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Brighton March 2018


He was experiencing one of those feelings that comes along once in a while. Like the first day of Spring following a harsh winter, that feeling of fresh hope, that everything is going to be fine and that new opportunities are coming your way.    He stood in the upper gallery of the church, holding the hymn book but not singing. The sun was beaming in from the stained-glass windows on the left side of the building. A ray of light seemed to pick out a man, he was an elderly black man singing in full voice and smiling. Despite this appearance, there was something that suggested the man harboured a personal sadness.


As the service concluded, he made his way down from the gallery and out onto the street, after shaking hands and exchanging a smile with the Vicar in the vestibule of the Church.    Stepping onto the street he paused for a moment to take in the cool Brighton sea air and listened to the sound of the gulls, it reminded him of magical visits to the seaside as a child. Across the road, he noticed the black man from the church, he watched him turn down one of the long streets leading down to the seafront. Three youths on bicycles were following a few yards behind, they were laughing, and he instinctively sensed something was not right. One of the young boys drew level with the old man and mouthed something to him. He picked up his pace and crossed over the road to get closer. The old man was trying to distance himself from the attention he was receiving and kept his head down. The other two boys rode past the him and their friend, stopping a few yards ahead. Then they turned their bikes to face their friend and the old man. He had closed in by now and could hear that the three boys were baiting their target for a response. Suddenly, one of the boys situated up front, started riding fast toward the old man, raising his right leg and fixing it firmly, to act as a battering ram. The boy made contact and knocked him to the pavement. There was a sickening thud as the old man’s head hit the pavement. The boys were laughing and slowly circling their victim, their mobile phones raised and aimed to capture the fun. They were too involved to notice him running towards them.    He shoulder charged into the one that had attacked the old man and knocked the offender clean into one of the others, sending their bicycles crashing into each other. As the third one turned to him, he caught the youth square on the chin with an uppercut and knocked him off his bike. Having now taken them all out, he turned his attention to the injured victim. He leaned over the old man who was muttering a few words in a foreign tongue. After checking for injuries, he turned his head towards the boys. The recipient of the uppercut was touching his mouth and staring as his bloodied dismembered teeth on the ground, the other two boys were eyeing him, unsure of their next move.


He shouted, ‘You best jog on, coz if I get up from here it will be to perform some more dental surgery on you two scumbags.’


The three of them thought better of it, grabbed their bikes and headed downhill towards the seafront, surveying the damage as they went. He turned his attention back to the old man who was clearly stunned, but on inspection had no open wounds on his skull. He rolled the old man into the recovery position and asked him if he could hear him.


‘What’s your name?’ he asked.


The old man responded softly, ‘D, D...David’ as he opened his eyes.


‘Are you able to stand up sir?’


‘I think so.’


He helped the old man to stand up and let go of him once he was on his feet, David stumbled, he caught him and helped him over to a nearby park bench.


After a few minutes he asked, ‘Do you live nearby?’


‘Not far.’


‘Let me take you home.’


 




CHAPTER TWO
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Transvaal, South Africa February 1983


Sam had no idea what he was letting himself in for by signing a three-year contract to work in the platinum mines in South Africa.    In spite of his young age of 23, he had travelled the world extensively during his days as a marine engineer in the Merchant Navy, but this was a completely different venture. Travelling around the world on a British ship kind of meant you never absolutely left home, this had more of a letting go feel to it. After a distasteful spell of unemployment in his industrial North East of England, he was really looking forward to the new experience, but in truth, he had no vision of what life may be like or where he would actually be living. All said though, he was prepared to take it all in his stride as a young man in need of a fresh start.


On arrival at Jan Smuts airport, Johannesburg, he was met by a representative of the Mining Company. A rather attractive Afrikaans lady, her job was to herd the new arrivals together and group them so they could be dispatched to their respective locations.    His group consisted of twelve people, it looked like four of those were spouses though. It was only then that he learned he was bound for a town by the name of Rustenburg. The group was told to leave their suitcases and the Afrikaans lady instructed four black men to collect the baggage. Sam noticed that in the 10 minutes that he had been there, she was conversing in three languages.    English, Afrikaans and the third, he later learned, was Tswana. Impressive.


Once onboard the minibus, the Afrikaans lady introduced herself as Hettie van ‘something’ and proceeded to deliver commentary during the three-hour journey, which included a stop for refreshments at what must have been the halfway point.    Most of her commentary seemed to be focused on the sacrifices made and wonderful things achieved by the Voortrekkers as they pushed through the Transvaal in the early 1800’s.


