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CHAPTER 1
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Little did the tiny grey lizard know how close death was as it warmed itself in the rays from the early morning sun. Broken dry leaves and small pieces of dry grass were scattered across the surrounding sandy soil. Several small stones, gigantic boulders to the tiny creature, lay clustered behind it. The fragile fragments of the white shell that the lizard had emerged from only a few hours earlier lay discarded nearby, their stark whiteness unnaturally bright in the early light. Birds twittered in the nearby bushes and in the distance the dull murmur of waves crashing against huge brown rocks washed through the still, warm air.

With infinite patience a dark shape moved slowly and stealthily from amongst the brown stones behind the tiny lizard. Two large, cruel pinchers, their black surfaces glistening in the sunlight raised themselves off the dry sandy surface on each side of the gross, black scorpion as it stared intently at its prey, its tiny eyes like small, unemotional camera lenses. Ever so slowly the creature moved out into the open, directly behind the delicate, grey reptile. With infinite care the deadly black brute edged closer to its unsuspecting victim. Slowly its black, segmented tail rose into the air, the vicious sting at its tip pulsing rhythmically as it prepared to inject its paralyzing contents into the body of its prey.

The baby lizard basked in the sun’s rays as its cold blood warmed and thinned in the heat. The joy of life filled the little body as it stared at the lush, green surroundings and the clear, blue sky. Suddenly its sense of well-being was shattered by some strange sense that warned of impending danger. But the warning came too late.

With a final lightning rush the scorpion reached the tiny lizard and grabbed it firmly by its right back leg with its one pincher and cruelly on the back with the other. The trapped creature kicked desperately with its other three legs as it tried to free itself, its tiny body wriggling frantically as it emitted short, faint whimpers of fear. The frenzied movement of its victim excited the glistening, black scorpion and its tail arched over its head and the needle-sharp point of its sting drove through the thin skin of the hopelessly trapped reptile. The death-bringing fluid flowed into the tiny body, driving the life from everything that it touched. The movements of the little lizard slowed into sporadic kicks as the so newly created life left its body. Its gentle, brown eyes lost their lustre and slowly closed as death came to it. 

Suddenly the hideous, black monster tensed as it sensed something very large approaching. With its dead prey held firmly in its cruel pinchers the scorpion scuttled to the safety of its lair beneath a large, rough rock. The ground trembled as the unknown thing approached and the scorpion raised its tail as it prepared to defend itself. Just as suddenly as it had approached, the impending danger receded into the distance and the scorpion lowered its tail. It began to devour its prey.

***
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Isaiah Zuma hurried along the faint dirt path that twisted up the steep hillside and through the coarse, yellow grass that covered most of the valley. He didn’t notice the small, white pieces of eggshell that he crushed beneath the thickly calloused sole of his large, black bare foot. He glanced at the sun climbing into the sky to his left. It was going to be a scorching day. He hoped that once he reached the main road to Durban he would quickly get a lift from a passing truck. He didn’t relish the thought of walking all the way to the city. He reached the summit of the hill and paused to look back, realising that he was unlikely to see this part of the country again for some time.

The vast, shallow valley, typical of Zululand in South Africa, stretched out below him bordered on both sides by low, rolling green-brown hills. Scattered carelessly across the valley floor were a number of small, crude farms each consisting of a cluster of dome-like grass huts and a small field of yellowing maize plants. In between the small agricultural plots were stretches of pale green veldt. Two sprawling copses of dark green wattle trees broke the bareness of the landscape. Like fine cracks, pale grey footpaths connected the little homesteads through the thick grass in an intricate web of designed necessity.

Near the base of one of the distant hills Isaiah could just make out the little cluster of grass huts with its adjacent maize fields where he had spent most of his nineteen years. The three round grass hovels in which he and his father and mother had lived shimmered in the rapidly increasing heat. His mouth tightened momentarily at the thought of no longer being part of the little unit that had struggled year after year to survive in the harsh environment that was his homeland.

Isaiah’s ancestors had arrived in Natal from the North approximately 300 years ago as they searched for suitable land on which to graze their cattle. The small clan lived peacefully and grew in numbers until one of their offspring, Chaka, in a series of well planned and strategic moves came to dominate the people in the area. Many years of conflict and bloodshed followed until eventually, as more and more white settlers arrived from the South together with the British army, peace was established.

From the day that he was born, Isaiah lived on the little plot of family land in the vicinity of Eshowe and as the only child, helping his father till the soil and harvest the meagre crop of maize that formed their basic diet. The entire area survived on subsistence farming with small herds of cattle providing meat and a measure of wealth. On very special occasions cattle were slaughtered to appease the Gods but in general cattle were the most prized possessions of farmers in the area. A few cows provided milk and cheese. Families survived on the absolute minimum and often, in times of severe drought, had to beg from larger communities to avoid perishing.

Because of the family’s extreme poverty Isaiah had had very little access to formal education and it was only during the few years of abundance that he was able to attend the outdoor school at the nearby village. Here he had been taught the basics of reading, writing and arithmetic. His mother, Rebecca, had encouraged Isaiah to read and write in the evenings by the faint light of the short candle that stood on the rickety table in their hut and he had been fascinated by the logic of arithmetic and the beauty of the written word. He had practiced diligently but the abject poverty that prevailed severely stifled the young boy’s progress. While watching over the cattle during the day, Isaiah practiced his arithmetic using small stones and pieces of wood. He divided the stones into groups to help him understand multiplication, addition and subtraction and wrote letters and words in the dry sand with a stick to improve his understanding of the written word. Often he got into trouble with his father when the cattle strayed into neighbouring fields because they had been neglected by the young shepherd who was trying to educate himself. His father, James, understood though, realizing how important it was for his son to have an education. Poverty was like a wall that prevented his son from achieving anything academically and he encouraged Isaiah to improve himself constantly.

Realising that an education was an essential ingredient for financial success, Isaiah made a vow to himself that he would one day have sufficient means to educate himself properly and earn an income that would enable him to provide for his father and mother in their old age. They had endured so much in their efforts to survive and provide for him that he was determined that they should not have to endure any more of the difficulties that had made up their lives to date. He would see that they spent their last days in comfort.

When Isaiah’s father died after being bitten by a snake, the only hope the two remaining members of the family had of surviving was for Isaiah to seek employment on the gold mines in Johannesburg and send whatever money he could to his mother so as to provide her with sufficient income to live comfortably and also pay the taxes that were owed on the smallholding to the clan’s chief. The money also had to be sufficient to purchase fodder for the livestock. It was with a heavy heart and a great deal of trepidation that Isaiah took leave of his mother and headed out into the unknown.

There’s a common misconception that all Zulu men are tall and well built. Isaiah proved that this was a myth. He was of medium height and, due to the constant malnutrition that he had been subjected to, considerably underweight. His head was noticeably big for his thin body, with coarse, black, tufted hair, protruding ears and a slim, pointed chin. His nose was large and flat and his big brown eyes set well apart. His most noticeable facial feature though, was the large gap between his two front teeth. Nobody could help but notice this flaw but Isaiah was totally oblivious to this abnormality. His feet were comically large for his thin legs as were his large, rough hands for his thin arms. His complexion was a dark brown colour that accented the whites of his eyes and his large white teeth. He walked with a plodding gait that was unusual for someone so young but the rest of his movements were those of a man still to reach his prime and who was seeking to achieve important goals in his life.

Isaiah wore worn, patched khaki trousers and a thin white T-shirt. Over his narrow shoulders he had draped his thick, colourful blanket that he hoped would protect him from the cold winter winds that were so loathed in the part of the country where he was headed. Rebecca had urged him to wear his father’s old leather shoes but Isaiah was so used to going barefoot that he knew that he would discard them after a very short time and so, had left them lying on the dirt floor of his mother’s hut. If he really needed shoes, he reasoned, he would buy a more suitable pair when he had secured a paying job.

***
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Because of the destitute situation that he had experienced for most of his childhood, Isaiah had learned that it paid to please people and, as a result, had cultivated a friendly, almost servile attitude to help him through life. Deep down however, he had a steely determination to get his own way when and if he felt that it was his right.

Isaiah continued steadily along the dry, sandy path running parallel to the coastline and towards the main road. The intensity of the sun’s heat increased as the day wore on and the thick blanket over his shoulders became more and more uncomfortable. He considered removing it but realized that carrying it under his arm would be even more of a problem. It was better to simply endure the discomfort. Once he reached the main road he would remove it and put it on the ground next to him while he waited for a truck to give him a lift to Durban.

