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*
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*
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*
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Prosecution team – J.J. Mlotshwa and Sandile Mtetwa


Court translator – Jeremia Tollie


Dr Buang Lairi – pathologist


Professor Jan Botha – forensic pathologist


Dr Werner van Tonder – trauma surgeon









One year is a year of rain,


Another a year of dryness,


One year the apples are abundant.


Another year the plums are lacking.


Yet we have gone on living,


Living and partly living.


– FROM T.S. ELIOT, “MURDER IN THE CATHEDRAL”
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Look What The Dogs Did


THEY RAN AS a pack. Sixteen feet pounding and scratching the hard earth, heading south, with the low sun picking them out like a spotlight. Dark silhouettes against the drought-bleached fields.


The white woman saw them first.


They’re here. On the farm. They’re crossing our land.


She could see five figures, two men and three lanky dogs, perhaps a little over 200 metres away, their long shadows flickering first against a water tank, then slowing and shrinking as the men ducked under a barbed-wire fence.


The woman stood near her small, rundown farmhouse, her back to the motorway and a mobile to her ear. She was a stout, straight-backed, unflappable woman, glad to see the end of this nonsense.


On the phone, she told the others to head towards the clump of bluegums at the southern edge of the property. They could corner them there. And the rest would follow.


Within minutes she saw the dust from two cars begin to converge, and then, as the word spread, more cars, and more clouds of dust turning pale orange in the fading light.


*


Samuel Tjixa watched his friend squeeze under the barbed-wire, then did the same, trying not to tear his dark blue sweater. The dogs made their own way through and soon they were running together again across an empty stretch of grazing land.


It was hard to know if they’d been spotted yet. The old man had warned them there would be a chase. They’d already covered three kilometres since leaving his farm, and it would be the same distance again, further even, to the motorway service station, which was just visible in the distance. So they kept a steady pace, both men panting now, sweat clinging to their hair and darkening the back of Simon Jubeba’s orange T-shirt.


As for the old man’s dogs – skinny, languid greyhounds – they were just tagging along for the ride. Maybe they’d thought the two visitors were going rabbit hunting when they’d raced off so suddenly. Now they trotted, effortlessly, almost mockingly, alongside their new companions. Simon was a gangly 29-year-old with arched eyebrows, a broad, flat nose, and a slight limp from an old football injury. Samuel was older, darker and slighter, with short dreadlocks.


The group ran, in silence, past a high-sided concrete water tank. They could hear the steady creak of the wind pump and the cry of egrets rising from the pale grass. The tank was overflowing, turning the thirsty earth around it dark and muddy. Ahead was another rusting fence, then the trees, then a gentle slope towards the motorway station.


Suddenly, they heard the sound of a car’s engine, revving hard.


In fact, there were two cars bearing down on them. One lurching through the gate in the far corner of the field nearest to the motorway. The other coming from the other direction. The vehicles roared towards them, shuddering across the rutted earth, swerving to avoid termite mounds. The three hunting dogs skipped away as if they had already made other plans, and Simon and Samuel veered apart.


Seconds later, Samuel heard the squeal of brakes, then a door slamming shut, and someone shouting.


The young white farmer was surprised to see the black man stop, almost immediately, and turn towards him. Samuel stood, panting hard, his shoulders slack, no attempt at eye contact, the fight gone out of him.


Fok. O.K. Now sit down. Right now. And put your hands behind your back. Don’t you bloody move.


Samuel, used to taking orders, did as the younger man told him.


About thirty metres ahead, Simon was still running towards the fence. If he could get over it, perhaps the cars would have to go the long way around. He still had a chance. The ground became rockier as he charged past the trees. There were rabbit holes, and a few grey logs hiding in the shade. He could hear someone behind him, heavy feet thumping the ground, catching up. Then he felt a powerful blow to his waist and the tight grip of a rugby tackle hurling him forwards and down. A fist smashed into the side of his face. It was over.