Despite the heat and cramped journey, the time seemed to pass relatively quickly and they eventually arrived at the town of Rustenburg. Everyone in turn was dropped off at their allocated new place of abode. For Sam, this was a camp, or single quarters, as the sign at the entrance declared. As he lay on his bed on that first night, he knew this wasn’t his smartest move and that it was not going to last.    He’d give it six months at the most.
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Dineo was 33, single and liked his job as a minibus taxi driver, well as much as anybody with little or no alternative would do.    His daily routine consisted of a 5am start, cramming as many folks as physically possible into his minibus at the township then making multiple journeys back and forth to the Rustenburg town bus stand. He would reverse the process later in the day to deliver passengers back to the township and finally park up around 9pm. In fairness it was probably what kept him going day to day, as his life other than that was very much based around surviving life in little more than a slum dwelling where human life stood for next to nothing.    His sole entertainment was a weekly visit to a shebeen to numb his brain as a means of escape from his pitiful existence.    Not that he knew anything different personally, he didn’t, but he had seen another way of life around him, but that life was not available to him.
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Sam was pretty street wise compared to most of the new arrivals to the Mining Company. He knew he could never break away if he followed their examples of settling in, which involved buying brand new cars and signing up to long term rentals of houses in affluent white areas.    He chose to stay at the single quarters and took up the offer for a ride to and from the mine site with Andy, a fellow Brit that had worked in Rustenburg for a while. All Sam had to invest in was a pushbike to make it to and from the town centre where Andy would pick him up every day. The low commitment approach would work in his favour when he would come to make his break.
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Kees Coetzee’s family had lived and worked in the Rustenburg area for three generations. He was a shift boss on the mine which gave him and his family a good income and lifestyle.    Every other week he would work the early shift, which gave him the opportunity to pick up his youngest daughter from school. School finished at 3pm which allowed Kees an hour spare to share a few cold beers with his best buddies at the tavern in the town centre. On Tuesday 23rd February 1983, he did just that, then jumped into his Bakkie and headed to the school. Five-year-old Amy loved it when Pa picked her up, he would always play his beloved Boere music at full volume during the drive home and they would clap and slap hands as they travelled home.    But today she would not hear that music. Kees parked the Bakkie and went to the gates to pick up his little Bokkie, as he loved to call her.    While he waited for her, a delivery vehicle parked in front of his Bakkie and its black driver started to unload his vehicle. When Kees returned, he was furious to see he had been blocked in and immediately starting shouting at the driver to ‘move his fucking heap of shit and to do it now.’


The driver asked for a couple of minutes so he could finish the unloading.    Kees told Amy to get in the Bakkie and wait for him.    He watched her get in the passenger side then approached the driver after grabbing the tyre lever from the back of his Bakkie.


The driver took the blows to his left arm and back as he ran towards his truck and managed to escape further abuse by jumping into his vehicle and locking the door.


Kees was not finished and needed to inflict more pain on the driver.    He knew that damaging the delivery truck would get this bastard fired or into serious trouble with the company he worked for. Kees jumped into his Bakkie and rammed the rear end of the delivery truck trying to create as much damage as he could with his bull bar. In his haste and temper, there was no way he could have known that Amy had got back out of the Bakkie and walked between the vehicles to pick up the school book she had dropped as she ran to get back inside.    By the time Kees realised that she was not sitting next to him, the delivery driver had sped off and a crowd was gathering round the front of his vehicle. None of them had witnessed what had actually happened, but they could all see Amy’s lifeless body lying on the ground.


Word travelled fast in the Afrikaans community and before long all of Kees’s friends and family knew of the murder of his daughter by the black driver. Retribution would have to be swift and merciless; it was the only thing these people listened to. The bus stand was the perfect place to dish this out, there would be plenty of easy targets and amongst the confusion that would ensue, escape for the perpetrators would be easy.
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Dineo’s driving job was demanding, but it was better than his previous job on the farm.


In his opinion, not all whites were bad. During his time on the farm he thought that the younger generation of whites displayed the worst behaviours towards him, but they could do no wrong in their parents’ eyes. They were seen as the way forward for their community, good church goers, carrying the flag for their forebears, maintaining the Boer traditions. He left that job two years previously and having less day to day contact with the whites seemed to make life a little easier for him.