Rebecca had given Isaiah as much as she could of the precious savings that the family had managed to accumulate over the years. It didn’t amount to much but it would get Isaiah to Johannesburg by bus and pay for his accommodation and food for a week once he arrived there. Isaiah realized that it was imperative that he find work on the mines within that time. If he didn’t he would be in big trouble as unemployed people from outside the Johannesburg area were quickly sent back to their original areas if they were discovered by the police. Only black people with permits allowing them to be in Johannesburg were allowed to stay there and Isaiah had to find work on a mine to acquire such a permit or “pass”.

As Isaiah got closer to the main road he detected the unmistakable smell of the sea and as he crested a low hill, the flat turquoise ocean spread out before him. He stopped to take in the beauty of the scene in front of him. The azure stretch of water had a strong calming effect on Isaiah and he felt his trepidation about the future slip away. His confidence rose and he walked on with a new spring in his step.

By the time Isaiah reached the main road going south to Durban it was mid afternoon. The heat was stifling. Gratefully he shrugged his blanket from his shoulders, folded it carefully and placed it on the ground at his feet. A faint breeze wafted over him and he felt the sharp chill of his sweat evaporating. He sighed with pleasure and stomped his feet on the grass to rid them of the red dust that they had collected.

For almost an hour Isaiah stood at the side of the tarred road before a truck carrying a cargo of live chickens pulled off the road in response to Isaiah’s raised finger. He hurried to the driver’s side of the cab.

“I’m going to Durban!” Isaiah shouted above the roar from the truck’s engine.

“Get in!” the driver shouted back and pointed to the passenger’s side of the cab.

The trip to Durban was uneventful but it was almost three in the morning by the time the truck reached the main railway station. Isaiah shook hands with the truck driver and jumped down onto the concrete pavement. The huge vehicle roared away, leaving Isaiah to the silence of the sleeping city. He looked around at the desolate streets and shops. His stomach growled in protest at the lack of food. Isaiah grimaced. He would have to wait until morning to get something to eat. He walked to a small alley between two buildings, slung his blanket over his shoulders, sat down on the ground with his back to the wall and wearily waited for the morning. Soon he was fast asleep.

As Isaiah drifted into sleep, well to the South of the city, a small family of three was waking up.

***
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Bala Desai, his wife Fatima and their 5 year old daughter Salona, lived in one of six  squalid, one-bedroom apartments that made up a dilapidated, old building in the area of Durban allocated by the government for Indian citizens to live in and named Chatsworth. The government wanted each non-white race group in the country to live in their own designated areas and the people living in these areas were issued with identity documents or “passbooks” that allowed them to live and work only in the areas where they were registered. People found outside their designated areas without special written permission were arrested and jailed, often without a fair trial. Chatsworth was one of the residential suburbs in the city of Durban where its Indian population was forced to live.

The apartment consisted of a small, dark living area with a small wooden table and three steel kitchen chairs and two torn and badly worn lounge chairs, a single bedroom with a large steel-framed bed and a broken wooden wardrobe, a bathroom and a tiny kitchen with a single cupboard and an old, electric stove. The only toilet serving the building was in the small backyard of the premises. The building itself was badly in need of repair but, as the landlord received very little income from his investment, he was content to leave the building to rot in the humid climate. Rats, cockroaches and flies infested the building and rotting garbage littered the backyard and the two lanes that ran on either side of the property. The walls were grey and scarred and the rusted tin roof leaked incessantly. The tarred road in front of the building was badly pot-holed and, because very few people in the area could afford transport of any kind, the City Council never considered it worthwhile repairing. Papers, empty plastic shopping bags, stones and other rubbish littered the area. As many of the inhabitants couldn’t afford electricity, a depressing pall of grey smoke from the thousands of coal and wood fires that were used for cooking and heating continually hung over the suburb like a symbol of doom.

Bala’s ancestors had come to South Africa in 1886 as part of the program in which indentured workers from India and other Hindu countries were brought into the country to work mainly in the sugarcane fields of the coastal province of Natal. These indentured workers were contractually bound to work for their British employers for five years and then return to their home countries or, if they worked a further five years, choose to receive a small portion of land on which they could live and work and become second class citizens of South Africa.

Unfortunately, while Bala’s grandfather was working his second five-year contract, the government withdrew the free land offer to indentured workers and he had no alternative but to continue working for his farmer-master for the rest of his life. Bala’s father however, was not prepared to work as a farm labourer, and left the farm as soon as he could to seek work in the city of Durban, taking his wife and only son with him.  For the rest of his life he worked at the Durban Indian market carrying crates of vegetables and other produce from the delivery trucks to the selling area and from there, to the trucks of the merchants who had bought the produce. His meagre wage enabled him to rent a small apartment for his family in Chatsworth, fourteen kilometres to the South and from which he left in the mornings at three o’clock and returned in the evenings at about six.

Bala’s father’s determination to see that his only child experienced a better life than that of a labourer saw him encourage the child to study and learn a trade that would always be in demand, thus ensuring him of a secure future. There were not many work opportunities available to young Indian boys in the early sixties and the only work that Bala could get was with an old Indian tailor who had a small shop in the commercial suburb of Berea. Every morning, well before dawn, the little boy left the sordid apartment in Chatsworth and walked through the dark, dank streets to the little shop where the old man taught him to make and repair clothes.

When Bala’s parents were killed in a train accident while travelling to Pietermaritzburg to visit friends, the devastated young boy, then aged fifteen, continued to live in the dirty little abode by himself until, three years later, he met and married Fatima, a young Indian girl who worked as a clerk in a large department store in Berea and who also walked to and from work at the same time as Bala. Eighteen months later, their daughter Salona was born. 

Life was hard for the little Indian family and the future always bleak. There were no opportunities to improve their lives and they lived from day to day with little hope of a better life. The only joy in Bala’s and Fatima’s lives was their little girl, Salona. Both parents were determined to provide their daughter with a better life than they were experiencing.

Bala was a small man with thick, black hair parted on the left, large ears, a large nose and thick lips. He had a particularly short neck which gave him the appearance of continually hunching his shoulders as if against a cold draft or an expected blow from behind. He always dressed neatly in his only thin, light-grey suit, white shirt and dark blue tie. His black leather shoes were cracked and had holes in the soles.

Because if his difficult upbringing, Bala was hesitant by nature, especially when away from his work environment. He felt inferior to white people and people who were taller than he was. But Bala loved his wife and daughter dearly and his love for them often enabled to overcome his inferiority complex and speak up boldly when he had to defend them.

Three weeks previously Bala had received a letter from a firm of attorneys in Johannesburg informing him that his uncle, Rajesh Dinat, had been killed in a motorcar accident and, according to his will, had left his small tailoring business as well as his tiny, tin house in the suburb of Pageview, to his nephew Bala Desai. The firm urged Bala to relocate to Johannesburg as soon as possible and take up the reigns of the business as the present clientele needed to be attended to and the expenses such as the shop’s rental and the municipal rates and taxes needed to be paid.

Bala had been terrified when he received the letter and his first thought was to reject his inheritance. But then it dawned on him that this was a chance of a lifetime and if he grasped it he could improve the lives of himself and the two people that he loved so much. Fatima had also been frightened of the unknown difficulties but she realised that she would have to face up to moving to Johannesburg and support her loving husband. She clutched Bala’s arm for support and assurance as he told her of his determination to take this opportunity and improve their lives. Together they began to make their plans, using each other’s presence to keep up their confidence.

The old tailor was saddened to hear that his hardworking, young assistant was leaving him but he saw the opportunity that had been given to the young man and so, he wished him well, knowing that situations like this tended to help his people in their fight to overcome the atrocities that the apartheid government had forced upon them.

After obtaining the required permits from the Department of Internal Affairs that allowed him and his family to move to Johannesburg and giving the landlord the necessary notice, Bala went to the Durban railway station and purchased the necessary tickets to travel to Johannesburg by bus. The cost severely depleted his meagre savings and he worried about how he would support his family in their new environment until the shop produced some income. Uncle Rajesh had obviously not been able to save much of the money that he had derived from his enterprise and Bala had no idea of what debts the old man may have accumulated and that he would be held liable for.

“Are we ready to go?” Bala asked as he closed and locked the big, leather suitcase that contained all their worldly possessions.

“Yes.” Fatima replied, her large, brown eyes wide and frightened. She pulled her thin, short frame upright in a determined effort to rid herself of her fear and trepidation. She resolved there and then to do everything that was humanly possible to help and support her dear husband in this frightening endeavour that they were embarking on.

