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The police found the body of another murdered woman, this time in Bourbon Avenue, making her the fifth victim in the settlement in the past two months.

Bourbon Avenue is a deeply rutted dirt thoroughfare littered with discarded pieces of paper, plastic shopping bags, glass and plastic bottles and rocks and stones of various sizes, in the San Diego squatter camp near Johannesburg, South Africa. Snaking along its centre is a rivulet of filthy grey water that eventually flows into the dirty swamp below the settlement. All the dirt streets in San Diego have a rivulet flowing down them. It’s the only form of sewerage removal that we have. The municipality lies on the western boundary of Johannesburg, on the gold-bearing area known as the Witwatersrand Reef that stretches for hundreds of kilometres from east to west and averages fifty kilometres in width.

The early Saturday morning sun warmed my back as I walked slowly along the dirt road, eating the small slab of chocolate that I’d bought at Misses Ndlovu’s spaza shop. Even the stink from the foul water couldn’t spoil my enjoyment of the yummy snack. Snooper, our family dog, ranged behind me, sniffing at anything and everything, his tail wagging constantly. Other dogs approached him but he ignored them, more interested in following his inquisitive nose than being sociable. He had arrived at our shack one morning and settled close to the front door and, when he refused to leave, my dad built a small wooden kennel for him and placed it next to the shack. Snooper is a medium-sized short-haired brown dog with floppy ears and a lively tail, soft brown eyes and a rapidly greying muzzle. His previous owners must have cared for him a great deal as he’s very obedient and house trained.

People hurried about their business or sat on their doorsteps idly watching the world go by. A woman swept the street in front of her shack with a grass broom. Dogs sniffed at anything that might be edible and down at the stream that trickled out of the swamp several women were washing clothes in the dirty water. The mid-summer sun had just risen above the giant blue gum trees on the eastern boundary of the settlement and now it blazed down on my back from a cerulean sky, its heat already stifling. 

I glanced casually at the multitude of tiny rough shacks that crowded the road on both sides, marvelling at the ingenuity of the creators of these little houses made mainly from old corrugated zinc sheets, pieces of plywood and cardboard and rough wooden poles. Without electricity or running water the inhabitants of these hovels endured the harsh realities of a life of poverty and hopelessness.

A movement further down the track attracted my attention and I saw my best friend, Chomp Bafokeng, hurrying towards me, two scruffy dogs trotting behind him. Chomp lives with his dad and mom in a small shack in Washington Avenue. His dad’s a gardener who works for several homeowners in the nearby suburbs. Because of his love for plants Mister Emerald Bafokeng’s shack is the only one in the settlement with a garden. Chomp’s real name is James but his love of food and the haste with which he consumes it led us to give him the nickname “Chomp”. Most of the kids that I know in the San Diego squatter camp have nicknames. My name is Themba “Legs” Gwala. The nickname, “Legs”, was bestowed on me, not only because I have particularly long legs, but also because I can outrun just about anyone in the camp and I’m the under-nine sprint champ at school. My most unusual feature though, is my blue eyes, a rare characteristic amongst black people and something that never ceases to attract other people’s attention. Apart from that though, I’m pretty normal with thick frizzy black hair, a large flat nose and thick lips. My ears stick out a little and there’s quite a large gap between my two upper front teeth.

Chomp reached me and turned to walk with me on the other side of the dirty stream. I broke off a piece of my chocolate and handed it to him as he got his breath back. Snooper hurried over and greeted Chomp by sniffing his feet and then moved off in the hope of finding something more edible.

“Why are you in such a hurry?” I asked.

“Haven’t you heard?” Chomp asked. “There’s been another woman murdered in the camp. It happened last night. My mom says it’s the fifth murder in the last two months. Two women were killed in the forest and three were killed here in the camp. She says the police think that there’s a serial killer in the area. What’s a serial killer? I always thought serial was a food you ate for breakfast.”

“Yes, my mom told me that another woman had been murdered. But what a serial killer is, I don’t know.” I said. “I’ll have to ask my dad. I don’t think that the killer eats the women he kills for breakfast.”

“No.” Chomp said. “He can’t be that hungry.”

“Do you know who was murdered?” I asked.

“A woman from Mozambique.” Chomp replied. “She’d been stabbed five times! Nobody knows her name though. She’s only been here for a few days and was sleeping in an alley between two shacks in Washington Avenue. My mom says all the other murdered women were also new to San Diego.”

“Was Constable Luthuli there?” I asked.

“Yes. He had to go to the train station to ‘phone the police station though.” Chomp said. “And by the time he got back the police van was already at the scene of the crime.”

“That’s just like him.” I said. “I’ll bet he waited nearby until the other policemen were there before he showed up. Everyone who knows him says he’s the laziest person they’ve ever known. They say that they’re not surprised that he’s still a Constable after all these years.”

“Yes.” Chomp said. “And nobody likes him either. He’s so unfriendly! And nobody trusts him either!” 

“So what are we going to do today?” I asked. “We’ve only got a week of the school holidays left.”

“I was thinking of going into the forest to look for bird’s eggs and to collect manna, but now my mom’s forbidden me to go there.” Chomp said. “She’s scared that the murderer may be hiding in the bushes there.”

I stared at the dense forbidding forest of blue gum trees and dense undergrowth on the opposite hill. It seemed to exude a sense of menace. In the past we’d gone into the fringes of the wood occasionally to search for bird’s eggs and to collect manna but we were usually too scared to stay there for long.

“Let’s go to the shopping centre.” I suggested. “My dad promised me a watch for my birthday next month and I want to see which one I want him to get me.”

“Okay.” Chomp said.

“Do you mind if Gugu comes with us?” I asked.  “She loves going to the shopping centre.”

“I don’t mind at all.” Chomp said.

***
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We walked up Mandela Avenue to the tarred main road that skirted the northern edge of the settlement. Gugu, my five-year-old sister, walked next to me holding my hand and Chomp jumped back and forth over the stream of filthy smelly water trickling down the centre of the dirt road. The smell of wood smoke, the dirty water and the general decay of the area permeated the still hot summer air. It was only ten o’clock in the morning and already the heat was oppressive. Snooper had wanted to accompany us but, as he wasn’t allowed in the shopping centre, my mom had persuaded him to stay at the shack by giving him a large bone that she’d got from the butcher.

We reached the main tarred road and I noticed a number of people standing on both sides of the thoroughfare and staring towards the President train station that served the railway line than ran parallel to the road on the northern side of San Diego. I looked towards the station and saw a passenger train with yellow and grey carriages standing silently in the station with a large crowd of people standing on the platform and looking up at the figure of a young man lying sprawled on the roof of one of the carriages, his legs hanging over the edge and his arms flung out from his sides.

As we stared at the scene at the station, I noticed Mister Sandile Khosa standing nearby and also staring intently towards the station. Mister Khosa is a close friend of my dad’s and works for a garden service company, mowing lawns and tending to the flowers in the gardens of some of the houses in the nearby suburbs. A jovial Zulu man who always wears a black woollen beanie and dark blue overalls, he loves to tease me and adores Gugu. He lives on his own in a small shack at the southern edge of the settlement facing onto the deep donga that carries the overflow of dirty water from the swamp into a wide concrete storm water drain on the other side of the road and finally into the lake further down the valley.

We walked over to where Mister Khosa stood.

“Hello, Mister Khosa.” I said. “What’s happening at the station?”

“Hello Legs, hello Chomp, hello Gugu.” Mister Khosa said, leaning down with a wide smile and gently pinching Gugu’s cheek. She giggled and covered her face with her hands. He straightened and looked towards the station.

“It looks as if a staff-rider’s electrocuted himself.” he said.

“What’s a “staff-rider”?” I asked.

“Staff-riders are passengers who travel on the trains by hanging onto the outside of the carriages or standing on the roof so that they don’t have to pay for a ticket.” Mister Khosa replied.

“That sounds very dangerous.” Chomp said.

“It is.” Mister Khosa said. “Not only can they lose their grip and fall off the train while it’s going, they can also be knocked off by the poles carrying the power cables or, like that man lying on the roof of the carriage, they can be electrocuted if they touch the power cables.”

“What’s electrocuted?” Gugu asked.

“It’s the shock that you get if you touch an electric cable.” Mister Khosa explained. “We don’t have electricity in San Diego so it’s difficult to explain, but electricity makes the street lights, the lights in the big houses and the shopping centre shine and also makes the trains go.”

I could see that Gugu was still confused.

“Don’t worry about what electricity is, Gugu.” I said. “When we move to our government house dad will show you what electricity is.”

“When are we going to our new house?” Gugu asked.

“Quite soon.” I said. “But dad says that we must be patient.”

“What’s patient?” Gugu asked.

I looked at Mister Khosa for help.

“Patience is...” Mister Khosa blinked his eyelids rapidly as he tried to find a suitable answer that Gugu would understand.

“Doesn’t it mean “not to be in a hurry”?” Chomp asked.

Mister Khosa’s eyebrows shot up and he looked at Chomp.

“That’s exactly what it means.” he said. “Well done, Chomp!”

Mister Khosa squatted down in front of Gugu.

“Chomp’s quite right.” he said. “Patience means that we mustn’t be in a hurry. Do you understand now, Gugu?”

Gugu nodded.

“So, if I walk instead of running, I’m being patient. Is that right?” Gugu asked.

Mister Khosa blinked his eyelids again.

The wail of the siren of an approaching ambulance came to Mister Khosa’s rescue and we all stared at the white vehicle with its flashing red lights as it raced past us towards the station.

I looked over towards the station. The body of the man had been removed from the roof of the carriage. I took Gugu’s hand.

“Bye, Mister Khosa.” I said. “We’re going to the shopping centre to look at watches. My dad’s promised me one for my birthday next month.”

“Bye, kids.” Mister Khosa said. “Go carefully.”

“Has the man who was lying on top of the train gone to heaven?” Gugu asked as we walked towards the shopping centre.

“I don’t know.” I said. “Maybe he was only hurt and will go to the hospital to get better.”

“Can we go on a train one day?” Gugu asked.

“We’ll have to ask dad to take us.” I said. “We can’t go on our own.”

“If we do go, I don’t want to ride on the roof.” Gugu said.

"You won’t have to.” I said. “Dad will buy us tickets so that we can sit inside the train.”

