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Foreword by Peter Hain


Nelson Mandela still had four years to serve of his long prison sentence when A Song in the Morning was first published. 


Apartheid – the worst racial tyranny the world had ever witnessed – was still supreme and, as a fan of all Gerald Seymour’s thrillers, I read this one at the time with a special, personal interest. 


It gripped me even more than his page-turning writing normally does. Because Seymour’s hero awaits his fate in the same macabre, grisly Pretoria gallows where a family friend, John Harris, had been hung in 1965 – the only white amongst 134 political prisoners executed there in the struggle against apartheid.


Frustrated that all peaceful protest seemed futile in the face of an omnipotent police state, Harris had planted a bomb on Johannesburg railway station. He intended it as a spectacular protest and telephoned a fifteen minute warning to the police urging the concourse to be cleared. 


His message went straight to the Police Minister John Vorster who, with his Security Chief General H.J. van den Bergh, decided deliberately to ignore it, anticipating that the resulting horror amongst the white community would provide an excuse for even further repression.


It did, forcing my anti-apartheid parents to leave their beloved country, taking me and my younger brother and sisters with them. They vehemently disagreed with Harris’s act. But they refused to desert a friend and took in his wife Ann and baby son David, bringing the wrath of the state upon us, and leading to exile in Britain.


A few years later I found myself, aged just nineteen, leading a British campaign of militant protests to disrupt whites-only South African rugby and cricket tours. Gerald Seymour interviewed me often for ITN. We got on well, but then lost touch – except of course indirectly through his thrillers. 


This one is right up there, with an uncanny yet professionally objective feel for those fraught apartheid times and also for Pretoria Central Prison where the infamous gallows were housed. There, during the hundred years before the death penalty was finally abolished, over 3,500 condemned inmates had ascended the fifty-two concrete steps to the pre-execution room, ready to be lined up, often seven at a time.


The hangman then turned down the flaps on their freshly laundered white hoods, checked all was ready, and pulled the lever, plummeting them through huge trapdoors. In a gruesome medieval ritual the rope jerked with such force that it not only broke their necks but left severe rope burns. John Harris’s hangman, Chris Barnard, had a personal tally of 1,500 executions by the time he retired.


We now take it for granted that apartheid is history, after Nelson Mandela famously walked from prison to freedom in 1990, and four years later was elected President of his country.


A Song in the Morning is not only a brilliant read like all Gerald Seymour’s thrillers. It is also testimony to the bad, dark times of apartheid and the bravery of those who fought against it. Forgive, said Mandela, but never forget. 


 


Peter Hain, Neath, June 2013


 


Peter Hain MP is a former British Cabinet Minister and anti-apartheid leader. His memoirs Outside In were published by Biteback in 2012, and his short, popular biography, Mandela, by Spruce in 2010.










Chapter 1


They were four.


They walked abreast, dodging the lunchtime crowd. They were unremarkable to the point of anonymity. When their line broke it was to let a White through because even for these four that was ingrained instinct. They all wore jogging shoes and loose shapeless trousers and long overcoats and their woollen caps were tight down on their skulls. The Whites passing between them, ignoring them, were still clothed for the remnants of the drought summer, girls in light frocks and cotton skirts and blouses and the men in shirtsleeves. But these four had started out on their journey to the city long before the Whites had stirred in their suburban beds. They had moved out of the township before the sun had glimmered onto the electricity pylons and over the horizon of galvanized tin roofs. When they had caught their first bus the frost was still on the ground, crystal lights on the dry dun veld.


They didn’t speak.


A security policeman or an interrogator might have noticed the tightness at their mouths, or the brightness in their eyes, or a certain stiffness in their walk, but the secretaries and the salesmen and the shop girls and the clerks saw nothing. For each of them it was the first time that they had been given a mission into the very centre of the city.


A security policeman or an interrogator, any man who was accustomed to the scent of fear, might have noticed the way that one of the four held in two hands the strings of a duffel bag that was heavy and bulky. He might have seen that two others each had a hand thrust deep into the side pocket of their overcoats as if to guard or hide something of importance.


But the city was at peace and at its lunch hour, and the four young men aroused no attention as they made their way along Pritchard, going west.


For the Whites who shared the pavement with these four young Blacks the sun was high, and the violence of the townships was beyond sight, out of mind. A relaxed and safe and comfortable warmth shimmered on the fast traffic flow and the rough pavement on Pritchard. There were queues at the sandwich bars. There were men with their heads in the afternoon newspapers, not searching for the statistics of the previous night’s unrest but for the selections of the local rugby teams. There were women eyeing the big plate glass windows of the department stores and the clothes that came by sea from London and Paris and Rome.


Together, at the same moment, the young Blacks saw the cream and grey Combi van that was parked against the kerb on the junction of Pritchard and Delvers. And they looked at each other and saw that they had all found the van.


A White man lounged behind the Combi’s wheel.


The White couldn’t have missed the four Blacks as they hesitated on the pavement, their faces split with nervous smiles, and stared at him. He couldn’t have missed them but he gave no sign of having noticed them. He looked ahead and sucked the wet filter of a cigarette. The engine of the van was idling. The four Blacks went on, and one turned and saw that the rear doors were marginally open. It was all as they had been told it would be.


They waited for the green pedestrian light and crossed Van Wielligh.


Each of the four would have wanted to run now, to charge on the target, but the discipline held and so they waited for the light and then walked across the wide street and past four rows of cars. Past the Methodist Church offices and the bookshop. The one with the duffel bag stole a glance at the books in the window because he had been educated to Grade 3 at a church school, and the books in the window were something familiar to him where nothing else was familiar. The ones with their hands in their pockets and the one with nothing to carry in his tight, clenched fists were of the townships round the city. The one with the duffel bag was a country boy and a member of this cadre only because of his especial training.


The pavement narrowed, its width cut by high wooden boards, filled with advertising, that marked a building site. They were jostled by Whites and Blacks alike hurrying against their flow.


The one with his hands clenched went first, a ram against the tide. He was followed by the one who held in his overcoat pocket a Makarov automatic pistol. Next was the one whose fingers were coiled round the smooth metal of an RG-42 fragmentation grenade. Last was the one with the duffel bag. They were past the building site, and the pavement opened out and in front of them were the tended lawns and the mock Gothic mass of the Rand Supreme Court.