Fatima was dressed in one of her two traditional Indian full-length pale blue dresses and a dark blue shawl covered her long, black hair. As Bala picked up the heavy suitcase she plucked at the sleeve of her dress with her slim fingers, her thick lips pursed into a straight line. As was her custom, Fatima was barefoot.

Fatima picked up Salona and rested her on her hip, her arm holding the little girl close to her. The child was also dressed in a traditional Indian dress and like her mother, barefoot. Her dark brown eyes were wide with consternation.

"Why are we leaving home?” she asked holding her head to one side and raising her eyebrows. Fatima stroked her short, black hair.

“We’re going to live in Johannesburg, my love.” Fatima said. “I’ve explained everything to you before. Father is going to take over his uncle’s shop that has been given to him. It means a whole new life for us.”

The little girl nodded her head but Bala could see that she didn’t understand what was happening.

“Don’t worry, my sweet little thing.” he said with a reassuring smile. “We are all three going into a new adventure together and it is going to be so exciting! So, let’s get started!”

The little family left the building, Bala locking the door and tossing the key through one of the broken windowpanes. It clattered onto the old, wooden floor. He smiled at Fatima and Salona bravely and picked up the suitcase.

“Let’s be on our way.” he said.

The three people moved onto the dark street and walked towards the city centre. The city was quiet with only the distant swish of cars travelling along the nearby freeway and the occasional blare of a ship’s foghorn to tell them that there were others who were also awake. Salona watched their shadows lengthen in front of them as they passed under the streetlights and gently fade away only to reappear as they passed under the next light. The family stopped repeatedly so that Bala could rest the hand that was carrying the suitcase and also for Fatima to rest. When she could, Salona walked next to her mother holding her hand for reassurance and carrying her rag doll. As they neared the city centre the traffic on the roads increased and the sky in the east changed from black to a pasty orange and then to a pale blue as the sun appeared above the horizon. More and more people appeared, all hurrying to their destinations and taking no notice of the scruffy Indian family walking wearily along the pavement. Eventually they arrived at the huge, face brick railway station. It was half past eight.

“We’ve made good time.” Bala said looking at the clock above the station entrance. “We’ve got half an hour to wait before the bus leaves. Would you like something to drink?"

"We'll just have a drink of water from the fountain over there.” Fatima replied. “Once we’re on the bus we can have some of the food and cold tea that I’ve brought with us.”

Bala nodded and after they had slaked their thirst they walked to the bus departure area. The huge dark red vehicle stood silently beneath the curved roof of the depot as people of all description milled around. Luggage was being packed onto the roof of the bus and into the storage compartments in the sides. Neither Bala, Fatima or Salona noticed the dusty, black man with his colourful blanket draped over his shoulders standing nearby and anxiously eating a chunk of white bread and washing it down with an orange cold drink.

“We’ll take our suitcase on the bus with us.” Bala told the porter who was supervising the loading of the luggage. “It’s got our food for the journey in it.”

The old, black man nodded.

***
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“Thanks, we’ll leave tomorrow.” Bogdan said. “Goodbye.”

The tall slim Yugoslav, his black hair brushed straight back from his forehead, put down the receiver. He wore a white open-neck shirt, black slacks and black slip-on shoes. He fiddled with his heavy black moustache and then scratched his thin straight nose. His thin lips twitched into a faint smile as he walked to the kitchen of the furnished apartment that he and his wife, Julia, were renting on a monthly basis. She glanced at him from the stove where she was standing preparing their lunch.

"I've got the job at Deep Reef Gold Mine.” he said with a small smile.

Julia shook back her long, black hair and looked at Bogdan, her thin black eyebrows raised. She wore a dark blue dress that showed off her well-shaped figure, and black high-heeled shoes. Her nose was thin and straight and her lips full. Her dark brown eyes flitted back to the contents in the pot on the stove.

“Obviously they don’t have any connections with Horizon Shipping.” she said.

"No.” Bogdan replied. “We have to leave tomorrow morning, though. The quickest and cheapest way to get out of here and up to Jo’burg is by bus so I’m quickly going to the station to buy tickets. I won’t be long.”

“Okay. Lunch will be ready by the time you get back.” Julia said.

Bogdan lit a thin, brown cigar with his silver Ronson lighter and walked out of the apartment, closing and locking the door behind him. Crime was the biggest problem in this country and nothing of value was safe, he thought to himself as he walked briskly along the pavement. The Durban station was less than three blocks away. Bogdan was soon bathed in sweat and he could feel the harsh sun burning down onto his skull through his thinning, black hair. He would be glad to get to a cooler, dryer climate, he thought.

Bogdan Vodnik had been born in Belgrade in the Republic of Serbia in Communist Yugoslavia in 1948. His father, Dobrica and his mother, Irene, had survived the 1945-1946 mass murders committed by the followers of the Yugoslav leader, General Tito, when they returned from exile in Austria after the civil war that ended in 1945, and had gone to live in Belgrade where Dobrica had found work as a labourer for a large construction company. The couple lived in a tiny apartment in the southern part of the city where many other Serbs lived and it was here that Bogdan was born.

Even as a small boy, Bogdan had an affinity for risk and during his school holidays he worked on the construction sites where his father laboured, learning all about building and the materials that were needed to create office blocks and apartment complexes. His main interest was the acquisition and disposal of these materials and as soon as he had completed his schooling he was eagerly taken up in the buying department of the company as an assistant buyer. As Bogdan gained experience in his job he saw opportunities to increase his income by dealing in materials that were either stolen from the company or for the company. He was not in the least averse to this practice and soon had a thriving second job that provided a useful income.

In 1968 Bogdan’s mother died of cancer and the father and son shared the little apartment as well as their grief. In 1970, a tall dark-haired young Serb girl named Julia started work in the buying department of the construction company. Two years later Bogdan and Julia were married. The young couple lived with Dobrica until he died of a heart attack in 1973. As they now had a spare bedroom, Julia's mother, who had lived on her own in a tiny one-bedroom apartment since her husband died five years before, sold her apartment and came to live with them.

When the government created a new decentralized constitution in 1974 Bogdan and Julia decided to leave Yugoslavia as it was becoming more and more evident that this new constitution would weaken the country both economically and politically and that it was likely that there could soon be a Muslim domination of the country. Because of their age and Bogdan’s zest for excitement and the unknown the couple made no definite plans except to leave the country. They would go where they could and face the consequences as they materialised.

Bogdan and Julia resigned from their jobs and handed the apartment, together with the furniture, over to Julia's mother. With all their worldly belongings in a large suitcase they set off for the port city of Dubrovnik on the Adriatic coast. They travelled through Bosnia-Herzegovina and then through the Republic of Montenegro by bus and in Dubrovnik they boarded a small cargo steamer that took them to the port of Pescara in Italy. From there they took a bus to Rome. 

Bogdan wasn’t concerned about where they eventually settled so he visited all the embassies in the city and applied for work in a whole host of countries. Language was the deciding factor though, and as both Bogdan and Julia had a reasonable command of the English language, the job that the South African embassy found Bogdan as a buyer with a ship building company in the city of Durban appealed to both of them. The South African government was also very keen to bring in immigrant workers because of the huge outflow of skilled workers after the student uprising in Soweto and then the rest of the country just over two years ago. Neither Bogdan nor Julia knew anything about South Africa but the prospect of a life in a sun-filled country was sufficient for them to accept the opportunity. Two weeks later they stepped off the boat in the port city of Durban, South Africa.

The directors of Horizon Shipping were very impressed with their new employee from Yugoslavia. Although his command of the English language needed improvement and he was clueless as far as the Afrikaans language was concerned, he quickly learned about the products that the company needed and how to get the most competitive prices for the best quality items. He was not prepared to compromise and was able to create a good balance between price and quality.

What the directors didn’t know though was that Bogdan had also quickly established which suppliers could be manipulated and also which employees at the company could supply stolen products at very low prices. Soon he was earning a handy income on the side and looking for other opportunities with regard to stolen goods.

Julia, however, had been unable to find work, but the ample salary that Bogdan was earning together with the extra income that his clandestine operation produced, enabled the couple to live comfortably and enjoy their adopted country.

The stolen materials that Bogdan bought and sold came mainly from a small Chinese gang that specialized in the theft and sale of items that were needed in the ship-building and engineering industry. Bogdan’s predecessor had also been buying from this source but after he was dismissed from Horizon Shipping for insubordination, he turned vindictive and reported the illegal dealings to the police.