“Okay.” Gugu said. “Then I’ll go with you.”

***
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“Here’s a lollipop for you, Gugu.” Misses Ndlovu, the owner of the spaza shop in Bourbon Avenue, said as we stood in the sandy road looking at the variety of merchandise displayed on the counter of the tiny structure.

Gugu smiled and pressed her hands together in delight as the shop owner unwrapped the sweet and handed it to her.

“I know that I shouldn’t give you sweets so close to supper time but lollipops aren’t very filling.” the elderly woman said. “I’m sure that you’ll eat all your supper like a good girl. Will you do that?”

Gugu nodded as she took the delicacy and put it into her mouth.

“As for you two boys,” Misses Ndlovu said turning to me and Chomp, “Here’s a Kitkat for you to share. You’re both growing boys so I doubt that a little sweet will spoil your appetites.”

“Thank you, Misses Ndlovu.” I said as I took the chocolate sweet, unwrapped it, broke it in half and handed one piece to Chomp.

“Now go on home and enjoy your supper.” Misses Ndlovu said.

The three of us walked away from the little shop that also served as Misses Ndlovu’s home, Gugu and Chomp walking on one side of the narrow rivulet of dirty water that flowed along the centre of the dirt road, and I on the other side. We were all so used to the stink that rose from the foul water that we no longer noticed it and it certainly didn’t affect our appetites for the sweets we were eating. Discarded papers and plastic shopping bags littered the area, people lounged in front of their shacks and several thin, scruffy dogs sniffed at anything that might be edible. Snooper ranged behind us as usual. 

We’d hardly walked ten paces when we saw a young boy, wearing a red T-shirt and blue jeans and a Tartan-patterned golfer’s cap on his head, step out into the road from between two shacks a short distance ahead of us.

“Isaac Jali!” Chomp whispered as the well-built boy of about twelve sauntered towards us, his mean slitted eyes boring into us and a cruel smile showing his large white teeth.

“Eat the rest of your Kitkat quickly before he gets here!” I whispered to Chomp urgently. “Otherwise he’ll take it from you.”

We stuffed what was left of our sweet into our mouths and chewed furiously. I felt cheated as I always enjoyed eating sweets slowly and really appreciating their sweetness.

“I saw the two of you stuffing your sweets into your mouths.” Isaac said as he reached the spot where we were standing. “That’s not very nice of you not to share with me. You know how much I like sweets.”

“Leave us alone, Isaac.” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Misses Ndlovu gave it to us.”

Isaac glared at me.

“Don’t tell me what to do, Legs.” he said. “You should know by now that you have to share everything with me.”

Gugu stared up at Isaac and took the lollipop out of her mouth.

“You can have some of my lollipop.” she said, holding out the bright red sweet for Isaac to take.

“I don’t want your silly lollipop.” Isaac said without looking at my little sister. “I really wanted some of the chocolate that I saw you two guys eating.”

I turned to Chomp.

“Chomp.” I said. “Take Gugu home and I’ll buy Isaac a sweet.”

“Now you’re being clever.” Isaac said.

Chomp and Gugu hurried away with Snooper following them and Isaac grinned at me. I put my hand into my pants pocket and pretended to search for some coins. Although I had a few cents I didn’t have nearly enough money to buy Isaac a sweet. I pulled my hand out of my pocket and pretended to drop the coins onto the ground and then began picking them up, surreptitiously watching Gugu and Chomp hurrying along the street. As soon as I saw that they were out of sight behind the shacks on the corner, I stood up and raced away from the startled bully, knowing that he had no chance of catching me.

As I sped along the uneven dirt road I glanced back over my shoulder. I think that Isaac knew that he could never catch me so he didn’t even try. He stood in the dirt road and shook his fist at me.

“I’ll catch you sometime, Legs!” he shouted. “You can’t hide from me forever!”

I reached our house and walked in through the front door.

Our “house” is really a corrugated iron and wood shack, one of the nearly two and a half thousand shacks that make up the squatter camp or “informal settlement” of San Diego. It’s on the corner of Downing Street and Mandela Avenue, opposite the shack belonging to Mister Calvin Tembe, San Diego’s unofficial mayor.

The shack consists of a wooden frame covered with sheets of grey corrugated zinc and plywood with small windows covered with pieces of transparent plastic sheeting. Large rocks have been placed on the roof to prevent the sheets of zinc from blowing away in the wind and a thin wooden door blocks the entrance to the little dwelling. There are five rooms in the shack; a bedroom for my dad and mom, a bedroom for Gugu and me, a small bedroom for my father’s sister, aunt Mbali, a small kitchen and a living room where we spend our evenings; my father usually reading the newspaper, my mother sewing, Gugu playing with her dolls and me doing my homework.

The dwelling is only slightly bigger than the average motor car garage. As there is officially no electricity in the settlement the only source of light that we have comes from a paraffin lantern and several candles strategically placed to provide maximum light. Aunt Mbali is seldom at home in the evenings but when she is, she usually stays in her room and reads her magazines while listening to her small portable radio.

I stood in the living room and grinned at Chomp as I recovered my breath. At eight years old, he was a year younger than me, with thick black frizzy hair and a very wide forehead, dark brown eyes, a large flat nose, thick lips, widely-spaced teeth and prominent ears. I’m from the Zulu tribe while Chomp belongs to the Tswana tribe. He’s my best friend and has lived with his parents in a small shack ever since he was born.

“What happened?” Chomp asked.

“I waited until you and Gugu were out of sight and then I simply ran away from Isaac.” I replied. “He can never catch me and he knows it.”

“But what about the next time he ambushes us?” Chomp asked.

“I’ll worry about that when it happens.” I said.

I turned to Gugu, my five year old sister.

“That was very nice of you to offer Isaac your sweet.” I said putting my hand on her shoulder. “And it was very rude of him not to thank you. But don’t let that worry you. He’s just naturally rude.”

Gugu smiled and nodded, still sucking the lollipop.

“Why did you have to run away from him?” she asked.

“Well, he’s a bully and he might have tried to smack me for eating my sweet and not giving him some of it.” I said.

“The next time I see him I’ll smack him.” Gugu said. “He’s a naughty boy.”

“No, you mustn’t do that.” I said. “Just ignore him. He’s actually frightened of girls.”

My mom came into the room from the kitchen, a dishcloth in her hand.

“Would you like me to speak to Isaac’s mother about him bullying the other children?” she asked.

“Please don’t, mom.” I said. “It’ll only make things worse. Isaac’s quite easy to fool because he’s so full of himself. He’s always threatening us, but so far he’s never actually carried out any of his threats.”

My mother nodded and went back into the kitchen.

“Well, I’d better go home for supper.” Chomp said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Chomp left the house and I went into the kitchen.

My mother, Lungile Gwala, is of average height and weight with shoulder-length black hair, a long face with a prominent jaw, large mouth, a long nose and arched eyebrows. She wore a black skirt, a pink T-shirt and green plastic sandals.

“Misses Ndlovu gave us sweets again.” I said.

“Yes, Gugu told me.” my mom said. “She’s a very kind person. I feel sorry for her living on her own. I think she gets very lonely. Whenever you can, stop and talk to her. She’s very fond of you, Chomp and Gugu.”

“Okay.” I said. “What’s for supper?”

“We’re having morogo, pap and beef stew.” my mom said. “You can set the table for me in the mean time. Your dad will be home any moment now but aunt Mbali won’t be here. She’s visiting friends in Soweto.”

My mom did all her cooking on two brass primus stoves and it always amazed me that she could produce such delicious meals for four, and often five, people with such a small source of heat.

“Mmm...morogo! My favourite!” I said as I picked up the cutlery and went back into the living room.

Morogo is a type of wild spinach that has a rich tangy taste and is often mixed with mashed potato or sweet potato.

As the sun sank in the west I could hear the roof sheeting pinging as it slowly cooled after the hot summer’s day. I wondered how my mom managed to cope with the heat in the shack during the day. The windows were so small that they hardly let in any fresh air, even when the wind blew. And even with the door wide open the place was like an oven. January and February were the hottest months of the year and, as it was only the middle of January now, it looked as if she would have to tolerate a hot, dry summer.

After I’d set out the cutlery for supper I went outside, hoping that there might be a gentle breeze to cool me. Snooper, who was lying next to the shack, glanced at me enquiringly. I stood in the street and looked around at the settlement. The thin columns of smoke that rose from the myriad shacks told me that my hopes for a breeze were optimistic. The dirty grey smoke rose straight up into the sky and then spread out to form a dark shroud over the area. As San Diego squatter camp officially has no electricity the predominant source of heat for cooking is open fires that create a dangerous fire hazard, especially when the wind blows.

Although San Diego officially doesn’t have a supply of electricity, there are a considerable number of shacks that are connected to the electricity grid. This power is illegally tapped from the county’s electricity grid by untrained “electricians” who tap into the electrical system that supplies the power to light the street lamps along the main road that runs along the northern and eastern borders of the settlement. It’s an extremely dangerous and unreliable practice but is so ubiquitous country-wide that the authorities are incapable of eliminating it or even controlling it.

During the day, when the electricity to the street lamps is shut off, these “electricians” connect cables to the system and run them in shallow underground channels that tend to collect rainwater, into the settlement where they are split to supply power to the surrounding shacks. There are no earth leakage systems and often, old telephone cable without any kind of insulation is used to carry the power. On top of this, these unprotected wires are seldom suspended at a safe height and create a very real danger of electrocution to anyone carrying any kind of lengthy object. These live wires are also often insufficiently secured and can easily be loosened by a strong wind or a heavy downpour resulting in a highly dangerous situation for anyone who inadvertently touches them.

These illegal electrical connections are responsible for the vast majority of debilitating and often fatal electrocutions in the country and the San Diego mayor, Mister Calvin Tembe, constantly discourages their use although he doesn’t have the authority to stop them. There have been numerous threats of physical violence to him and his family should he interfere in this deadly practice, so he wisely abstains.

My dad and mom are always showing Gugu and me where the dangerous wires and cables are and we are forbidden to climb poles or trees as they may support these lethal strands. Obviously we don’t have electricity in our home and we never will. We do have a small portable television set that allows us to watch the evening news and lets Gugu watch her favourite programmes in the afternoons. Apart from that we also have a portable radio which is used mainly to listen to the church services on Sundays.  