They had all stopped. One thing to walk past the court when they were clean, carried nothing. Different now because three of them were the escort and the fourth carried a duffel bag that held a 5-litre can of petrol that was strapped with adhesive tape to nine sticks of explosive each weighing 250 grams, and taped to the can and wired to the explosive was a battery for the electrical timing device manufactured to provide a 30 second fuse. They all waited on one of the others to take a step forward.


The courthouse was an attractive building, wide steps and a dominating portico, entered through double doors. The front part of the building housed the courtrooms. Behind and towering was the eight storey administration block, the work place for the clerks and their records. Two years earlier comrades of these four young Blacks had smuggled a limpet mine into the administration. It had been defused before it exploded, but it remained something of a symbol. Not enough of a symbol for the men who had sent this cadre back for a second attack. Inside the courthouse the sentences were handed down on the comrades, on the captured cadres, on the broken cells. One year’s imprisonment for playing an audio tape distributed by the African National Congress. One year and six months for engraving a tea break mug with the words mandela – the people’s leader. Six years for singing at the university a song in praise of Mandela who was in gaol and Aggett and Biko who had died in police custody. Eight years for membership of the banned underground African National Congress and being found in possession of T-shirts with the logo viva mandela. Ten years for collecting political information for the African National Congress. Fifteen years for possession of firearms and explosives. Twenty years for sabotage. The sentence of death for the man who in the name of the African National Congress executed a policeman. On their way to the gaols the comrades had come in their tens and in their hundreds to the Rand Supreme Court on Pritchard Street.


It was a good target.


They were beside the sweeping entrance road that went down the side of the court building and then turned sharply into the tunnel that burrowed under the tower. It was the way the prisoners went, and the informers who gave evidence against them, the most secret of the state’s witnesses. A White stood at the mouth of the entrance road, blocking it, short cut hair, pressed slacks, a club tie neatly knotted, and his arms crossed and cradling a personal radio. They had seen this policeman each time that they had come to look at the court, they would have to run back past him after the bomb. They had been told that everyone would be dazed after the bomb, that the Boer too would be confused, and they had the Makarov and the RG-42 fragmentation grenade.


The bustle and swim of the city eddied around them. The sun shone down on them. The noises of the city drifted between them. The one who carried the duffel bag closed his eyes, seemed to look upwards and his lips moved in silence as if he repeated a single word again and again. He was the country boy who was fearful of everything that was beyond the farm where he had been raised. He was the country boy who had stifled that fear and travelled by aircraft two years before from Tanzania to the great city of Moscow, who had gone to the camp outside Kiev and who had flown back with his knowledge of explosives and his expertise in detonators and fuses. The others huddled close to the country boy and they heard the whispered hiss on his lips, the one word.


The word was Amandla, meaning Freedom.


Muscles strained under the overcoats, veins swelling from under the woollen caps. They were together, they were as one.


The country boy took a great gulp of air into his lungs and his hand loosened the mouth of the duffel bag and slid down inside it.


They walked along the pavement, beside the low wall that bordered the court’s lawns. They saw the Blacks who lay on the grass on their backs, servants of the court and outside because it was the lunchtime recess. They saw a barrister trotting towards the doorway with his gown folded like a raincoat over his arm. They saw the Japanese cars parked at the kerb immediately in front of the doors and their high radio aerials which showed they were driven by the security police and the crime squad detectives. They saw a White youngster kiss his White girl. They saw a Black man wobble and swerve on his bicycle when he was cut up by a shining Mercedes. They saw the dark open doorway of the court.


The country boy wondered if the White in the Combi would really wait for them after the blast and the fire . . .


The country boy led.


On the skin strip between the collar of his overcoat and the wool of his cap he could feel the separate breath of the one with the Makarov and the one with the RG-42. He knew what the bomb would do. At the training camp he had seen the scattering flame of the bomb. He liked what he had seen. What he did not like was the order that the timing of the attack should be for the lunch hour. There had been a fierce argument between those who would carry the bomb and those who gave the order for its use. Those who gave the order had said they wanted only damage to the buildings, not casualties. Those who carried the bomb had insisted on damage to the buildings and also to the Whites who were the apparatus of the state and the Blacks who were the accomplices of the state. The compromise had been the lunch hour . . . He led up the path between the lawns. His right forefinger rested on the switch inside the duffel bag, when he pressed the switch they had half a minute. The two doors were open. The lunch hour, so they said, was the likeliest chance that the lobby of the court would be empty. The country boy thought it was a wrong decision. A heavy wooden bench was placed across the doorway leaving only a small entrance through which the court’s visitors could be filtered by the police when the adjournment was over, when the friends and relations of the accused would be admitted.


On the first floor judges were clustered round the table in the chamber of the most senior of them, talking not of law but of bloodstock form. In the Whites’ canteen, waitress service, barristers briefed by the state sat with their poorer Pro Deo colleagues who would make the defence case, seldom successfully, for their Black clients, and chewed over disinvestment and the slide of the rand and the collapse of residential property prices. In the basement cells a White businessman charged with fraudulent conversion ate the fried chicken sent in by his mistress, and in their separate cells there were Blacks who squatted against the cold concrete walls and bowed their heads over bowls of porridge.


The country boy was on the bottom step. The doorway yawned in front of him. His finger was rigid on the switch. They were panting behind him. He pressed the switch. Again the draught of air sank in his throat.


‘It’s closed.’


The Boer’s voice. The enemy’s voice. His hand snaked back out of the bag. The arm that was to hurl the bag into the lobby of the court was frozen useless.


‘You can’t go in there for another eighteen minutes.’


He spun his head. He saw the one with the Makarov and the one with the RG-42 and the one who had nothing at all gawping back down on to the path. The uniformed warrant officer stood in the centre of the pathway, his arms were clasped behind his back on a short leather-coated swagger stick. An immaculate police tunic, knife-edge trousers, shoes that a servant had polished.


‘Seventeen minutes actually.’ The warrant officer grinned cheerfully. ‘For now, get yourselves away.’


The country boy flexed his arm, turned and threw the bag into and inside the doorway.


He ran.


He cannoned into the one with the Makarov, felt the bite of the barrel into his thigh, and he ran. Across the grass. Jumping the wall. All of them charging together. None of them hearing the shout of the warrant officer. None of them seeing him stagger from the shoulder charge of the one who had nothing, and then go as if from instinctive duty through the doorway, none of them seeing him grope for the duffel bag under a table deep in the lobby and take it in his arms and twist again for the bright sunlight of the doorway. All of them sprinting. None of them seeing the fast sweep of understanding chisel the face of the plain clothes policeman with the personal radio.