Someone sent a text message to tell the others.


We’ve got the fucking kaffirs.


*


By the time the police arrived, some three hours later, it was properly dark. The officers had driven out on the dirt road from Parys, under the motorway, up onto the faded ridge of an ancient crater, and then turned right at the crossroads beside the cathedral-like grain silos on Weiveld farm. They’d stopped first at Loedie van der Westhuizen’s farm, Bulrush, to check in with their colleagues, who were already taking a statement from the old man and examining his injuries.


Then they went searching for the field, got lost, got lost again, eventually spotted a cluster of headlights and turned onto a threadbare pasture dotted with rocks and smooth termite mounds.


A couple of hours earlier the field had been like a carpark. Maybe forty people gathered at the scene – farmers, friends, teenage sons. Now most of them had left, some calling ahead to tell their wives that it was all over, that Oom Loedie would be just fine, and that they’d be back for dinner after all.


The policemen’s flashlights picked out the trees, the fence, a few familiar faces, and a white pickup. They walked over and peered into the back of it.


Samuel and Simon were lying clumsily, like drunks sleeping it off. Simon was sprawled near the tailgate with his jeans around his knees, and Samuel in his blue sweater was slumped against the back of the driver’s cabin. Both were breathing in shallow, almost panicky gasps. Even in the dark, and with their black skin, you could see the bruising and the swollen faces.


Look what the fucking dogs did to them, someone muttered.


No-one mentioned the rope, or the monkey-wrench, or the gun, or the knife, or the stick, or the whip, or the blood-stained boots. In fact, no-one said much at all. It seemed simpler that way. There was no sense in pointing fingers. The important thing was that the old man was fine.


You say nothing. You know nothing. You do nothing, one father told his son.


The night was warm and windless, with the moon a shrinking crescent. The motorway had fallen silent. The headlights of the last farmer’s car strummed the line of trees in the corner of the field, and then locked onto the speckled dust cloud of the departing police van bumping over the rough earth, carrying two limp bodies back to town.
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Blood On The Wall


RUTH QOKOTHA HAD been dreaming about money. She woke early, as usual, just before dawn. A stray gust of wind tugged at the tin roof of the musty shack she lived in on La Rochelle farm, east of the Weiveld crossroads. She sat up in bed.


Soon the first rays of sunlight were peeking inside, warming the air, revealing cupboards and smoke-stained walls. It was going to be another scorching day.


She could hear a neighbour opening their door. Probably Pauline, heading to one of the communal pit latrines out the back.


Ruth’s dream had involved ludicrous mountains of bank notes and, for some reason, big plates of meat. She shrugged it off. Her mother had always told her that money dreams meant bad news – usually a death – but Ruth wasn’t inclined to pay too much attention to that sort of stuff.


She looked at herself in the mirror.


What can I do? I’m ugly.


Ruth had a habit of talking about herself as if she was commenting, wryly, on someone else. Someone faintly ludicrous. Her laugh – throaty and infectious – came easily and lingered. She would shout at her three boys. Scream at them sometimes. But anger didn’t sit well with her.


By seven she’d bathed, eaten, swept the floor, and was on her way to work. Her route took her past a pile of grey logs, three cars under an old tarpaulin, and some rusting electricity pylons. She raised an arm to acknowledge the men setting off towards the farmyard, and followed the dirt road as it curved towards a nearby farmhouse. By the gate a big sign, sponsored by a local fertiliser company, declared that the property, La Rochelle farm, belonged to Hector and Mercia van der Westhuizen.


As she walked across the lawn, a posse of five inquisitive dogs of varying sizes came over, sniffed at her skirt and then wandered away. Ruth had been living on the farm for fourteen years, working as a cleaner, and occasional cook, for Hector and Mercia, and now helping out with their three young children. Before that there had been other farms, and other kitchens.


Always for white bosses. Since from when we were slaves. Hah!