The San Diego Squatter camp or “informal settlement” as the government preferred to call it, consists of a mass of closely-built wood and iron sheeting shacks with a population of, according to the mayor Mister Calvin Tembe, around thirteen thousand people. It’s built on the south side of a gently sloping hill and has six “roads”, Mandela Avenue which runs directly down the hill from north to south and Washington Avenue, Carnaby Street, Sunset Boulevard, Downing Street and Bourbon Avenue that run from east to west. These “roads” are actually wide deeply rutted dirt paths between the shacks, each one with a narrow stream of dirty grey water meandering along the centre and which empty into the shallow swamp at the bottom of the hill.

None of the shacks have running water and all the water that the inhabitants use has to be collected from communal taps that the government has installed at the western boundary of the settlement. There is also no waterborne sewerage and the residents have to use portable toilets or use the Government-installed toilets, also at the western end of the camp. A small stream flows from the swamp along a deep ravine, past the bottom edge of the settlement, under the tarred road that runs along the northern and eastern edges of San Diego and into a wide concrete storm water drain.

Many of the women in the settlement wash their clothing in this dirty little stream. A row of huge blue gum trees runs along the eastern edge between the road and the township and provides a small amount of shelter from the cold easterly winter wind that blows off the snow-covered Drakensberg Mountains far to the east in the coastal province of Natal.

The shacks in San Diego are built very close together with only narrow gaps between them and this creates a dangerous fire hazard as most of them are built from highly combustible materials such as plywood and cardboard. As the only source of heat is fire, this combination creates a potential disaster which is magnified by the lack of available water.

I looked down at the swamp at the bottom of the hill and was surprised to see several long-legged waders probing the dirty water for prey. My dad says that the swamp is a serious health hazard as all the dirty water and even a lot of sewerage from the settlement flows into it. That there were still small creatures to be found in the filthy water was surprising.

I lifted my gaze to the huge forest of blue gum trees on the opposite hill that formed a buffer zone between the San Diego settlement and the small agricultural holdings that stretched away to the south. This large piece of forestland is home to a large number of homeless people, criminals and illegal gold miners. Gugu and I are forbidden by my mom and dad to go anywhere near the woodland and even from where I stood, the area looked ominous and forbidding.

“You seem to be very deep in thought.” a voice behind me said as I stared at the thick forest of blue gum trees on the opposite hill. I turned and greeted my father as Snooper got up and came to greet him, his tail wagging furiously.

“Hello dad.” I said smiling up at him. “I was just looking at how soft the trees look in the evening light. Why is that?”

“Yes, the evening light has a softening effect on everything, doesn’t it?” my dad said. “It’s probably because the light from the sun has been weakened by all the smoke in the atmosphere.”

My father, Mandla Gwala is of average height and weight with dense black hair, a roundish face, thin black eyebrows, dark brown eyes, large flat nose, thick lips, good teeth, a thin moustache and a longish goatee beard. He wore a green T-shirt and blue denim jeans and a thin traditional Zulu bead necklace. A member of the Zulu tribe, he had been brought up in the Natal midlands and had moved to the Johannesburg area in search of work two years after I was born. He now works as a shelf-packer for the giant retail grocery chain, Checkers, and is based at their Hypermarket in the nearby shopping centre. A jovial man, he uses his hands extensively to accentuate his speech and is very popular amongst his fellow workers and the inhabitants of San Diego.

“I was also hoping to catch a cool breeze, but it’s just as hot out here as it is in the house.” I said.

My dad put his arm around my shoulders.

“It won’t be long now and we’ll have a real house.” he said. “The government is working flat-out to build houses for us. We’ll just have to be patient. Come on. Let’s go inside and have supper. I’m starving!”

***
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The day began with a dense mist covering the area but by the time I’d washed, eaten my breakfast and brushed my teeth it had cleared completely and the sun blazed down from a cyanic sky. My mom and Gugu left to visit her friend Dikeledi Bapo who lives in Downing Street and earns a living as a domestic worker in the home of a family who live in the nearby suburb but who had gone away for the day and given her the day off. I sat on the doorstep of our shack and waited for Chomp to arrive and stared at the huge forest of blue gum trees on the opposite hillside.

During the hot summer months the gum trees exuded a sweet substance that fell to the ground and hardened into small white particles that tasted very much like almond icing or marzipan. We called it “manna” and collected it during the dry periods before the summer rainstorms could dissolve it. We had to be careful though, as many bird droppings looked very similar to manna which could spoil the whole adventure if you accidentally ate one of them. As I sat staring at the forest and thinking of the delicacy, I felt my mouth begin to water.

Eventually Chomp arrived and sat down on the doorstep beside me. Snooper came round the side of the shack from his kennel and sniffed Chomp’s feet before lying down nearby.

“So, what are we going to do today?” he asked.

“I’ve been sitting here thinking of going to the forest and collecting manna.” I said. “At this time of the year there’s plenty of it lying under the trees.”

I sensed Chomp tense and when I looked at him I could see the fear in his eyes.

“My mom told me not to go to the forest because it’s too dangerous.” he said. “She says that the person who murdered those five women may be hiding there.”

“I don’t think he’s there.” I said, even though a pang of fear began to grow in my tummy. “And even if he is there, I’m sure he won’t be near the edge where someone might see him. He’ll be deep inside the forest where nobody can see him.”

I could sense Chomp’s reluctance to agree with me.

“I’ll go with you,” he said, “but I’m not going into the forest. I’ll wait for you on the outside.”

“Oh, come on!” I said, trying to sound confident, even thought my initial enthusiasm had faded. “Surely you’re not scared of going to the edge of the forest. There’s bound to be plenty of manna right at the edge.”

Even as I spoke I could feel fear growing in my stomach, but I couldn’t back down now.

“I’d be scared to go far into the forest.” I admitted. “But I’m sure it’s quite safe on the edge. We can still see the camp and if something does happen we can always shout for help. It’s not that far from the camp.”

I stared at the distant trees, trying to force away the fear in my tummy. But the more I stared at them the more images of horrible wicked men waiting to kill me flitted through my mind.

Just then a friend of ours, Jabu Buthelezi, came walking towards us along Downing Street. He saw us sitting on the doorstep and walked up to us. Jabu was the same age as me and a bit taller, with a gangly thin frame, large feet and a very dark complexion. His thick black hair was always unruly and his ears protruded from the sides of his head like small wings.

“Why are you guys staring at the forest?” he asked. “Is there something interesting there?”

“Legs wants to go there and collect manna.” Chomp said.

“So, why don’t you do that?” Jabu asked.

“Well,” Chomp replied, “my mom doesn’t want me to go there. She says that the man who murdered those women may be hiding in there.”

“And you, Legs?” Jabu asked. “Why don’t you go on your own? Surely you’re not scared.”

“Of course I’m not scared!” I said as confidently as I could. “What’s there to be scared of?”

“Well, if Chomp won’t go with you, then I will.” Jabu said. “Come on, let’s go.”

I knew that I was trapped and that Jabu was baiting me.

“Okay.” I said, trying to sound far more confident than I felt.

“You don’t have to go, Legs.” Chomp said. “Let’s rather go to the shops. I don’t particularly feel like eating manna now.”

I glanced up at Jabu who was staring down at me sceptically. I took a deep breath.

“Let’s get some manna first.” I said, forcing my voice to remain calm. “Then we can go to the shopping centre.”

I got up from the doorstep slowly and closed the door of the shack. We walked down to the stream that ran from the swamp and along the lower edge of the settlement and jumped over it. Snooper followed us but I sent him back to the shack. We began walking up the hillside towards the forest. I forced myself to control my fear, constantly telling myself that there was nothing at the edge of the forest that I needed to be scared of. I glanced at Jabu and was surprised to see that he was also regarding the looming forest with an expression of fear on his face.

The closer we got to the edge of the trees, the slower the three of us walked. Images of horrible mean murderers waiting in the undergrowth to kill me filled my mind. I glanced at Jabu again and I could see his eyes flitting from side to side as if expecting someone to rush out at him from the bushes.

How I wished that Gugu had stayed with me instead of going to visit Misses Bapo with my mom. If she had stayed with me I wouldn’t be in the predicament that I now found myself in. I would never take Gugu anywhere near the forest. We would have gone straight to the shopping centre as Chomp had suggested. 

When we were about ten paces from the edge of the forest Chomp stopped.

“I’m not going any closer than this.” he said. “I’ll wait here for you, Legs.”

“What about you, Legs?” Jabu asked. “Are you going on or are you too scared?”

“I’m not scared.” I lied. “Come on, Jabu. Let’s go and collect some manna. I can see lots of it lying on the ground.”

Jabu stared at the forest.

“You know,” Jabu said, “I’m not really hungry now. I think I’ll stay here with Chomp while you go and get the manna.”

The idea of going into the forest on my own appalled me, even though I only needed to go to the edge. I stopped walking and stared at the silent trees and bushes.

“What’s wrong Legs?” Jabu asked. “Don’t tell me you’re scared to go on your own.”

I knew that I couldn’t back down now. It had been my idea to collect manna and now I had to do it. I stared at the undergrowth, trying to see if there was anyone hiding there.

“I’m not scared.” I said, trying desperately to keep my voice from trembling. “I’ll just go and see if the manna’s worth collecting. It looks very small from here.”

I forced myself to move forward, sweat breaking out on my forehead. A breeze fluttered the leaves of the bushes and I nearly panicked. I moved forward slowly, conscious of Jabu and Chomp watching me.

I was no more than a few paces from the edge of the trees and looking intently at the manna lying on the ground when a large black shape darted out of the bushes and ran straight towards me. I went cold with fear as the black shape raced past me and I almost fell in my haste to get away. I turned just in time to see a large black cat racing towards Jabu and Chomp and then suddenly veer away and race back into the forest. Their eyes were wide with fear and both of them turned and ran away. I stood still, my heart pounding in my chest and my breath rasping in my throat. Gradually I calmed myself and began walking after my friends who had stopped running and were staring at me in embarrassment.

“It was only a big black cat.” I stammered. “But anyway Chomp, I think you’re right. Let’s leave the manna for another day and rather go to the shopping centre. It looked too small anyway.”

“Would you really have gone into the forest on your own if the cat hadn’t frightened us?” Jabu asked.

