – testing the ANC like nothing else since they first took power in 1994, when he was a minister. The 1994 miracle of Mandela’s rainbow nation – and even the joyous, bubbling football World 21Cup showcase two years before Marikana – had been expunged by the ferocious clash over higher wages.

         Expunged not just for the millions who had looked to the ANC for redemption and release from apartheid and the suffocating legacy of poverty and unemployment, but expunged for him too, he sadly reflected as he pondered the implications.

         The Veteran weighed it all up. Under the ANC South Africa had made huge advances, especially in civil rights and democracy, a joy to behold compared with the evil of apartheid.

         In just two decades, the ANC government had built more than three million new homes. It had created four million jobs. Millions more South Africans had running water and electricity. Some economists said that income per capita, in real terms, had risen by almost a third. Massive state bursaries had opened up the country’s universities to 400,000 new students, mostly black. He was proud to have helped deliver all that during his twelve years as a minister.

         These achievements were even more remarkable given the horrendous legacy of apartheid: the shanty towns; the lack of healthcare; the forced displacements; the dehumanising education system, designed to keep the black majority as servants for white masters.

         But he knew that in other respects living conditions of poor blacks, including migrant workers like the Marikana miners from the deprived rural regions such as the Eastern Cape, had hardly improved.

         What infuriated him was the evidence of corruption in all levels of government. How could that have happened? The ethics and principles of the struggle leaders had been vanquished. He had even heard a former struggle comrade making excuses: ‘When you haven’t had enough food and you now have a chance, you sometimes eat too much.’

         For him, Marikana was a symbol of all that had gone wrong.

         The police that day were confronting a cauldron, the ugly massacre developing out of the mostly simmering but sometimes explosive resentment at the chasm between expectations and delivery. Two million people annually were taking to the streets protesting about their predicament, about poor service delivery and the creaming-off of government contracts by a favoured few. Unemployment among black youth remained shockingly high at sixty-five per cent in some communities.

         A symbol of the new order became the Life Esidimeni scandal, where the ANC-run Gauteng provincial government in 2015 outsourced care 22of mental patients from professionally run institutions to unregistered, fly-by-night facilities, its party leaders pocketing the savings along the way, and causing the deaths of over 140 mentally ill people, victims of greed and corruption.

         The Veteran had a responsibility – no, a duty – to act.

         But he knew that when he did so there would be a cost. Old comrades would be angry at him, accuse him of damaging the ANC, to which he had dedicated his life. Friends would cut him off. Old political opponents might quote him approvingly, opportunistically. And of course he would be a target for ‘fake news’ smears, especially on social media: that came with the territory of being a critic of the President.

         All that he felt he could cope with. He was used to the tough side of politics. After all, in the freedom struggle he had been an ANC hardman himself, not someone to cross, especially when he was underground, identifying and distinguishing the honest and dedicated from the spies and self-seekers.

         In politics – especially the life-and-death politics of the anti-apartheid struggle – hard decisions were always necessary and they sometimes came at the expense of lost friendships, or jealousies and bitter rivalries. You simply had to develop a thick skin, especially if your fellow party members undermined you, as also happened. He had learned to endure all those downsides because the cause was noble and the cause was his life.

         Occasionally it even endangered his life because he had been one of the main assassination targets of the apartheid security forces.

         But pondering what exactly he should do now – as he saw it to reenergise that same noble cause – the last thing on his mind was that his life would again be in danger – this time from his own side.
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            CHAPTER 3

         

         Young and vivacious, if sometimes headstrong, Thandi Matjeke was a ‘Born Free’.

         One of twenty million, or forty per cent of the population born in South Africa since the end of apartheid in 1994, she had never experienced its horror or oppression, which had intruded into every nook and cranny of the lives of her parents and their fellow Africans.

         Never been shot at by the ruthless old security forces, like the schoolgirls and boys had at Soweto in 1976. Never known an activist relative to disappear into the clutches of the Special Branch, without discovering what had happened to them.

         She had grown up in the ‘rainbow nation’, her childhood spent in the small family home in Atteridgeville, one of the old satellite black townships ringing her country’s capital city, Pretoria.

         But, unlike most of her fellow Born Frees, she had read voraciously about the worst racial tyranny the world had ever known. She knew about Mandela’s history and that of his close ANC comrades: Oliver Tambo, Walter Sisulu, Govan Mbeki, and Ahmed Kathrada. Knew about Chris Hani, the inspirational next-generation ANC leader gunned down by a white racist so cruelly, just before the transition.

         She was inspired by their courage, determination and passionate commitment to democracy, to human rights, to social justice. They were her heroes. So were the tiny handful of whites who joined their freedom struggle, sacrificing all the privileges apartheid conferred on them, like Joe Slovo, Ronnie Kasrils, Denis Goldberg, Bram Fischer, Rusty Bernstein, Harold Wolpe, John Harris, Hugh Lewin, Peter Brown, André Odendaal.

         24Among these whites were women like Ruth First, Helen Joseph, Hilda Bernstein, Eleanor Kasrils, Sarah Carneson, Myrtle Berman, Barbara Hogan, Adelaine Hain, Val Rose-Christie. As a strong-willed young feminist, Thandi was especially inspired by them.

         Even more so by African women like Albertina Sisulu, Adelaide Tambo and, before she went AWOL, Winnie Mandela. They carried forward the struggle and brought up their children over the long decades while their men were on Robben Island; amazing mothers of Africa, each and every one of them, followed by a younger generation like Cheryl Carolus and Zohra Ebrahim.

         As her grandmother was dying, she had been summoned to her bedside to hear stories from the past. Stories the frail old woman felt were important. Like when the Special Branch had raided the home of her white mistress and master, and she had secreted the suitcase full of their activist documents away in a slot between a kitchen cupboard and the cooker, standing there doing a ‘dumb kaffir’ routine expected of her by the arrogant white intruders.