Her husband, Elias, had died two years earlier, from tuberculosis, and drink. They’d had a happy marriage. Right and nice. But in the end the alcohol had made things difficult. For the last years of his life, after he’d lost his job at the oil refinery, he had worked as a garden boy at La Rochelle. She knew ‘boy’ was a deliberate insult, but it wasn’t her language anyway, or Elias’, and so they just added it to the pile of words and facts and indignities that mostly seemed easier to shrug off.


For many years, Ruth, Elias, and their three sons, Samuel, Elias and Lawrence, had shared the one-roomed shack at La Rochelle. The boys had attended a school close by and then worked for Hector and his brothers in the fields until, one by one, they’d drifted away to find work, and perhaps the chance of a little privacy, elsewhere.


Ruth pulled on her apron and began her morning chores. She worried about her middle boy, Elias, who had always been the troublemaker – sent home from school again and again, then drinking like his father, and now getting into fights on the farm, in the township taverns, and sometimes with women too. Lawrence was placid, gentle. It was hard to tell what he was thinking most of the time. He was a hard, steady worker, but he suffered from epilepsy and struggled to find jobs. Samuel, tall and lighter skinned like his father, was the best company, always coming home at the weekend with some money for Ruth, and maybe with his girlfriend too – a nice girl, this latest one, perhaps too young, but always helping with the cleaning.


Ruth started, as usual, by making the beds, then sorting and washing clothes. When she was done with that part of her routine, she went into the small, old-fashioned kitchen to prepare lunch. One of the dogs wandered in, looking for scraps. Mercia would be back soon, bringing the older children home from their nursery school in Parys. A sign on the wall read ‘Good Mums have Sticky Floors, Dirty Ovens, and Happy Kids!’


*


The road west from La Rochelle followed the old train line back towards town. In places the disused track, warped and dark with age, rose from the surrounding fields like a writhing snake.


At the crossroads, the workshop on Weiveld farm was starting to fill up. By the time Wian van der Westhuizen arrived, his cousins, Wicus and Muller, were already there, and so was Fanie Oosthuizen, the farm manager, and his brother Johann. Wian was a thin young man, twenty years old, with a wispy beard and curly fair hair and, this morning, a slight limp, of which he seemed rather proud. Soon they were all joking about last night.


Fanie had a photograph on his mobile of one of the blacks – the one in the orange T-shirt – lying in the back of the white bakkie.


He looks like he’s been run over by a train, Fanie said. He and his brother laughed.


That will confuse the police – if they ever come looking, Fanie went on. After all, where would they find a train, out here, these days?


When the black workers arrived, Wian walked over to boast. He was like that, Fanie thought – a little man with a big mouth. Wian told the men he’d given two thieves a good kicking last night. In fact, they’d danced on them. That would teach them – and anyone else who might be tempted to steal – a good lesson.


No-one messed with the Van der Westhuizens.


They could look at the blood on his shoe if they liked.


*


A few miles south of the crossroads, on Bulrush farm, Oom Loedie was having breakfast with his son and daughter-in-law at the old family dining room table. He was stiff and sore. He had bruises on his stomach, a small cut on his suntanned right forearm, and another cut, covered now by a white bandage, just above his left ear.


Rikki had tried to clean things up last night, but there was still blood on the wall near the panic button.


Time to go, Rikki said. She guided her father-in-law towards the front door. He needed those cuts seen by a doctor in town.


Oom Loedie was a rough, stubborn man – his neighbours called him old-fashioned, and not all of them meant it as a compliment. A widower, he lived alone and he liked it that way, shuffling around the old farmhouse with its brown walls and dark wooden furniture and a metal fence outside that made the place look more like a prison than a home. But these days his arthritis was playing up and, at seventy-three, his heart was giving him trouble too: one valve wasn’t closing properly. Rikki and Boeta had slept in the spare room last night, just to keep an eye on him.


As the three of them walked out into the sunshine Oom Loedie stopped.