The South African Police set a trap for the Chinese gang and Bogdan was caught in their net with them. The result was that the gang went to jail and Bogdan was fired. Bogdan’s lawyer pleaded that his client was new in the country and had been gullible and easily influenced by the thieves who had assured him that the materials that he was buying for the company were not stolen. The police and the court knew otherwise but had no absolute proof of collusion and reluctantly the magistrate had allowed Bogdan to go free. The police made it quite clear to Bogdan that they had not been fooled by his plea and that they would make sure that they had sufficient evidence to convict him if he ever fell foul of the law again. Bogdan had shrugged his shoulders and walked away.

Bogdan immediately began scouring the newspapers for job opportunities. He knew that without a permanent job the government would send him back to Yugoslavia and he had seen enough of South Africa to know that this is where he wanted to live. There were just too many opportunities here for someone who was prepared to take a little risk.

Eventually, much to his relief, Bogdan’s application for a job as a buyer for a gold mine in Johannesburg called Deep Reef Gold Mine was successful. The problem was that the mine needed him to start work immediately and this meant leaving the apartment without giving the landlord the appropriate one-month’s notice. Bogdan reasoned though, that his needs were more important than those of the landlord and so, under the circumstances, it wasn’t unreasonable to leave without giving notice. He had had to put down a small deposit when he first rented the apartment and this would reduce the landlord’s losses.

That evening Bogdan and Julia packed their clothes and a few articles that were of sentimental value, into their two large, red suitcases and went to bed, planning to leave early the following morning.

“If we leave here at eight tomorrow morning,” Bogdan said, “we’ll have plenty of time to get our luggage stowed and find good seats on the bus. I still haven’t got used to there being different classes in the busses and trains here that are all based on the passenger’s skin colour. We can’t sit with the blacks, even if we wanted to and they can’t sit with us. We have to sit in the section of the bus reserved for white people.”

“Yes.” Julia said. “Even the benches in the park are reserved for white people only. It’s very strange, isn’t it?"

The following morning Bogdan and Julia left the apartment carrying a suitcase each. Bogdan locked the front door and threw the key back into the flat through the partially open window.

Even at this early hour the air was hot and humid and by the time the couple reached the station they were uncomfortably hot and sweaty. They approached the black man who was standing next to the bus and supervising the loading of the passenger’s luggage, showed him their tickets and watched as he stowed their suitcases in the hold. They then went to the front of the big, brown vehicle to board and find seats in the “white” section. They took no notice of the Indian family of three who were standing nearby, anxiously waiting to board at the door to the “non-white” section of the bus nor did they notice the small black man wearing a colourful blanket over his shoulders and sitting on the ground with his back against the brick wall of the building.
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CHAPTER 2
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The naked black man lay straddling the long wooden bench, his hands and feet tightly bound to the legs of the sturdy piece of furniture with pieces of thin nylon rope. The harsh light from the fluorescent light on the ceiling flooded the tiny room. The bound man’s clothes lay in an untidy heap on the floor next to the wall. The ceiling and walls were painted a dull white and in several places the walls had been deeply scarred with graffiti depicting the desperate struggle that previous prisoners had experienced. The bare, concrete floor was splattered with old blood and urine stains.

The whip, made of rhinoceros hide, whistled down and bit viciously into the soft flesh of the black man’s buttocks. The man cried out in pain and tried to look over his shoulder at the person who was inflicting the excruciating pain on his body. His eyes were filled with fear, his lips pulled back in a terrified grimace.

“Please, baas!” the man cried, “Please don’t hit me! I am not with the A.N.C.! I’m telling you the truth!”

The white policeman raised the whip above his head, the slender tip clattering against the light fitting above.

“Don’t talk shit! Tell me the truth!” the policeman shouted.

The thin black weapon cracked down harshly on the soft flesh. The man screamed, trying desperately to wriggle free from his bonds. The third person in the fear-filled room stared down at the simpering black man unsympathetically. Although Captain Tiaan Botha preferred not to use physical violence he knew that it was a necessity in the job that he was doing. Psychological torture was far more effective but the safety of the white people of his country was at stake and any means of ensuring that safety was justified. Information was needed and the South African Security Police were certain that the man lying on the wooden bench had that information. Now they had to extract it by whatever means they could. Firstly they would apply physical torture and if that didn't bring the required results psychological means would be applied. One way or the other they would get what they wanted. And if the man died during the interrogation, well, that was too bad.

The interrogator raised the whip again, but just as he was about to strike the defenceless man, the door to the interrogation cell swung open and a black policeman peered into the room. The plain clothed Captain who had been standing near the door of the cell watching his colleague beat the black man, looked around, irritated at the interference.

“Sorry to interrupt, Captain Botha,” the black policeman said, “but something very urgent has come up. There’s someone in your office who says that she has some important information. She says that it may concern a terrorist bomb.”

Captain Tiaan Botha nodded and walked to the door. He glanced back at the man with the whip.

“Carry on.” he said. “I won’t be long.” 

As Tiaan closed the door behind him he heard the whip whistle down and bite into the black man’s flesh. The prisoner screamed hysterically as he realized how helpless he was.

“Who wants to see me?” Tiaan asked. 

“It’s a white civilian woman who says that she saw something suspicious a few minutes ago but wants to speak to someone in authority.” the policeman said. “She’s scared that anybody else won’t take her seriously. She’s in your office.”

Tiaan nodded and hurried up the stairs from the holding cells to the police station offices.

The white woman waiting anxiously in Tiaan’s office was middle aged and slightly plump.

“What can I do for you, lady?” Tiaan asked. “I’m Captain Tiaan Botha, from the anti-terrorist unit of the South African Security Police.”

“Yes, Mr. Botha.” the woman said. “I’m Nancy Edgecomb. “I was on my way home from work and, as usual, walked along the street behind the police station. About fifty metres ahead of me I noticed two black men carrying a heavy object in a yellow plastic shopping bag between them. Suddenly they put the bag with its contents down next to the wall of the police station building and walked away. Why would they do something like that?"

Tiaan felt his body go cold. As calmly as he could, he smiled at the woman in front of him.

“How long ago did this happen, Mrs. Edgecomb?” he asked.

“Less than five minutes ago.” the woman replied. “I came here straight away. Those two men were behaving in a very strange way and I didn’t like it.”

“Stay here, Mrs. Edgecomb.” Tiaan said. “I’ll go and investigate. Do whatever my men tell you to do, but don’t worry. You’re quite safe here.”

Tiaan walked briskly out of his office and climbed the stairs to the first floor which housed the bomb disposal squad. He hurried to their leader.

“Piet.” Tiaan said, quietly and calmly. “A suspicious package has been reported lying against the back wall of the station. It’s very possibly a bomb. Get going!”

The leader turned to his men who were gathered behind him.

“You heard what Tiaan just told me.” he said. “There’s a possible explosive device at the back of the building. Get your equipment and let’s go!”

Like a well-oiled machine the bomb disposal squad sprang into action, moving quietly but quickly out of the office and down the stairs. Some of the men spread out to organize the evacuation of the building while others left the police station through the front door and circled the building, effectively cordoning it off. The bomb experts moved carefully towards the yellow plastic bag and its contents. A small crowd of curious onlookers gathered on the far pavement, but was moved away by uniformed police officers.

Two blocks away a small, thin black man stood leaning against the wall of an office building and watching the activity taking place behind the distant police station. He had seen the two black men leave their package next to the wall of the building and briskly walk away. He had also seen the white woman staring at them and suddenly change direction and head for the entrance to the police station. He knew with certainty that the intended bombing of the building had failed. This was confirmed a few minutes later when he saw policemen surround the building and move all civilians away. He also saw the two bomb disposal experts cautiously approach the yellow plastic bag and its contents. He nodded his head slowly, his thin lips compressing into a grim, thin line. He turned and limped away, favouring his shorter right leg to ease the pain that had built up while he stood motionless. The permanent frown that crossed his forehead deepened. He desperately needed more time to train and discipline his recruits. They just didn’t understand all the intricacies of subversive warfare. They had to learn that they were fighting a deadly war, not playing a game.

The black man with the limp, whose real name was Joseph Matimba, was known to his comrades only by his code name “Shadow”. A secretive man, Shadow said very little but commanded respect from all who associated with him. Rumour had it that he was an extremely brave and fearless man who had performed incredibly daring feats against the white oppressors during the student uprising in 1976.