“Of course I would have.” I said, trying to sound more confident that I felt. “I was almost there when the cat appeared.”

“So why don’t you back now?” Jabu asked. “The cat won’t come out again.”

“As I said, the manna looks too small.” I said. “In a couple of weeks I’ll go back and collect some.”

I could see the sceptical look on Jabu’s face but the fact that he had run away from the cat assured me that he had been even more scared than I had been.
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CHAPTER 2
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I sat at the table in the living room adding up the sums that my Grade 2 teacher, Miss Ndala, had instructed our class to do for our homework. The sums were printed in our textbooks and all we had to do was fill in the answers. We had to do this in pencil though, so that at the end of the year the answers could be erased and the textbooks used by the next group of students that graduated to Grade 2.

It was the evening of the first day of the first term of the new year and I had graduated to Grade 2 comfortably, although this was mainly because of the time that my mother spent helping me to understand my lessons. I was quite excited about the year ahead as my father had told me that the government was spending a lot of money on education and I could expect to get free exercise books and free textbooks as well as a higher standard of teaching. I was also beginning to understand why my father kept telling me how important a good education was.

“Many people in the settlement can’t read or write and this is why they can’t get work; but those that can read and write nearly all have some kind of work.” he told me. “Having a sound education opens up the whole world to you. And on top of that, the government pays for your education.”

My mom sat next to me at the table darning some clothes and sharing the light from the lantern placed in the centre. My dad sat on the opposite side of the table with his newspaper spread out on the table in front of him and also using the light from the lantern to read. Gugu had already gone to bed and aunty Mbali was in her room reading magazines. Music from her portable radio drifted into the room. Every now and then my mom would lean over and check the answers that I’d written down for the sums in the textbook.

Eventually I finished my sums and my mom checked them.

“Very good, Legs.” she said. “Not one mistake all evening. It’s obvious that arithmetic is something that you really like.”

I nodded enthusiastically.

“It is.” I said. “When I’m big I want to be an accountant. Dad says that I’ll be a very good accountant, not so, dad?”

My dad looked up from his newspaper and smiled.

“I’m sure you will be.” my mom said.

I put my textbook into my school satchel and went to the kitchen which also served as our bathroom. I took off my clothes, washed myself with a wet rag, brushed my teeth and put on my pyjamas. I kissed my mom good night and said good night to my dad and went to the bedroom that I shared with Gugu. I climbed onto my bed and lay back, listening to the pinging of the roof sheets and they cooled after the day’s heat.

As I lay in the darkness I could hear my mom and dad talking in the living room.

“It seems that Jackson Zuma is determined to get rid of Calvin Tembe.” my dad said.

“I don’t think that he’ll succeed.” my mom said. “Calvin Tembe is a very good mayor and San Diego is fortunate to have such a good man managing its affairs.”

“That’s true.” my dad said. “But unfortunately there’s more to it than that. Calvin Tembe’s from Mozambique and there are a lot of people that resent him running the affairs of the settlement. They feel that it should be done by a South African.”

“That’s silly.” my mom said. “The man’s doing a good job. What does it matter where he comes from?”

“I agree.” my dad said. “But politics is a strange thing, especially in this country where great importance is put on the tribe that you belong to. The fact that we have eleven official languages is proof of this. But I also think that Jackson Zuma is after the mayor’s job because of the pay that he gets from the municipality.”

“From what I’ve heard that’s not very much.” my mom said.

“It isn’t.” my dad said. “But it’s a regular income and today that’s very important.”

“But Calvin Tembe does so much for the people that isn’t even part of his job.” my mom said. “He helps them write letters, he reads the letters that they receive to them and even gives then advice on all sorts of things regarding legal and official matters. Do you think that Jackson Zuma will do that?”

“Probably not.” my father said. “But he tells people that he will and he also says that he’ll get a lot of things for the settlement that Calvin Tembe has been unable to get.”

“Like what?” my mother asked.

“Things like electricity, sewerage and running water.” my dad replied. “The worrying thing is that so many people believe him even though it’s common knowledge that the municipality and the government have no intension of developing San Diego and are planning to eventually move everybody to the houses that are being built in the new townships. But, as you know, people believe what they want to believe and Jackson Zuma is preying on those people. If he does take over from Calvin Tembe and nothing happens then he’ll blame the municipality and the government.”

I felt myself drifting off to sleep and even though I wanted to listen to more of what my mom and dad were talking about, the next thing I knew, Gugu was tapping on my arm.

“Wake up, Legs.” she said. “It’s time to get up and get ready for school.”

I stretched my arms and rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand.

“Gugu.” I said. “You’re the best alarm clock in the whole world.”

My little sister giggled, covering her mouth with her hand.

“And you’re the best brother in the whole world, Legs.” she said and then padded out of the room and into the kitchen to help my mom prepare our breakfast.

Unlike Chomp, I enjoyed going to school. Even though I was only in Grade 2, I found learning new things exciting, especially arithmetic. I liked the certainty that it had; the unchangeable rules. One and one equalled two and couldn’t equal anything else. English language was different though. Lots of words sounded the same but had different meanings and I found this confusing. There were also words that sounded the same but were spelt differently. Geography was exciting though and learning about how people in other countries lived was fascinating. And the countries were so different from ours.

Chomp hated going to school and constantly tried to convince his mom and dad that he didn’t need an education, even though he knew that he was fighting a losing battle. Each morning he trudged to school behind me sighing and muttering to himself about how unnecessary an education was.

“But Chomp,” I argued, “being educated makes life so much easier. Surely you don’t want to be like those people who have to get Mister Tembe to read and write their letters for them?”

“I can read and write.” Chomp said. “What more do I need?”

“Okay.” I said. “So what do you want to be when you’re big?”

“I don’t know yet.” Chomp replied. “I’m only eight years old. Maybe a racing car driver, or a fireman, or a great football player, or a pilot or... I really don’t know.”

“And what will you do if, when you’re big, you decide to be something but can’t because you didn’t learn when you were small?” I asked.

“I’ll worry about that when I’m big.” Chomp said. “Right now, I don’t want to go to school. You’re lucky though. You like arithmetic and your dad says that you should become an accountant. What does an accountant do?”

“My dad says that an accountant works with sums.” I said. “But my dad also says that I must still work at my other subjects just in case I change my mind before I’m big.”

During the next few days I sensed that Chomp was thinking about what I’d said. There was a lot less sighing and muttering on the way to school and a lot of questions about what other people did for a living. But the whole thing was very confusing for a boy of eight and it wasn’t long before Chomp returned to his argument that getting an education was a waste of time and the sighing and muttering on the way to school began once more.

Naturally, Chomp was a very different person on the way back from school in the afternoons. Even if it was raining he was full of plans for the afternoon. The morning’s ordeal had been endured and what was left of the day had to be enjoyed.

We left the school one Monday afternoon and as we walked along the edge of the main road back to San Diego, Chomp, who had been mulling over what to do that afternoon, suddenly clicked his fingers and grinned at me.

“You know what we haven’t done this summer?” he asked. “We haven’t been into the storm water drain that goes down to the lake to look for the fish that live in the pools there. By this time of the year they should be quite big.”

“That’s a great idea, Chomp!” I exclaimed. “We can leave our school satchels under the bridge. But what are we going to use as a net to catch the fish?”

“We’ll use that old orange sack over there.” Chomp said, pointing to the discarded loosely-woven sack lying at the side of the road. “That’s what gave me the idea in the first place.”

Chomp picked up the citrus bag and shook the dirt off it.

“The weave’s small enough.” he said. “Any fish that escapes through this isn’t worth taking home. Now all we need is a bottle to put the fish in so that we can take them home.”

“There are plenty of discarded bottles under the bridge.” I said. “It’s the favourite place for people to throw away their rubbish.”

We hurried to the bridge that crossed the stream that ran from the swamp past the bottom edge of the settlement. We clambered down the embankment into the huge concrete culvert. As we were both barefoot we only had to hide our school satchels, which we pushed up into the dark recess between the embankment and the bottom of the bridge. The shade under the bridge was a welcome relief from the hot summer sun.

The sound of the water trickling down the centre of the deep gully had a soothing effect despite the horrible smell that it gave off. Once our satchels were safely hidden we set off along the drain with Chomp carrying the old orange bag, the concrete floor of the drain hot from the sun. Far in the distance I heard the faint rumble of thunder, signalling the approach of a summer rainstorm, so typical at this time of the year.

We walked on either side of the stream of dirty water flowing down the centre of the concrete culvert as the sun beat down on us, the heat reflecting off the floor and the walls. Here and there streams of clear water flowed down the concrete walls and joined the central stream and I was surprised to see how these streams helped to clear the water in the main stream. Soon the water was clear enough for us to see the bottom of the stream. There were also a number of wide cracks in the walls of the drain and small sturdy bushes and shrubs had managed to sprout in them.

The walls of the culvert sloped steeply upwards and it struck me that they were much too high and steep for us to climb if at any time we wanted to get out of the drain. The only way we could get out was to go back to the other side of the road bridge and clamber up the earthen walls in front of the settlement. As we walked we could hear the thunder in the west growing louder.

“There’s another bridge further on.” Chomp said. “If it starts to rain we can shelter there until it stops.”

We came to a spot where the base of the concrete drain had been damaged and a large pool of clear shallow water had formed.

“Look at how clear the water is.” Chomp exclaimed. “Back at the settlement it’s a dirty grey colour, but here it’s so clear that you can actually see the bottom.”

“It must be because of all the other streams of clear water that join the main stream.” I said.

We scanned the pool, looking for the tiny fish that usually inhabited the pool.

“There they are!” I said pointing to the tiny silver fish swimming slowly against the current. As I spoke a loud crash of thunder flowed over us. I looked up at the sky which was now covered by a mass of dark grey cloud that hid the sun completely. An icy cold breeze blew over us.

“There must have been hail somewhere.” I said. “The wind’s always cold when there’s been hail nearby.”

Large drops of cold rain began to smack down on the concrete around us. I glanced at Chomp.

“We’d better go the bridge further down the drain and take shelter.” I said. “If we don’t, we’ll get soaked.”

