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  FOR ONCE IN the projects run by the department of roads and transport, the upgrade of the main road entering Polokwane City was finished on time. It is the usual expectation that any, or most of the projects where politicians crack the whip tend to go pear shaped. Such works run over schedule and over-budget. Not to say that politicians hate it when they run over-budget. They love it.




  A new circular tongue of tarmac branches out from the highway entering the city. This freeway ramp joins the Tzaneen road north-east of the city. The highway then proceeds for a short stretch on its way into the city. A new visitor to these parts would encounter a newly installed set of traffic lights where the highway reluctantly splits into two main dual carriage lanes in and out of Polokwane City.




  In 2012, the Polokwane City of ten, twenty years ago is barely recognisable. As the provincial capital of Limpopo Province, Polokwane City had grown in leaps and bounds. The city has two main drawcards that give it its deserved swagger: Polokwane International Airport, and the status as the virtual gateway to Africa. The city's close proximity to Zimbabwe and its never-ending troubles had seen it remain relatively unscathed. Except of course for countless jobless Zimbabwean and Mozambican illegal traders. Which, by any standards are universal problems that no growing city can escape.




  While not a mamoth city in comparison with Pretoria, Polokwane City has a few interesting local anectodes. The most recent popular one is of course the unseating of former ruling party president, Thabo Mbeki. This, together with the status of the city as the hometown of a former youth league leader, put the city splat on the map. As a result tourism has boomed. A plethora of hotels and BBs had clung on this window of publicity, and are doing brisk trade. The political notoriety brought by the ruling party gave many unknowns an advantage.




  On either side of the two main thoroughfares lie sprawled shops that are too small to survive in huge malls springing like infectious mushrooms around the middle of the city.




  Popular companies headquatered in Johannesburg wanted to cash in on the boom. So they made their presence felt by opening shop in this bustling city. The Thabo Mbeki Road, running eagerly south of the city is home to museums housed in exquisite Irish architecture. This Irish traditional architecture could also be seen on the number of coffee shops in the vicinity of the Polokwane Regional Court complex, as well as the University of South Africa campus. The Voortrekkers could not be left out as well. They sure left too much legacy, much more than a visitor needs. Polokwane City museums are filled with cultural relics of the Voortrekkers. A brief look inside these museums indulges the visitor with artefacts prevalent in the region. Some rare pieces date back 200 years, commemorating documented, fierce resistance the Europeans encountered as they pushed north of the country. Up and above that, public spaces and parks do have their own stories to tell. Recently the city had embarked on a drive to populate any open spaces with artwork installations, making an effective open-air museum.




  To the older generation, Polokwane City had not always been this jovial, carefree northern most city. The history of the building of this city is plastered in hurt, suppression and humiliation, not to mention wide-spread dispossession. The very people who toiled in the scorching sun to lay its foundations were dispossessed of their land. However, the previously dispossessed continue to grumble, the city prospers, and entrepreneurs lick their hairy mouths, so to speak.




  Pietersburg, the previous name of the city popular in the pre-1994 history books, could still be occasionally seen on stencilled shop lettering. After the 1994 democratic dspensation, the city reverted to its original African name. With the floodgates of freedom flung open and repressive laws repealed, blacks who previously couldn't be seen in town flocked en-masse for opportunities. The influx of a combination of new workers versus new business, and new job seekers versus spreading informal dwellings, torpedoed the once small town to its limits.




  Subsequently, it was upgraded to city status.




  Everyone could agree that Polokwane City, hiding in the provincial agricultural heartland, is a lovely place to live in. As well as proclaiming the eastern rainforests and plantations its heartbeat, the area surrounding the district sits on massive platinum deposits that had helped fashion new, previously disadvantaged entrepreneurs. At the far end of the city centre, two major roads branch out of the suburbs. On a summer's day a traveller would think twice before hugging the N1 to Musina, where the mercury dances in mad increments of upward of 49 degree celcius. This is hot territory with swathes of barren and parched earth that takes a traveller through the former homeland.