It was the last run of the day for Dineo, picking up at the bus stand close to the shopping Mall rear entrance.    He did not see the seven Bakkies approaching from his right side. The first thing he knew was when the bullets tore into his vehicle. He felt the pain in his right calf, but instinctively knew that worse things were happening behind him to his passengers.    As usual he was over filled with day workers travelling back to the squalor of the township.    By the lack of screams he knew there were not many survivors. The Bakkies had swung away from him and were delivering their fire power to several of the other parked buses. As the last Bakkie pulled away and sped off, he locked eyes with one of the gun men. They clearly recognised each other, the gun man was Jaap Van NieKirk, the son of the farmer that was his previous employer. Being a black witness to this kind of event would not fare well for him, neither with the perpetrators of the crime or the police.    He had to get away from here now. Dineo opened the driver’s door and jumped out of the bus. He could see that a bullet had caught him through the blood stained rip in his trousers.    He would take a closer look later but for now it was run, run, run.    He ran towards a parked truck that was stationed at the unloading bays at the rear of the shopping mall and climbed into its large enclosed trailer.    It was partially empty and he managed to scramble between some large boxes at the far end of the storage space. He settled there and listened for sounds of anyone that could have been following him. After what seemed like an age, the large doors of the trailer were closed and the truck pulled away. To where, he had no idea, but he was safe for now.
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The Kloof was a beauty spot on the edge of Rustenburg, it was the ideal spot to meet with friends and enjoy a Braai together. That is where Jaap and his cohorts had arranged to regroup. Their wives and girlfriends would already be there. The ladies had been briefed to find a good spot at the Kloof and start preparing the food. The men would be going for a couple of beers at the tavern and would collect the beer and wine for the Braai.    If they needed an alibi this would help.
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Dineo inspected his wound, he had been lucky. The bullet had just caught him, it had removed some flesh but that was all. He was on his way to Durban in the back of an articulated vehicle, although he did not know it yet. The driver was back loading some damaged white goods and had no stops elsewhere, so the journey would take about 12 hours in all.
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Sam and Andy travelled to work the next morning, their sole topic being the massacre at the bus station.    Being part of the expat community and the rumour mill within, details had emerged quickly overnight.    Estimates of the dead were sitting at an unofficial figure of 32.    Of course, none of it was on TV or in the press, broadcasting of these kind of events were strictly controlled as they could have a devastating affect across the mixed communities if the wrong kind of information got out. Andy was less shocked than Sam, he had not witnessed anything like it before but events of this type were not totally unbeknown to him.


‘What happens next Andy?’


‘Not sure pal and unless you speak fluent Afrikaans you won’t be learning anything about it at work today.’
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The truck arrived at Maydon Wharf, Durban. The damaged white goods were to be offloaded, stored in a warehouse and eventually shipped back to the Far East.    The big steel doors at the rear of the container were opened and Dineo heard some talking outside.    Unloading wouldn’t be happening for an hour as the arrival was right on lunchtime.    Dineo knew the rules, he was not allowed to travel without a permit or travel pass and if caught without these, well, the consequences would not be good for him.    He had to get out of the container discretely and work out a way to stay unidentified.    Easier said than done, in a place foreign to him. He clambered over and navigated through the boxes and made his way to the open back doors, he looked around and lowered himself to the ground. He then scurried along the side of the warehouse until he reached the end and hid behind some large bins. What greeted him visually was both amazing and so different to anything he had ever seen before. All he had known in his 33 years was the area he had grown up in.    Basically, the bushveld of the Northern Transvaal.    Trees, bush, lakes and mountains. He had heard about the ocean but had never seen it. Now it was in front of him in all its splendour. Blue, so blue and huge. Ships of all colours and sizes sat along the wharf ahead of him. He looked to his left and spotted a road sign, it read Durban City Centre 6 kms. He was close to Durban, again a place he had heard of, but somewhere he thought he would never visit, but he was there now.