         Or playing the same dumb role when the family moved and the Special Branch weren’t sure to where, answering the door to the officer with the big hands, nicknamed ‘Bananas’ van Zyl, pretending to know nothing.

         Or attending the funeral of John Harris, the only white man to be hanged in the struggle, her retching sobs resounding in Pretoria’s small Rebecca Street crematorium, packed with supporters, who were each photographed and their names recorded by the Special Branch.

         Or suddenly facing eviction from her tiny home in Lady Selborne township after the authorities had ordered workers to take off the roof, forcing her and all other black Africans to move out to make space for whites, even though she and her three children had nowhere else to live. As the workers moved in to kick her out, she was officiously informed she had to go on a list and wait for a house somewhere else, many kilometres away.

         Thandi Matjeke felt herself to be different from the school friends who seemed to know nothing of the struggle, nothing of the bitterness and terrible hardship. Nothing about where they had come from.

         She was probably more beautiful than the lot of them, with her shiny, smooth skin, mischievous eyes and sense of fun. Keeping herself trim by jogging, exercise and careful diet, she turned men’s eyes and drew them towards her.

         25But no man dared to take advantage like they did far too often with other young women. Some of her peers even saw her as rather stuck-up – the young men because she usually said ‘No’, the women because she wasn’t like them, obsessed with their phones, lipstick, fashion or the prevailing celebrity culture.

         At times she even felt aloof. But surely she wasn’t abnormal, she asked herself? She enjoyed the company of men – if they were respectful, intelligent and interested in her, not just her body. She even enjoyed the odd flirt with them.

         But she carried herself proudly. She was Thandi Matjeke. A Born Free but not a Born Forget. She knew where she had come from, what her people had been through.

         Above all, she knew from her history that to betray the values of the freedom struggle was the ultimate betrayal.

         Thandi – translated as ‘the beloved one’ – stood tall despite being small in height.

         
             

         

         They had been out on the game drive, bumping along for about an hour before the Land Cruiser came up over a high ridge and the landscape opened up before them, rolling away as far as the eye could see. It was hazy in the lowering heat of the late afternoon, shadows creeping along the valleys and on the hillsides, both light and dark shades of green blending into brown and grey.

         The sky, laced with a dry, now cooling wind, was orange and fringed pink. The view reminded Mkhize of a line from one of his favourite authors when at school, Alan Paton: the landscape of KwaZulu-Natal was ‘lovely beyond any singing of it’.

         Brown pulled up and switched off the engine for them to savour all they could see, pointing out where the reserve’s fence a couple of kilometres away delineated the border of their land.

         They chatted for several minutes. Then Mkhize pointed towards a water pool a kilometre or so down to the right.

         ‘I think there might be rhinos down there. Let’s go now, in case they move.’

         There was an air of excited expectation as the Land Cruiser swept down the hill, the pool at first out of sight and then swinging into view; the water was perhaps a hundred metres long and fifty metres wide, two rhinos lapping innocuously together.

         26They seemed prehistorical, bravura live relics of an ancient past dating from the Cretaceous age, with elephants and hippopotamuses the largest in the animal kingdom. Weighing up to 2,300 kg and up to two metres high, they lumbered about snorting and whinnying, almost incongruously breathtaking.

         The scene was so peaceful, the giant specimens so innocent, it was almost incomprehensible that their huge horns could ever be ripped out of their heads, leaving them bloody and reduced to a shadow of their former regal selves.

         As if reading the awestruck guests’ minds, Mkhize broke the silence. ‘You cannot imagine why human beings would destroy them. But they do. Ruthlessly, leaving their victims mostly dying from extreme trauma.’

         ‘How exactly do they remove the tusks?’ Thandi Matjeke interjected.

         ‘Some poachers first drill the rhinos with their AK-47s, often crippling them by shooting at their legs. Then they hack off the horns with axes or pangas – machetes – as the animals lie prone on the ground, the top of their heads reduced to a bloody stump of open flesh, bone and cartilage.’

         ‘Other poachers skilled at skinning zebra use their knives, having shot the rhinos with a hunting rifle. They prise the horn loose from the dome-like base in the animal’s skull. If it is a female with a baby calf, it’s even more heartbreaking to see the little one trying to suckle for days in burning heat from its dead mother,’ Mkhize explained. ‘I’ve witnessed that myself and it fills me with wild rage about the perpetrators.’

         The guests lapsed into a stunned, still silence, finally broken by van der Merwe. ‘Do any survive?’ he asked quietly.

         ‘Sometimes, but it is painful to see. Their horns are their main defence. Without them they are nothing, just big lumbering giants, lost and bewildered. If you heard their piercing screams after having had their horns chopped off alive you would never, ever forget,’ Mkhize replied, noting that for the first time van der Merwe seemed less cocky. ‘That’s why a shoot-to-kill policy for poachers is so tempting for all rangers.’

         ‘What about security for the rhinos?’ Thandi asked.

         ‘They have armed security guards with them all the time, twenty-four hours every day of every year. They will be watching us now, not too far away, one of them probably up a tree, scanning the bush for poachers. They radio in every half hour, day and night; if they don’t, an alert goes out to every ranger, who immediately grabs a gun, clambers into the nearest vehicle and rushes to where the last call came from. These guards 27are tough men; they have to survive in the bush on their own with some of the most dangerous animals around, and they know they are targets to be killed all the time. There’s plenty of other security I cannot discuss.’

         Mkhize suddenly morphed from expert guide to evangelist. ‘South Africa has around eighty per cent of all the white rhinos in the world. But rhinos killed by poaching is at an all-time high. There is massive demand. In Vietnam, for instance, rhino horns are used in traditional medicine or as a middle-class delicacy. They fetch up sixty-five thousand dollars a kilo – maybe a hundred thousand.

         ‘If it was humans we would call it genocide. And the death toll is rising.’

         As he paused, turning to the guests in despair, they noted his eyes were glinting moist in the disappearing light.

         
             

         

         Just a hundred metres away, two armed guards watched the vehicle from their vantage point in the shade of a yellowwood tree.

