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Is not the truth the truth?


Henry IV part I, ii.4
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SARAH GLANCED DOWN, watching as her black suede ankle boots clipped up the subway stairs. She was smiling. No matter how often she sat in her prosecutor’s seat waiting for a jury to deliver its verdict she would always find herself gripped by tension. Now the case was over, she felt almost light-hearted with relief. Coming out of the subway at 79th Street, her smile broadened. Not only had her victory buoyed her up, but on days like this she would experience anew the joy of being in New York.

She turned right on Broadway. As she moved out of the protection of the Apthorp, the wind cut into her. She didn’t mind. This was one of those dry February days she relished, the sky a clear ice blue, the air crisp and sharp, highlighting  the city’s hard outlines. She walked briskly, thinking of the malt she would pour herself when she got home. Broadway was so wide, she thought, and so solid with its for once smooth gliding traffic, its stores summoning passers-by into glutted end-of-season sales and its markets with their laid-out wares. She stopped outside one and looked over the polished, perfect fruit and glistening vegetables, clean and healthy under the light, all varieties despite the season. It was all so luxurious and so different from that bleak, dry place where she’d been born.

That thought took her aback. It had been such a long time since she had used that other place as a reference point. Nowadays the sharp, clean outlines of this city felt so natural that, on the rare occasions when memories of her home town occurred, it was almost as if they conjured up a world that had lost all meaning. Taking a basket, she chose a dark green bunch of arugula, a couple of huge, shining, beef tomatoes and some Chinese cabbage.

 



She was outside her apartment door, juggling keys and bags, when she heard the phone ringing. She didn’t bother hurrying. She always needed a moment of solitary reflection after a case finished and she knew that whoever it was trying to contact her would either leave a message or call back later. She slipped the key into the lock and pushed open the door, dropping her bags, unwinding her scarf and kicking off her boots, as the warmth of the place reached out to envelop her. She hung up her coat and walked into her open-plan living room.

It was the first place she had ever owned and gradually she had turned it into something that was truly hers. She loved its solitude and its uncluttered elegance, the two plush, brick-red sofas standing stark against the pure white wall, the expanse of gleaming, wooden floor and the huge windows that faced  out on to the seventh floor of the apartment block opposite. This was home.

The phone kept ringing. She walked over to the kitchen and put down the paper bag on one of the slate-grey surfaces. There was a click: the answerphone switching on.

‘Sarah.’

She froze. There was no mistaking that voice. There was something biblical, and something unique, in the way Ben Hoffman said her name. There always had been.

‘This is my third call,’ he said. He sounded irritated.

Stubborn old man, she thought, smiling as she hurried towards the phone. She could just picture him, sitting in the solitude of his overdecorated study in that little town on the edge of the desert and picking up the phone to summon her, outraged to discover that she wasn’t waiting for him at the other end.

The tape kept turning, recording his injunction: ‘I want you back.’

She hesitated, her hand hovering in the air. Back? she thought. There is no going back. Not after all this time.

‘Please,’ his testy old man’s voice continued, ‘ring me as soon as you get this message. I have need . . .’

And yet: how could she ignore him?

She couldn’t. Picking up the phone, she cut him off: ‘Ben?’
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THE ROOM WAS dark and, save for the sound of Marie’s breathing, as quiet as it should be in the dead of night. But something, some alien noise, had visited Pieter Muller in his dreaming and pulled him out of it. Getting up quietly so as not to wake Marie, he swapped his striped pyjamas for a pair of khaki trousers and a short-sleeved shirt before padding across the worn green carpet.

A thickset man with a big square face, unblinking narrow eyes and heavy jowls that dragged his puffy flesh into a fading ginger beard above his bullish neck, Pieter always, even in his own bedroom, moved with purpose. Ham hands, their freckled skin dusted by downy ginger hair, swung by his side as he walked to the door. It creaked when he went through. He  made a mental note to have it oiled. Then down the long, dark corridor he went past the games room with its full-size pool table, turning right at the corridor’s end and going into the kitchen, an ungainly utilitarian space with an oversized deep freeze, ill-fitting metal-lined wall cabinets, scratched melamine counters and a long, central pine table which years of scrubbing had bleached almost white. A kitchen without the nonsense of current city fashion, Pieter thought proudly, as he passed the range where a cast-iron kettle and a pot of pre-cooked pap stood on the hot plate.

His three dogs had heard him stirring and they were waiting for him outside, their thin tails beating the hot, still air. They were good, well-trained dogs, who followed when he moved to the middle of the gravel driveway and who stood quietly as he looked beyond the row of pine trees that bordered his land.

The land was almost completely dark, lit only by the softest moonlight: the first pale rays of the day had not even begun blanching at the edges of the mountain. Nothing here that could have disturbed him.

He moved down the driveway and over the wire fence, making his way up the slope and towards the south-west field, walking with purpose as his torch picked out a twisted grove of aloes and the jagged edges of a thorn tree. And all the while his dogs, grey shadows dancing in the dark, stayed close enough for him to hear their watery panting syncopated with the sound of his heavy work boots crunching down on the desiccated land. There were no other noises, nothing out of place.