They were past the building site. They were running, swerving, sidestepping, jumping into the traffic on Van Wielligh, going chicken with a bus driver and having him brake when the bomb exploded.


A bomb detonated in the centre of a safe city, in the middle of a safe lunch hour.


A bomb that spewed fire, showered glass, ripped at plaster and concrete and brickwork.


All four would dearly have loved to have seen the explosion. Only the country boy had an exact idea of the scale of the flame blown outwards in a blazing spray. They would dearly have loved to have seen the warrant officer disintegrate when he was a yard from the door, when he was at the moment of throwing the bomb away from him and onto the grass. In the few seconds that the warrant officer had screamed of the danger of the bomb he had attracted enough attention for there to be seven civilians and two policemen in the court lobby. They would dearly have loved to see those nine persons bowled over by the blast and the smoke cloud and the fire draught. They saw nothing of the devastation, and nothing of the policeman chasing after them, the radio in one hand and a revolver in the other.


They reached the Combi van.


They flung open the door and scrambled inside in a confusion of knees and elbows and shouts, and the van was accelerating into the wide spaces of Pritchard before they’d managed to close the doors. The last thing the country boy saw before the doors were shut was the policeman on the pavement, panting, heaving, yelling into his radio.


Jeez drove like he hadn’t a tomorrow.


And he didn’t reckon he had, a tomorrow.


Shit, and he’d heard the explosion. Couldn’t have missed it. Half choked on his cigarette, and the windows around him had rattled fit to break and he’d seen the heads on the pavement spinning to stare up the street. He’d been facing away from the explosion, he’d had only the shock wave, none of the sights . . . left into End, up past the Kerk junction, left onto Jeppe . . . Jeez going hard, and with the frown slashed on the old weather-stained skin of his forehead. He was going hard because he’d heard the bang and a bang like that at midday in central Jo’burg meant a bloody big show.


Nobody had said anything other than that he was to be parked in a Combi van on the corner of Pritchard and Delvers, north side, looking east, back doors unfastened. Done as he was told, because that’s what they all did in the Movement, Blacks and Whites. Shit, nobody had said it was a bloody headline grabber they’d be running from . . . Right off Jeppe and into Rissik. He was burning the tyres, hitting the turns. Way ahead, up Rissik, was the railway station, that’s where he’d been told he had to get. Four kids to catch a train, that’s all. He had been told that if there was a police block then a White in a commercial van would sail through.


But this was an arsehole.


Because of his initials James Carew had always been Jeez. He rather fancied it. He used that name on the telephone, used it to anyone who knew him marginally. He’d had the name since the time he left school, since he was in the army. The name was his possession, his style, like kids who had a ring in their ear, or a tattoo. He was Jeez, had been for more than thirty-five years.


He heard the siren.


Shit . . . Jeez saw the traffic in front of him swerving for the slow lane, and that told him that the bells and the whining were behind, and his ears told him the bastards were closing.


Nobody had told him who he would be driving. Hadn’t said it was a getaway. Just that four kids who were a bit hot needed picking up on the corner of Pritchard and Delvers and needed dropping off at the station. When he’d seen them earlier, he’d thought: bright lads, these, not piling into the van straight off. They’d have been checking for a tail. Well, now they had a tail all right.


He’d been on the road of bells and sirens before, more than twenty years before, but the memory was still sharp, not the sort of sound that any bugger ever forgets. What was sharpest was the same dingy old thought, that when he heard the sirens and saw the uniforms then there wasn’t a hell of a lot of point in beating your guts out and running faster.


A bloody shambles the clowns had dropped him in. Shit up to his nose.


In the back was a babble of screaming for more speed. He looked into the side mirror. The unmarked car had the bell going, and the yellow police wagon had the blue light going and the siren . . . right up to his bloody nose and down his bloody nostrils. When he looked again through his front windscreen he saw the police jeep that was slewed across the road a bit over a hundred yards ahead. There were no side turnings between him and the police jeep. Back to the mirror. The car and the wagon weren’t trying to get past him, didn’t have to, were sitting on his arse, shepherding him.


The poor bastards were frantic in the back, spittle on his neck the way they were shouting through the close mesh grille.


You win some and most often you lose, that’s what Jeez reckoned.


He eased his foot onto the brake pedal. He changed down. He could see that there were pistols aimed at him from behind the cover of the police jeep. Down again to second, and his foot harder onto the brake and stamping.


‘Sorry, boys,’ Jeez said softly.


If they hadn’t been making such a hell of a rumpus they might have heard the genuine sadness in his voice. He brought the Combi to a halt. He took the keys out of the ignition and tossed them out of the window, onto the roadway. He looked into the side mirror. The policemen were spilling out of the unmarked car and out of the wagon, crouching and kneeling and all aiming their hand guns at the Combi. Nobody had told Jeez what the hell he was into.


Silence in the van.


‘Let’s have a bit of dignity, boys.’ An English accent. ‘Let’s not give the bastards the pleasure of our fear.’


Jeez opened his door. He stepped down onto the street. He clasped his hands over the top of his head.


In front of him and behind him the policemen began to run warily forward.


Johannesburg is a hard city. It is a city where the Whites carry guns and the Blacks carry knives. Not a city where the pedestrians and shoppers cower on their faces because the police have drawn revolvers and have blocked off a Combi and are handcuffing four kaffirs and a kaffir lover. A crowd had gathered inside the minute that it took the police to hustle their five prisoners towards the wagon and to kick them up and slam the doors on them. There was something to see. The White guy was the something to see. Must have been more than forty, could have been more than fifty, and wearing decent slacks and a decent shirt. The crowd wondered what the White guy was doing with those Black bastards, what the hell he was at.


Four long blocks away a cloud of slow-moving smoke was settling above Pritchard Street.


 


Mr Justice Andries van Zyl had passed the sentence of the supreme penalty on 186 men, of whom his clerk had told him recently 142 had been executed. It would have been beyond him to believe that an innocent man had ever been convicted in a court over which he had presided. He attended church every Sunday morning and sometimes went back in the evening. When he retired in two years’ time he would devote his energies to a charitable society supporting children afflicted by the spina bifida disease. Privately, in his room, after passing the death sentence, he would say a prayer for the condemned man; not a prayer that the man should be reprieved, but that he might go to his Maker with true repentance in his heart.