         They worked twelve-hour shifts, swapping over with a second team, and then a third for back-up, illness or leave.

         They were both local men from a nearby village, had been carefully selected, vetted and then trained. The arrangement so far had worked well. The villagers recognised the guards were doing important, and by local standards, well-paid jobs. The local chief had long declared his allegiance and full cooperation. In an area where unemployment ran as high as sixty per cent, the game park was a vital source of jobs – all sorts of jobs, from cleaners and gardeners to chefs and bar staff, with a route into management as well.

         But Zama Zama’s head management had no illusions about the sheer scale of the security threat. Well before the rhinos had been introduced to the park, security had been a nightmare. Initially they had been recommended a group of Ovambo from Namibia, said to be experienced at security work. But they proved unreliable and security breaches happened almost daily.

         The old verity – everyone has their price – certainly seemed to apply. Guards who regularly patrolled the reserve’s fenced perimeter to look for illicit entry openings were bribed. Or members of their family were offered inducements if a guard turned a blind eye; and although the guard was often the only breadwinner among a dozen family members including both sides of in-laws, that was hard to stop.

         28Guiding guests on bushwalks, Mkhize would habitually discover wire traps to catch antelope, set by local poachers, stuck between clumps of bush. Bending down, he would carefully untangle these for depositing back at the camp. With his eagle eyes for footmarks on the dusty trails, he would also spot alien human footmarks, explaining to guests that rangers and guards all had standard boots with standard special markings. Gradually the reserve management working with the local chief were able to regularise security procedures without entirely eliminating breaches.

         Then the orphaned rhinos were introduced. And the threat level became very different.

         
             

         

         The Veteran’s wife had died of cancer several years before; the only consolation was that it had taken her venomously and swiftly, devouring her in weeks without the suffering of drawn-out pain.

         She’d been very practical about it, putting her affairs in order and instructing him to seek out another partner, though amidst his anguish at the time that was the last thing he could ever imagine himself contemplating.

         He missed her desperately. Her love, emotionally and physically – they’d been so close that he still ached after her. Also, her companionship – politically and not only personally. Because she had been a struggle figure in her own right.

         Indeed their two boys, small at the time, often regaled friends with the story about opening the front door to two burly Special Branch, and anxiously calling their mother, who was brusquely handed an envelope containing a banning order that ran for five years and was expressly designed not only to terminate her role as an activist, but to make her a non-person.

         It was a six-page document running to three thousand words. She was prohibited from taking part in any political gathering and was publicly silenced, as she couldn’t be quoted in any media. She was also barred from ‘any social gathering, defined as any gathering at which the persons present also had social intercourse with one another’. In practice – her own family excluded – she was limited to being in the company of not more than one person at a time.

         However, the courts were not at all certain of the law in all circumstances. A judge once upheld an appeal of one banned person against a conviction for playing snooker with a friend, and a magistrate was unable 29to inform another banned individual whether or not it was legal to go to the local cinema. Confusingly, she was permitted to take her sons to see their favourite Johannesburg football team, Highlands Park, because apparently that did not involve her in a prohibited social gathering.

         Entry to any educational premises was also blocked – so banned university students couldn’t complete their degrees, and his wife could no longer walk into her boys’ schools and discuss their progress with teachers – despite having done this assiduously over the years. One or two daring teachers walked over to the school fence where she stood on the other side, on the pavement. She had tried to substitute for their father’s absence underground by being present for their rugby or cricket matches, but those too were on school fields and therefore out of bounds to her.

         Restricted to the Johannesburg magisterial district, she couldn’t enter factories, or any ‘native [African] location, native hostel or native village’ or ‘Coloured or Asiatic area’. Had she wished to, she couldn’t even go to church or attend the birthday parties of her own children, held in her own home. She was not allowed to attend a funeral, even of a close relative, or a family reunion or to visit a relative in hospital.

         Her banning order also prevented any communication with another banned person. Which meant that comrades of theirs in Pretoria – who were the first married couple to be banned – even had to be granted a special exemption, enabling them exceptionally to continue to talk to each other.

         The Veteran often regaled audiences with this Orwellian twist, a useful anecdote to illustrate both the absurdity and the icy persecution of apartheid. But these days, each time he mentioned it, he winced inwardly. The pain of her absence never left him. They’d been inseparable in love and in struggle, in family and in sacrifice.

         
             

         

         In Zama Zama that night around the campfire they enjoyed a braaivleis, and Mkhize became even more animated.

         ‘Over the past five years in Kruger, around five hundred poachers from Mozambique next door have been shot dead by rangers. But these are local people who are destitute. It’s the big crime mafia who make all the money.

         ‘It’s become such a complicated problem. Not just about rhino protection but poverty. Young men in these villages who cannot get jobs see rhino poachers almost like role models. The poachers build themselves 30nice houses. They drive expensive cars. They wear posh clothes. So there’s no shortage of recruits. In some luxury reserves near Kruger, well-heeled tourists enjoy plush bush lodges with spa treatments, campfire dinners and dawn and dusk game drives. But the rhinos they see do not have horns – they’ve been removed as a safety measure. And on night-time game drives, guests are not allowed torches in case they are confused with poachers.’

         Encouraged by his spellbound guests, Mkhize warmed to his theme.

         ‘The poachers are usually poor and black, risking their lives for high rewards. The guests enjoying these luxury air-conditioned lodges are usually well-off and white. As they relax over a drink or delicious food, like you are doing, they haven’t a clue about the frantic battles in the dark surrounding bush between poachers, rangers and rhinos.’

         ‘Where will all this end?’ someone asked.

         ‘I really don’t know. Very poor communities surround these exclusive lodges in parks like Zama Zama. For some local poachers there are no other jobs. It’s life and death – for them, not just the rhinos.’

         Mkhize elaborated further: ‘Wildlife is seen as something for rich whites, so poachers can be seen as sort of Robin Hoods. Kill a poacher and you can turn these communities against wildlife protection.’