  The area has in its heart of pride the Tropic of Capricorn, as well as the Beit Bridge border post with Zimbabwe a little farther north. This part of the land succeeded in transforming itself into a tourist Mecca of the north with its literally thousands of game reserves. The area tried farming, yes, but all it could produce was mostly cirtrus fruits.




  The tropic, like the Equatorial Belt, had been milked dry in every business venture imaginable. It lends its name to technology, locally produced beverages, and even a district. The most popular business venture to milk the tropic is a regional commercial radio station called Capricorn FM. The station honchos say it's sizzling hot, but that's better left to its listeners to decide.




  Once in Musina, the complexion of the small border town changes to a combination of South Afrca and Zimbabwe. That's because large groups of Zimbabweans concentrate here after crossing the border. Some of them try their hand in plying a trade.




  Mostly the Zimbabweans are up to mischief because they are the ones who risked their lives shooing crocodiles away while crossing the Limpopo River. But whether legal or illegal, for many of them crossing the Beit Bridge into South Africa is the only means of survival. On any given day throngs of Zimbabwean nationals could be seen at the tiny office of the Committee of Zimbabwean Nationals. This is a non-governmental organisation which operates a soup kitchen and finds shelter for new arrivals. The organisation also has the unpleasant task of fighting the department of home affairs against deportations, as well as asylum applications.




  Back to Polokwane City. The second main duct outside the city heads northeast to the erstwhile Eastern Transvaal. In contrast with the terrestrial oven of Musina, here the visitor is on a paradise trail. The road throws the University of Limpopo, formerly University of the North, to the left. This is the heart of Turfloop township. Turfloop had earned its own place in the sun.




  History buffs would recollect that the university was once a hotbed of political resistance during the seventies and the eighties. They would also remember that it spawned freedom fighters of the calibre of Onkgopotse 'Black Conscious Poet' Tiro and Peter Mokaba.




  In recent years, the University of Limpopo had been host to the 2008 African National Congress conference famous for catapulting Jacob Zuma to power. Needless to say, the city was seen by other local political wanna-bees as a platform from which to spring to higher office.




  But perhaps most positively, the West so loves this part of poverty-stricken province. Donors and charitable organisations love to ditch their surplus clothes and tools here. Western institutions on student exchange programs and research visits flock to Turfloop. Not surprisingly, Turfloop is home to a number of impressive parishes from various church denominations. The most prominent of these organisations are the Catholics. Their missionaries, whose buildings and activities date back to the previous 100 years, still carry on with their business in a steady pace. Here faith is still a business steadfastily adhered to. Perhaps there's plenty of work to do to enlighten this strip of Africa.
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  THE N1 HIGHWAY south of the city of Polokwane is the main thoroughfare to Gauteng and beyond. Since it had been upgraded, the highway is now driver-friendly, and even motor-friendly. At any given time during the holidays the highway groans under multitudes of vehicles. Sedans, motorbikes, vans, lorries and trucks all vie for the road as every driver wants to arrive at their destination on time. Most of the travellers at this time of the year are holiday makers from industrial hubs of Johannesburg and the surrounding areas. These travellers forfeit their monthly off-days in favour of end of the year pilgrimage to their families and holiday destinations. Throw in a stretch of tourists to the far north, and you have traffic counts at toll gates of up to 3000 vehicles per hour.




  The same ritual that takes place during the start of December holidays applies to the end of holidays mania. Come January of every year holiday makers, together with ordinary workers, make the long trek to the place of their occupation. Once back in the grinding mill called Johannesburg, these multidutes will remain hidden for the rest of the year until the next December craze begins. So January 2 was far from exception.