Chomp nodded and we hurried to the nearby bridge further down the storm water drain. By the time we got there we were soaked. As we stood in the shelter of the bridge I noticed that the walls of the drain ran right up to the underside of the bridge and not far from the bridge there was a fairly wide crack running right up to the top of the wall that had several sturdy well-established bushes growing in it. As the rain pelted down we noticed that the level of the stream running down the centre of the drain was rising and the water was spreading across the base. Soon it had reached the walls and began flowing over our bare feet. Within seconds the level of the swiftly flowing water had reached our knees. A cold shiver of fear ran down my spine. I glanced at Chomp and saw the fear in his eyes. If we stood here much longer the torrent of water was very likely to take us with it.

“What are we going to do, Legs?” Chomp asked. “We’re trapped here. If the water gets any higher and stronger it’ll wash us away and we’ll drown!”

I looked around hurriedly, fear beginning to take control of me. I saw the row of bushes growing up the crack in the concrete wall.

“We’ll have to try to climb up the side of the drain using those bushes growing in that crack.” I said.

Chomp turned and waded out into the pouring rain. He grabbed hold of a bush and began pulling himself up the steeply sloping wall. I glanced up the channel and saw a low wall of water rushing down towards us. I hurried after Chomp, the freezing rain taking my breath away. I gasped as I struggled against the current, almost losing my balance. The water was now up to my waist. I grabbed hold of a bush and began to pull myself up the wall. Chomp struggled upwards ahead of me. The wall of water hit me and I almost lost my grip on the bush. My feet were swept from under me and I hung on grimly. Chomp was moving very slowly but I couldn’t wait for him. I grabbed the stem of the bush that he was standing on and pulled myself higher.

The level of the swiftly flowing water rose even higher. I dragged myself higher, fighting the pull of the current. I looked up and saw that Chomp had got almost half the way to the top but it appeared that the bushes up there were not strong enough to hold him. He stopped, frustrated. I clung to the bush and hauled myself higher, my arms and fingers aching from the strain. The water was now up to my chest and the strength of the current kept dragging me sideways.

“I can’t go any higher!” Chomp shouted above the roar of the rain. “The bushes higher up don’t look strong enough to hold us!”

“We’ll just have to hold on and hope that the water doesn’t rise any higher!” I shouted.

I pulled myself up until I was almost next to Chomp. The level of the water continued to rise inexorably until it was up to our chests. The strength of the current was terrifying, threatening to pull us into the raging flow. Icy rain continued to pelt down on us. I felt my left foot slip off the bush that I was standing on. I felt myself losing my balance but Chomp managed to free his one hand and steady me. Lighting flashed and thunder crashed above us as we hung desperately to the side of the channel. My hands were numb from the cold and I couldn’t feel my feet at all. It was only a matter of time before I lost my grip and got washed away and drowned.

We clung to the bushes on the side of the concrete drain for what seemed an eternity, the icy rain beating down on us and the vicious current threatening to tear us away. I closed my eyes and prayed in desperation, oblivious to everything but my hands gripping the thin stems of the plants growing in the wall. I could feel Chomp shivering next to me but I was too frightened to open my eyes. Chomp began to whimper.

“I don’t think I can hold on any longer, Legs!” he cried. “My hands are totally numb.”

“Don’t give up, Chomp!” I screamed. “We’ve got to hang on! The water has to start receding soon!”

I noticed that the rain was beginning to ease and the lightning and thunder had moved further to the east. I focused my attention on the level of the water and saw that it was gradually beginning to drop.

“The level of the water’s dropping, Chomp!” I shouted. “We’ve got to hang on! It won’t be long now. Just hang on!”

My teeth were chattering and my whole body began to shiver from the cold. I glanced at Chomp. His eyes were closed and his body shook as he struggled to keep his grip on the bush above him and also keep his balance. The pressure of the current on my legs eased and I looked down to see that the level of the water had fallen to below my feet, but it wasn’t over yet. The depth of the water rushing past below me could still wash us away if we fell now. We had to wait until it had completely receded and we could step down onto the concrete floor.

The cold was so intense that I could feel myself going into shock. I closed my eyes and continued to pray. Chomp stood silently beside me and I had no doubt that he had reached the end of his tether. I opened my eyes and looked down. There was hardly any water flowing over the concrete floor below us.

“I’m going to start climbing down, Chomp!” I shouted. “I’ll go down as quickly as I can. Try to wait until I’m down on the floor before you start down. I’ll guide your feet and help you if you fall.”

Chomp nodded.

I couldn’t feel my hands and fingers at all and it was agony trying to move my body. I forced my one hand open and slowly moved it to a bush lower down. The pain in my muscles was excruciating and I almost cried. Ever so slowly I moved my one foot down until it rested on the stem of the bush below me. My whole body ached, the muscles stiff from the cold and the strain of keeping my balance. I tried not to rush even though I knew that Chomp was hanging on desperately and might fall at any moment. My feet touched the cold wet concrete and I collapsed onto the hard surface. I forced myself to stand.

“Okay, Chomp!” I shouted. “I’m down! You can start climbing down! I’ll direct your feet for you!”

Ever so slowly Chomp moved down the side of the concrete wall as I told him where to place his feet. He reached the bottom and collapsed onto the concrete. We were both shivering uncontrollably, shocked at the fact that we had almost drowned. I felt a faint warmth come over me. I looked up and saw that the sun had broken through the mass of cloud. I helped Chomp to his feet and we stood in the growing warmth of the summer sun. Our muscles began to relax. I glanced at Chomp. He stared back at me and then smiled faintly.

“We’d better get back to the bridge and get our school bags." he said. “I hope they’re still there. I don’t know what I would tell my dad and mom if I got home without mine.”

I nodded and turned to begin the long walk back to the road bridge. As we walked wearily up the slope I turned to Chomp.

“Let’s keep what happened this afternoon a secret.” I said. “Telling our parent what happened will only frighten them. We’ve learnt a lesson today. One that I’m sure neither of us will ever forget.”

That night I lay in my bed and stared up at the roof above me. I couldn’t stop thinking of how close Chomp and I had come to drowning. If the water hadn’t begun to recede when it did I had no doubt that we would have fallen into the raging torrent and been washed away to our deaths. And it had all been my fault. I had heard the distant thunder when we first climbed into the drain and yet I had ignored it. It had never crossed my mind that the water would come rushing down the channel, even though I had seen it do this many times before. I closed my eyes and sighed with relief. Life was so fragile. I had to start realising that it could be taken from me at any moment.

***
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“Legs, will you and Gugu please take this plastic container of soup to Misses Nonyana?” my mom asked. “I was at her house earlier today and I promised to make her something for lunch. She’s getting too old to cook for herself.”

“Okay, mom.” I said as Gugu squealed with delight.

“Ooh, I love going to visit Misses Nonyana!” she said. “She always tells us such funny stories.”

Misses Lerato Nonyana, from the Sotho tribe, lived on her own in a single-room shack towards the eastern end of Carnaby Street. Well over the age of eighty, she had been a school teacher for many years, teaching English language to primary school students. She survived on a meagre old age pension which her son brought to her at the beginning of each month. She spoke clearly and precisely, carefully articulating each word that she uttered, ensuring that everybody understood what she was saying while her dark brown eyes twinkled with humour. Her stories about her teaching experiences and tales about daily life of the Sotho people in the rural area where she had lived and worked all her life were legendary.

Misses Nonyana had a very pale complexion, unusual for people of her tribe and her grey hair was stringy, usually covered by a patterned scarf. Deep wrinkles covered her face like a scrunched up piece of paper that had been partly opened. She had a thin straight nose and thin lips. Whenever we visited her we found her sitting in her woven cane chair close to her front door where she could converse with the people who passed in the street. I can’t remember ever going to her house and not finding someone standing at her door chatting, or children sitting on her doorstep listening with fascination to one of her enchanting stories.

When Gugu and I arrived at Misses Nonyana’s shack, my mother’s friend, Misses Dikeledi Bapo, the lady who worked as a domestic worker, was standing in the doorway. She turned and took the container of soup from me and went into the shack. Snooper lay down next to the shack.

“Sit down on the doorstep, my children.” Misses Nonyana said. “As a reward for bringing some of your mother’s delicious soup I have a very special story to tell you.”

Gugu pressed the palms of her hands together in anticipation, staring up at the old lady in awe.

Misses Bapo brought the soup in a plastic bowl and helped Misses Nonyana to eat it. The old lady’s hand shook so badly that she spilt much of the broth back into the bowl so it took quite some time before she had finished her meal. Gugu squirmed and wriggled on the doorstep impatiently, hardly able to wait for Misses Nonyana’s story to begin. When the broth had been consumed Misses Nonyana turned to us.

“Please give your mother my heartfelt thanks for the delicious soup, Legs.” she said. “And Gugu, tell your mother that it was the tastiest soup I’ve eaten in many a year. Will you do that, please?”

We both nodded.

“I’ll take these dishes back to my house and wash them.” Misses Bapo said. “And then I’ll take the container back to your mom, Legs. It’ll give me an excuse to visit and chat.”

“Okay, children.” Misses Nonyana said, looking down at us, her eyes twinkling. “Are you ready for a story?”

“Yes, yes!” Gugu exclaimed clapping her hands together.

“Well.” Misses Nonyana began, “One Friday afternoon the inhabitants of a certain village in Africa walked home after the day’s work in the fields. As a result of the sparse rainfall in recent weeks, the ground had been as hard as concrete and digging the furrows in which to plant the maize seeds had taken twice as long as usual. The sun was close to the western horizon by the time the last furrow had been seeded and filled in.

“Wearily the villagers trudged homeward and as they walked along the narrow path towards their village they heard a plaintive sound emanating from a nearby gully. At first they ignored the noise but when they realized that it was the sound of a cow in distress, they hurried closer and peered into the dim interior of the gully. Lowing mournfully, a cow with a broken front leg stared up at them.

“It must have fallen in while trying to get to the green grass at the bottom of the gully.” one of the women said.

“Yes.” another woman said. “But it’s not one of our cows. All our cows are grazing in a field on the other side of the village.”

“The animal was in great pain and the villagers didn’t know what to do, especially as it wasn’t one of their own cows.

“We cannot leave the poor animal to suffer.” the first villager said. “Perhaps we should put it out of its misery.”

“What’s put it out of its misery mean?” Gugu interrupted.