         ‘So what on earth can you do?’ Thandi asked.

         Mkhize shrugged, giving her a smile, then continued. ‘I have no time for local poachers, but their life is dangerous. If they survive, they risk capture and prison. If there’s a gunfight, the death rate is high, because they’re shot on sight. They are desperate for money: husbands, uncles, brothers and sons – often the family provider. Kill a poacher and there will always be someone waiting to take his place. Unless we deal with poverty in these communities and stop selfish people in other countries paying so much money for rhino horn, we are fighting a losing battle.

         ‘Although most poachers doing the dirty work are black, above them are whites, usually in a chain of command that includes syndicate bosses making most of the riches supplying markets in the Far East. Some white poacher bosses even have helicopters. Illegal wildlife trafficking is big bucks, like drugs, arms, human trafficking.’

         He paused, looking sheepish. ‘Sorry. You are meant to be relaxing – not having a sermon.’

         But his guests, enthralled, urged him on.

         ‘The problem is completely out of hand. And not just rhinos. Around 31thirty thousand elephants are being killed every year in Africa, along with dozens of wildlife rangers trying to protect them in “ivory wars”.’

         Thandi interjected animatedly. ‘It’s not just big crime but big business, with tusks transported from Africa then converted into ivory memorabilia for Asian consumers. It’s militarised slaughter.’

         Thandi was in full flow, Mkhize in a glow of admiration, the other guests entranced.

         ‘Ivory for arms is also fuelling other terrorist groups like Boko Haram and Islamic State. There’s lots of high-level state corruption underpinning it everywhere in Africa.’

         Mkhize nodded and grinned, turning the other guests. ‘How do I follow that?’

         Laugher broke the tension and drinks were sipped before Mkhize continued.

         ‘Poaching wiped out almost a third of Africa’s elephants over the ten years to 2014. In 1970 there were around sixty-five thousand black rhinos in Africa; today only around five thousand remain.’

         Mkhize paused, and Thandi quickly intervened: ‘The only way to stop this is by totally cleaning up the governance of Africa, by shaming Asia, and by establishing a United Nations Treaty to ban the trade in what I think should be branded “blood ivory”, like the treaty in 2003 to ban trade in “blood diamonds” from African conflict zones. The global ban on trading rhino horn obviously isn’t working.’

         Instead of the normal laughter, chatter and the clinking of wine and beer glasses around the braai, a stillness descended over the group’s last night in Zama Zama. Just one person smiled inwardly. Mkhize was captivated by this vivacious young woman.
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            CHAPTER 4

         

         As a teenager in the 1970s, Bob Richards had been with his parents to anti-apartheid events in London. He was the only one among his schoolmates to go, enjoying the hustle of marches through London’s streets, the banners, the chanting and the camaraderie – except the picketing outside South Africa House in Trafalgar Square, which he found quite boring.

         Although he had been too young to join the 1969–70 campaign of direct action against the visiting all-white Springbok rugby team, he loved listening to his dad entertaining him with tales of clambering over the pitch-side fence at Twickenham and running among the players to stop the match. Of how one friend had chained himself to a goalpost, disrupting play until police found bolt cutters to prise him loose. Of how a young woman had been booked into the team’s Piccadilly hotel, discovered where the players were staying and gone round in the middle of the night injecting solidifying agent into the door locks so they couldn’t get out of their rooms on match-day morning without breaking open the doors.

         And then later the same morning of how a man dressed impeccably in a suit – and therefore looking the very opposite of a caricature protester with long hair and casual clothes – approached the driver of the team bus, engine idling as it waited for the team to board, told him the manager wanted a word inside the hotel, jumped behind the wheel and chained himself to it, driving the bus off and slewing it off the road. The mighty Springboks were so chastened, they voted to go home for Christmas halfway through the tour.

         As he grew older, went to university and got caught up in the swing to the left led by Labour MP and cabinet minister Tony Benn in the 33mid-to-late ’70s, he joined the party, becoming very actively involved, first elected a local councillor and eventually an MP. All the time, however, he remained involved in the British Anti-Apartheid Movement and, after South Africa’s transition to democracy, continued to maintain close links with South Africa through the movement’s successor, Action for Southern Africa.

         As an MP, encouraged by the campaigning group Global Witness, he secured a House of Commons adjournment debate – a timed half-hour debate occurring after government business has ended for the day – on the subject of Zimbabwe and blood diamonds. He had followed the issue closely, appalled at how illicitly mined diamonds in conflict zones like Sierra Leone and Angola were used to purchase arms by terrorist groups to prosecute their murderous wars. Richards reminded fellow MPs that in 2003 an international treaty banning blood diamonds had helped stem the flow of diamonds for arms, contributing to the defeat of the terrorists.

         But, Richards pointed out, there was now a different kind of ‘blood diamond’ from Marange in Zimbabwe. The history of Zimbabwe, he added, had been punctuated with violence. Cecil Rhodes’ exercise of colonial power in southern Africa was built on a monopoly of violence. Ian Smith’s racist Rhodesian regime used violence against opponents demanding democracy until late in 1979, when it was swept away by the liberation war and popular resistance. And then Robert Mugabe’s ZANU, first elected in a landslide victory in 1980, betrayed the freedom struggle they once led by systematically using violence as a political strategy to maintain both power and the privileges of an increasingly corrupt ruthless mafia surrounding him.

         Richards paused, looking around the chamber to emphasise his point: ‘In the Marange fields in eastern Zimbabwe is one of the world’s richest deposits of alluvial diamonds. Nearly every soldier in Marange is involved in one way or the other in illegal mining, forming syndicates of diamond panners whom they then protect and escort, smuggling the diamonds into Mozambique.’

         Having been an anti-apartheid protester himself, Richards always went out of his way to praise campaigners, as he now did: ‘Global Witness deserves our thanks for unearthing devastating evidence on Zimbabwe’s blood diamond trade run by Zimbabwe’s military-industrial complex with its links to Chinese companies.’