On that late afternoon in the Palace of Justice on the north side of Pretoria’s Church Square he dealt first with the four Blacks deemed guilty by himself and his two lay assessors of murder. There was no theatricality. The black cap had long before been dispensed with in the Republic’s courts, and his sentencing voice was a racing monotone, that of a bowls club secretary getting through the minutes of a previous meeting.


As Happy and Charlie and Percy and Tom stared back at him from the dock, expressionless, exhausted of hope, he shuffled his papers, then pressed his metal-rimmed half moon spectacles tight onto the bridge of his nose. He allowed the murmurs to subside in the public gallery.


He looked up at Jeez Carew.


Mr Justice van Zyl saw a man only a few years younger than himself, and well dressed in a dark grey suit and a white shirt and a silk tie. He saw a face which seemed to say that there was nothing new to be learned. He saw the way that the shoulders were pulled back, and the way that the man’s arms were held straight down to his sides. He saw that the prisoner’s bearing was more militarily correct than that of the prison service guards at attention behind him. Mr Justice van Zyl had watched this White accused through seventeen days of courtroom business. He thought he had detected an arrogance. He disliked arrogance. The previous day he had decided that when he passed sentence on the White he would make a fuller statement than was usual for him. He would break that arrogance.


‘James Carew, you have been found guilty of murder without extenuating circumstances. There is only one sentence that I may pass upon you. It was your own decision that during your time in custody you refused to co-operate with the officers who have diligently investigated a quite appalling criminal act. You chose to remain silent. You have also rebuffed the efforts of a very able and conscientious counsel to present a defence on your behalf. I understand that you chose not to brief him, and also that you refused the opportunity offered you of going into the witness stand to give the court your own version of events on that horrific day in Johannesburg. By these actions I am forced to the conclusion that in your case extenuating circumstances do not exist which would mitigate your guilt.


‘I have heard in police evidence that you came from the United Kingdom to the Republic of South Africa twelve years ago. In the time you have resided here perhaps you have acquired the belief that different standards of justice obtain for our varied ethnic groups. You may have believed that the colour of your skin offers you some protection from the consequences of your actions. You would have deluded yourself, Mr Carew, if you believed that.


‘The crime of which you have been found guilty involved a quite dastardly act. You acted together with terrorists of the outlawed African National Congress, one of whom had been trained in sabotage and murder in a communist state, to set off a bomb inside the Rand Supreme Court in Johannesburg. The bomb consisted of explosives and petrol to which had been added a quantity of household liquid detergent, the effect of the latter being that the flaming petrol would fasten itself to any clothes or flesh it came into contact with. The casualties would have been even more severe but for the devotion to duty and the personal sacrifice of warrant officer Prinsloo. In taking much of the blast of the bomb the warrant officer without doubt saved many others from the savagery that you intended. As the driver of the getaway vehicle your guilt is equal to that of the man who made the bomb and the men who delivered it. You were an essential member of a murderous conspiracy.


‘We live in a time when it is more than ever important that in our beloved country God-fearing men and women should support the legitimate forces of law and of order. No benefit to any person in the Republic, whatever his colour, can come from an outrage such as you helped to perpetrate. I truly hope that the sentence that I am about to pass on you will deter other foreigners from coming to our country, taking our hospitality, and repaying us with murder.


‘I believe, Mr Carew, in the efficacy of the deterrent. A few years ago a distinguished colleague of mine said, “The death penalty is like a warning, just like a lighthouse throwing its beams out to sea. We hear about shipwrecks, but we do not hear about the ships the lighthouse guides safely on its way. We do not have proof of the number of ships it saves, but we do not tear the lighthouse down.” Mr Carew, we will not permit our country to be used as a playground of mayhem by foreigners who conspire with such hate-consumed organizations as the African National Congress.


‘James Carew, the sentence of the court is that you be taken from here to a lawful place of execution and that you there be hanged by the neck until you are dead.’


There was no entreaty for the Lord to have mercy on James Carew’s soul.


Had Jeez slumped or even dropped his eyes from the Judge’s face, then there would have been. Mr Justice van Zyl was vexed by the prisoner’s composure. He thrust his papers together, propelled himself from his chair.


‘All rise,’ the clerk intoned.


Mr Justice van Zyl stamped out of his courtroom, his assessors after him.


A guard tapped Jeez on the shoulder. Jeez turned smartly and down the steps from the dock to the courtroom cells, followed by Happy and Charlie and Percy and Tom.


In prison lore they were the ‘condemns’. While they were driven under heavy escort to that part of Pretoria Central prison a mile and a half away that was reserved for these men who were condemned, a police major sat in the emptied courtroom filling in with a ballpoint pen the specific details of the printed form that was the death warrant. The form would go later to the sheriff of the capital city for his signature and in due course to the hangman as authority for his work.


 


An age later Jeez sat on the end of his bed and stared down at the sheet of writing paper, blank as yet, that lay on the table that was fastened into the cell wall.


An endless time later. Countless days, more than a year. Long enough for the Rand Supreme Court and the ride up Rissik Street to be just a hated memory, a smell that was everywhere in the mind but couldn’t be located.


It was the first time that he had asked for writing paper and a pen.


What to write? What to say? . . . He could hear the singing. Many, many voices in a slow dirge. Couldn’t escape from the bastard singing. Shit, when it was his turn, who’d be singing for bloody Jeez?


On the top right hand corner of the sheet of paper he wrote the date.










Chapter 2


He let himself in through the front door and the atmosphere hit him.


Before Jack had his key out of the lock and the door closed behind him, he could sense catastrophe.


The vacuum cleaner was in the middle of the hall rug. His mother always did the carpets straight after Sam and Jack had gone to work and little Will to school. There were dirty clothes at the foot of the stairs. She would have put the yesterday shirts and socks and pants into the machine straight after she’d done the carpets. Down the hall the door into the kitchen was open. The saucepans and the frying pan from last night’s dinner and the morning’s breakfast were in the sink.


Had to be a catastrophe.


Sam gone bankrupt? Will hurt? . . . But Will was sitting glumly at the top of the stairs, still in his school blazer, and he too had his routine and always changed out of his blazer, chucked it on the bedroom floor, as soon as he came in, and that would have been two hours back . . . Sam couldn’t have gone bankrupt. What recession? Business never brighter, Sam was forever saying.


The boy on the stairs shrugged dramatically, like no-one had bothered to tell him what was biting his Mum and his Dad.


Jack heard Sam’s voice through the closed living room door.


‘Get it into your head, it’s nothing to do with you.’


He heard his mother crying. Not loud weeping, not crying for sympathy. Real crying, real misery.