He crested the hill, then stopped and stood drinking in the quietness of the night. Above him, the stars flickered pinpoint-bright in the domed sky as he listened to the gradual easing of his own breath and to the scratching of a rodent through the undergrowth. The night was so intense it  shrouded definition: lowering his gaze he saw the land stretching out as if it were one long unbroken whole. The stark rim of mountains that in the daytime dominated the countryside was indicated now only by a vague increase in the intensity of darkness. Standing, breathing in the solitude, Pieter knew that there had been no intruder. There could not have been. Which meant that the dulled sound that had awakened him - like the thud of a spade thumping into hardened ground - must have been just part of a dream.

His youngest dog whimpered. He reached down and stroked her silken head, gentling her into calm. He could feel the heat rising off the parched earth, filling the air with the oily fragrance of eucalyptus. He turned and looked away from the mountains to the place where, ten kilometres away, the town of Smitsrivier cast up its vague yellow glow.

He thought then about his encounter with James Sizela. Sizela the headmaster. On crossing paths with Pieter, Sizela had stopped and, saying nothing, had stood and stared, his brown eyes burning into Pieter’s face.

Of course. Now Pieter knew why he’d awakened so suddenly. It was this damned Truth Commission that was heading into town, stirring it all up, stoking Sizela’s rage.
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IT WAS EIGHT hours since Sarah’s plane had landed in Port Elizabeth and three since she’d driven into town. Now freshly showered and wearing the lightest of her summer dresses, she stepped out of the Smitsrivier Retreat. And stopped abruptly - bowled over by the sight that met her eyes.

For fourteen years the glass and steel forests of New York, with its chrome and marble atriums and deep polluted colours smeared across the downtown sky at dusk, had been the sights and shapes that were burned on her retina. Now she’d journeyed to this town in South Africa that was New York’s polar opposite - a town where men walked slow and where the road to the east ran out into the desert, straight and true for close on fifteen miles until it hit the rim of burned-out  mountain cores. This petrified sea of mountain tops rolled around the town in a 360-degree arc, shimmering maroon under the weight of the vast blue sky, the joining of these two solidities so seamless that it was hard to imagine that anything else would have the temerity to exist beyond them.

From Smitsrivier to New York. A stunning dislocation. A continental shift for which there could be no mental bridge. And yet, as Sarah’s gaze moved down Smitsrivier’s Main Street to its distant end, she realised how familiar it was. Even its climate felt right: although the thermometer was pushing forty, the day was dry and sharp and clean like a day should be.

She set off down Main Street, taking long lazy strides, zigzagging under the patchwork shade of a line of jacaranda trees which, heavy with purple blossom in early spring, had since sunk back into dusty-brown indifference. From the urban jungle to the deep frontier. The settlers who’d created the town of Smitsrivier hadn’t tried to compete with the immense vista that surrounded them. Instead, they’d built small houses with shade, aspiring to two-storey in a good year, and fashioned neat verandas out of tin sheets and cast-iron balustrades on which they could sit and look out at the mountains. That and those wide, tarred avenues that never completely kept the red dust at bay were as much permanence as they could muster.

The character of the town had been indelibly forged by those early settlers. They were tough people who’d trekked with ox-wagons through semi-desert and then, having decided to put down roots, had created their town with the same methodical determination that they later applied to every other aspect of their lives. Deeply religious, their first project had been the Dutch Reform church which they’d placed dead centre on Main Street. With its jagged white spire thrusting up into the sky and its gleaming white stucco building and three high arched entrances, the church could afford  to stand back behind a fenced-in courtyard and still be seen from every point in town. Having settled with their God, the settlers had turned their attention to the state, siting their town hall with its scrolled leaves and thatched roof at the far end of Main Street and a scaled-down version, which served as police station and courthouse, near the church. The church, the state and then commerce: a series of banks - the New Standard, the Eerste Nasionale, the Volkskas, the Boland - were interspersed by garages where bakkies refilled and people queued for paraffin.

Until this moment Sarah had been so struck by the familiarity of the place that she hadn’t taken in any of its changes. Now she noticed how much more crowded Smitsrivier was and, even more radically, as she passed the municipal garden stocked with strangely twisted aloes, she saw three black men sprawled out on a wooden bench that had once been reserved for whites only. They were passing a bottle of cheap Golden Mustang between them - an act of defiance that in the old days would have brought police sjamboks raining down.

She moved on, crossing the road and, just as she reached the other side, a kombi van, part of the local township’s informal mass transit system, cut in front of her. Its left wheel partially mounted up the pavement as its back door opened to disgorge passengers. Skirting round the van she was assailed by the rhythmic blasting of its sound system, deep men’s voices thumping out that strange lyrical fusion of pop and revolutionary metaphor that was unique to South Africa. And then the kombi moved off while three young black men, newly disembarked, joined a fourth who’d been waiting on the pavement. Seeing their exchange of greetings and the slapping of their hands, Sarah re-experienced the liveliness of her mother country. It’s good to be back, she thought: to hear the laughter in those once familiar voices and to be surrounded by all those different loud South African accents.