         34Richards paused again, well aware that he had covered a complex chunk of detail and was at risk of losing his audience. But not the attention of the Veteran, who had come specially to listen to him, and was sitting watching from the public gallery.

         Richards described how diamond revenues were being siphoned off when the Zimbabwean Treasury needed teachers and nurses, not attack helicopters and secret police thugs.

         ‘Let us be clear: Zimbabwean military-controlled blood diamonds are now sold within Europe including the UK, appearing on wedding rings. The World Diamond Council and governments with a substantial diamond trade must act to block blood diamonds from Marange, or the whole diamond trade could well find itself tarnished and targeted by boycotts and protesters, just as was threatened until it acted in 2000.’

         Richards sat down, just within the time set by Commons protocol to enable the relevant government minister to reply. Which she did in the usual boring manner, reading out in an ‘it-says-here’ script written by civil servants to rationalise the government’s stance of doing as little as possible to disturb commerce.

         After Richards’ meticulously researched and passionate speech, hers was about as exciting as watching paint dry.

         
             

         

         Sitting in the special section of the public gallery immediately behind the reinforced glass security screen in a seat arranged by Bob Richards, the Veteran was one of the few members of the public present for the debate, the chamber virtually empty. He had been impressed. Richards was definitely a chip off the old block. The Veteran knew his parents from their activism during his time spent intermittently in London from the late 1960s to the early 1980s.

         The Commons adjourned until the next morning, Speaker John Bercow – detested by many of his fellow Conservatives for his irreverence and modernising reforms, but admired by others as probably the most radical Speaker of modern times – rose from his seat and was escorted in a procession out of the chamber, the doorkeepers and ushers soon afterwards collecting any papers left on the benches.

         Before they locked up for the night, a few MPs wandered in with excited guests, pointing out where the two contestants clashed at Prime Minister’s Questions, the weekly Wednesday midday bear garden with enthralled TV viewers worldwide. It was less a traditional means of 35holding the government to account and more one of mutual point-scoring to feed an insatiable media.

         The Veteran got up from his seat and thanked the gallery ushers – one of whom he had established was a Chelsea football fan like him – and exchanged a bit of banter on who would win the Premier League. Then he made his way round and down the stairs. His knees were not in the best shape and it was a bit of a climb down before he emerged into the Members’ Lobby, the traditionally exclusive area for MPs and political journalists.

         Richards was waiting and escorted him down the stairs to the Strangers’ Bar. They pushed through the door into a heaving noise of animated chatter, and Richards headed for the bar, where he ordered two pints of one of the week’s real ales. This time it was Reverend James, a silky real ale from South Wales.

         Richards handed across a glass with a nice head of froth on top and beckoned the Veteran through another door onto the terrace outside. ‘Liked the speech,’ the Veteran said, slurping down the beer. ‘And good stuff, this,’ he added, pointing at the glass. ‘I miss a decent pint. We only have lager in SA; a cold one is great in our hot weather, but it’s not like British real ale.’

         ‘Thanks on the speech. Much appreciated coming from you,’ Richards replied, slightly awestruck as he always was when the two met, even though the Veteran never pulled rank and treated him as an equal.

         They chatted away for an hour, Richards getting another pint for each as the Veteran admired the view across and down the Thames. There was Vauxhall Cross, headquarters of MI6, away to the right. Lambeth Palace – where the flag flew if the Archbishop of Canterbury was present – stood across and a little to the right. The Eye – the moving wheel with pods from which to view London – was on the left.

         It was one of the nicest spots in London, the Veteran decided. Although he had a healthy contempt for the brutality and venality of Britain’s imperial history (not least over South Africa), he had a soft spot for the grandeur of Parliament and the UK’s penchant for regal pomp and ceremony.

         As they sipped their second pints, the Veteran remembering how the first always slipped down but the second took longer, they continued talking about the state of both British and South African politics, agreeing that democratic governments across the world, who all followed the 36neoliberal economic agenda, were fast losing touch with their voters, spawning a sometimes dangerously reactionary populism.

         ‘Neoliberalism hasn’t delivered for ninety per cent of the population since it started dominating policy, with Reaganism in the US and Thatcherism in the UK,’ the Veteran argued. ‘The middle classes have lost out, not just lower-income groups. That’s why there’s so much discontent – also the parliamentary left, too, which throughout the democratic world has adopted a “neolioberal-lite” agenda. A little less austerity than the conservatives. Big mistake.’

         Richards nodded. ‘The way to reduce borrowing and debt after the global banking crash of 2007 to 2008 was for government to invest more to grow the economy more quickly, as had happened after the Second World War, not to cut and cut.’

         Agreeing, the Veteran moved to change the subject. ‘I was impressed with the way you exposed the Marange blood diamonds situation. If I ever need help on something else that needs exposing, might you be up for that?’

         ‘For you, of course,’ Richards immediately replied. ‘But if I use parliamentary privilege to name and shame, as I just did, I need to be absolutely certain the case is rock solid.’

         ‘That goes without saying,’ the Veteran smiled.

         
             

         

         A struggle hero, the President’s head of security, Moses Khoza, had been detained with him on Robben Island, alongside Mandela, Kathrada, Sisulu, Mbeki and the other leaders arrested in the early 1960s. But they weren’t of the same generation of detainees. Khoza had arrived as a militant young activist from Soweto, a sprawling complex of twenty-eight townships outside Johannesburg, including Orlando, where Nelson and Winnie Mandela, along with Walter and Albertina Sisulu, had their original small homes.

         When Khoza was a boy Soweto had no electricity, no proper shops, no modern amenities, just vast numbers of box-like concrete houses with water standpipes and drainage. He had lived with his parents in one of these, sharing their single bedroom with his brother and two sisters.

         By then the official population of 600,000 had risen to well over a million – in fact nobody knew what it really was – and it had become the murder capital of the world as Africans killed Africans in a downward spiral of despair and mutual destruction epitomised by apartheid.