Shadow had been twenty three years old when the students rose up against their white oppressors who were forcing them to do their studies in the hated Afrikaans language. As he was unemployed at the time Shadow had been able to join the students and help organize them into effective gangs fighting the well-armed white security forces. Although the only weapons the young black people had were stones and petrol bombs, they did themselves proud against the guns, stun grenades and teargas of their enemy.

On the third day of the revolt Shadow had taken a heavy calibre bullet in the upper part of his right leg. The missile had shattered the femur bone and the young fighter had collapsed in a sea of excruciating pain. His companions had dragged him to safety and hidden him in a small shack while they searched for a doctor. They dared not take him to the hospital because the authorities would arrest and imprison him for defying the State. It was automatically assumed that any black man with a bullet wound had received it while fighting against the white government.

When the doctor eventually arrived there was very little that he could do except to fix a rough wooden splint to the broken leg and hope that the bone would knit and allow Shadow to walk again. He gave the wounded man the few painkillers that he had and left, shaking his head sadly.

For six months Shadow lay on the cheap steel bed with its thin, dirty mattress, willing his leg to heal and listening to the bitterly one-sided war going on around him. Every day he vowed that some day he would he able to take up the fight where he had left off and lead his comrades to victory over the white oppressors. The young black people were fighting a war that they could never win without help from outside the country and by the time Shadow was able to walk again the only alternative open to young black fighters was to leave the country and seek military training in countries such as Mozambique, Zambia, East Germany and Russia.

Although Shadow’s femur bone had knitted securely, the makeshift splint had not aligned the two pieces of bone correctly and this put tremendous strain on his hip joint causing him searing pain each time he took a step. Eventually he perfected a technique of walking that minimized the pain but the pronounced limp allowed him to walk no more than a few hundred metres before having to rest. This didn’t stop the determined young man and over a period of several months he walked more than four hundred kilometres to the border of South Africa without being detected and joined the external network of the A.N.C. From Mozambique he was flown to Moscow where he leg was re-broken and set correctly. Too much damage had already been done to the leg though and for the rest of his life Shadow walked with his pronounced limp, albeit with a great deal less pain.

As soon as Shadow left the Moscow hospital he began training for his return to South Africa. His instructors were impressed with his single-mindedness and dedication as well as his determination to learn everything that was necessary to help him free his people from the oppression that they were enduring. He wasn’t interested in politics or negotiations. He was only interested in fighting the enemy and bringing them to their knees using the same methods that they were using to demean and subdue his people. He was happy to leave the talking to those who thought that it would make a difference.

After two years of intensive training in subversive warfare Shadow was ready to return to his beloved country. His instructions were to recruit cadres for the African National Congress’s armed wing called Umkhonto weSizwe or Spear of the Nation and train these men and women to commit acts of sabotage that would destabilize the country and eventually lead to the downfall of the illegitimate white government.

Recruiting young black people to fight for freedom wasn’t difficult but training them to perform their tasks efficiently and effectively was almost impossible. There were no facilities where weapons could be demonstrated and usually the first time that recruits actually used their weapons was when they had to use them in the field. Many of the recruits were only semi-literate and gazed blankly at the diagrams of weapons that Shadow showed them. The other detrimental factor was the constant fear of being caught by the Security Police who had a sophisticated network of both black and white informers who were prepared to betray their own people for money.

The failed attempt to bomb the police station in Durban was a typical example of how the lack of proper training affected the fight for freedom. The two men who had carried the bomb to the back of the police station had no idea of how the timing mechanism worked and even when they were told repeatedly that the bomb would only explode thirty minutes after they had planted it, they had defied their leader’s instructions and hurried away immediately after placing the device next to the wall, thus arousing the suspicion of the middle-aged white woman who had reported what she had seen to the police. The bomb had been defused and another operation had failed.

When Shadow reached the tiny shack that he was staying in while in the black township of Umlazi, about twenty kilometres south of the city centre of Durban, he found a coded message in his secrete post box. The message was from his superiors, instructing him to hand over command of the Durban cell to a suitable cadre and travel to Johannesburg where his expertise was needed to orchestrate an attack on more important and politically strategic targets that would attract the attention of the outside world and also deal a damaging blow to the State.

Shadow met with his deputy, gave him what instructions he could, and then packed his few belongings into his dark blue knapsack. After making sure that he had not left any evidence of his presence in the shack he began the long trip to the city centre where he planned to catch the daily Railways bus to Johannesburg and which departed from the Durban station at nine every morning. This, he reasoned, was the quickest and safest way to get to his destination.

At the station he purchased a ticket for the following morning’s bus using his meager A.N.C. funds and spent the night in an alley behind a well-known hotel. The following morning he rose early and waited at the station next to a young black man wearing a colourful blanket and sitting with his back against the station wall.

There was quite a variety of nationalities amongst the passengers waiting to board the bus and Shadow watched a small family of three Indians anxiously waiting in the early morning sunlight, their large leather suitcase carefully guarded by the father. He also saw a tall, balding white man with a heavy black moustache and his long-haired wife arrive, each carrying a red suitcase that they allowed the black supervisor to store in the hold. The couple spoke with a strange accent that Shadow guessed labelled them as recent immigrants from Eastern Europe. There were several other blacks and Indians and Shadow estimated that the bus would be only half full which would allow him to find a window seat and give him the privacy that he sought.

***
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“Subversive activity is growing throughout the country,” Major Snyman said, “and we’re getting more and more leads that have to be followed up. Most of them are hoaxes and lead to nothing, but they all have to be treated seriously.”

Captain Tiaan Botha nodded as he sat on the hard, wooden chair on the opposite side of his superior’s desk. He was wearing a grey safari suit with short sleeves and long trousers. The shirt hung from his thin shoulders as if hanging from a coat hanger. His grey shoes were scuffed and in need of a coat of polish. His thin face was heavily lined for a man of thirty five and his light brown hair was thinning rapidly. His pale blue eyes stared at the man in front of him expressionlessly and his mouth was no more than a straight slash above his pointed chin.

“We’ve had several snippets of information hinting at an increase in attacks on government installations in or near Johannesburg.” the Major continued. “There’s nothing definite though, but headquarters wants you to investigate the matter. You’ve got a lot of contacts and informants in Jo’burg and they think that you might be able to find out if there is any substance behind the rumours. They want you up there as soon as possible.”

“I’ll leave tomorrow morning.” Tiaan said. “I’ll take the Railways bus from the station.”

“Okay.” the major said. “I’ll arrange a ticket for you. Good luck.”

Tiaan left the office and went to the room that he had been using as an office since his arrival in Durban three months previous. He collected his documents and files, stuffed them into his thin briefcase, and left the police station. Outside there was no sign of the bomb disposal team’s presence at the back of the building and the group of curious spectators had long since dispersed.

Tiaan walked to the cheap, dirty residential hotel that he had been staying in since he had been consigned to investigate terrorist activity in the Durban area. Once in his room he put his STAR PD single action ,45 automatic on top of the small table next to the bed. He was glad that he was finally leaving Durban. Every time he visited the city he felt uncomfortable. The heat, and especially the humidity, always made him feel as if he needed to take regular hourly showers. His hands were always sweaty and his feet began to swell after a few days. His clothes always felt as if they hadn’t dried properly. Once he had left a sweet in his pocket and by the following morning it had completely dissolved into the cloth of his trousers. In Johannesburg the air was dry and although his sinuses had to contend with the ever- present dust from the mine dumps that littered the Reef, he always felt comfortable there.

He lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

What was the A.N.C. planning in Jo’burg? he wondered. If the bosses thought that it was worth him investigating then it had to be something serious. The Stock Exchange, perhaps? Park Station? Military headquarters? He shook his head. It could any of a hundred potential targets. This would really test the strength of the web of informants that he had built up over the past seven years. If there was a major strike being planned then he had no doubt his contacts would have heard of it.

Tiaan glanced out of the window. It was already dark outside. He stood up, tucked the ,45 under his belt in the small of his back and went in search of food.

The following morning Tiaan rose early and, after he had shaved and dressed, walked to the police station and collected the bus ticket that had been purchased for him. He put it into his grey safari suit top pocket and returned to the hotel. He packed his clothes and other belongings into his black, leather suitcase and left the building. The Police accounts department would attend to the hotel bill. He walked to the station and gave his suitcase to the black man supervising the storage of the bus passenger’s luggage. He glanced around at the other people waiting to board the bus. His eyes flicked over the Indian family of three. Why were they so anxious? he wondered. Perhaps they’d never travelled on a long distance bus before. He saw a black man sitting with his back against the building wall with a brightly coloured blanket over his shoulders. I’ll bet he’s going to look for work on the mines, Tiaan thought to himself. He glanced at the short, thin man with the deeply etched, permanent frown across his forehead standing next to the seated man. He frowned. There was something unusual about the man. An almost unnerving sense of secretiveness surrounded him.