‘Whatever the bastard’s done, Hilda, whatever he’s going to get, that’s not your concern.’


He turned to close the front door. Behind him was wretched, normal Churchill Close. Nothing ever happened in the dead end road where the cherry trees were in blossom and the pavements were swept and the mowers had been out once or twice already on the front lawns and the rose beds were weeded. Tudor homes set back from the road, where nothing ever went bad and sour. You could get a funeral moving out of neo-Elizabethan Churchill Close with half the residents not knowing there’d been a death. Jack closed the door behind him.


‘He’s gone out of your life.’ He heard the anger in Sam’s voice.


Jack knocked and went into the living room.


His mother sat on the sofa beside the fireplace. Yesterday’s ashes. She had a crumpled handkerchief tight in her fist and her eyes were red and swollen. She still wore the housecoat that was her early morning gear. Sam Perry was at the window. Jack didn’t think that they could have been rowing between themselves, they hardly ever did, and never when Will could hear them.


Jack was 26 years old. His quiet love for his mother was the same as it had been from the time he could first remember, when there had only been the two of them.


‘What’s happened, Mum?’


Sam replied for her. ‘There’s been a letter.’


‘Who from?’


‘There’s been a letter come from a gaol in South Africa.’


‘Will you, please, tell me who has written us a letter from South Africa.’


‘A letter to your mother from a condemned cell in Pretoria Central prison.’


‘Damn it, Sam, who wrote it?’


‘Your father.’


Sam turned to stare out of the window. His wife, Jack’s mother, pointed wordlessly up to the mantelpiece, fresh tears on her cheeks. Amongst the delicate china pieces, next to the flower vase, was a small brown paper envelope.


His mother’s voice was muffled through the squeezed handkerchief.


‘You should read it, Jack. They’re going to hang your father.’


He went slowly across the room. He stepped over the brimming ashtray in the middle of the carpet. She had been there all day with her cigarettes and her letter. It was an envelope of flimsy paper with a blue airmail sticker and a 25 cent stamp which showed the bulged bloom of a protea plant. Tight, joined handwriting had addressed the letter to Mrs Hilda Perry, 45 Green Walk, Coulsdon, Surrey, Great Britain. A different hand had crossed out that address and replaced it with Foxhaven, Churchill Close, Leatherhead, Surrey. No-one had seen a fox in Churchill Close for six years. On the reverse side of the envelope was overstamped ‘If Undelivered Return to Commissioner of Prisons, Pretoria’, and there was a post box number. The envelope was featherlight, for a moment he looked again at the mantelpiece.


‘It’s inside, Jack,’ his mother said. ‘They don’t seem to give them much in the way of paper.’


Sam said tersely, ‘You don’t have to read it. Not after what he did to your mother and you.’


‘If it’s my father I’ll read it,’ Jack said quietly. It wasn’t a put down. Jack knew that Sam Perry had done his damndest to be a good proxy father to his wife’s son.


He drew the single sheet out of the envelope. Across the top of the sheet was written in capital letters JAMES CAREW – C2 3/86.


‘My father’s James Curwen.’


‘It’s the name he’s using there,’ his mother said.


Jack turned the sheet over. The letter was signed ‘Jeez’.


His mother anticipated him. ‘It’s what he always called himself. He was always Jeez to me and to everyone.’


To himself almost, but aloud, he read: ‘Dear Hilda, This comes a bit out of the blue I’m afraid, and I have to hope that it doesn’t upset you. God knows that once I did enough to upset you and I’ve no right to repeat the dose. I suppose that it’s because of my present situation, because I am sentenced to hang, that I thought it would be good to tie down some of the loose strings of my life, that’s why I’m writing. About going out of your life, well, I’m not saying anything about that. What happened is gone. No excuses, no whining, it just happened . . .’


‘And, Christ, did it happen,’ Sam snapped. ‘Walked out on a fine lady and a two-year-old child.’


Jack ignored him.


‘. . . A lot of years later I came back to the UK and I found out that you were well and married, that Jack was well, that you had a new baby. I didn’t see the need to drag up the past. You were in good shape. I was OK. I reckoned you were best left alone . . .’


‘And why couldn’t he leave her alone now?’ Sam couldn’t let go of it. ‘Suddenly, twenty-four years after he’s dumped your mother, it’s a sob story.’


‘. . . So, I’m in a bit of a mess now, things aren’t looking too good. As I used to say, you win some but most you lose. If you read in the papers that I’m going for the early walk then please just think of me that morning, and remember the better times. As I will. If nothing comes up at the last minute, this has to be goodbye to you and the lad. I watched him at sports once over the fence. I thought he was OK. Things aren’t always what they seem. When I’m gone, ask the old man. He’ll tell you. Yours affectionately, Jeez . . .’


‘Got all that’s bloody coming to him.’


Jack put the letter back into the envelope. He was very pale. His hand trembled as he gave it to his mother.


‘Why should he have written to you, Mum?’


‘Perhaps there’s no-one else he could have written to.’ She stood up. Jack knew she wanted to be out of the room. She didn’t want her husband and her son to see any more of her tears. She laughed in a silly, brittle way. ‘There’s jobs. Will’s tea. Our dinner. Have to be getting on.’


She was going to the door.


‘Do you want a hand, Mum?’


‘You talk with your father – with Sam.’


She went out. She couldn’t help herself, she was sobbing before she’d closed the door.


‘Sponged for sympathy, that’s what the bastard’s done. Old man, indeed. I’d give him bloody old man.’


‘Steady, Sam. He’s my father.’


‘I’ve put it together, what he did, what it said in the papers. He was involved with communist terrorists and murder.’


‘You’re talking about my father.’


‘He treated your mother like dirt.’


‘He’s still my father.’


‘He’s not worth a single one of your mother’s tears.’


‘Do you bloody well want to hang him yourself?’


‘Don’t swear at me, son, not when you’re under my bloody roof.’


‘Isn’t it enough for you that they’re going to throw him in a pit with a rope round his neck?’


‘He made his bed. He’d no call to bring his problems into my house, into your mother’s life.’


‘He’s still my father,’ Jack said.


Sam dropped his head. The hardness was gone from him.


‘I’m sorry, Jack, truly sorry that you ever had to read the letter.’