“Well, it actually means to let the cow go to heaven.” Misses Nonyana said. “It’s the kindest thing to do when an animal is suffering.”

“What do cows do in heaven?” Gugu asked.

“They spend all their time eating lovely green tasty grass in a huge field.” Misses Nonyana said, her eyes twinkling.

Gugu seemed satisfied with the answer so Misses Nonyana continued with her story.

“The other women agreed, and after the distressed animal had been put down, another villager spoke up.

“It would be a shame to leave all this meat here to rot.” she said. “We seldom get to eat meat and as we don’t know who the owner of the cow is, I think that it would be quite reasonable if we took the meat back to our village, cooked it and ate it.”

“The other villagers agreed, so they cut the meat into smaller pieces and took it back to the village. When they arrived at the village, the other villagers began to rejoice at this opportunity to have an unexpected feast. But one of the elders looked at the meat suspiciously.

“Wait.” he said. “This animal wasn’t one of ours and must have belonged to our enemies in the nearby village. How do we know that they haven’t set up this accident and poisoned the cow and its meat in an attempt to destroy us? They are very vindictive people and I wouldn’t put it past them to attempt to poison us.”

“The other elders and the villagers nodded in agreement at this wise observation. They too had entertained similar ideas regarding the inhabitants of the enemy village.

“Let us give some pieces of the meat to one of our dogs and, if the dog is still alive tomorrow morning, we will know that the meat’s safe to eat.” another elder suggested. “We can have our feast tomorrow instead of this evening. The meat won’t go off in that short time and we will also have more time to prepare our banquet.”

“All the villagers agreed and pieces of meat were fed to one of the dogs with a special mark on its coat. It was then chained to a post near the Chief’s hut so that it wouldn’t disappear before the following morning. The villagers went to sleep and the following morning they were pleased to see that the dog that had eaten the meat was still alive and healthy. It was unchained and allowed to join the other village dogs that roamed about the area. Preparations were made for the feast with fires being lit to roast the meat and plenty of porridge and beer set out to eat and drink with the meat.

“The festivities began. The meat was flavored with spices and herbs and grilled to perfection. The bottles of beer had been placed in the nearby stream the previous evening and were cold and refreshing. The thick white porridge was topped with a cooked tomato and onion sauce and a large pot of mashed potato mixed with a wild green spinach called morogo had also been prepared. With music coming from several transistor radios placed in strategic places, the tempo of the celebration increased rapidly with the participants feasting on the abundant food and rapidly becoming quite intoxicated. As there was such an abundance of meat the villagers gouged themselves, washing down the food with big gulps of cold beer. The chief and the village elders sat in their special chairs and enjoyed the feast with the other residents.

“About halfway through the meal, one of the small boys who had been watching the festivities tentatively approached the Chief who leant over to hear what the child was saying and spilt his bowl of beer onto his foot.

“What is it, my child?” the Chief asked, shaking the sticky liquid off his foot.

“The dog’s dead.” the boy said.

“The Chief dropped his bowl of beer upon hearing this appalling news. He stood up unsteadily and raised his hand to attract the attention of his partying subjects. Gradually the laughter and shouting subsided and the radios were turned down so that the Chief could speak.

“We have a disaster!” the Chief said, his voice shaking with anxiety. “I have just been informed that the dog that we gave the pieces of meat to last night has died! We must not panic though, but we must try to get the poisoned meat out of our bodies before it ends our lives! I will call the emergency units from all the hospitals in the area on my cell phone and ask them to come and help us!”

“The villagers stared at the Chief in disbelief, but seeing that he was completely serious, panic descended with a vengeance. There was complete chaos as the villagers envisioned the enormity of what had befallen them. People tried to vomit out the meat they’d eaten. They drank large quantities of water from the nearby stream and stuck their fingers deep into their throats as they attempted to induce vomiting and rid themselves of the deadly meat. The Chief, the owner of the only cell phone in the village, called the provincial hospital emergency service and urgently requested that all available medical personnel and ambulances from all the surrounding hospitals rush to their assistance. The emergency disaster units and the poison centres in the area were also summoned and all the hospitals within a radius of a hundred kilometres were placed on standby. All the known Sangomas (traditional healers) in the area were summoned to help with their medicinal herbs and traditional potions. Doctors and nurses began arriving from all over the region and medicines were dispensed to all those who had eaten the tainted meat. Ambulances were readied to take the victims to hospital and people tried all kinds of methods to get the poisoned meat out of their systems. A contingent of police arrived at the village to assist the harried medical staff.

“People began wailing, moaning and crying as they envisioned their early demise. The local pastor arrived and attempted to calm the frightened and panicking villagers. The medical teams and the sangomas worked frantically, dispensing medicines to counteract the poison even though they had no idea of the nature of the poison. Then one of the doctors approached the village Chief.

“Where is the dead dog?” he asked. “Perhaps if we look at the dead animal it might give us a clue as to what poison your enemies used to poison the meat. At the moment we are working in the dark. We urgently need to establish what type of poison we are dealing with.”

“The Chief called the small boy who had brought the news of the dog’s death and who had been standing nearby with the other children watching the adults in amazement.

“My child.” the Chief said gently so as not to frighten the boy, “Where is the dead dog? It’s very important that we look at the dog.”

“The boy pointed to the nearby main road.

“It’s lying next to the road where the big truck ran over it.” the boy replied.

“The people surrounding the boy stared at him in silence, blinking their eyelids as they realized that they had completely misinterpreted the reason for the dog’s death. The news that they were no longer about to die spread through the village. The villagers glanced at the remaining meat and drink with distaste. To resume the celebration now was impossible. Women began cutting up the remaining meat and feeding it to the dogs. The bottles of beer remained in the stream, completely forgotten. Other residents began clearing up the mess that their panic had created. The medical personnel packed up their equipment and left, together with the sangomas and the police.

“Two hours later, the village had returned to its normal Saturday morning routine, its inhabitants determined to ignore the embarrassment that they had just undergone.”

Gugu clapped her hands with glee.

“Is the cow happy in heaven?” she asked.

“Oh, yes.” Misses Nonyana said. “And the people in the village were also happy because they hadn’t been poisoned, even though their celebration had been spoiled.
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CHAPTER 3
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Jabu’s accusation that I was scared to go into the forest on my own played on my mind. I continually tried to convince myself that, if the black cat hadn’t jumped out of the bushes, I would have gone far enough into the woods to collect at least a handful of manna. Every time I stepped out of our house or walked down Mandela Avenue and saw the huge forest on the opposite hill, I was tempted to go up the hillside to the forest and collect a handful of manna. I could then go to Jabu, show him my prize, and demand that he apologise for accusing me of being scared.

But, deep down, I knew that I really was scared and, anyway, I wouldn’t have any proof that I’d collected the manna in the forest and not from under the blue gum trees that grew on the eastern boundary of the settlement. If I wanted to prove my bravery I would have to do it in Jabu’s presence.

“So, Legs, when are you going to prove to me that you’re not scared to go into the forest?” Jabu would ask whenever he saw me.

“When there’s enough manna on the ground worth collecting.” I would reply. “You know yourself that there’s been a lot of rain lately so there won’t by any manna lying under the trees.”

“But I saw quite a lot of manna lying under the trees on the eastern boundary of the settlement.” Jabu would say.

“That’s because the ground’s more protected there.” I would reply, even though I knew that this was not the case.

What also worried me was that if I went up to the forest in Jabu’s presence he would do his best to frighten me before I got there by suggesting that evil things were just waiting for me to go into the trees. Eventually I decided to leave the matter until a suitable opportunity arose and I could prove that Jabu was wrong.

In the mean time summer was coming to an end. The days were getting shorter and the sun was beginning to lose its brutal summer heat. The leaves on many of the trees were changing colour, turning from green to various shades of brown, yellow and red and beginning to fall to the ground. The late afternoon summer rainstorms were less frequent and were replaced with spells of misty weather and days of fine soft drizzle. The inhabitants of San Diego could be seen busily collecting wood and coal to see them through the cold winter that lay ahead.

Although San Diego was a black squatter camp with a few coloured residents, a family of white people had built a small shack on the western edge of the settlement, facing South and overlooking the swamp. Why this family chose to live in San Diego and not in a white squatter camp nobody knew and they never offered any reason for their decision.

At first the community viewed the family with suspicion and avoided them whenever possible, mainly because the whole country was still affected by the segregation policies of the previous white government and didn’t know how to interact with them. The white family, for their part, also didn’t know how to behave towards their neighbours and, as a result, there was very little communication between the two parties.

The white family’s surname was Britz and consisted of an elderly couple, Hendrik, about seventy years old, his wife Charlize, in her late sixties, their son, Gert, in his mid-thirties, and his son Hennie, who was a year older than me. The grandparents were the first to arrive in San Diego. They spent a month building their shack and it was only after they had been living in it for about eighteen months that Hennie and his father came to live there.

Hendrik, the grandfather, was a short thin man with a heavy grey moustache and beard and angry eyes. He glared out at the world as if it was permanently angering him. He always wore a dark blue woollen beanie and a dirty dark green tracksuit. His wife, Charlize, was an untidy woman with short light brown hair, blue eyes, a heavily wrinkled face and a constant appearance of servility. She also always wore an orange tracksuit and dirty grey running shoes.

The son, Gert, was a small thin man with straight greying hair, a scraggly grey beard and wide-set blue eyes. He usually wore a threadbare brown business suit, white shirt and blue tie although he seldom left the shack where the family lived and appeared to be unemployed.

The grandson, Hennie, had his grandmother’s features; untidy light brown hair, blue eyes and even the same impression of servility. He usually wore a torn red football shirt and black shorts and never wore shoes. He attended the same school as Chomp and I did and was in Grade 1 with Chomp, but due to his withdrawn nature, he seldom spoke to his fellow pupils and never took part in any of his class’ activities.

Chomp and I walked from San Diego to school and back together every day. Occasionally Jabu walked with us but we seldom saw Hennie Britz, even though he was in the same class as Chomp. I began to think that he was deliberately avoiding us and the other pupils from the settlement. Why he did this only became apparent when, on the way back from school one afternoon, a sudden thunderstorm forced Chomp and me to seek shelter under the awning of a nearby shop and found Hennie already sheltering there.