Tiaan turned and walked to the door to the white section of the bus. He scarcely glanced at the tall, white couple waiting to board. He was already thinking of which of his Johannesburg informants to contact first.
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CHAPTER 3
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At five minutes to nine the white bus driver, wearing a thin khaki coat over his light blue safari suit, walked briskly out of the station building and hauled himself up through the driver’s doorway and into his worn, leather seat. After making an adjustment to the rear-view mirror he turned on the ignition. The powerful diesel engine roared into life and thick, black smoke belched from the exhaust. The passenger’s windows rattled noisily as the driver revved the motor. With a sudden hiss the two passenger doors swung open and the passengers began embarking, each showing the man who had been supervising the stowing of the luggage their tickets which he perforated with a small silver punch.

Bala Desai struggled up the three steps carrying his heavy suitcase, closely followed by Fatima carrying Salona at her hip. They chose one of the steel bench seats halfway towards the back of the bus. Isaiah Zuma headed straight to the back seat and settled in the one corner, his blanket still over his shoulders. Shadow limped to the front seat and silently settled next to the window, knowing that few people liked to sit there right up against the steel and glass partition that separated the white and non-white sections of the bus. The other passengers found seats to suit themselves, mainly towards the back of the “non European” compartment.

Bogdan and Julia Vodnik were at first unsure of where to sit but then decided to sit directly behind the driver. Tiaan Botha went directly to the back of the compartment and took the seat next to the window and directly in front of the small black man with the deeply furrowed forehead sitting on the other side of the partitioning. The only other passengers in the “white” section of the bus were a young couple who huddled together three rows behind Bogdan and Julia.

The bus driver finished filling in the form on his clipboard, turned to see that all the passengers were seated, and then pulled the lever that closed the doors of the vehicle. He revved the motor again and, with a loud hiss of pneumatic brakes being released, the huge, brown vehicle roared out into the morning traffic.

The bus powered away from the coast, climbing steadily through the foothills that fronted the mountains that separated the low-lying land from the high-lying part of the country known as the “Highveld”. The scenery changed from the lush, untidy tropical vegetation of the coast to the bright green of the sub-tropical lower mountain region. Patches of mist blurred the distant mountain peaks and gradually the air became dryer.

The big vehicle moved into the flatter, dry farmlands of maize and grazing cattle, stopping every now and then to pick up or disgorge passengers in the towns and villages that it passed through. Just after midday the bus entered a larger town and pulled off the main road and stopped next to a well-known fast food outlet. Most of the passengers disembarked, stretched luxuriously in the thin, dry air and went in search of food and drink.

While Bala and Salona went to find a “non-European” toilet, Fatima remained in the bus, opened the big suitcase and took out a plastic container filled with the spicy chicken and rice meal that she had prepared the previous evening. There was also a large bottle of water. When they returned, the little family ate the warm meal with their fingers, as was their custom.

Bogdan and Julia went to the restaurant and ordered hamburgers and coffee which they ate sitting at a small table in the sun in front of the building. Isaiah went to a small café nearby and bought a small plastic container of porridge and meat stew as well as a bottle of Coke. He sat on the curb of the pavement and ate hungrily. Shadow stayed in the bus, his mouth watering as the smell of the chicken meal that the Indian family sat eating behind him, wafted over him. Tiaan Botha bought a slab of chocolate at the fast food counter and then took a brisk walk around the business area of the town. Half and hour later the bus roared back onto the main road.

As the day wore on the surrounding countryside grew dryer and the flat grasslands more tinged with yellows, reds and browns. The sun dipped towards the horizon, forcing the driver to pull down the large sun-visor above his head and squint into the harsh glare in front of him. The scenery changed more dramatically and the first gigantic mounds of white sand signifying the presence of the notorious but fabulously wealthy gold mines of the Witwatersrand became visible to the southwest.

To the north of these huge monuments miles and miles of small houses, office buildings, shopping centres and apartment blocks spread out across the flat land while to the south of the dumps, the drab smoke-covered black townships spread out as far as the eye could see. The white suburbs were filled with trees, green lawns and neat, clean, tarred roads while the black townships were bare with dusty stretches of sun-baked bare land between the suburbs and dirt roads that were deeply rutted and littered with discarded papers and plastic shopping bags. 

Finally, the city of Johannesburg slid into view, the tall, gleaming spires of its commercial and business district silhouetted against the orange and yellow sunset. Heavy traffic filled the neat, tarred roads as the population headed home after the day’s work. The bus pulled into the parking lot of the South African Transport Services at Park Station, the powerful motor that had roared and growled all day came to a shuddering stop, the passenger doors hissed open and the weary, stiff travellers stepped down onto the concrete pavement. The luggage hold was emptied and the passengers left for their individual destinations.

Once Tiaan Botha had retrieved his suitcase he walked away in a south-westerly direction towards the South African Police headquarters, John Vorster Square. The traffic was thinning and the streetlights were brightening from a dull grey to a bright white. The surrounding buildings became more dingy with brown cheap brick replacing the shiny glass facades. The majority of people walking along the pavements were blacks, either walking home or to their nightshift jobs.

When Tiaan reached the entrance to the blue and white police headquarters, he showed his identification card to the guard at the steel, revolving gate and, after waiting for the card to be verified, headed for the Security Police section on the 10th floor. After again showing his I.D. Tiaan went to the office of Brigadier van Tonder, head of the counter-insurgency unit in the South African Police Force.

“Welcome back.” the Brigadier said, shaking Tiaan’s hand. “Sit down. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Tiaan sat down in one of the visitor’s chairs in front of the brigadier’s desk.

“There are a lot of rumours doing the rounds,” the Brigadier said as he scratched his bald pate, “and we’ve pieced them together as best we can. The evidence, at this point in time, points to an immanent attacks on some major targets that will not only attract the attention of the outside world but also create uncertainty amongst the population. Hopefully, with your contacts, you can find out what’s going to happen. We have to work fast, though. I’ve already had a call from the Minister’s office.”

“I’ll get onto it straight away, sir.” Tiaan said.

The two policemen spent the next hour discussing and formulating a plan of action that would hopefully lead to the uncovering of the plot that was threatening the stability of the country. Tiaan then went to the temporary sleeping quarters and, after being allocated a room, unpacked his suitcase. A uniformed policeman brought him a meal of two cheeseburgers, chips and coffee. After the meal Tiaan took a long, warm shower and climbed into the small, steel-framed bed. He was still staring at the ceiling when he fell asleep.

***
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Shadow hobbled down the steps of the bus and onto the pavement, his dark blue knapsack slung over his left shoulder. He watched curiously as the white man in the grey safari suit walked briskly away. Something about the man made Shadow feel uncomfortable. He man hadn’t spoken to a single person during the entire trip but had constantly monitored the passengers on the bus in a very surreptitious way. He had also shifted constantly in his seat as if there was something uncomfortable that he was leaning against. Then it struck Shadow that the man was very possibly a plainclothes policeman with a gun in the small of his back that would make sitting for a long period of time very uncomfortable. Also, the way he had kept watching the other passengers, indicated someone who had been trained to do so. Shadow regretted that he hadn’t got a good look at the man’s face but he knew that he would recognize the man by his physique and mannerisms if he ever saw him again.

With a small shrug of his shoulders Shadow walked into the station building through the “non white” entrance and bought a ticket to Phefeni station in Soweto. He struggled down the stairway to the station platform. The majority of the black workers who lived in Soweto but worked in Johannesburg had already been moved out of the city centre by a constant stream of dirty brown trains so that the platform was almost deserted. An ugly brown train, its huge spotlight above the driver’s cabin sending out a shaft of dusty light, hissed into the station and screeched to a stop, filling the air with the smell of hot steel. People climbed off while others boarded. Shadow struggled into a compartment and took a seat at a window. Doors slammed, a whistle shrieked and the long, brown monster slid into the darkness.

The train rushed through the shadowy industrial areas of the city and then through the dark, tree-filled buffer zone that separated it from its black neighbour. The dreary, smoke-filled township of Soweto rolled into view. Shadow stared at the endless rows of tiny houses lit from above by towering yellow floodlights, the only gadgets, apart from the government installations and offices that were powered by electricity in the entire area.