         37Then on the morning of 16 June 1976 everything changed – both for Soweto and for South Africa.

         Before that moment any resistance had been crushed, the leaders imprisoned or banished. Many were murdered by the state – in exile by letter bombs or shootings, at home by ‘slipping in showers’, or ‘falling out of windows’ while in police detention.

         On that fateful June morning white policemen opened fire on a group of schoolchildren protesting peacefully against an edict the previous year forcing them to be taught in Afrikaans – alongside English, the official language of the country. But for Moses Khoza and his fellow Soweto youngsters, Afrikaans was the official language of apartheid, of the ruling Afrikaner whites. He had joined scores of children carrying placards with slogans such as ‘Down with Afrikaans’, ‘Blacks are not Dustbins’, ‘Afrikaans Stinks’, ‘Afrikaans is Tribal Language’, ‘Bantu Education – To Hell with it’.

         The first child to be killed was twelve-year-old Hector Pieterson, whose photograph flashed around the world, was of him dying while being carried by his crying brother. Moses Khoza had been at school with him, crammed together to be taught in the same classroom, even though he was two years older. Khoza fled in panic and shock, his classmates dying around him amidst the terror of police bullets and beatings indiscriminately unleashed on the children wearing their school uniforms.

         In the hours afterwards, none of them could fully comprehend the enormity of what had happened. Then the fear in him turned to anger. He rounded up his fellow students, their older brothers and sisters, in some cases their furious fathers and uncles too. They started stoning and setting on fire any police vehicles they came across. They knifed police dogs unleashed upon them; they burned and looted official buildings and vehicles. ‘Uncle Tom’ black policemen stationed in Soweto were killed, as were two white officials. The township exploded.

         Local media denounced them as a bloodthirsty mob. But to Khoza the people power was exhilarating, even intoxicating. For as long as he could remember in his young life, both his elders and his youthful peers had been submissive, accepting their plight as the inferior, the oppressed, forced to bow down to arrogant, ruthless white rule under which black lives were dispensable.

         Now suddenly – as if a slumbering volcano of bitterness had erupted out of nowhere – the youth had hit back. The youth were in charge. They weren’t going to say ‘Yes baas’ like their elders. They were saying 38‘No’ – determined to fight back, regardless of the danger. If by their resistance they provoked further police and army violence, then so what? Their lives were worthless anyway. They were prevented from acquiring the skills to progress beyond rudimentary, low-standard schooling. They were despised, beaten, spat upon, treated like shit. They had nothing, so they had nothing to lose.

         Khoza’s mother tried to restrain him, pleading, ‘They will kill you. You cannot win.’ She was terrified of losing her eldest boy. Yet even she could see in her two younger children the gleam of admiration and new respect for their brother Moses. That was what it came to, she had to admit, wailing in frustration: self-respect.

         A storm of resistance was unleashed, with Soweto at the centre and virtually under martial law as an occupied territory. On four days in August 1976, with Moses Khoza among their leaders, the students organised work boycotts – called ‘stay-at-homes’ – by Soweto workers, which seriously crippled business in Johannesburg.

         Shock waves tore through the country as black communities took to the streets in a display of defiance at the hated white oppression, greater even than that following the Sharpeville massacre sixteen years before. It met with a predictable response: protesters shot down mercilessly, in the back, head, chest. By the end of the year more than six hundred were dead and over six thousand were arrested.

         Although the hated Afrikaans decree was withdrawn, many student leaders fled to escape the police. A new movement of Black Consciousness organisations developed, with a fresh generation of activists and militants, their young leader the inspirational Steve Biko from the Eastern Cape, long a stronghold of ANC radicalism from where Mandela, Sisulu, Mbeki and others hailed. Biko wasn’t remotely anti-white but instead asserted a sense of black pride, of black self-empowerment.

         Khoza, now a prominent figure, left home to escape detention, living in different houses, sometimes slipping out of Soweto on clandestine missions, one of them travelling 1,300 kilometres to meet Biko outside King Williamstown, where he was based. The pair discussed the uprising, where it might be going, how they could sustain the momentum. Biko, although insistent that the Black Consciousness Movement must stand apart from the ANC, was better read than Khoza and explained to his more impatient younger colleague the valuable role the ANC had played on the past.

         39‘But now we are the vanguard,’ Khoza insisted, ‘and they are the past. They are history. We are the future.’

         
             

         

         Late one evening in September 1976, Khoza made his way through Soweto’s back lanes, the familiar polluting smoke from primitive paraffin stoves belching from the tiny houses in a failing attempt to keep the bitter cold and wind at bay. He sought out the address he was aiming at – not an easy task, since Soweto’s labyrinth of streets were a nightmare to outsiders. Often he didn’t know the people we was to stay with, and would just turn up, mutter thanks, and gratefully eat before collapsing exhausted until he rose and left the next morning, sometimes never to see his hosts again.

         He tapped gently on the kitchen door. It was made of flimsy corrugated iron, wind howling underneath and through yawning gaps around it. The door creaked and then was suddenly flung wide open, catching Khoza by surprise, for normally someone would first peer carefully out. A blaze of light burst forth, blinding him. A harsh shout – then suddenly he was grabbed by three bulky men clad in dark sweaters and jeans shouting, ‘Kom, kaffir, kom!’ The hated Afrikaans again.

         Before Khoza could resist, he was bundled out of the front door as a police van roared and burst around the corner, catching only a glimpse of a terrified old couple huddled on the corner of their bed, their hands and mouths bound, eyes pleading forgiveness. He was thrown unceremoniously into the back of the van, his head skidding on the metal floor and thudding against the wheel arch, the three men jumping in afterwards as the van pulled quickly away. He was too dazed and shocked to think straight and decided to lie limp as he got his orientation, the van bumping over the rutted roads, racing through Soweto.

         Someone must have betrayed him. You never knew who could be bought, Steve Biko had advised him. A leader underground – because that was what he had become – needed to be open and generous, yet trust nobody. Nobody at all.