Except of course that this was still South Africa. When one of the men saw her looking, his eyes flicked sideways. It was an almost imperceptible movement which his companions nevertheless instantly understood. Their laughter was abruptly stanched as was their conversation and they moved together, cutting her out, their expressions mutating from animated to morose, reminding her of such encounters endlessly repeated during her childhood. Fourteen years had gone by since she’d last been witness to any, but the feelings this one evoked came flooding back - that horrible composite of shame and fear.

But wait a minute, it was different now. It had to be. She was no longer just another white Smitsrivier girl, embarrassed and awkward in the face of a black man. Looking the stranger in the face, she smiled pleasantly and walked by, continuing down Main Street.

The spotless sidewalks of before, once a testimony to a combination of Calvinist order and cheap labour, were chaotic, overgrown with improvised stalls, wooden crates on which were laid wrinkled oranges in groups of four or five, spotted pawpaws, piles of green prickly pears and cobs of roasted corn. She took in all those old familiarities as she kept walking until a combination of curiosity and hunger drove her into an old convenience store.

Pushing open its glass door, she was sucked once again into that other, earlier time. The storekeeper, the only other occupant of the place, was a wrinkled old woman in a faded lavender-print frock. She was perched on a high stool under a huge buzzard of a fan that was turgidly moving hot air from one section of the ceiling to another. She didn’t bother greeting Sarah but continued to sit motionless, conserving her energy as she presided over a collection of counter goods - some packs of Chiclets chewing gum, two jars of gobstoppers and a few long strings of liquorice - that might have sprung  straight out of Sarah’s childhood. The smells that wafted over were the powdery sweetness of icing sugar, the stink of flies sizzling now on infra-red tubes wired into the wall rather than the old blue flypaper, and the tangy aroma of strips of biltong, streaked by globules of yellow fat, that hung down from ceiling hooks. A price list stuck up crooked beside the biltong told her she could also buy half a loaf of oversweetened white bread, if she wanted, or a single cigarette, or a scoop of frozen peas.

There was nothing here that Sarah felt like eating. She nodded at the woman, who once again failed to acknowledge her, and left the shop.

The sun blazed down as she made her way towards the town’s central shopping area, weaving along pavements even more packed with makeshift stalls selling cheap clothes. She was still jet-lagged and her concentration wandered, so when eventually she found herself opposite a once familiar row of shops, she was taken by surprise. She stopped and stared in amazement at the low-slung buildings whose striped awnings still hung above each entrance and whose green corrugated-iron roofs still shimmered in the brightness. They were so distinctive and so much a part of her childhood, she could have closed her eyes and conjured up the sequence of their colours: sky blue, lemon yellow dulled by time, olive green and then back to blue again.

Her father’s shop had been the one with the green awning. Shielding her eyes from the glare of the sun she stared across at it and saw that although her parents had been gone ten years her father’s sign - Barcant’s Optics - was still hanging from the metal bar, caught by a sudden, hot gust of wind to swing backwards and forwards once in sync with the sign for Venter’s Supermeat, the one for Sue Anne’s Unisex Salon and finally, Lou’s Pharmacy.

It was completely still again. The sun was too harsh: her  vision bleared. She turned away and looked up Main Street, to the end of town where its flatness was engulfed by semi-desert. The colours she saw were the colours of the land: the browns and reds of the distant horizon and the olive green of the scrub-covered hills that took off from the roadside. Then she was transfixed by a sight: a huge crucifix anchored at its four points by high-tension wire to the top of the hill. That she could have forgotten how this symbol of white rule, and the church that backed it, so dominated the town, was a mark of how far she had travelled. Then again, perhaps not: as a teenager she had spent time on the hill caught up in gloomy contemplation of the deficiencies of her life, oblivious to the significance of the cross.

A loud bang - a pickup truck backfiring - jolted her into the present. Just in time. She didn’t know what she was doing standing there, caught in reverie. That was the pact she’d made with herself when she’d agreed to answer Ben’s summons, that she would not allow herself to be dragged into a contemplation of her past. Leaving small-town Smitsrivier had been her childhood goal and she had managed it as completely as she could ever have wished. She was here to do a job of work because Ben had asked her to come and because she owed him too much to contemplate refusal. That’s all.

She crossed the road and walked past the arched street lights to the optician’s glass door, stopping then to peer through one of the grimy top panes. Another step back in time. She saw three men standing in front of the scratched wooden counter examining a pair of off-the-shelf reading glasses. Their callused, brown, farm-labourer’s hands caressed the wire frames as each in turn lifted the spectacles to his eyes to stare at the newspaper she knew they must have bought especially for the occasion. When she pushed the door open, hearing the brass bell’s familiar strangled cry, the three customers turned. They were dressed almost identically in  snowy-white open-necked shirts and brown trousers, neatly pressed but with cuffs frayed by age and stained by too much contact with Smitsrivier’s red soil. Two of them touched the brims of their hats in greeting, while the third nodded gravely.

The men were standing in front of the counter blocking Sarah’s view. For a moment she imagined that, just as they and the shop’s signpost and the landscape and the feel of the place were the same, nothing else had changed either and that when they moved aside she’d see her father, soft and white and malleable, with his kind face, his weak blue eyes and his limp smiling mouth.