At Phefeni station Shadow limped along the platform and out through the wire gateway manned by a black South African Railway’s policeman. He limped along the rutted dirt road, stumbling in the darkness until he reached a small, dirty house with a faint light illuminating the small, curtained windows. He edged up to the unpainted, wooden door and knocked softly on the rough surface three times. He waited for five seconds and knocked again, twice this time. Again he waited five seconds and then knocked four times. Slowly the door creaked open and a black face peered through the gap. Then the door opened wide and Shadow entered the dimly lit house.

“Greetings, comrade.” a dark shape said from one of the chairs in the room. “We’re so glad that you have arrived. There is much important work to be done!”

Several shadowy figures appeared and Shadow shook hands with them.

“Come into the kitchen.” one man said. “We have some food and drink for you. Then you must rest. You’ve had a long day, no doubt. Tomorrow we will begin to plan the strike that will bring us closer to our freedom!"

Shadow's discussion with his fellow Umkhonto comrades lasted for several hours and it was close to midnight by the time he left. Fully aware of the danger from the gangs of child psychopaths who roamed the streets of Soweto at night, killing or maiming anything that moved, he slipped carefully through the darkness until he reached number 132 Malewa Street, Orlando East, the tiny brick shack that the A.N.C. had had arranged for him to stay in while he was in Soweto. Carefully he opened the door and entered the tiny dark structure. He closed and locked the door, took out his cheap plastic cigarette lighter and flicked it.

The shack was about the size of a single garage with a wooden front and back doors sided by two small barred windows and a rusty corrugated iron roof without a ceiling. Two larger windows had been built into the side walls. A kitchen table and four chairs stood at the back of the room next to an enamel basin fastened to the wall. A plastic bucket that Shadow could use to fetch water from the communal tap at the end of the street stood below the basin. A brass primus stove stood on top of a small wooden cupboard next to the basin and a wooden bed with two blankets folded on top stood in the one corner. A white steel kitchen cupboard that served as a wardrobe stood next to the bed. A packet of candles and several boxes of matches lay on the kitchen table.

Shadow lit one of the candles and placed it on the table top securing it with some melted wax. He removed his clothes, snuffed out the candle and crept onto the bed, pulling one of the blankets over him. Within minutes he was asleep.  

***
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Bogdan and Julia collected their suitcases from the hold of the bus and placed them on the pavement.

"Can you recommend a good hotel that’s not too expensive?” Bogdan asked the black luggage supervisor.

“The Polana Hotel in Hillbrow.” the man replied. “Do you want me to get you a taxi?”

“Please.” Bogdan said.

The black man gave out a piercing whistle at the same time raising his right arm above his head. Nearby the motor of a small car roared into life and drove to where the two white people were standing.

“Where you want to go, boss?” a short, fat Indian asked as he climbed out of the taxi.

“The Polana Hotel in Hillbrow.” Bogdan replied.

“Okay!” the taxi driver said and quickly hefted the two suitcases into the trunk of his vehicle. He opened one of the back doors and waved his two passengers in.

At the hotel Bogdan and Julia were led to a single room with an adjoining bathroom. Once they had unpacked their suitcases Bogdan picked up the telephone receiver and dialled a number.

“Mr. Moore?” he asked. “It’s Bogdan Vodnik speaking. We have arrived in Johannesburg and are staying at the Polana Hotel.”

Bogdan listened to the voice on the other end of the line.

“Okay.” he said. “We’ll wait for you outside the hotel. Thank you. Goodbye.”

Bogdan put down the receiver and turned to Julia who was sitting on the end of the bed.

“I've just spoken to the mine manager, Mister Gavin Moore. They’re sending a car to fetch us at seven tomorrow morning.” he said. “We’re on our way again. Now, let's find something to eat. I'm starving!"

***
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Isaiah was the last passenger to leave the bus. He stepped down onto the pavement and stared at the towering buildings that surrounded him. He was surprised at how unconcerned he was about being in an environment that was so different from the one that he had come from. He had expected to be frightened and uncertain but now that he was here he felt strangely confident that he could cope. If thousands and thousands of others from similar backgrounds to his could succeed here then so could he. What he had to do was learn, and learn quickly. Mistakes would be time-consuming and costly. And the only way to learn was to ask questions. If you didn’t know, ask. Don’t ever pretend to know, he warned himself.

The small Indian family was standing nearby looking about them uncertainly. Isaiah walked away, his blanket draped over his shoulders. It was a lot cooler here on the Reef than he was used to. He saw a small black boy washing a car at the side of the street.

“Hello.” Isaiah greeted the youngster. “I’ve just arrived from Natal. I’m going to look for work on the mines. Where can I stay tonight?”

“Have you got a pass to be in Jo’burg?” the boy asked.

“No. I'll get one when I get a job on one of the mines.” Isaiah replied.

“Well, you’d better be careful not to get caught by the police before you get work on the mines.” the boy said. “Without a pass or mine employment they’ll put in jail and then send you back to where you came from. What you should do is find an alley to sleep in tonight and then go to the mine recruiting office tomorrow morning early and apply for work. If they give you work they’ll also arrange a pass for you.”

“Thanks.” Isaiah said and patted the small boy on the back before walking away looking for a café where he could buy something to eat.

After he had finished his meal of porridge and chicken-feet stew while sitting on the pavement beneath a streetlamp, Isaiah began to search for a place to sleep. Eventually he came to an alley between two office buildings. Warily he entered the dark lane, stepping around the discarded boxes and papers that littered the ground.  Isaiah’s heart leapt as a small, dark shaped rushed towards him and then streaked past him. At the entrance to the alley the black cat stopped and glared back at him before slinking away next to the wall of the building.

At the end of the alley was a locked wooden gate and piled up next to it were several large cardboard boxes. Working mainly by feel, Isaiah flattened two of the boxes and placed them on the ground and lay down on top of them. He was pleasantly surprised at how comfortable a mattress they made. He flattened a small box to use as a pillow and tucked it under his head. He pulled his blanket over his body and relaxed, staring upwards, the walls of the buildings on each side of him soaring up to the dark grey sky. He yawned and closed his eyes. Soon he was fast asleep, snoring softly.

Silently the black cat returned to the entrance to the alley and stared at the sleeping man, its tail twitching, peeved at having lost its regular stamping ground to something that just wanted to sleep.

The following morning, after eating a meal of porridge and stew while sitting on the pavement, Isaiah noticed that the young boy he’d spoken to the previous day was now selling newspapers to people hurrying to work. It suddenly struck him that there appeared to be many opportunities for work in the city. He waited until the boy had sold his stock of newspapers before approaching him.

“Before I go to seek work on the mines,” Isaiah said to the boy who was sitting on the curb counting his takings, “are there many work opportunities here in the city?”

The boy pocketed his money and stood up.

“Yes there are but there’s always the danger of being arrested by the police for not having a pass.” he said. “You won’t be able to get a permanent job if you don’t have a pass though, but there are many young men in the city who manage on temporary jobs like packing and unpacking trucks, washing cars and some even work as gardeners.”

“Where should I start looking for work?” Isaiah asked.

“Everybody who comes to Jo’burg goes straight to Hillbrow.” the boy replied. “You see that big tower? That’s in the middle of Hillbrow. When you get there just ask around and you’ll soon find someone to help you.”

Isaiah thanked the boy and began walking towards the distant tower.

***
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Bala Desai placed the suitcase on the pavement. Fatima stood close to him, almost as if seeking protection from the unfamiliar surroundings. Salona stood in front of her mother, her thumb in her mouth and her eyes wide with wonder mixed with uncertainty.

“We must find out how to get to Pageview.” Bala said. “I hope it’s not too far from here."

"Ask that boy washing the car." Fatima suggested. "I saw that Zulu man who was in the bus with us ask him for directions.”

Bala nodded and walked over to the boy.

"Excuse me.” he said. “Please can you direct me to Pageview?”

The boy straightened from wiping a hubcap and pointed in a westerly direction, his cleaning cloth dangling from his hand.

“Go down Rissik Street until you get to Bree Street.” the boy said. “Turn right and go about three kays. You can’t miss it. It’s the suburb just after you cross the railway line"

“Kays?” Bala asked.

“Kilometres.” the boy said surprised at such ignorance.

“Oh, thank you.” Bala said.

Bala returned to Fatima and Salona.