They had a drink together, large Scotch and small soda, and another, and there was time for one more before Hilda Perry called them to dinner. They talked loudly of business, Sam’s garage and showroom and Jack’s work. They sat at the dining room’s mahogany table with candles lit. The man who was in a cell fifty-five hundred miles away was thought of but not spoken about. When they were having their coffee Will came in and sat on Hilda’s knee and talked about the school soccer team and there were bellows of laughter.


Jack pushed his chair back and stood up. His father was going to hang. He thanked his mother for dinner. He said he had some work that had to be sorted by the morning. In a gaol on the other side of the world, dear God. He said he’d go to his room and put his head into his papers. Was so alone that the one he wrote to was the one he had most hurt. He told Will that he should learn to kick with his left foot if he ever wanted to be any good. He had no sense of his father’s face. He rested his hand on Sam’s shoulder, and Sam patted it. The man he didn’t know was his father, and his father was going to hang.


He went up the flower-carpeted staircase to his room.


 


It was a little under four miles to work, across on the London side of the town. Jack Curwen was employed by Richard Villiers and his son, Nicholas. The office was an unlikely place for D & C Ltd (Demolition and Clearance). There was no yard for JCB diggers and bulldozers and heavy earth-transporting lorries; there weren’t any cranes; there weren’t any workmen. Villiers was a shrewd man, which made him a good employer, and he’d long before decided that the way to the maximum profit and minimum outlay was to be in the art game of sub-contracting out. He hunted out the business and then pulled in the freelance operators that he needed. A few local calls could bring in a million pounds’ worth of plant and transport whose maintenance and upkeep was some other bugger’s headache. D & C Ltd liked to boast that nothing was too small, nothing too large. They could clear the foundations of a 5,000 square yard warehouse in dockland. They could take out the stump of an oak tree. Villiers came into the office in the morning to ferret into the balance sheets and retired with a huge handicap to the golf course for the afternoon. Nicholas Villiers looked after the sub-contracting side of the business, and Jack was there to sniff out new contracts. There was a business manager who kept the books, two secretaries and a receptionist. Nice and lean, was how Richard Villiers described D & C Ltd, no waste, no fat. He liked young Jack because he didn’t have to pay the lad that much, and because the lad kept the cheques rolling. When he retired there might be a directorship for the lad.


D & C Ltd were housed in the ground floor of a Victorian building. They shared with a solicitor, an accountancy practice, a chiropodist and two architects.


Jack would have preferred to have just slipped in that morning, shut himself away. No chance. Villiers had an office where he could keep his clubs and his wet weather anoraks and leggings. The business manager had his own territory. Nicholas Villiers and Jack and the two secretaries shared what had once been the ground floor drawing room.


The girls and Nicholas Villiers stared at him, like he looked awful.


‘Been on the piss, have we?’ Villiers asked loudly. Janice giggled, Lucille dropped her head.


‘Didn’t have a very good night,’ Jack muttered.


He’d had a tossing, nightmarish, sweating night.


He’d nicked his right side nostril with his razor.


He’d missed breakfast.


‘You look pretty rough.’


‘Didn’t sleep much.’


‘Not got the ’flu?’


Hadn’t been on the piss, hadn’t got the ’flu, only problem was that his father was going to hang. Nothing else was wrong.


‘I’m fine, thanks, just didn’t sleep much last night.’


Only problem was that his father was going to kick it on the end of a rope with a load of crap-arse foreigners around him, with no-one of his own around him.


The girls were all eyes on him. He was a good dresser, took care of himself. Wasn’t every day that Jack Curwen looked as though he’d slept in a hedge. He thought they both fancied him, but they were too close to base. No future in a typists’ pool relationship. Best keeping the ladies separate from work. And he was on the rebound anyway. Last girl had been with him for four months, good kid and good looker and occasionally good in the back seat of his motor, till she’d upped and offed with a doctor to Canada. She had looked him hard in the eye and said he was sweet and said her new fellow had more of a future with a medical degree than he had working at a nothing place like D & C Ltd. It was a comfort to think that Janice and Lucille fancied him, but he wasn’t doing anything about it.


‘Please yourself . . . The pillbox on the Downs, they can’t do that today. The blaster isn’t free before tomorrow. Too expensive keeping the plant hanging about. Going to go tomorrow afternoon. Does that mess you?’


‘Not particularly. I’ve other places I can be.’ It wasn’t a lie. ‘There’s a line of elm stumps I’m chasing near Dorking. A bit of chasing’ll fix it.’


‘And afterwards try sleeping it off, eh?’


Jack smiled weakly. He was on his way back to the door.


Nicholas Villiers said, ‘Anything I can do to help, Jack?’


‘No.’


Janice watched through the window as Jack walked to his car. She typed two lines and looked up again. She saw the car turn in the road and drive away.


‘He’s not gone to Dorking,’ she announced, proud of her keen observation. ‘He’s taken the London road.’


 


He had the wipers on, shovelling the rain off the windscreen, for the drive into the city.


By luck he found a parking space near the street market behind Waterloo station.


He walked over the bridge with the rain lashing his face, soaking his trousers and his shoes, and he hadn’t cared.


His father had never been mentioned since his mother’s second marriage. What he knew of his father was what he had been told when he was a child. A bastard of a man had walked out of his mother’s life, told her that he would be away for a few days and had never come back. Jack had been two years old. He had had it drilled into him that his father was a callous man who had opted out and left a young mother with a child that was little more than a baby. There was nothing accidental about it because money had come to his mother all the time that she had been bringing up the child, and had kept on coming right up to the week of her registry office marriage to Sam Perry. Jack knew that. Never a word from his father, only the cruel mockery of a monthly stipend. He had never asked about how the money was paid or where it had come from. But it had arrived, sufficient for the household bills, food and electricity and heating oil and a caravan holiday each August, right up to the time of the wedding. It was as if his father had watched their lives from a safe distance, and stopped the money when he’d known it was no longer needed. Jack had kept his father’s name and it would have been hell’s complicated to change it to Jack Perry. He had been Jack Curwen at grammar school, and Jack Curwen at college. But of Jeez Curwen there was never a word in Sam Perry’s household.


He turned left onto the Strand. He knew where he was going. He knew that he had first to go to Trafalgar Square.


He knew nothing of this man who was condemned to die in South Africa but his name and his age, and that he was his father. He didn’t know his face, nor his habits. He didn’t know whether he drank, or swore or whored. He didn’t know whether he laughed, whether he cried, whether he prayed. He hadn’t the least idea what he did for a living.


He had to fend off the spike of an umbrella tent, and the woman who was powering out of Simpson’s didn’t notice him, so didn’t apologize. He came into the square. Weather too awful and season too early for the tourists. The column and the lions and the statues were granite grey in the rain.