One of the men moved aside to reveal, not her father, but another optician thirty years younger than her father and much thinner, a stranger who spoke in the accented English of an Afrikaner: ‘Can I help you, miss?’

She didn’t answer. She stood there in that tawdry space thinking how much her father had loved this place. It had been the fulfilment of his ambition - a shop of his own. She smiled. He must have wondered often how it was that he, a mild-mannered man content with his business, his town and his introverted wife, had such a wild, uncontrolled, uncontrollable daughter. She, with her grandiose ambitions and her determination to cross the mountain range, must have seemed like a cuckoo to her parents, much more the sort of child that the exotic Hoffmans - Ben and Anna - rather than the ordinary Barcants would have produced.

The optician spoke, insistently, into her silence: ‘Do you need help?’ He was staring hard.

She shook her head and smiled again: ‘I was only looking,’ she said, and left the shop.

Outside, a line of blue-overalled men was passing beer barrels from a pickup truck into a liquor store. Watching the easy swing of their arms, slick in the heat, she wondered vaguely whether life suited her parents now that they were resettled in  Perth. They wrote, of course, and there had even been an exchange of visits, but they were not expressive people and she had no idea whether her mother was happier away from the uncertainties of South Africa or how her father kept his anxious flapping hands busy in retirement.

A voice shouted out abrasively: ‘Kwela. Kwela,’ and she watched the last of the beer offloaded and the men hefting themselves up into the lorry’s back. When it drove away, she moved too, continuing her pilgrimage down Main Street.
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BEN HOFFMAN HEARD footsteps outside his study and then the creak of the door opening. He knew it couldn’t be Sarah - he would have spotted her coming up the drive. Which meant it must be his wife Anna, checking to see if he was asleep. He quickly shut his eyes. Why should he give Anna any further cause for worry? She wanted him to rest . . . well, then, she would find him doing so.

After a while the door closed, taking with it Anna’s fragrant mix of jasmine and soft-risen dough. Still Ben continued to lie motionless and only when he was certain that she really had gone away, did he vacate the sofa for his desk. His gold fob watch was lying on the polished wood where he’d left it. He glanced at it. Three o’clock. Was this possible? Time seemed  to be moving very slowly. Putting down the watch, he looked out through the casement window, past the lush green of Anna’s garden and into the distance where the blazing sunlight had bleached out all but the edges of the distant mountain rims. His watch must be right. It was too bright to be much later than three.

He dropped his gaze and the photograph of James Sizela’s son, which James had laid down carefully on the blotter, caught his eyes. Picking it up, he peered at it though his half-rimmed glasses. There was, he thought, no mistaking Steve Sizela’s paternity. He had the same cinnamon-bark skin as his father and the same gently slanting eyes, high cheekbones and high forehead. Father and son: in fact, Ben thought, the only apparent difference between the two lay in their ages and in the way that, in the photograph at least, the youth displayed none of the formality that was the old man’s defining characteristic. While James Sizela was a man who never seemed to unbend, this image of his smiling son was so vibrant and so alive that it was almost impossible what Ben knew to be the truth: that Steve was long dead.

Putting down the photograph Ben remembered James’s recent visit. He had sat over there on the sofa, tall, gaunt and grey-haired and, in that slow, stiff manner of his, had described to Ben how he had come across Pieter Muller on Main Street.

‘I looked into Muller’s heart,’ James had said.

Oh yes. Even now, a week after James had been and gone, Ben could still visualise the encounter. Those two men, locked in eye-to-eye contact on the flat expanse of a dust-strewn Main Street. The stern headmaster facing down the solid, determined ex-policeman, Muller, both of them so much products of the old South Africa.

‘I know now for certain,’ James had continued, ‘that Pieter Muller killed my son.’

As James’s words had died away, Ben had sat thinking that for James to pin the blame for Steve’s death on Muller wasn’t entirely unexpected. Muller’s culpability was a theory that had being doing the rounds of Smitsrivier for more than thirteen years, ever since Steve had been arrested on Pieter Muller’s orders and then had disappeared. Although they had no concrete proof of this, most people in town - certainly most black people - believed that Steve was dead and that Muller was responsible. But in all the years that Ben had known James, James had never said as much.

Now, however, Ben had heard a new resolve and urgency in James’s voice. Ben knew why. It was the coming of the Truth Commission - James’s last chance to find his son’s body.

Ben looked down, impatiently, at his watch. Ten past three. Time was moving far too slowly. Turning away from the window, he cast round the study to the rich weave of his beloved Persian carpet, the deep muted purples of his tasselled lampshades and the burnished wooden surfaces of his desk. He was alone but he didn’t feel alone. The spectre of James seemed to be in the room with him, reminding him in turn of that unending line of other Africans who had, over the years, come here to ask for his help as a lawyer. Never James. For him to make the trip from the township into Smitsrivier, to come and knock, unannounced, on Ben’s door, showed how determined he was.

Not, Ben thought, that James had displayed even the slightest impatience. That was not his way. He had continued to sit almost motionless, saying in that slow stiff manner that was his defining characteristic: ‘I am a realist, I know Muller will never stand trial for Steve’s murder. I can accept that.’