He had enough schooling to understand the names of the places on the backs of the many ships and recognised some of the flags, at least he knew the ones that were not South African.    His mind was racing, less than a day ago he was doing his driving job in Rustenburg, now he was miles away with no idea of what to do. He pulled an empty cardboard box out of one of the bins, covered himself with it, slouched back between the wall and bins and closed his eyes.
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Every country has its version of the mafia, South Africa, or more precisely, the Afrikaans community within, was no exception. The Broedebond was well placed and funded to ensure politics, business and society were managed to protect the interests of its people.    Jaap and his friends were always in arms reach of its protection, when required.
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Sam worked in the Rock Drill Shop, a workshop on the surface of the mine that repaired and overhauled all the equipment used by the miners who worked at the face to extract the Platinum from underground.    Although his skills were relatively new in this line of work, he was an overseer of some 40 Bantu workers. They basically did all of the grunt work and he would check their output to make sure it was good enough.    He wasn’t at the top of the tree though, he had two Afrikaner bosses. From day one they had been nothing but kind to him. Each day they would educate him on their language and customs and he would listen to them, mainly because he had no other choice. He had no reason to dislike them, they were just blokes from a different culture but, as time went by, that culture gap seemed to widen. In the three months that he had spent working with them, he had picked up a lot of Afrikaans and the day following the massacre, they did not discuss it on any level, at least not whilst he was present.
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Dineo awoke and his first conscious thought was of the shame he felt for deserting his people at the scene of the massacre.    It felt like a knife in his gut, he knew this was not right, but he could not go back.    It was dark now, he must have slept for 3 or 4 hours, maybe it was the shock kicking in?    He was watching the workers coming and going from the ships. They were obviously changing shifts as they moved up and down the gangways. This seemed like it could be a way out for him, could he board one of these ships and get away? Maybe he could hide somewhere on board?    His head was spinning with things he did not know the answer to, but he had to do something.    Life under a cardboard box between a wall and bin was not the solution. Dineo walked over and joined the queue of workers at the bottom of the gangway of a large ship.
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‘Are you sure you want to do that, you have hardly given it a go Sam,’ asked Andy.


Sam laughed and replied, ‘Never been so sure of anything in my life Pal.’


It had been four months and Sam had made up his mind to leave.    He had seen so much of the world and had much to compare to his current set of circumstances.    He was glad of the opportunity to visit this part of South Africa and take in what he did but leaving would clearly be his better choice.    Nothing good was going to come of this place, at least not in his generation.    The tensions he had witnessed between the cultures, the job itself and the prospect of carving out a good life here all screamed ‘get the hell out.’    Just how he was going to do that was another question, but the decision was made.
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The cover of darkness and the act of blending in with the wharfies gave Dineo a chance to find a hiding spot on the ship.    He stayed on the main deck area and located a door at the front of the ship.    He undid the latches and stepped inside, there were lots of heavy ropes coiled up in neat piles.    He closed the door, plunging himself into darkness, the space smelled strongly of hemp and salt. He worked his way through the darkness and around the obstacles laying on the floor and found a discrete spot to hide away. The only thing that was suppressing his hunger was his fear.







[image: images]








Sam had very cleverly crafted his departure or escape from Rustenburg, he would head down to the port city of Durban, choosing a long weekend to do so. That would buy him the time he needed to execute part two of his disappearance. Resigning from his job in the conventional way was not an option, having learned from other expats that it was better to leg it rather than work out a period of notice. He took Andy’s advice not to tell a soul about his plan. He didn’t believe he owed the mining company anything, after all he had worked hard for them, but Rustenburg was a small place and he didn’t need any complications. Sam understood how big ports around the world worked, knowing there would always be an opportunity with his background and experience to work his passage back to the UK on a deep-sea cargo ship. It may take him a couple of days in Durban, but he would eventually be able to sort something out.


‘It’s agreed then,’ said Andy. ‘We will have a send-off for you in Hillbrow and I will drop you at the airport for your flight to Durban the following morning.’


‘Sure Andy, I couldn’t possibly leave without standing you and your good lady dinner and a few drinks, you folks have been so kind in the time we have been together,’ Sam replied, feeling quite emotional at saying goodbye to a couple of new friends that had reached out to him as a stranger in a new town.


Hillbrow was the perfect place for a send-off, it was Johannesburg’s premium party spot, hotels, bars, restaurants and a great place for live music venues.    Sam had a little pang of ‘am I doing the right thing’ based on how much he had enjoyed the Hillbrow scene. However, he put it down to novelty factor and enjoyed it for what it was. In his seagoing days this would have been just a good run ashore. Deep down inside he knew he was doing the right thing though.




CHAPTER THREE
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Brighton March 2018


It had been 3 days since the attack, Dineo opened the door and smiled, ‘My friend, please come in.’


Sam stepped into the small studio apartment, ‘How are you?’


‘I am well, thanks to you, can I offer you some tea?’ replied Dineo as he motioned towards a small table in the corner of the room.


‘Yes thanks, a cup of builders will be fine’ said Sam as he took a seat at the table. He turned to look out of the ground floor window onto the street, ‘No lasting damage then?’