It was right here, he said.


At around five late the previous afternoon, he’d just got out of his car and was feeding his two dogs when two blacks, or maybe three, had emerged from the shadow of a tree. They were already inside the metal fence. They were wearing handkerchiefs tied over the lower half of their faces, but he could see their eyes, and those eyes seemed full of hate. They wanted money. They had a pistol. They told him to go inside his house.


Your workers say you have money in the safe. We want twenty thousand rand.


It was well known in the neighbourhood that Oom Loedie was rich. He had two thousand head of cattle on his farm and, so the rumour went, a hundred million rand in the bank.


Oom Loedie said the men shoved him towards the door. Beyond it was a second door. He’d opened the first, then tried to slam it shut behind him to escape from the men, but he’d been too slow. That was when one of them had clubbed him on his head with the gun and he’d stumbled. Blood was pouring down his left cheek, onto his chest, and down onto his shorts. But he’d kept ahead of them and turned into the dining room, where he’d slammed his hand against the little white panic button on the wall, sending an immediate alarm signal to the private security company on the main road in town.


Now, he’d said, pausing to catch his breath. Now you boys will have to run. I’ve pressed the alarm. The others will be here any minute.


And so the two men had run off, through the farmyard, past the big sheds, the combine harvester and the cattle pen, heading south, chased by the dogs, who had quickly caught up with them, scanning the fields ahead for rabbits, joining the adventure.


*


They went to Parys in Boeta’s red pickup, Boeta driving, his father beside him, and Rikki in the back seat. They followed the train tracks, swung under the motorway, drove past a half-built chicken abattoir, and then on in the direction of a few wispy clouds of white smoke. It seemed like Boeta was doing 120 kilometres per hour at least, gliding over the ruts and the potholes. Rikki looked out of her window as the familiar scenery flashed past in a blur – the bonfires, the mounds of smoking rubbish close to the road’s edge, and small groups of people, hunched over, looking for scraps, combing through the rubbish. And she thought to herself what she always thought at this point on the journey into Parys.


This is what the end of the world will look like.


The evening before, she and Boeta had been at home on their farm, Cook’s Rest, just north of the crossroads, when Oom Loedie had called. They’d had friends visiting and the children were elsewhere – their youngest girl, thirteen-yearold Marie, was at a sleep-over. It was still hot and just about everyone was in the swimming pool, Boeta standing in the shallow end with a cold beer in his hand. He was a stout man, with a plain, open face, square-jawed, and his father’s long, drooping nose above a mouth that slipped too easily these days into a sneer. Some people said the nose, broken a few years back in a fight, made him look aristocratic. Boeta was many things, Rikki would reply, with her tight smile, but her husband was no aristocrat. These days she spoke of him with an exasperation that hinted at deeper problems in their marriage. At least father and son were getting along better now – the loans, the bankruptcy, the fights more or less forgotten.


At first no-one had wanted to get out of the pool to answer the telephone. It was Boeta who finally went inside and picked up. When he came back out, he was already running, barking the words out like an order.


Oom Loedie. An attack. Two blacks.


*


At nine o’clock the following morning, the manager on duty at the Executive Car Wash on Water Street in Parys watched a prodigiously large man – a farmer, judging by his shorts and checked shirt – haul himself and his stomach out of a white pickup. He asked her to give the vehicle a good clean, particularly the back area, and then headed across the busy road to the Spur family restaurant.


A few moments later, another man drove in. He was tall and wore a black cowboy hat. An eccentric figure. He also wanted his pickup cleaned. He was talkative, and within minutes had taken out his mobile and was showing her some photos.


At first she couldn’t make out what she was looking at. A blue and grey diamond pattern, blotches of green and red.


We killed two kaffirs last night, the man said, by way of explanation. And the way he said it, it was almost like he meant it as a pick-up line.


Suddenly the manager could make out the two black men, photographed as they lay in the back of a pickup. She and her husband had both been police officers, back in the good old days, as she sometimes put it, and so she wasn’t easily shocked.