James had paused then, leaving Ben to wonder: could a man as righteous as James Sizela really dam up his need for  justice, for revenge, even? Perhaps. There was a part of Ben that hoped so. If the present was not to be sucked down into the swamp of the past, then many fathers like James must do as James professed to do - must say enough is enough.

‘The time has come,’ James had eventually continued. ‘We must find Steve.’

Noting James’s use of the collective pronoun, Ben had thought how, until that moment, he had never turned a client away. Or at least not one that mattered. There had been no qualified black lawyers within fifty kilometres and Ben had been the only white lawyer prepared to take on a ‘political’ case when political meant almost anything that happened to any black person. He had thus been kept very busy. Not that he had minded. True, in the old days the odds had been so stacked against him that he’d ended up losing far more cases than he had ever won, but it had nevertheless been a life well lived. A good life, a rewarding life. A part of a life that was now over. Ben had officially retired - everybody in Smitsrivier knew that. He had promised himself that he would turn a deaf ear to the siren calls of his own enthusiasms and live out what remained to him in peace with his Anna. South Africa had changed: his work was over.

And thus when James finished speaking, Ben had done his best to head him off. He had told James that he need only to wait until Muller applied for amnesty from the Truth Commission. When Muller did that, Ben told James, he would be forced by the amnesty rules to disclose what he knew of Steve’s whereabouts.

But James shook his head and said that Muller had been overheard boasting that he would never apply.

Ben knew better than to doubt it. Although some ex-policemen had queued up voluntarily for their amnesties, most of those who had applied had done so in order to free themselves from jail. As to the ones who had never been  taken to task for their past actions: they saw themselves as loyal, law-abiding functionaries who had only done what duty demanded and who did not, therefore, see why they should abase themselves in front of any commission. Muller was that kind of man.

‘I have accepted the truth,’ James had said. ‘My son is gone.

All I want now, all we both want, is to be allowed to lay his body to rest.’

Feeling the strings of obligation being tightened, Ben had shifted uncomfortably.

‘Please, Ben,’ James had reached out and had taken hold of Ben’s pale, liver-spotted hand.

At that moment, Anna had passed by and, looking in, saw them holding hands in that South African way. In her expression Ben could tell what she was really seeing. Two old men. One living out the last days of his life, the other labouring under the weight of death that he often must have wished had been his own. She had stood, still, and Ben had known what she was thinking when eventually she shook her head and walked away. He knew that had he asked her what he should do, she wouldn’t have bothered replying. She wouldn’t have needed to: he knew that what she wanted was that he turn his back on work. But he couldn’t give her that. The parameters were too clear: James was a stubborn man and a determined one, as set on finding out the truth as Pieter Muller was in withholding it and there was nothing Ben, or anybody else, could do to stop the two colliding. And if Ben couldn’t stop James then he must help him.

He could read Anna’s thoughts; he told her as much. He knew she was right. He was the first to admit that a sense of obligation was not his only motivator. There was also that anticipation of a battle to be joined: that fusion of intellect and morality. The chase. He had felt the first glimmers of that old excitement as he suggested to James that, if Muller  would not apply for amnesty, they could sue him in a civil court.

‘Sue him?’ The notion jogged James’s expression out of its characteristic control. ‘But I thought the Truth Commission precluded the possibility of resorting to the law?’

‘It does,’ Ben had replied. ‘But only for those who actually apply to the Commission.’ The more Ben thought about it, the more sense it made. If Muller applied for amnesty, he would be automatically protected from a civil suit. But since he refused to apply they could turn his defiance against him. They would make his repudiation of the new rules of the game too uncomfortable to resist. By suing him, they would use the law to frighten him into making an amnesty application and that way tell them what he had done with Steve’s body.

The timing was perfect. The Truth Commission was heading into town, bringing with it an ex-colleague of Muller’s - the jailed policeman, Dirk Hendricks.

‘Dirk Hendricks is applying for amnesty for the torture of Alex Mpondo,’ Ben had told James. ‘We could use Alex to twist Hendricks’s arm. Do you know who Alex’s lawyer is?’

James pursed his lips in disapproval as he always did on mention of Alex Mpondo. ‘He doesn’t have a lawyer,’ he said. ‘He has let it be known that he won’t come to the hearing.

Maybe he thinks this is all beneath him now that he’s an MP.’

Ben blinked. ‘That’s no good. You know how it works: without Alex to oppose him, Dirk Hendricks’s hearing will be mere formality. Alex is our lever. We need him in Smitsrivier, opposing Hendricks.’ Ben looked keenly at James. ‘Can you persuade him to change his mind?’

For a moment James had sat, calculating, and then he had said: ‘I will ask someone to approach Mpondo,’ and had looked away.

That was all Ben needed. They were set. It was a simple  plan. The best plans always were. They would use Alex Mpondo’s presence at the hearing to threaten Hendricks that unless he revealed what he knew of Muller’s complicity, he might not get his amnesty. That way Muller would be caught in a pincer movement: on the one hand, his fear of what Hendricks might say, and on the other, the threat of a civil suit.