‘I’ll survive,’ laughed Dineo.


Sam looked over at the old man’s bed, neatly made up with a folded towel on the pillow, ‘I am sorry you had to experience that unpleasantness.’


Dineo turned his head to look at Sam, ‘I don’t understand what drives kids to do that sort of thing.’


‘It all seems to be linked to social media in some sick way, they use their phones to record the mayhem, then load it up to the internet,’ Sam lifted his mobile phone. ‘These are not just about phone calls anymore.’


Dineo smiled, ‘I don’t even have one of those things, I don’t really need one.’


‘Good for you,’ laughed Sam.


Dineo poured the boiling water into the cups, ‘You are not from around here are you?’


‘No, neither are you I would say. In fact, I would guess you are from the North West part of South Africa?’


Dineo looked stunned and replied, ‘My goodness how would you know that?’


‘Because when you were coming around from your knock on the head, you were speaking in Twsana,’ noted Sam. ‘I worked in the mines in Rustenburg in the early 80s, I have quite an ear for languages and I picked up a bit of Tswana along with some Afrikaans and Fanagalo too.’


Sam looked at his host, noting that his hand was physically shaking as he put the teacup down in front of him.


‘Who are you, why have you come here?’ Dineo asked nervously.


‘Whoa, hold on sir, not sure what you are thinking here. I have obviously said something that makes you feel uneasy.’


Dineo sat on the edge of his bed and waited for Sam to provide some sort of explanation to his question.


‘My name is Sam. All I know about you is that I came to your aid following an attack on the street a few days ago and I brought you home, here to this apartment. I am here now because I was concerned about you,’ Sam raised his hands to show his palms as he looked his host in the eyes.


Dineo calmed himself and replied, ‘I am sorry, you stirred something up from my past.’


‘Do you want to talk about it?’ said Sam with a reassuring smile.


Dineo returned a soft look at Sam, ‘Please tell me about yourself first.’


The two relaxed with their teas and Sam explained that he was from the North of England, Northumberland originally. He talked about his youth, how he had joined the merchant navy as an engineering cadet and eventually travelled the world on cargo ships for several years before being made redundant. With a lack of work prospects locally he took a job in South Africa and ended up working in the mines in the Transvaal.


Dineo interrupted politely, ‘You say you were in Rustenburg in the early 80s?’


‘Yes, it was early 1983, it didn’t prove to be a smart move and I definitely wasn’t prepared for living in South Africa at that time.’


Dineo smiled, ‘I know that place well, I lived in a township close by.’


‘That’s incredible, what a coincidence,’ Sam paused then asked. ‘But why were you so shocked earlier when I suggested you were from that part of the world?’


Dineo appeared much more relaxed now, ‘Let’s talk about that later, but first, please tell me about your experience there.’


Sam sat forward on the small chair and placed his elbows on the table as if settling for a while, ‘Sure, I felt like a fish out of water from the moment I arrived in the country. I have travelled the world and been to many countries, but South Africa was strange for me. I learned quickly that there were so many divisions. Not just the apartheid situation, there were some huge differences between the English and Afrikaans communities also. I made friends amongst the British expat community, mainly people I was working with, but I realised quickly that the lifestyle had little to offer someone like me.’


Sam paused and looked out of the window to gather more thoughts and continued.


‘But what really got me was the personal discomfort I felt at how life and things in general were being controlled, do’s and don’ts were everywhere and a lot of unjust things were happening.’


Dineo stood and walked towards the door of his bedsit, ‘I think I would like to go for a walk, I have been cooped up in here for a few days now. Will you join me Sam?’


Sam smiled and followed, ‘Sounds good to me.’


Dineo closed the door and locked it, ‘So what did you do then, I mean how long did you stay there?’


Sam laughed. ‘All of four months my friend, that’s all I needed before I legged it out of that awful place. Oh, please forgive me, I am forgetting that this was your home. No offence meant.’


Dineo smiled at Sam, ‘No offence taken and as far as it being my home, well that was never really the case, a home is somewhere welcoming, loving, somewhere safe. Believe me it was never my home.’


Sam nodded in agreement, ‘Where to then David, anywhere in mind for a walk?’


‘Oh, you use my English name, my real name is Dineo.’


‘That’s what you introduced yourself as,’ a puzzled Sam replied.


‘That is so my friend, you can call me either. How about a walk to The Lanes?’ asked Dineo.


‘Only on the proviso that you take some of the mystery out of your past and what I stirred up exactly.’
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