But still, to hear a stranger boasting of murder . . .


The tall man left his car to be washed and strode across the street to the Spur. He walked inside and spotted his friend, the large man, sitting at a table with two others.


Hello, murderers! he said with a grin.
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Frozen


AT NOON, RUTH Qokotha heard her boss, Hector, coming into the house and settling down with his wife in the small T.V. room beside the kitchen to watch the cricket. She took their lunch – curry and rice – through to the dining room and was busy setting the table when her mobile rang in her pocket.


Did you hear? said a woman’s voice. It was Ruth’s niece, Miriam, calling from Parys.


They say your son and his friend were beaten to death last night.


What? Which son?


Samuel. They say the police beat them.


Ruth put the mobile back in her pocket, set down the jug of water she was holding in her other hand, and crumpled to the floor. Samuel, she thought, her firstborn. For some reason, she pictured him singing in church. A few minutes later, she pulled herself to her feet, her face wet, and her legs wobbling. She went to the T.V. room and stood in the doorway.


Someone phoned me – they say the police hit my son to death, she announced, quietly, then added, almost as a reflex, I’m finished working now.


Mercia gave her husband a meaningful look. Then she stood up, put her two-year-old daughter, Yannika, on her hip, and followed Ruth into the kitchen.


Mercia was thirty-six, with short brown hair, an angular face, a pleasant singsong voice, and a growing sense of unease about the life she’d married into. She’d met Hector when they were both students at the agricultural and hotel school just across the fields beside the Weiveld crossroads.


The Van der Westhuizens were everywhere – Boeta, Vicky, Neils, Wicus, Wian, Oom Loedie, Klein Loedie, Hector, Jacob, Louie – a network of cousins and uncles and grandfathers who appeared to own almost every farm in the district and tended to act accordingly. Hector had no plans, no ambitions, beyond farming. Injuries permitting, he played scrumhalf for a local rugby team alongside Boeta van der Westhuizen, enjoyed a little golf, some hunting and clay pigeon shooting. He attended church in town every Sunday. Hector seemed to amble comfortably through life. Mercia had worked as a florist, then a waitress, and after they were married she settled into her role as a full-time Van der Westhuizen wife and mother.


But life on the farm had begun to change. One morning, a few years back, Hector had been inspecting the cattle on La Rochelle when he’d heard shouts from a small brick house near the road. Someone was waving frantically at him to come over. The house was occupied by an elderly white couple from Pretoria, the Van Rooyens, who had come to spend their retirement running a small tuck-shop for the farmworkers. Anna and Ernst sold cold-drinks, sweets, single cigarettes and basic groceries from the window of an old garage beside the home they were allowed to stay in rent free. Anna was a chatterbox, and Ernst loved to feed his ducks and tell old jokes. Mercia would sometimes stroll along with her children for a chat, and the neighbouring farmers’ sons would drop by in their pickups to grab a soda on hot afternoons.


Now Hector approached the main house, warily. The door was bolted, but he could hear the television was on. That made no sense. He pushed a side door open and looked around. The place was empty. He turned around and walked over to the garage, opened the door and saw 76-year-old Ernst lying on the floor beside his counter in a dark pool of blood, with a T-shirt covering his face and what looked like a single stab wound to the heart.


The police arrived from Parys about an hour later, but neither they, nor Hector, nor his brothers, could find 74-yearold Anna. They checked the house again, and then the nearby fields. Nothing. Then one of the policemen returned to the back room of the shop and took a closer look at the big chest freezer where the Van Rooyens kept some meat and a few other provisions. He found Anna buried under the meat. Someone had stabbed her half a dozen times, wrapped barbed-wire around her neck, and then poured soft drink over her, as she lay, still alive – as the autopsy would later reveal – in the bottom of the freezer.