         A kick was aimed at his solar plexus, the pain stabbing through him. ‘We got you now. Not so big any more, are you, boy?’ one of his darkclad captors sneered. He steeled himself not to react, not to give them any satisfaction from the kicks, the searing pain and the abuse.

         
             

         

         On Robben Island the first insider news of the nationwide revolts that had followed Soweto reached Nelson Mandela and his fellow prisoners 40when young Black Consciousness rebels, defiant and aggressive, started to flood onto the island, many having been savagely tortured in detention.

         Moses Khoza was one of them. He had been sentenced in Pretoria to ten years after a perfunctory trial with no defence lawyer. Chained together with three fellow Sowetans, he was forced to stand in the bowels of an old ship, which rocked in the heavy Cape rollers as white warders urinated down on them through their only channel for air and daylight, a single porthole to the deck.

         The island, its reputation cold, inhospitable and oppressive in the apartheid times, had, after Sharpeville in 1960, been established as a prison to hold not just common criminals but also waves of black political prisoners, under a brutal regime of white warders. Humiliation was constant.

         For Khoza, life became pounding stones in the heat during the day under constant harassment and intimidation by white warders determined to break the spirit of the ‘politicals’. The bleak wind blew through his freshly issued khaki prison garments, grim guards armed with automatic guns constantly watching.

         As an African he was permitted 5 oz of meat daily, where Coloureds were allowed 6 oz; he was permitted ½ oz of fat, Coloureds 1 oz: the precision of apartheid penetrated the island, just as it did every part of life outside the prison, where interracial sex, park benches, sport, jobs, schools and hospitals were banned.

         He was now seventeen, facing the next ten years in a cell so tiny – under three metres by just over two – that as he grew taller both his head and feet bumped up against the walls as he lay in his bed. There was a small, barred window through which the wind would blow, freezing in winter, with just three thin blankets and a straw floor mat on which he huddled trying to keep warm as he slept.

         Encountering the ANC leaders who had arrived over ten years earlier, he found their spirit admirably steadfast. But they seemed to him out of touch, didn’t seem to understand the new radical appeal of Biko and the Black Consciousness Movement, with its call of ‘Africa for the Africans’. However, one of the old guard, from the moment Khoza met him, seemed different. Nelson Mandela, thin yet somehow regal, exuded authority in a way that struck Khoza profoundly.

         The militantly assertive young activist was intrigued. Mandela had a certain aura about him and was quick to promise court action if attacked or threatened by warders. The Robben Island regime had never come 41across any prisoner like Madiba before, confident as a lawyer of his rights, oblivious to their petty humiliations, and almost imperious in his disdain, though always courteous and respectful if treated accordingly.

         Impressed rather than threatened, like some comrades, by the cocky belligerence of the young rebels, Mandela sought Khoza out, shaken to find that he was almost as sceptical of the ANC as of the apartheid government, having been told that Mandela was ‘a sell-out’.

         In his clipped, precise grammar Mandela asked Khoza and his young militants to give lectures on the new wave of militancy to the older prisoners. These were organised, Khoza having to admit to himself that some of his comrades seemed sectarian and immature in their preoccupation with blackness and exclusion of whites, but noting that Mandela was careful not to respond aggressively.

         Gradually, Khoza and most of the rebels came to admire the resilience of the veterans, surprised that after so many years on the island they were still so courageous, mentally alert and determined to fight on.

         After four to six months, the excitement of having been at Soweto had died down in Khoza’s mind. He smuggled Mandela a note asking some political questions, and Mandela wrote back in his own careful hand with three pages of the ANC’s history.

         Khoza read it over and over. Then he made up his mind. He would join the ANC. But he was accused of betrayal by his young comrades, one hitting him on the head and nearly killing him with a garden fork. The prison authorities charged the culprit with assault, but Mandela and Sisulu interceded, wanting to avoid an open rift between old and young, and asked Khoza not to make a complaint. He refused to testify, which undermined the charge and brought him closer both to Mandela and to the younger activists. Many other young comrades soon followed Khoza into the ANC – including, finally, his attacker.

         
             

         

         But all that seemed a lifetime ago. South Africa had changed, and Moses Khoza had changed.

         He liked to think of himself as the same man who had fought for his people’s freedom. Others saw someone rather different. He was part of the new governing establishment, getting things done, he would explain to friends and former comrades sceptical of the President’s regime. He would highlight to them the ANC’s many undoubted achievements in office, including while he was working in the presidency.

         42And when they complained of corruption, of the President’s new private palace with its swimming pool and lavish facilities paid for by the taxpayer ostensibly as ‘necessary for security’, he dismissed it all as ‘media smears’.

         Yes of course, he had become used to his more than comfortable house in one of Pretoria’s prestigious suburbs, and the government driver who sometimes took him to and from work. Before university in England, his son went to perhaps the best school in the country, Pretoria Boys’ High, still state-funded but now also dependent upon substantial fees. His daughters similarly attended the less well known but also esteemed Girls’ High. He enjoyed his wine stock – not expensive vintages, because good quality South African wine was very affordable.

         And why should he not enjoy such privileges, he asked himself?

         ‘It is our time to eat now,’ he said to old friends. ‘Why shouldn’t we enjoy the fine things of life? Surely the struggle was about spreading opportunity denied under apartheid to all, and not any longer just to a small white elite?’

         The problem was, his friends retorted – sometimes to his face, though often between themselves, as they thought he no longer listened, maybe even no longer cared – opportunity wasn’t being spread to all. Under the president Khoza served so faithfully, a new black governing elite had replaced the old white one. Just as self-serving, with tentacles of illicit business links, and sadly even more corrupt, if that indeed was possible.

         His sceptical friends simply didn’t understand the pressures and realities of government, Khoza told himself. They had no idea at all. His key security role in the presidency meant the hours were very long and often his work took over his weekends, at the expense of family life. He missed seeing his son play cricket at the school’s sumptuous arena – proud he was developing into a fine young cricketer.