A simple plan requiring, now that Ben’s energy was so low, one other person: Sarah Barcant.

Sarah. Here at last was the excuse he needed. ‘If you get Alex to come to the hearing,’ he told James Sizela, ‘I’ll phone my ex-pupil, Sarah Barcant. She has all the experience we need. I’ll tell her we need her.’

And that was it. The trap was set.

Ben looked at the watch again. Only half an hour had elapsed. He frowned and impatiently pushed a strand of grey hair back from his face.
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DUST. IT SATURATED the space and kept on coming: clouds of red dust puffing through the gaps in the kombi’s back door. Not that Dirk minded it. On the contrary. In his Pretoria jail cell that nauseous concoction of stale sweat, acrid bleach and glutinous floor polish was a continual reminder of his incarceration, but now as he sat staring at the windowless walls of the kombi, the feel of the particles, gritty against his skin, and their smell helped him imagine the endless stretching of a landscape that lay beyond the confines of the vehicle.

He glanced at his watch to confirm what he already knew: they’d soon be in Smitsrivier. Despite the fact that he had trained himself to remain always calm, he felt his spirits lifting.

At that moment the kombi jolted, pitching him off the short steel bench and against one of the metallic sides. As he hauled himself back there was a second jagged lurch. This time he was ready and braced his feet to stop being slammed against the side again. Another wayward lurching. Jesus, surely nobody, certainly no trained policeman, could drive this badly? He heard the engine revving madly. The bastard’s doing it deliberately, he thought, even an imbecile would find it difficult to make such heavy weather of the long, straight, evenly tarred road into Smitsrivier.

The only possible explanation suddenly occurred to him. They must have come off the road.

The kombi shuddered, its engine straining. Listening to the roar of its over-pumped accelerator, Dirk could also feel the wheels spinning. Sand. If the moronic driver wasn’t careful he’d use the wheels to dig a hole so deep, he’d need a tractor to dislodge the vehicle.

Suddenly the kombi jolted forwards, breaking out of its burrow and continuing along the uneven surface. But where were they? Not on their way to Smitsrivier: there was only one road into town and one road out and that was smooth tar. Any track this bumpy led away from town, up into the mountains to that parched, unforgiving country where a rare farmhouse was the only sign of human habitation.

A change of route?

And a change of plan? The driver’s instructions, barked out for all to hear, had been clear. He was to take Dirk from Port Elizabeth airport, where his plane from Pretoria had landed, and deliver him to the Smitsrivier police station where he would be held for the duration of the Truth Commission hearing. The time of Dirk’s plane landing, the names of his escorts along with their service numbers and their dates of birth, the route the kombi was instructed to take, had all been duly written down. It couldn’t be an  ambush: to entrap him deliberately in this situation would be madness.

The kombi stopped - so suddenly that Dirk was thrown forward. Concentrating on righting himself he missed the sound of boots hitting the earth. The wrenching open of the door took him by surprise. He was half down, half up, blinking like an animal. The glaring light of the day flooded into his darkness, so that all he could make out was the dark shape of a man, rearing up, leaning in, reaching across and unlocking the chain that bound Dirk’s manacles to the floor. An almost magical manifestation of a man, who then stepped away and seemed to vanish.

Silence. Dirk had forgotten just how quiet the semi-desert could be and how intense the light. All he could see out there beyond the kombi’s back door was a bleached landscape shimmering in the heat haze, a vast, brown, ill-defined stretch of scrub and earth. A once familiar sight. It wasn’t the farm, was it?

The very idea made him hold in his breath. If they’d brought him to the farm then no good could come of it. No, of course. He felt the tension flowing from him. It wasn’t the farm. This landscape was much wilder and more unkempt. He breathed out and sat, waiting.

And then it dawned on him that he must make a perfect target, sitting passively like this against the light. As soon as that thought occurred he was on the move, springing into motion, pushing himself forward and out. He landed, crouching in the dust, and straightened up, scanning his surrounds. The sun blared, its brilliance reducing everything to monotone but, by the absence of any building or fencing, he knew for sure that they were not at the farm but somewhere else in the midst of the vast, undistinguished, uncultivated wasteland that surrounded Smitsrivier. He looked to the left. There was a dried-up tree, one of its half-severed limbs ashen  against the horizon and beside it the silhouette of a man, one of the guards whose dark glasses were glinting, his shotgun resting on his hip. Looking away and to the right, he saw how the second of his guards had placed himself symmetrically on the other side and was also standing armed and motionless against the backdrop of an immense, unwavering blue sky.

There just beyond this second man, tucked to one side off the rutted track, was an ancient, well-preserved, polished Mercedes. Dirk knew it well. It was Pieter’s car. One glance at its familiar sludge-green exterior was enough to make its signature aroma - that strange mix of fresh varnish and stale chicken shit - come flooding back.

And there: the man himself, Dirk’s old friend Pieter Muller. Pieter’s distinctive ginger beard, ginger turning to grey. His thickset easy frame as he stirred himself into motion. His mighty head, nodding at the nearest guard and at the same time stretching out a hand. As Dirk watched, the two men’s palms glanced against each other. It was expertly done, the exchange swiftly accomplished and then the guard said, ‘One minute. That’s all,’ and walked away.