  With the annual improvement of the economy, every year more people buy vehicles than the previous year. Rocketing fuel prices notwithstanding, car manufacturers keep on increasing output, car dealers keep increasing the prices, and the people of South Africa keep on buying. The infrastructure largely remains the same, resulting in perpetual delays on the roads as traffic crawls at a snail's pace. A simple journey of three hours to Johannesburg becomes a living nightmare, which translates into five hours in transit. Drivers and travellers in general have no option but to endure this unpleasant experience. Most firms in Joburg open on the second of January. Which is a tough time for those who celebrate New Year's Day the traditional way, where one day of festivities translates into three days of drinking and partying. This pressure to conform results in speeding drivers, drunken drivers and unroadworthy vehicles let loose on the roads.




  It is at this time of the year that occasional unlicensed drivers take their chances, hoping that the traffic police would have their hands full. Except that they do not, and seem to have stations just for sniffing out such drivers. It keeps these underpaid traffic police on their toes.




  Because Polokwane City is growing at such a rapid rate, traffic policing needs more dedication and beefed-up manpower. The city has a large area to cover. South of the city, the city boundary limits extend to thirty kilometers. Policing this stretch of road becomes particularly hazardous at this time of the year. To ease up the load, the city has therefore come up with annual boadblock operations aimed at blocking unsuitable and unqualified drivers from endangering lives on the road. Such drivers are nabbed at these roadblocks before they could leave city limits. Several roadblocks are set up to filter out these undesirables. During mamoth operations such as these, the traffic police work closely with the police investigators from the Polokwane branch of the South African Police Services.




  Year after year such operations turn out to be a boon for law enforcement. The authorities love them because they trap wanted murderers, rapists, hijackers, cash in transit masterminds and other dangerous criminals. It was no different on the night of January 2 this year. On that night there were two roadblocks south of the city. The first one was stationed just after you passed the last set of traffic lights out of town. The second roadblock was ten kilometers away, invinsible beyond a bend. If an undesirable was somehow overlooked on that first operation, he'd sure find it difficult to fool the police a second time around.




  On that night, fresh from his holiday, Constable Strong of the Polokwane Traffic Police Department was on duty. He was in charge of manning the second roadblock south. The constable, a no nonsense man with meat on the bones, was working with Sergeant Delany Forster. Sergeant Forster was an investigator in the Polokwane branch of the South African Police Services detective division. He was drafted on site because of his impressive track record as an investigator and clever law enforcer.




  It was a hectic and tiring night, not without incidents.




  Constable Strong's unit had backed up traffic for the entire half a kilometer. One lane of the dual carriageway was closed. Cars that were stopped were strung bumper to bumper on the shoulder of the road. A team of cops searched every vehicle. Drivers and passengers were hauled out of their cars and searched. The cars that had been cleared were ushered through the one lane that was left open. All drivers were scanned for suitability to drive.




  A communications unit was set up on site to check drivers'




  licences for validity and outstanding fines. Alcohol was tested on site. A very competent dog unit was sweeping through, searching for drugs and weapons. There were two mobile holding cells parked on the other side of the highway, facing the city. Offenders were handcuffed and thrown into the mobile cells. It was a new and innovative approach to policing. And Constable Strong believed it was necessary because as the city grew, it became extremely difficult, year after year, to police properly.




  At 10.30pm, traffic flow began to steady down. Constable Strong and his colleagues began working faster. They pushed at clearing the throng of cars so drivers could be on their way. From midnight, the traffic would thin down considerably. After that the tough job of impounding vehicles would begin. After mignight was when rickety jalopies, held together by string and tape and deep reserves of hope, attempted their luck. Although most offenders who were not drunk paid fines on the spot, it was still a dog's job. Other serious offenders were packed and locked away in the mobile holding cells. When one filled up, a police officer drove it to the city and dumped its contents in the city prison.




  At 11pm, Constable Strong gave instructions to beging opening the second lane up.