Sam Perry had been good to them. Good to his mother by marrying her, kind to her son who had no blood with him but whom he had treated as his own. Sam had worked hard to make himself into Jack’s father. Jack could remember the days at the infant and primary schools before Sam had showed up. Other kids’ dads helping with school projects, shouting at the sports afternoons, dropping them at school, picking them up. It didn’t make sense to Jack that a man who cared so little for his wife and kid that he could walk out on them should keep a watch to satisfy himself that their survival was assured. Jack didn’t know a single detail about the man who was his father.


He crossed the Strand. The rain ran on his forehead, dribbled into his eyes and his nose and his mouth.


There were six demonstrators outside the South African embassy and eight policemen standing on the steps of the building.


It was obvious enough that he should come here. He knew the embassy. Everybody who travelled through central London knew that the embassy was in Trafalgar Square, huge and powerful in its cleaned colonial yellow stone. He had seen the demonstrators on television the week before, when they started their vigil. The embassy building’s solidity mocked the critics of South Africa, the orange and white and blue flag sodden but defiant on the high pole. The policemen, gathered close to the main double doors, were able to take some protection from the rain. The demonstrators had no shelter. Two were coloured, four were white. They were drenched. The rain had run the paint of the slogans on their placards which they held against their knees.


 


FREEDOM FOR THE PRITCHARD FIVE.


NO RACIST HANGINGS IN SA.


THE ROPE FOR APARTHEID, NOT FOR FREEDOM FIGHTERS.


 


Before last night Jack would not have given a second glance to men and women who stood in the rain outside the embassy of the Republic of South Africa. Any more than the diplomats inside, in the dry and the warm, gave a shit for them, or their slogans.


He saw the distaste on the police sergeant’s face as he walked to speak to the demonstrators. The man he picked out was middle forties, Jack guessed, because the hair that was lank on the back of his neck was streaked grey. The man was shivering in a poplin sports top that was keeping out none of the rain. He wore plastic badges for Anti-Apartheid and the African National Congress and the South West African People’s Organization. His jogging shoes were holed and worn, but he stood motionless in the streams of water on the pavement. His placard was


 


FREEDOM FOR THE PRITCHARD FIVE.


 


All six looked at him coldly, mirroring the stares of the policemen.


‘Good morning. Can you tell me about your protest?’


‘Pretty obvious, isn’t it? You can read.’


‘I thought you’d want to tell me,’ Jack said.


‘We don’t need your kind of interest.’


‘What the hell does that mean?’


‘Just go up the steps and join the other fascists.’


Jack read the man’s supercilious stare. He had his hair cut short, he wore a businessman’s raincoat, a charcoal suit, he wore a tie.


He looked hard into the man’s eyes.


‘Listen, I am not a policeman. I am not a snooper. I am a private citizen, and I want to know something about the Pritchard Five.’


There must have been something in Jack’s gaze, and the lash of his voice. The man shrugged.


‘You can sign the petition.’


‘How many signatures?’


‘One hundred and fourteen.’


‘That all?’


‘This is a racist society.’ The man rolled his words, as if they gave him a satisfaction. ‘There’s not many who care that four heroic freedom fighters will go to their deaths.’


‘Who are they?’ Jack asked.


‘Happy Zikala, Charlie Schoba, Percy Ngoye and Tom Mweshtu. They took the battle into the middle of Johannesburg in broad daylight. It will be a crime against humanity if they hang.’


‘Your placard calls them the Pritchard Five.’


‘He only drove the car.’


‘And he’s white,’ Jack yelled. ‘So he doesn’t get to be a hero.’


Jack wanted to get the hell away, but the man was tugging at his sleeve.


‘The issue is whether the White minority government and the White minority courts will dare to hang four Black freedom fighters. That’s what it’s about . . .’


Jack wrenched himself clear.


He walked the length of the Strand and on until he came to Fleet Street. Sam and Hilda Perry always took the Daily Telegraph at home. The Daily Telegraph was as routine as shaving and brushing his teeth in the morning. He asked at the Reception if he could see someone from the library. When the woman came he didn’t spin a story, just asked directly if he could see a file. Nine times out of ten he would have been told that visitors were not permitted access to files without prior arrangement, but she looked at the rain-swept young man, and said:


‘What file is it you want?’


‘Everything on the Pritchard Five.’


‘The ones who are condemned to hang in South Africa?’


‘Everything you have, please.’


‘I can tell you now there’s not much. The unrest and the economic crisis and the sanctions issue, that’s what has taken up the space.’


But she took him to the library. She sat him at a table and brought him the file of newspaper clippings. She shrugged, she said that it was pretty thin, that there would probably be a long story on the day before the execution. She left him to read the file.


There was a clipping from the day of the bombing that just mentioned the arrest of an unidentified White. Nothing then until the trial, and most of that detailed the prosecution’s evidence against Tom Mweshtu, that he’d been trained by the Soviets and had spent time in Kiev. James Carew was described as a white South African taxi driver, aged 53. Two paragraphs on the sentencing, what they were accused of, what their names were, that they showed no emotion when they were told they would hang. Months of a hole in the story and then the dismissal of the appeal, four paragraphs. Jack learned that the five had been in the maximum security compound of Pretoria Central gaol for thirteen months, that the Pope had urged the State President to exercise clemency, that three EEC Foreign Ministers had sent telegrams urging reprieves. Everything that he read had been in the paper pushed through the letter box every day at home – and he hadn’t bothered, just as he hadn’t stirred himself to take an interest in the shootings in the townships or in the detentions or the bombings.


And then, there it was, the photograph.


In last Tuesday’s paper. It was probably still in the cupboard under the stairs. Might be lining a dustbin, or it might have been crumpled up by his mother for cleaning the front room windows. His mother always read the paper, front to back. Jack didn’t know how she could not have recognized the photograph of her first husband. He had never before seen a photograph of his father.


It was a mug shot, might have been a police picture, might have been a passport. He peered down at the column-wide photograph, at the man who only managed two paragraphs with four others, who didn’t rate as a hero, who was a white South African taxi driver, 53. He saw a gaunt face, staring, ungiving eyes, shadowed hollow cheeks, sparse short hair. The photograph was misting, blurring. Jack’s fists were white knuckled, tight. He felt the choking in his chest. He saw the tears fall on the newsprint and be absorbed.