Any other man would have come up to Dirk and shaken his hand or clapped him on the back. But Pieter was not any man. Always controlled, always in charge, he merely walked a little closer before stopping to say: ‘Dirk.’

Dirk dipped his head. ‘Pieter.’

Any other man might now have made reference to the circumstances in which they found themselves - Pieter a businessman and Dirk a jailbird - or expressed pleasure at seeing Dirk or told him that he looked like shit. Pieter stood there saying nothing.

Silence. It had once been their familiar. A silence that had sprung first from Dirk’s nervousness of the older man and then gradually from a growing understanding that had bound  them eventually in friendship. A silence as well that was steeped in days of blood, an escape from all those words shouted out in fury. A silence that was no longer possible because, in the shifting sands of the new, even if words were hard, the unspoken things that lurked beneath the surface were much more dangerous.

Dirk broke the silence: ‘How’s Marie?’

‘You know Marie.’ Pieter shrugged. ‘She doesn’t complain.’

Yes, Dirk did know. He stood there, thinking about the way Marie’s illness must have affected Pieter’s career, limiting his room for manoeuvre, keeping him close to home. Was that the source, Dirk thought, of that rage that he suspected lingered inside that apparently calm frame?

‘And Katie?’ Pieter said.

‘Gone.’

Pieter accepted this information as if it wasn’t really news to him. ‘Is there anything I can get you? Cigarettes? Money?’

‘No,’ Dirk said. ‘Thank you. I have everything I need.’

‘Anything else?’

Dirk smiled and said, ‘No. But thanks,’ thinking that few of his old compatriots would have gone to so much trouble to offer support. In fact, he thought, his smile fading, those who in the old days had been the first to brag about their bravery in defence of their republic, were also the first to react to Dirk’s ill fortune by melting away into the new South Africa.

‘If there is something,’ Pieter said, ‘then you tell one of those two,’ inclining his head in the direction in which the guards had disappeared. ‘They’ll pass it on to me.’

As if in answer to some secret signal, both guards reappeared. ‘Time,’ one said. They were intent: nervous. Understandably so. Their time of departure from the airport was on record: if their journey to Smitsrivier was further prolonged, questions would inevitably be asked.

Pieter nodded. To the guards he said, ‘I’ll wait until you’ve gone,’ but to Dirk he said nothing, he only held out his hand. In that moment, looking into Pieter’s eyes, Dirk saw something he didn’t altogether understand. Was it a question?

No - much more than a question.

He knows what I did, Dirk thought.

And then Pieter’s hand touched Dirk’s and the moment passed and Dirk was left thinking he was imagining things. What was done was in the past. Over. Long gone. All that mattered now was the present and in this present he could see Pieter smiling and feel Pieter’s hand in his.

Strange how what turned out to be most important was the simplest thing. To experience the touch of another’s hand - not a lawyer’s perfunctory businesslike shake, nor the flaccid offering of a Truth Commission investigator - but an exchange between friends. Between equals.

‘Come,’ the guard said, leading Dirk to the kombi.

When he climbed into the back he found a package on the bench. A carton of Camels. A present from Pieter. Dirk moved the carton aside and sat down, waiting for one of the guards to chain him down but instead of doing so, they merely closed the door, sealing him in the half-light. Was that Pieter’s doing as well?

‘There’s a car down there on the road,’ he heard a voice saying. ‘We leave as soon as it has gone.’

Dirk sat back, waiting as the engine sparked into life. A door slammed and the kombi jerked forward. He sat, holding the metal bench. One thing he had learned: too much introspection could drive a man to the brink of madness. To think of Pieter, even if only in passing, was to invite in other thoughts that were better filed away. He leaned his back against the wall of the kombi, stretching out his feet, closing his eyes. Soon, he told himself, he would face Alex Mpondo and then it would be almost over.

Not long now, he thought, as the kombi jolted down the track.
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ALEX MPONDO’S OLD powder-blue Corolla had no air-conditioning and he’d been hot so long that his sweat had worked channels down his skin and was now sliding unfettered down from his forehead on to his already soaking T-shirt. In normal circumstances the prospect of an ice-cold Castle beer would have had him flattening his foot on the accelerator, but these were not normal circumstances. The closer he got to Smitsrivier, the slower he drove. A road sign told him he was a mere five kilometres from town and, in response, he lifted his foot further off the accelerator. More dominant than the prospect of any cold Castle was his reluctance to reach Smitsrivier. The thought that something terrible would happen there persisted, even though rationally he knew this  wasn’t likely. Nothing was going to happen. Nothing. It had happened long ago.

He looked through the window, concentrating his attention on the monotony of a landscape that seemed to stretch without end. He was driving through the arid expanse of land that, bounded by the line of the Sneeuberg Mountains, lay between the Great Fish River and the Great Kei. Centuries before, the white settlers had advanced here, driving the vanquished Xhosa ahead of them. It was an exacting land, its unending scrub and stunted trees bleached brown and beige and grey in the dazzling light of the midday sun, silent witness to all that butchery.