I could see the panic in Hennie’s eyes as he realised that he was trapped with us. He looked around desperately but there was no other shelter nearby. He stared at us nervously. Before it had begun to rain Chomp had bought a packet of potato crisps at the café and as he began eating them he noticed Hennie watching him. He held out the packet to the white boy.

“Have some, Hennie.” he said. “You look hungry.”

Hennie hesitated, although I could see that he really wanted some of the crisps. Chomp smiled.

“Come on, Hennie.” he said. “I’m your friend. I won’t bite you. I’m in the same class as you. I can see that you’re hungry. Have some.”

Hennie put out his hand into the packet slowly and withdrew a crisp. He stuffed it into his mouth, keeping his eyes on Chomp. He chewed the snack and swallowed.

“Thanks, Chomp.” he said with a small smile.

“Did you get all your sums right this morning?” Chomp asked.

Hennie shook his head.

“No.” he said. “I got two wrong.”

“That’s better than me.” Chomp said. “Mine were all wrong!”

Chomp turned and grinned at me.

“I hate arithmetic.” he said. “You’re so lucky that you understand it.”

“I’ll help you if you like, Chomp.” Hennie said.

“Thanks, Hennie.” Chomp said. “But I’m beyond help when it comes to arithmetic.”

“Where did you live before you came to San Diego, Hennie?” I asked.

“In Warmbaths.” Hennie replied. “It’s now called Bela-Bela. My mother worked there for the municipality but she died so my father and I came to live with my oupa and ouma.”

“Why didn’t your grandparents go and live in a white squatter camp?” Chomp asked.

I could see that Chomp’s question had confused Hennie.

“I don’t know.” he said. “Why are there black and white squatter camps?”

It was our turn to be confused. I had never thought about segregation. In fact, I knew nothing about it. All my life I’d accepted that black and white people lived separately and I’d never wondered why. To me it was simply the way things were in South Africa.

“I don’t know.” I said. “I’ll have to ask my dad. There must be a reason because your family is the only white family in San Diego and there’s a big white squatter camp in Krugersdorp which is not far away and there are no black people there.”

“We’re going to the shopping centre on Saturday morning to play some of the games there.” Chomp said. “Why don’t you come with us?”

“I’ll have to ask my oupa.” Hennie said. “He says that he doesn’t like me playing with black children.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Hennie replied. “He told me that one day I’ll understand but I don’t think I will. Aren’t all children the same?”

“They are.” Chomp said. “There must be something that we don’t understand. Maybe Legs’ dad can explain it to us.”

The three of us stood silently listening to the raindrops drumming on the canopy above us.

“Even if my oupa won’t let me go to the shopping centre with you and Legs on Saturday,” Hennie said, “can I walk to school and back with the two of you? I’m very lonely.”

“Of course you can.” Chomp said. “Meet us at the top of Mandela Avenue. If you’re early, wait for us. If we’re early we’ll wait for you.”

“Thanks.” Hennie said.

***
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“When are you going to go into the forest, Legs?” Jabu asked me one afternoon on the way back from school. “The summer’s nearly over and soon there won’t be any manna under the trees. Is that what you’re waiting for?”

“I’ve told you that I’m not scared to go into the forest, Jabu.” I said. “Even if there’s no manna. Why don’t you and I go there this afternoon?”

I saw the fear in Jabu’s eyes and I knew that my bluff was working.

“No.” Jabu said. “I can’t go today. I’ve got too much homework to do.”

“You know what, Jabu?” I said. “I think that you’re scared.”

“I’m not scared!” Jabu said emphatically. “It’s just that I’ve got too much homework.”

“Okay, then let’s go on Saturday when you don’t have any homework.” I said.

I knew that I was taking a chance by goading Jabu but I felt that if I pushed the issue there was a strong possibility that he would abandon the whole issue and leave me in peace.

“I have to help my dad fix the roof of our shack on Saturday.” Jabu said.

“You’re scared, Jabu.” I said as I walked away. “It’s up to you now as to when we go to the forest. But let’s change the rules. To prove that we’re not scared to go into the forest, each one of us must collect a cup full of manna, either together or on our own. How does that sound?”

Jabu thought about the dare for a few minutes.

“Okay.” he said. “But no cheating. No collecting manna from under the trees at the edge of the camp and the main road.”

I nodded.

“There isn’t enough manna there to fill a cup anyway.” I said.

As I walked away, I realised that I had now put the onus on Jabu as to when we went to the forest and now both of us had to prove our bravery. Now I could wait for him to move first. If he produced a cup of manna I would be forced to do the same, but having seen the fear in his eyes whenever I mentioned the forest, I knew that he wasn’t going to do this.  I smiled at my ingenuity.

I wouldn’t have been quite so smug if I’d known the consequences that my ingenuity was going to create.

***
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I finished my homework and put my books into my school satchel. Gugu had already gone to bed, my mom was busy in the kitchen and my dad sat at the table in the living room reading his newspaper. I could hear Auntie Mbali’s radio playing music in her room. I sat down at the table opposite my dad.

“Dad.” I said. “Why are there always black people in one place and white people in a different place? Why don’t we all live together?”

My dad looked up from his newspaper. He stared at me, blinking his eyes. I wondered if I’d asked some stupid questions.

“Legs,” my dad said, “those are two very good questions but they have very complicated answers. I guess though that you’ve reached the age where you need to know what those answers are. But what made you wonder about these things?”

“Chomp and I got caught in the rain on the way home from school today,” I said, “and we sheltered under the canopy of one of the shops. Hennie Britz was also sheltering there and Chomp asked him why he and his family lived in San Diego and not in the white squatter camp in Krugersdorp. Hennie said he didn’t know why but I wondered why there are white squatter camps and black squatter camps. Why doesn’t everybody live together?”

“Okay.” my dad said nodding his head. “Let’s start at the beginning. Do you know what ‘segregation’ means?”

I shook my head.

“Segregation means to keep people or things separate from each other and in certain ways it’s quite natural. In nature the various groups of animals stay in groups and don’t mix. Zebras live together, Impala live together, Wildebeest live together and, although they move about together while they’re grazing, they still spend most of their time with their own kind. Do you understand that?”

I nodded.

“Obviously, animals that are natural enemies like lions and buck don’t mix at all and they all stay with their own kind.” my dad said. “And, under normal circumstances, the same thing applies to human beings. People who belong to the same tribe or nation tend to stay together even though they mix socially with other tribes and nations. This is a natural thing and has always been how the world works. The problem arises though, when people of a certain tribe or nation try to force others who are not of their own tribe or nation, to live separately and not with them. Until four years ago that was the case in this country; the people who ran the country tried to prevent black people from living with white people.”

“Why did they do that?” I asked.

“Well, they believed that they were better than black people and thought that the black people would lower their standards.” my dad replied. “And by enforcing their beliefs they took away the black people’s right to live like normal people. They took away the black people’s freedom.”

“But why did we let them do that?” I asked.

“Well, they were stronger than us at the time and so they were able to force us to do what they wanted.” my dad said. “But that’s all in the past now and all the people in the country are free to live wherever they want to and do what they want to do as long as it’s within the laws of the country. The problem at the moment is that we are all so used to living separately that it’s going to take a long time for us to get back to normal. In other words, to get back to living and mixing with those that we want to because of our similarities. Segregation is a natural thing and should never be forced upon anyone.”

“Is that why Hennie Britz and his family live here in San Diego and not in the white settlement?” I asked.

“Yes.” my dad said. “The Britz family has the right to live anywhere they choose to live, as long as they can afford it and live according to the laws of the country and nobody can force them to live anywhere else. They decided to come and live in the San Diego settlement for whatever reason and we must accept that. They are people just like you and me and we must never judge them by what colour they are or by what their beliefs are. We are all entitled to our own beliefs as long as they don’t interfere with the lives of other people and as long as other people don’t interfere in our beliefs. Do you understand what I’ve said?”

“I think so, dad.” I replied.

“It’s a lot to take in at your age, Legs.” my dad said. “But think about what I’ve told you and if you have any questions, come and ask me. If I can’t answer your questions then we’ll find someone who can. It’s a very complicated world and finding answers isn’t easy. And sometimes no answers can be found. But always remember; if you don’t ask questions people will think that you know the answers. So, never be scared to ask.”

***
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Another San Diego resident that Chomp and I enjoyed visiting was Mister Bongani Cele, a Zulu man in his seventies who lived on his own in a small shack in Washington Avenue. His most noticeable physical feature was the snow white fringe of hair around his bald head and his short white beard. Strangely, his black moustache didn’t have a single white hair in it. His complexion was dark brown, his eyes almost black, his nose large and flat and his lips thick and badly chapped. He always wore a set of blue overalls and dirty white running shoes and carried a traditional fly whisk similar to the one that Misses Zondo, the Sangoma, had.

Mister Cele had come from Zululand to the Witwatersrand as a young man to work on the gold mines but his stubborn nature had made it difficult for him to accept the arrogant racial behaviour of his white mine bosses and eventually, after losing his temper and assaulting one of them, he had been fired and banned from working in any mine anywhere in the country. 

Returning to Zululand wasn’t an option as there was no work that he could do there and, after living in Johannesburg as a homeless vagrant for several years, he heard about the numerous illegal gold mining ventures that were flourishing in the hundreds of abandoned gold mines in the vast buffer zone of blue gum trees and dense undergrowth between the white towns and cities to the north and the immense black townships to the south. Mister Cele spent the rest of his working days risking his life for a pittance in these dangerous tunnels deep in the bowls of the earth.

Mister Cele received a small old age grant from the government and spent most of his time sitting on his old blue kitchen chair in front of his shack conversing with the people who passed by on the deeply rutted dirt street. Although we seldom had any reason to use Washington Avenue, we did sometimes go along it to visit Mister Cele. My mother encouraged us to do this as it’s inherent in the Zulu tribe to take care of the elderly and respect them.

“Old people have a great deal to offer.” she told us. “They have spent their whole lives learning about life and the world and we all need to listen to what they have to say.”

One drizzly Saturday morning Chomp arrived at our shack in his usual raincoat; a black plastic refuse bag with holes cut in it for his head and arms. My mom made us each a cup of hot sweet tea and we sat at the table in the living room to drink it. I could hear Gugu playing with her rag doll in our bedroom.