Ernst used to keep the cash in a small bag hanging on a nail on the back of the same freezer. The robbers didn’t find it. It was a poorly planned crime. Some of the farmworkers had seen one of the men walking near the house the evening before and had recognised him as someone who had left the farm two years earlier after a dispute about money. The police found him in a nearby township and tracked down his accomplice soon afterwards.


The killings had hit Mercia hard. She took to wearing two panic buttons on a chain around her neck, linked by radio to a security company in Parys. And she began to wonder about the other workers still living on the farm – about what they might be capable of. Maybe it was time to abandon the farm, and South Africa, and follow the example of her nephew who had just moved his family to New Zealand.


We can’t live like this anymore, she’d said to her husband one lunchtime. I don’t see any future. It’s not going to get any better. I just want to go to a place where it’s safe for the children – where I know they’ll have a future.


Hector had nodded, but then he had thought about the farm, and his brothers, and his grandfather’s grave, and no more was said about it.


But the memory of the Van Rooyens haunted all the farms in the region. Not just the killings, but that sight of the police van driving away with the couple’s freezer tied down in the back. The soft drink had frozen around Anna’s body, making it impossible to remove, so they’d carried her away still trapped inside the freezer, bumping along the dirt road, past the grain silos, into Parys.


Even now, whenever she thought about it, Mercia’s hand would rise, unbidden, to stroke one of the panic buttons near her throat.


*


Ruth and Mercia stood, awkwardly, in the kitchen. Although she hadn’t mentioned it yet, Mercia had heard about the incident last night. Hector was on the local farmers’ WhatsApp security group, and had received an alert message around six, warning that Oom Loedie had been attacked.


He had rushed to his pickup and driven straight to Bulrush farm, thinking, like his wife, about the chest freezer on the back of that police van. Wondering what someone had now done to his uncle.


In fact, the old man had seemed fine. Shaken, for sure, and with blood caked to his shoulder and stomach, but determined not to appear weak in front of his relatives, or the two policemen who had arrived at his house. Hector had stayed for twenty minutes and then driven back home to his family, deciding not to join the manhunt in the fields further south.


Thank God I didn’t go there, he would say to Mercia, more than once, in the months that followed.


Hector had heard a few names being mentioned in connection with the incident. One was Tjixa. He wondered if Ruth’s second son, Elias, might have been involved. It wouldn’t have been a surprise. Elias had worked for Hector in the past. He was lazy. Too fond of drink, just like his father, and quick to get in fights. And there was the time Elias had tried to organise a strike, demanding more than the one thousand five hundred rand in wages that he and his co-workers were paid each month, and no more working on Saturdays. A troublemaker.


Mercia had also assumed it would be Elias. It made sense. Unlike his tall, easy-going older brother Samuel, Elias had always been difficult. Not exactly a gangster. But not someone to trust either. They’d been glad when he’d finally left their farm of his own accord a few years ago.


In the kitchen, Mercia, still bouncing Yannika on her hip, stood facing Ruth, a woman twenty years her senior, who stood, sobbing hard, with her back to the fridge.


Who did that to your child? Mercia asked.


Ruth shook her head.


We heard that one of your sons was involved in a farm attack.


Mercia still assumed it was Elias.


Ruth said nothing, just stood.


Then Hector appeared at the kitchen door and said that he, too, had heard about the farm attack.


There was another awkward pause.


The couple felt they were playing it straight. They’d heard gossip about the attack, and the possibility that one of Ruth’s sons had been involved, and injured, or possibly even killed. But it wouldn’t have been fair of them to share this with Ruth – to worry her unnecessarily – until they knew the details for sure. They were just trying to be good employers in a country where race, and wealth, and language, and history made everything like this so damned complicated.


Ruth heard an entirely different conversation.


As she watched Mercia bouncing Yannika on her hip – an entirely natural movement which now seemed somehow disdainful to her – a blaze of anger tore through her.


Madam had known.