How long since he was last here? A long time: more than a decade. He noticed how the light affected everything it touched, turning the hide of that ordinary cow over there to a sensual rich red-brown velvet. It was 1985, during the emergency. Thirteen years ago, nearly fourteen, pre-history, a history that was gone.

He had no family left in Smitsrivier and yet here he was heading into town, exhausted by the same repetitive thought that had become his constant companion. One thought, a question really: ‘Why did that bastard have to apply for amnesty?’

That bastard. Dirk Hendricks. It had taken years for Alex to recover, even partially, from what Hendricks had done to him. Years in which he’d wake up after two hours and know there was no more sleeping that night, when the smell of a Lux soap bar or a particular brand of cheap cologne or a floor polish would be enough to annihilate everything but that moment, frozen in its agony, when only death offered relief.

And now, because of Hendricks’s bloody-minded stupidity and the pressure that James Sizela’s friends had indirectly applied, it was all seeping back. His past was being slowly excavated and there was nothing he could do to shut it out.  Soon he must do what he had vowed never to do again: he must come face to face with Dirk Hendricks.

No good could come from it, not for Alex. There was nothing in it for him.

And not for Dirk Hendricks either, who was so proud of his own pathetic intellect that he’d ended up outsmarting himself. Alex could guess at the logic that must have filtered through that twisted brain. Hendricks must have thought that if he didn’t apply for amnesty for torturing Alex, then Alex would somehow turn up like the ghost at the feast at Hendricks’s other amnesty hearing and use the full disclosure clause to stop him going free.

Hendricks couldn’t have been further off-target. The truth was that Alex wanted nothing to do with him. If he hadn’t volunteered the information that he had once been Alex’s torturer, Alex certainly would not have made it public. He didn’t want Hendricks exposed. Or humiliated. Or forgiven. He didn’t want compensation and he certainly didn’t want to have to sit and listen to Hendricks saying that he was sorry. Alex had come to terms with what happened. All he asked was he be left in peace.

And yet now he had no option. Hendricks had applied for amnesty for torturing Alex: Alex must oppose him. Not for his own sake, oh no, but for James’s sake. Like a series of trip-wires radiating out: Pieter Muller would only fall if Hendricks fingered him, Hendricks would only finger Muller if Alex was there to apply the pressure and Alex would only oppose Hendricks because that’s what James wanted.

Ahead the road curved to the left. Beyond it, he knew, lay the small bridge and the outskirts of Smitsrivier. He lifted his foot off the accelerator and the car slowed down some more.
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BY WAY OF sloughing off her jet-lag lethargy, Sarah had gone on a running tour of Smitsrivier. She ran with ease, pounding her way through those once familiar streets much faster than she ever could as a child, conscious that her progress was being tracked from behind a succession of curtains. She knew the spectacle of a white woman running in shorts and sneakers would be the talk of white Smitsrivier for weeks to come, but there was little she could do to deflect attention from herself. In New York there might be a myriad bizarre people for her to scrutinise, but here in Smitsrivier she, with her modish clothes and her city ways, was the outlandish one.

The run had done its job, kick-starting her metabolism, but it had also made her very late. By the time she’d showered and  changed into a simple linen shift, a blue mist floating in on a band of deeper purple was already creeping down the distant mountain flanks. Ben would be waiting for her: leaving the hotel she walked quickly, turning off Main Street, on automatic as she made her way to his house.

His street was deserted. She could hear her heels clicking against the pavement. Glancing down she saw that a sheen of dust was working its way into the soft green suede of her high-heeled sandals. They would soon be ruined. She must have been either seriously distracted or deranged when she’d done her packing, she thought: despite a collection of footwear that her friends had laughingly declared the rival of Imelda Marcos, she had arrived in this dusty town with an array of completely inappropriate shoes. If she wasn’t careful she’d end up having to borrow a pair of espadrilles from Anna - not, of course, that Anna’s wardrobe would include anything even as fashionable as an espadrille.

Francis Avenue was one of a series of tree-lined roads that, radiating out from Main Street, were home to most of Smitsrivier’s white population. Never to the Barcants - Sarah’s father had not made enough money to move his family off Main Street - so as a child she had always thought of Francis Avenue as the height of unattainable riches. Now, as she walked past its line-up of modest bungalows, low concrete walls and orderly front gardens, it seemed very much reduced.

It was, however, still picturesque, teeming as it was with colour, with lush mimosa, dusty pink and purple bougainvilleas, broad trees heavy with leaves and, oddly for a town surrounded by desert, roses.

Number 43 was no exception. Trailing strands of pastel-white and pale-pink wild dog roses wound through a luxuriant creeper and spilled over its wall. Brushing past the foliage, Sarah pushed open the gate and walked up the short  brick path. The squat brick house that lay at the head of the path might be devoid of style but it had the power to charm her. The sheer exuberance of its garden had something to do with this, as did the patterns on the lace curtains, the polished brass door knocker, the wind chimes hanging off the mimosa tree and the score of other details that were a tribute to Anna’s brilliance as a homemaker. But Sarah knew that the real reason she loved this house had less to do with the decor than with Ben.
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