When the woman came back from her desk to look into the corner where the young man had been sitting she found the file neatly piled, but open. She saw the damp on the photograph and wondered what the silly man had managed to spill on it, could have been the rain from his hair. She noticed when she gathered up the file that the final clipping reported that within the next few days the State President would make his decision as to whether the sentences of death should be carried out.


Jack drove to Dorking and made sure of the contract for the removal of the thirty-two elm stumps. He rang his mother and said he’d be late home; then he set off to get himself drunk.










Chapter 3


The drink hadn’t hurt, had been something of a blessing because his stupor sleep didn’t let him nightmare.


First thing when he came down the stairs he hunted for the newspaper and his father’s photograph. It was one from the top of the pile, next to the firelighters. He tore out the picture and folded it into his wallet.


Breakfast in the kitchen and not a word of his lurching up the stairs a little after midnight. His mother didn’t ask him why he had been out so late. Big boy, wasn’t he? Twenty-six years old, a grown man. Nothing had ever been said about his moving out, not that Sam would have complained if Jack had announced one Monday morning that he was off to look for a flat. He couldn’t have faulted Sam for the way he had taken this other man’s son into his household, but kindness and patience couldn’t have turned them into father and son. Sometimes they were friends, sometimes he was a generously tolerated lodger. Jack could recognize there was more fault in him than in the attitudes of his stepfather. He was close to himself, rarely gave of his affections, took his pleasures away from home, pubs and squash club friends and the girls who were casually hooked into that scene. He was aware of his own cold streak of independence. Natural enough, for a boy who had never known the companionship of a true father.


And no mention made at the breakfast table of James Carew. Didn’t have to be talked about, because he was there with them. Sam too loud, his mother too quiet, and Jack behaving as if he had buried the whole matter, and all of them hurrying through the bacon and the scrambled egg the sooner to escape to their work and the privacy of their thoughts.


Jack didn’t even call the office.


He drove into London and parked off the Vauxhall Bridge Road, behind the cathedral, and walked through the park to Whitehall. Yesterday had been wasted, and now there was no more time to waste because time was short for James Carew.


He stood in the courtyard outside the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. He made some rapid calculations and decided to advise Richard Villiers not to accept the contract. It was just two damn four-square big. Almost intimidating.


He watched the civil servants arriving with their uniform EII R briefcases, most of them looking as though they had nothing but a morning paper in them; and the leggy secretaries, and the chauffeurs and the messengers. He went up the steps and into the dark reception area.


There was a commissionaire, blue uniform and medal ribbons, an old regular army man. There was a security man a yard or two back in the shadows. There was a woman with grey hair drawn into a tight knot. She wore a white blouse over what didn’t look like regulation underwear. He wasn’t asked what his business was. They waited on him to speak. He was an ordinary citizen who was calling by because his father was going to be hanged in South Africa. He wondered how often the ordinary citizen came to announce themselves in the reception area. They were all looking at him, like it was an attempt to make him grovel. Probably not worth pointing out that he and a few other ordinary chaps off the street paid their salaries.


‘My name is Curwen. I’d like to see someone, please, who deals with South Africa.’


There was a very slight smile at the commissionaire’s mouth. The security man looked as though he hadn’t heard.


The woman said, ‘Do you have an appointment?’


‘If I had an appointment, I’d have said so.’


‘You have to have an appointment.’


‘I don’t have an appointment, but I do insist on seeing someone who deals with South Africa, on a matter of urgency.’


Jack wondered what the word urgency might mean under this roof. He’d used it forcefully enough for her to hesitate.


‘What’s it in connection with?’


‘Are you an expert on South Africa?’


‘No.’


‘Then it won’t help you to know what it’s about.’


A flush spilled through the make-up on her cheeks. She turned her back on him and spoke into a telephone, then told him to take a seat.


He sat on a hard chair away from the desk. He reckoned he’d spoiled her day. He was more than half an hour on the chair, and she began to look herself again. He wondered what they would be doing upstairs that meant he had to sit for more than thirty minutes waiting for them. Getting the coffee machine working? Sharing out the sandwiches? Filling in the South African Department’s football pool coupon?


‘Good morning, Mr Curwen, would you come this way, please.’


The man might have been in his late forties, could have been the early fifties. His suit didn’t look good enough for him to be important, but he had a kindly face that seemed worn thin with tiredness. They went down a long and silent corridor, then the man opened a door and waved Jack inside. It was an interview room, four chairs and a table and an ashtray that hadn’t been emptied. Of course they weren’t going to invite him into the working part of the building. They were in the quarantine area.


‘I’m Sandham. I’m on the South Africa desk.’


The man apologized for keeping him waiting. Then he listened as Jack told him about the letter from Pretoria, and of the little that he knew about his father.


‘And you want to know what we’re doing for him?’


‘Yes.’


Sandham asked him please to wait, smiled ruefully, as if Jack knew all about waiting. He was gone five minutes. He came back with a buff file under his arm, and a younger man.


‘Mr Sandham explained to me your business with us, Mr Curwen. I decided to come and see you myself. My name’s Furneaux, Assistant Secretary. I read everything that goes across the South Africa desk.’


Furneaux took a chair, Sandham stood.


A short, abrupt, unlikeable little man, not yet out of middle age, with a maroon silk handkerchief flopping from his breast pocket. Furneaux reached for Sandham’s file.


‘This conversation is not for newspaper consumption,’ Furneaux said.


‘Of course.’


‘I understand that your father left your mother when you were two years old. That makes it easier for me to talk frankly to you. I am assuming you have no emotional attachment to your father because you have no memory of him. But you want to know what we are doing to save your father’s life? Publicly we are doing nothing, because it is our belief that by going public we would diminish what influence we have on the government of South Africa. Privately we have done everything possible to urge clemency for the terrorists . . .’


‘Terrorists or freedom fighters?’ Jack held Furneaux’s eye until the Assistant Secretary dropped his face to the file.


‘Terrorists, Mr Curwen. Your government does not support the throwing of bombs in central Johannesburg. You’ve heard the Prime Minister on the subject, I expect. Bombs in Johannesburg are no different to bombs in Belfast or in the West End of London. It is not an area we can be selective over . . . Privately we have requested clemency because we do not feel the execution of these men will ease the present tension in South Africa.’


‘What sort of reply have you had?’


‘What we’d have expected. Officially and unofficially our request has been ignored. I might add, Mr Curwen, that your father is only a British subject in technical terms. For the last dozen or so years he has chosen to make his home in the Republic.’
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