“So what are we going to do today?” Chomp asked. “It doesn’t look as this miserable weather’s going to clear up.”

“No.” I said. “It looks as if it’s here for the rest of the weekend. Let’s go to the shopping centre for a start.”

“Okay.” Chomp said as we finished our tea and stood up. My mom came into the room from the kitchen.

“If you guys are going to the shopping centre please drop off this packet of sandwiches at Mister Cele’s house.” she said. “I haven’t sent him anything for quite a while. He’ll start to think that I’ve forgotten about him.”

I put on my own “refuse bag” raincoat and took the packet of food.

“We’ll be back for lunch, mom.” I said. “Is there anything that you need from the shops?”

My mom shook her head.

“No thanks.” she said. “Be careful crossing the roads. You know how dangerous they are when it rains. Sometimes I think that the rain washes away all the traffic rules, the way drivers behave in the wet.”

Chomp and I left the shack and walked up Mandela Avenue, jumping over the pools of rainwater. We reached Washington Avenue and walked along it, the fine drizzle creating tiny drops of water on our hair. I glanced across at the distant forest on the opposite hill, the mist shrouding it and making it appear even more ominous and menacing.

The door to Mister Cele’s shack was open and when we peered into the dim interior we saw the old man sitting in his chair with a thick blanket around his shoulders. He raised his white eyebrows in surprise when he saw us.

"Legs! Chomp! What a surprise!” he exclaimed. “Where’s Gugu? Is she not with you?”

“No, Mister Cele.” I said. “Mom didn’t want her to go out in this weather. We’ve brought you something from my mom.”

I stepped into the shack and handed the packet of sandwiches to the old man. The room smelt of old wood smoke and paraffin.

“Tell your mother that I say thank you very much.” Mister Cele said, taking the package and putting it down on the small table next to him. “Your mother’s a wonderful person; always thinking about others. So, what are the two of you going to do on this miserable day?”

“We’re going to the shopping centre.” Chomp replied. “There’s nothing else to do on a day like this.”

“Well, it’s still early.” Mister Cele said. “Most of the shops won’t be open yet. Stay and have a chat for a while. I’ll make us some coffee. You can sit on that stool.”

We sat down on the wide wooden stool. Mister Cele got up from his chair and shuffled to the back of the shack. He lit the brass primus stove standing on a small table and placed a pot of water on it. He set out three ceramic mugs, spooned coffee granules into them and when the water boiled, filled them. He shut off the little stove and turned to us.

“I presume you both take sugar?” he asked and before we could answer, ladled three spoonfuls of sugar into each mug and stirred the contents. He shuffled back to the front of the room and handed a mug to each of us before settling back into his chair.

“So, Legs.” Mister Cele said. “Your mother tells me that you want to be an accountant when you’re big.”

I nodded as I sipped my tea.

“Good for you!” the old man said. “A good education’s vital if you want to get anywhere in the world today.”

I forced myself not to look at Chomp.

“I wish I’d had the opportunity to get a proper education when I was a boy.” Mister Cele said with a sigh. “It would have changed the whole course of my life, although I must admit that my life has been interesting.”

“Tell us about your life as an illegal miner please, Mister Cele.” Chomp said. “Was it a hard life?”

“It certainly was.” the old man said. “And I have very little to show for it.”

Mister Cele waved his hand around at the sparsely furnished shack and the put his mug down on the table next to the packet of sandwiches.

“Well, after I’d been kicked out of the Golden Reef Mine and spent two years living like a tramp, I decided that I had to improve myself and, as mining was the only thing that I knew anything about, I headed for the buffer zone between Jo’burg and Soweto where all the illegal mining took place. The illegal gold miners are called “Zama-zamas” which means “take a chance” or “chance it” in Zulu. It can also mean “hustlers”.  It took me several weeks to find a gang of miners who would take me on because they were all suspicious of newcomers, thinking that they were either spies employed by the police or gangsters who wanted to steal their gold.”

“Is there a lot of gold in the old mines?” Chomp asked.

“No.” Mister Cele replied, shaking his head ruefully. “In fact, there’s hardly enough to make a living from. But, what kept us miners going was hope. Hope that we would strike a rich vein of gold that would make us wealthy.”

“Did many miners find a rich vein of gold and become wealthy?” I asked.

“In all the years that I worked in those abandoned mines I never heard of one miner who had struck it rich.” Mister Cele said. “But hope springs eternal, as the saying goes. Without hope there is nothing and we all lived on hope. What none of us were prepared to accept was that, if there had been rich veins of gold in the mines, they wouldn’t have been abandoned. But, as we knew of no other way to survive, we lived with our dream.”

“Is working in an abandoned mine as dangerous as working in a real mine?” Chomp asked.

“It’s much more dangerous.” Mister Cele replied. “Apart from the rock falls, deadly gasses and other accidents, there’s also the constant danger from rival illegal miners who often murder miners and steal their gold. Some gangs even kidnap people and force them to work for them. And if the miners hide their gold the gangsters torture them to find out where it is.

“There’s no law underground. The strongest win every time. There is also nobody to rescue miners if there’s a rock fall and they’re trapped or hurt. And there is also the possibility of being caught by the police and jailed. And finally, there’s the method of extracting the gold from the rock which is highly dangerous.”

“How do the illegal miners get the gold out of the rock?” I asked.

“Firstly, they break the rock off the sides of the tunnels with crowbars and sledge hammers or they use the rock from the pillars that were built to support the roof of the tunnel, and then they break that rock into small pieces and finally, using smaller hammers, they break the rock into powder.” the old man said. “This is back-breaking work. We would spend several days smashing the rock with sledge hammers and end up getting gold no bigger than a pin head. The big mines have crusher plants with huge steel rollers that crush the rock into a fine powder. We had to do this by hand. Look at my hands.”

Mister Cele held out his hands, the palms towards us. Thick calluses covered the misshapen gnarled hands.

“I haven’t worked for over ten years and the calluses are still as thick as they were when I was working.” Mister Cele said.

“And what did you do with the powdered rock?” I asked

“They pass the powdered rock through a fine sieve to remove any small stones or pieces of rock.” Mister Cele said, “Then we put that powdered rock into a small steel bowl and mix it with a little water to make a paste. Then they mix it with mercury and heat it over a fire. The gold particles cling to the mercury which is then put into a fine cloth and the mercury squeezed out, leaving the gold particles.

“But you must remember that all this work is done using lanterns and head lamps and illegal miners can stay underground for weeks and even months at a time. Sometimes it can take over two hours just to walk through the tunnels from the entrance just to get to where the miners were working.”

“What’s mercury?” Chomp asked.

“Mercury’s a silver liquid and is also known as ‘quicksilver’.” Mister Cele replied. “As far as the illegal miners are concerned it’s the only way that they can extract the gold particles from the powdered rock. The problem is that it’s a very dangerous substance because it gives off dangerous fumes, especially when it’s heated, and these fumes can affect the brain and paralyse you.”

“What do the miners do with the gold that they’ve collected?” Chomp asked.

“They sell it to gold dealers who in turn sell it to international gold syndicates.” Mister Cele said. “And here again the miners are at a disadvantage. They have no choice as to who they can deal with and they cannot go to the police if they’re cheated.”

“How long did you work as an illegal miner, Mister Cele?” Chomp asked.

“For about fifteen years.” the old man replied. “And every time I went underground I wondered if I would come out alive. I was very lucky.”

“Was it worth it? Would you do it again?” I asked.

“Those are difficult questions to answer, Legs.” Mister Cele said. “When you have no work and there’s no chance of finding legitimate work you have to take anything that you can. Would I do it again? No. I would put much more effort into finding work that wasn’t so dangerous.”

***
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Gugu, my alarm clock, woke me. I stretched my arms above my head and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I climbed off my bed and went to the kitchen where I washed and dressed. My mother had prepared our breakfast and set it on the table. As Gugu and I sat down to eat our cereal there was a loud knock on the front door. My mom opened the door.

“Dikeledi! What are you doing here at this time of the morning?” she asked in surprise. “Come in.”

Misses Dikeledi Bapo, my mom’s friend who worked as a domestic worker, walked into the shack. My mom closed the door. I looked at Misses Bapo and saw the shocked look on her face.

“What’s happened?” my mom asked.

“There’s been another murder!” Misses Bapo said, her eyes wide with fright.

“Where?” my mom asked.

“At the edge of the forest up there.” Misses Bapo said pointing towards the huge blue gum forest on the hill opposite the settlement.

“Do you know who was murdered?” my mom asked as my dad came out of the bedroom where he’d been dressing.

“Yes.” Misses Bapo replied, her voice shaking with suppressed emotion. “It’s Legs’ friend Jabu Buthelezi.”

We all stared at Misses Bapo in disbelief.

“Are you sure?” my mom asked, her eyes wide with shock.

“Yes. I’ve just spoken to Constable Luthuli.” Misses Bapo said. “The police are at the scene of the murder right now. You can see them from here.”

My dad walked to the door, opened it and stepped out into the street. Gugu and I got off our chairs and followed my mom outside. We looked over at the forest. A group of blue-uniformed policemen stood at the edge of the forest, inside an area marked off with blue and white plastic police tape that fluttered in the early morning breeze. I felt my whole body go numb as I stared at the distant scene. Snooper whined at my feet but I ignored him.

“Did Constable Buthelezi tell you when it happened?” my dad asked.

“Yes. He said it must have happened late yesterday afternoon.” Misses Bapo replied. “Jabu’s parents became very worried when he wasn’t home by supper time. They searched the settlement for him all night but it was only when they reported that Jabu was missing to the police this morning that the search was widened and his body found at the edge of the forest. Constable Buthelezi says that it looks as if Jabu was killed with the same knife that was used to kill the five women who were murdered here. Constable Buthelezi also told me that the police found one of Jabu’s mother’s teacups next to him half-filled with blue gum manna. They think that he went there to collect manna, even though he’d been forbidden to go there.”

“What’s happening, mom?” Gugu asked. “What’s happened to Jabu?”

“Don’t worry about it, my child.” my mom said and turned to me. “Legs, take Gugu into the house with you and finish your breakfast. This isn’t something that the two of you should be seeing.”

Gugu and I went into the house and sat down at the table. Gugu began eating her cereal but all I could do was stare vacantly at my meal, too shocked and frightened to do anything.
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