         The friends also didn’t comprehend how hard it was delivering better community services, the absence of which protesters now took regularly to the streets to decry. Getting the system to work properly was really difficult. That needed dedicated people like him.

         What he didn’t tell them – and hardly liked to admit to himself – was the incessant demands from his extended family of children, in-laws, cousins and second cousins. They all seemed to want some largesse from him: it was the way of his circle of relatives. A job here or there – yes, 43he could secure that, whether the relative was qualified or not, for presidential cronyism was rife. Help with the odd child’s school fees – maybe.

         But to satisfy all these great expectations required him to supplement his income. It was not his fault, he insisted to himself. Although he had a good salary, it simply wasn’t enough. He wasn’t betraying his principles: they remained what they had always been. He was fundamentally the same person who had served on Robben Island for a better South Africa. But, really, he had no alternative. Anyway, all the extra cash he was able to generate was not for him personally: it was for the greater good of his circle.

         
             

         

         Isaac Mkhize was in full flow, with another safari group mesmerised as they watched a herd of elephants close by. Elephants, Mkhize explained, had recently passed an intelligence test that demonstrated mental capabilities not previously understood by scientists.

         ‘We knew before that they can recognise themselves in a mirror, something rare for animals. But the new test meant they had to pick up a stick and hand it to a researcher. And sometimes the stick might be tied to a mat, and the elephants had to understand they had to get off the mat in order to pass the stick – a level of understanding and self-awareness that is very rare in the animal kingdom. It probably means elephants are much better than we ever thought at understanding someone else’s point of view or interest. Pretty significant where there are conflicts between people and elephants, for example over land and resources.’

         ‘Do any other animals show this sort of self-awareness?’ a middle-aged woman from Scotland asked.

         ‘Yah, great apes, dolphins and, funnily enough, magpies. But elephants are almost certainly the most intelligent animal on the planet. They console each other by touching and “talking” to each other – rather like we humans do. An elephant might go to a member of their circle who is upset and gently touch its face with its trunk – or even put its trunk in the other elephant’s mouth. Putting trunks in each other’s mouths is a sort of elephant handshake or hug – it’s tender and intimate. They are strongly social animals with concern for others. If there is a distressed group or individual in the herd, nearby elephants tend to huddle together and rub or stroke each other. You see babies nuzzling their mothers continuously.’

         ‘So, we’re so different, yet quite similar?’ the woman asked.

         ‘Yes and no,’ Mkhize replied. ‘Most adult females usually have a single 44calf and won’t give birth again until these are self-sufficient, at around four years old. This means males are constantly frustrated, because females are only rarely sexually receptive and must be sought out and often fought over. Such competition means that, though capable of fatherhood from around fourteen, males will be lucky to achieve it before their twenties, partly because they will be seen off by stronger rivals.’

         ‘Males preying on females,’ the woman quipped. ‘Rather like the plight of women today!’

         Mkhize winced, embarrassed, ‘I’ve been talking a lot. Have you had enough?’

         ‘No!’ chorused the guests.

         ‘Also, elephants can use infrasonic frequencies to communicate over long distances. We sometimes hear these as a sort of “rumbling”, but now scientists believe elephants use their sounds like humans speaking or singing. They greet, communicate, shout, chat and console each other in rumbles, sometimes loud and sometimes quiet; sometimes throaty and sometimes buzzing.

         The following day it was Mkhize’s turn to take leave. As always, he faced it with mixed feelings. On the one hand he liked the fortnight’s break. The demands were unrelenting as a ranger: seven days a week, 24/7 sometimes. At home he could sleep in late. He could hug his mother, a large matronly figure who ran the whole wider extended family like the matriarch she was. Sadly, his dad was no longer alive, and he often missed him agonisingly, especially the chance to talk about a particular wildlife experience or issue.

         He could also catch up with the very few friends he had time for these days. His girlfriends had come and gone, lost interest when he went away for such long periods. He knew rangers who had children through several such relationships with different women. But that wasn’t for him. He was no saint – liked to bed an attractive girl if she wanted that, and provided he had a condom – but on one thing he would not budge. If he was ever to father a child, it would be with a woman he cherished and remained with. So he could be a proper husband and parent, like his own dad had been.

         On the other hand, he loved the life of a ranger. It was what made him who he was. It wasn’t just a job. It was a mission. Being out in the bush, close to nature. Protecting, nurturing the animals. The moment of sheer exhilaration when he could lead the guests to witness something unique for them, even if was routine for him. (Not really routine – he always 45got a thrill from the experience.) Teaching guests, learning all the time from new questions they asked, for some of which he had to look up the answers. Whenever he left Zama Zama for a break it was with a sense of loss; whenever he returned it was with the same old excitement; if that ever left him he would get another job, or so he told himself.

         Then he jerked back to focus on this spell of leave, because it contained a different promise. Among the emails left by the friendliest guests – most never followed up – was Thandi Matjeke’s. He planned to travel all of eight hundred kilometres to Pretoria to visit her.

         Mind you, when he had invited himself via the erratic camp email a week after she had left, Thandi responded coolly. She wasn’t unfriendly: how nice it would be to catch up with him and to follow up their discussion about the toxic wildlife trade, she replied. And suggested they meet early one evening in a bar where there was live music and where you could grab some food. Well, at least that was a start, he thought – maybe.

         He had never come across a girl quite like her. Not one to take liberties with, he imagined. How right he was.

         
             

         

         As he was leaving his office at the end of a long day, Moses Khoza’s phone buzzed – his personal one, for he always carried two. Only his official one was declared and under his name.

         He pulled it out of the inside jacket pocket of his suit and found a text from a friend who was a self-described ‘business consultant’. It asked for a meeting, and soon. No name, no venue, no time. Just the usual: at his home that night after his wife and kids had gone to bed, not in the house but in his garage, accessed via the double-locked secure side door off the street for which Piet van der Merwe had been given his own keys.
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