All morning Mercia had known her housekeeper’s son was dead. They both did – husband and wife. And what had they done? Watched television. And now they were standing in front of her, so casual, so relaxed, so superior. It seemed impossible to Ruth that someone could be aware of something, anything, as important as this, and not even mention it. That was not the world she’d grown up in, where any news – big or small – was always shared.


And so Ruth seized hold of the only conclusion that made sense to her. The white people were lying. They were protecting their kind. They were in on it.


They must think I’m so stupid, she thought to herself.


Were you there? she asked. She meant where Samuel had died.


Two heads shook solemnly.


No? So, you and me, we know nothing. NOTHING!


It was the first time Ruth had ever spoken in anger to her employers, and habit soon prompted her to back down. She told them she would go into Parys to find out more.


Keep us informed, Hector said.


Ruth could not get out of the house fast enough. She walked back across the lawn, ignoring the dogs snapping at her heels, and turned right, back along the road towards her shack.


*


When Boeta, Rikki and Oom Loedie arrived back at Bulrush farm after seeing the doctor in Parys, they found an unexpected reception – half a dozen police vehicles were parked in the yard.


Overnight the officers’ attitude had changed. Now they were stiff and aggressive. They demanded to speak to the old man again.


While Rikki was arguing with them, insisting Oom Loedie needed to rest, telling them to come back tomorrow, and call first, please, Boeta’s lawyer telephoned.


Listen, he said. Bad news. It’s official, the two blacks are dead. Yes, both of them.









4


Crater’s Edge


THE NEXT DAY was a Friday. Ruth had hardly slept. Around three in the morning, she got up, filled an old plastic bottle with water, and set off in the dark to walk the twenty-eight kilometres to Parys. She’d started the journey the previous afternoon, but too late, and no-one had stopped to give her a lift so she’d returned home on foot. Now she was determined. She strode along beside the old railway tracks, listening to the birdsong, as dawn caught up with her, her long shadow pointed towards town.


For the first hour or so, the road was flat. But then it rose, dipped and gently skirted around the side of a small dam, whose silky surface was broken by an old grey tree stump. The dam reflected the tips of the evergreens behind it. Beyond them, to the north-west, Ruth could see the land curving upwards towards a distant line of dark blue hills that hugged the horizon like an oncoming rainstorm.


Two billion years ago, a meteorite the size of a mountain had punched a giant hole in the earth here. It was among the biggest collisions the planet would ever experience. The faded remains of the crater’s perfect rim are still visible from space, like a smudge on a beer mat, with a rippling crescent of hills to the north and west, and Parys now near its centre.


Ruth had never heard of the ancient crater, so she would not have known that her son had been attacked on the undulating fields that marked its eastern rim. She walked on for at least three more hours, past farms with names like Graspan, Claasens Rust, Issy and Vrede, before a farmer’s pickup finally stopped. She jumped in the back. That was usually the rule. And a few minutes later she was in the centre of town and walking hesitantly into the police station.


They say my son was killed by your men.


No, mama, it was the farmers.


The officer told her to try at the courthouse next door and, by chance, she was just in time.


A slim Indian woman was taking her seat on the raised platform in Courtroom One.


It was 10.30 a.m. on January 8, 2016.


*


Magistrate Leshni Pillay picked up her pen with a flourish, gold bangles jangling on her bare arms, and looked down at the four well-fed men who were now standing, behind their lawyers, in the dock.


She’d been told bail would be a formality. The state wasn’t planning to oppose it.


There’s a chance, Pillay thought, that we can deal with it quickly, this morning, before it gets into the newspapers and becomes that thing. The thing she dreaded.


She’d been worrying about it since yesterday. How could she not?


Half an hour earlier she’d sent a text message to her boss in Kroonstad, and then called him.


Please, I don’t want to do this case, she’d said firmly. I know this town. I live here. It’s toxic. It’s going to become political.


And then she’d said what she really meant.


It’s going to become a race thing.