“Pageview is only about three kays from here.” he said. “Apparently a “kay” is a kilometer. We can easily get there before dark.”

The little man picked up the heavy suitcase.

“We have to go down that street, I think the boy said it was Rissik street, and then into Bree street.” he said.

Bala turned to Fatima and smiled bravely.

“Come along, my dearest,” he said, “We’ve managed the first step. Let’s hope that the next one is just as easy.”

The family trudged slowly along the pavement until they reached Bree Street where they turned westward towards the setting sun. The traffic was still fairly heavy and there were a great many pedestrians who hurried past the slower trio occasionally bumping the suitcase in Bala’s hand. Each time this happened the Indian apologized profusely but nobody took any notice of him. They simply hurried on. Every now and then Bala stopped to rest and flex the fingers of the hand gripping the heavy case. Fatima walked patiently, slightly behind him and carrying Salona on her hip. The setting sun was blinding and the two females shielded their eyes with their hands. Bala stared at the pavement in front of him.

“How will we know when we have reached Pageview?” Fatima asked.

“The boy said it was the suburb after we cross the bridge over the railway line.” Bala said.

The pedestrians and the traffic thinned noticeably and eventually, just as the sun slipped below the horizon the three wanderers walked into the dingy suburb of Pageview. The tiny brick and corrugated iron houses were packed tightly together and were so close to the pavement that one could step from the uneven sidewalk straight onto the front verandas of the small hovels.

The little family wandered through the miserable suburb until they found Bala’s uncle’s house. The lawyer had instructed Bala to ask the neighbour who lived in the house on the left side for the keys.

To Bala’s dismay the house was in darkness and there was no response when he knocked on the blue painted door.

“We’ll just have to wait until he returns, my dear.” Bala said shrugging his thin shoulders.

Just then a short, stocky Indian man came out of the next house. He looked inquiringly at Bala.

“We’re the new owners of number twenty one.” Bala explained. “We’ve just arrived from Durban and we were told to get the keys from the owner of house number twenty three.”

“You’re the late Mister Dinat’s nephew?” the man asked.

Bala nodded and the man walked closer, extending his hand.

“I’m Dajee Dhupelia.” he said “Mister Dinat was a wonderful man and a good friend of mine. We all miss him terribly. Come into my house. I live alone. You can wait for Mister Cajee there. He works for the railways and he usually only gets home at about ten o’clock.”

“We don’t want to be a nuisance.” Bala said. “We can wait out here.”

“Most definitely not!” Mister Dhupelia said. “I insist that you accept my invitation. No family of my good friend Mister Desai will wait outside my house. Please come in.”

Bala lowered his head in gratitude and the three newcomers followed their host into his little house.

After mister Dhupelia had settled his three guests in his tiny front room and brought them mugs of hot, sugared tea, he turned to Bala.

“Have you been told that Pageview has been declared a white area under the Group Areas Act and that we Indians will all eventually have to leave here and go and live in the new Indian suburb called Lenasia which is about thirty kilometres from here and also move our businesses to the new Oriental Plaza?” he asked.  “Most of our people have already been moved there.”

Bala’s heart sank. Had he given up his job in Durban and come all the way up to Johannesburg just to find that the government was taking away his inheritance – his hope for a new and brighter future?

“N-no.” he stammered.

“In 1950 the government declared Pageview a “whites only” area even though we Indians have been living happily with our white neighbours for many years.” Mister Dhupelia said. “We have been ordered to move to the new Indian suburb of Lenasia which is just south of Soweto. There are no proper facilities such as electricity there yet and so we are fighting the government to allow us to stay here. We know that we can’t win in the long run but so far some of us have been able to resist and stay here. The houses in this street are the last few houses in Pageview still occupied by Indians. It's just a matter of time before we are forcibly moved.”

“Does that mean that we will lose everything?” Bala asked.

“No.” Mister Dhupelia replied. “The government has assured us that we will be compensated but we don’t trust them. This Lenasia is very far from where we all work and building a new house will be very expensive and difficult. We’re all determined to stay here for as long as we can and only move once we know that we have been adequately compensated, if that is possible.”

Mister Dhupelia looked up as a shadowy figure past the front window.

“Ah! Here is your neighbour Mister Cajee now.” he exclaimed.

He hurried to the front door, opened it and called to his neighbour.

“Mister Cajee! Mister Dinat’s nephew has arrived from Durban!”

Mister Cajee was a tall, thin man who wore a red fez and had a full, grey beard in the manner of orthodox believers. He surveyed the three newcomers with sad, brown eyes. His bushy eyebrows rose in a look of surprise.

“Such young people.” he said in a deep voice. “I don’t know why, but I was expecting someone older. Welcome though, to Jo’burg and to Pageview. I hope that you will find happiness here and that we will all become good friends.”

Bala stood up and shook hands with Mister Cajee who towered above him. He introduced Fatima and Salona.

Fatima rose from her seat and everyone looked at Salona expectantly but she was fast asleep, tucked into the corner of the settee, her empty mug resting in her lap with her rag doll. 

Mister Cajee smiled.

“It’s very late and you must all be very tired after your long journey.” he said. “Come with me and I’ll give you the keys to your house.”

Fatima carefully picked up the sleeping child and the group left the house. Mister Cajee hurried into his house and returned with a bunch of keys which he handed to Bala. 

Trembling with trepidation Bala unlocked the old blue-painted, wooden door and the little family entered their new home.
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CHAPTER 4
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The car stopped in front of the administration building. It was a single storey cream-coloured structure with a wide glass-fronted entrance and scalloped white gables on each side. The wooden window and door frames were painted white and a neat garden of brightly coloured flowers stretched from the entrance along the front of the building on both sides. A black gardener attended to the flowers, his tools and a green garden house lying on the smooth lawn next to him. Drops of water on the leaves and blooms sparkled in the early morning sunshine.

The black driver got out of the car and opened the back door. Bogdan stepped out of the car while Julia waited, sitting in the front passenger’s seat. The low hum of the powerful electric motors that drove the huge hoists and air extractor fans that carried the miners up and down the mine shafts and kept the shafts adequately ventilated filled the air. Men in heavy, dirty overalls and wearing white hardhats with lights glowing on them walked along the street in small groups. The whole area was extremely neat and tidy.

“Baas Moore’s office is in there.” the driver said pointing to the entrance to the building. “Just ask the receptionist to tell him that you’re here.”

It was cool and dry in the reception area and the outside hum was replaced inside by the gentle purr of air conditioners. A young white woman sat busily typing behind a long, highly polished wooden counter with the legend “Reception” above it. She looked up and raised her eyebrows inquisitively as Bogdan approached.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“I’m Bogdan Vodnik. I’m here to see the mine manager, Mister Moore.” Bogdan said. “I’m going to be working here in the buying department.”

“Oh, yes.” the receptionist said. “Mister Moore’s expecting you. His office is that one over there.”

Bogdan walked to the office that the receptionist had indicated, knocked on the half-open door and walked in.

The man seated behind the large wooden desk that had piles of documents scattered about its top, was dressed in a grey safari suit. His long face was smoothly shaven and the few strands of grey hair on the top of his head had been carefully combed across his gleaming pate as if to try and hide the fact that he was actually bald. He looked up from the document he had been reading and smiled.

“Hello Mister Vodnik.” he said. “I heard you talking to Sally. Welcome to Deep Reef Gold Mine. I hope you’ll be happy here. I’m Gavin Moore.”

The manager stood up and walked around the desk. The two men shook hands.

“I’m sure that you are eager to get settled in so I won’t offer you tea or coffee.” Gavin Moore said. “Please call me Gavin. I don’t like to be too formal with my office staff. It’s different with the mining staff though. Let’s go and look at the house that you and your wife will be staying in.”

The two men walked out to the waiting car and got into the back seat. Bogdan introduced Gavin Moore to Julia.

“Go to house number twelve in Percy Murdock street.” Moore instructed the driver.

The house was a typical mine house with plastered brick walls painted white and a sloping red corrugated iron roof. A wide veranda stretched across the front of the structure and on the left hand side was a garage with rickety wooden doors painted a dark brown. A large grey corrugated iron water tank on a concrete base stood on the other side of the house, its purpose being to collect rainwater as it drained off the roof of the house during the summer afternoon thunderstorms that were so typical on the Reef. The gutters, down pipes and window frames were painted white and the front door was the same colour as the garage doors. Bogdan guessed that the house must be at least fifty years old. Probably built in the early nineteen twenties, he thought.
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