Now the four accused stood silently before her, like a row of overgrown schoolboys in their shorts and short-sleeved shirts, big hands clasped, respectfully, beneath an undulating range of stomachs.


Pillay recognised accused number 1. Boeta van der Westhuizen had had a few run-ins over the years – fights in town, drunk driving, an incident with some electrical cables. She didn’t recognise the next two, a father and son – the Cilliers – who owned the farm near where the dead men had been caught. Accused number 4 was another troublemaker like Boeta. In fact the two were old friends. Anton Loggenberg. He was standing outside the dock, too big to squeeze in beside the others.


The police had telephoned all four of the men on Thursday afternoon and asked them to come to the station as soon as possible. They’d been the first two on the scene, and the last two to leave. It made sense for them to make statements, so they’d gone in willingly. After all, they had nothing to hide. The real crime was a savage farm attack – the attempted robbery of a vulnerable old man.


But within minutes of presenting themselves at the station, the four farmers were put under arrest. It was an outrage. And now here they were, unshaven and unkempt after a night in the crowded cells behind the courtroom. But it would be sorted out soon enough. Their lawyers had told them bail was a formality. This whole thing was ridiculous.


The courtroom was full. The accused’s families sat behind the dock, surrounded by other families waiting for other cases.


The prosecutor, a young black lawyer from Bloemfontein named Sandile Mtetwa, was on his feet.


“My Lady.”


“Your Worship,” Pillay corrected him sharply. “You will address me as ‘Your Worship’.”


There was something in his manner that immediately irked her.


“Your Worship,” the prosecutor repeated with a glint of sarcasm. “The state opposes bail.”


Eyes blinked sharply in the dock. The farmers’ lawyers shook their heads in open contempt as the prosecutor explained that the state intended to charge all four accused with premeditated murder.


Magistrate Pillay struggled to hide her own irritation, which only grew as the prosecution and the investigating officer conceded that they had no statements implicating the four. No eyewitnesses. No evidence to speak of. Pillay scratched furiously at a notepad, then lifted her hand above her head, an extravagant gesture, to rest it. She shook her head. The state’s case was an insult to the court. They had absolutely no grounds to oppose bail. At least not yet. It had to be a political ploy, a sign of what was to come.


The accused got to their feet again as they watched the magistrate disappear into her office. They would have to spend the weekend in the cells.


*


Back in her small office, Pillay noticed that the air-conditioner was still broken. The dry summer heat was already bouncing off the high walls. She thought of Durban, of the lazy, humid seaside summers of her childhood. She thought of the twists that had brought her halfway across the country, eight years earlier, to a farming community that still couldn’t work out whether to cherish her or chase her out of town.


Pillay was twenty-nine years old when she was appointed to Parys as the new magistrate. She came from an energetic family and had been an ambitious student, fired up, like so many of her colleagues, by the promise of post-apartheid South Africa, and not unduly surprised when she became the first, and youngest, in her class to get promoted. She knew she’d earned it.


She had never heard of Parys before coming here, nor set foot anywhere in the Free State. During the apartheid era people like her – people of Indian heritage – had not been allowed to live there, on the high, farming plateau in the centre of the country, a place set aside, primarily, for Afrikaners and their workers. The flat lands.


On her first day in the job, walking in through the doors of the courthouse, taking in the freshly painted walls, the faint smell of disinfectant, the high ceiling in the airy reception, she’d started to notice, and to make sense of, the frozen, startled faces.


Little black girl. Coolie. Bloody affirmative action.


It was as though she could hear their thoughts; as though she had walked onto some old-fashioned film set; a place so at odds with her world and her life back in Durban that she’d almost laughed. Backs were turned on her. Prosecutors refused to work in her native English. Afrikaans interpreters and clerks were urged to complain about her. Smug white lawyers told her, to her face, that she was an embarrassment, incompetent. In her first week, one man primly informed her: the Department of Justice has done you a disservice appointing you to an Afrikaans town.
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