  In the distance, the headlights of a car, blindingly bright, approached. A kilometer before it reached the roadblock Constable Strong could see that the car was speeding. The driver of the Hyundai SUV overtook the cars in front of him. He turned to the inner lane without signaling for lane change. That must have been the point at which the driver realised that there was a second roadblock. He increased speed, hugging the inner lane stubbornly as drivers on his left hooted madly. Even when traffic officers directed vehicles on his left to stop at the side of the road, the driver of the SUV sped ahead.




  Constable Strong cursed. The road was blocked tight. At 200 meters it was clear that the driver had no intention to stop. Must be one hell of a drunk driver. Then the car began hitting the red stop lights a hundred meters away. The flashing red lights smashed to pieces and scattered along the two lanes. Still the speeding car approached. The driver reached the solid barricades that were erected on the side of the road. Realising too late that the car would not stop on time, Constable Strong and a number of officers ducked for cover. Empty steel drums upended, clanked and rolled away as Constable Strong's men hit them. The driver of the SUV saw a gap on the left lane and turned into it with screeching tyres. The reeking rubber lingered in the warm January air.




  Constable Strong began to worry. This was a hell of a reckless drunk driver. Standing up, he quickly whipped out his radio and began shouting instructions. The speeding SUV squeezed through a narrow gap between two cars, ran over the blue and green fluorescent police beacons, and then crashed into the reinforced yellow plastic blocks at the extreme end the the road.




  The loud crash attracted other officers to the scene. They came clutching their gun belts, running towards where Constable Strong was standing, fuming. The car's momentum carried it along the uprooted plastic blocks for some ten meters until the driver remembered to hit the brakes. The SUV scrapped along the reinforcements until it stopped. Constable Strong and a pack of officers ran to the car. His fear was that the driver could be hurt pretty badly. But before Constable Strong and his men could reach the car, the driver's door opened slowly. A man, blinded by the powerful searchlight an officer shone on him, slid out and staggered besides the car. He appeared to raise his hands above his head. As he approached him, Constable Strong shouted instructions at him.




  Then in an abrupt turn the man changed his mind. He turned and began runnning. He ran round the SUV and sprinted to the fence bordering the highway. Before the cops could catch up with him, the man jumped through the fence. Constable Strong's voice rasped above the traffic noise as he instructed the fleeing man to stop. Twice he instructed him to stop, but the man continued running.




  Seeing that the suspect was escaping, Constable Strong whipped out his pistol. He hated that. He loved his job, all right, but he hated it when he had to use his gun to achieve a sense of order. A warning shot in this case was in order. Perhaps it would scare the man to stop. Constable Strong fired in the air. The spotlight shone on the fleeing man. Dust picked up behind him as he gained speed. Another warning shot rang out. The fleeing man turned his head briefly. Realising that he could be free any moment, he continued running. Constable Strong muttered unprintable obscenities. With escalated robberies and murders, the man could be a wanted suspect in a serious crime. Why else would he run away? Constable Strong saw no sense in letting him go.




  Constable Strong lowered the hand clutching the pistol. The spotlight played on the flecks of dust dancing after the fleeing man. He leveled the gun and pulled the trigger.




  A single shot was all he needed. The fleeing man clutched in a surprised gesture at his right thigh. A yell like a mating billy goat escaped him as he went down in slow motion and hit the dirt.




  Constable Strong, together with half a dozen officers jumped the fence and ran after the injured man. Wearing a simple blue shirt and a pair of jeans, the man writhed on the ground. He was large and strong in build, with barely an ounce of fat on him. His thigh was searing hot with unbearable pain. He managed to plead.




  "Don't shoot! Please don't shoot!"




  The injured man began to breathe in thin, quick gulps. Blood was oozing through the fingers holding the thigh. He was losing a lot of blood. If something was not done quickly, he could lose consciousness. The beam from the searchlight, brilliant at such short range, played on the man's face. The injured man spotted a moustache and a week old stubble on his chin. He looked middle aged, probably on the wrong side of forty.




  "Call an ambulance! Quick!" Constable Strong barked at an officer close by. "We got to get him to the hospital."




  While waiting for an ambulance, the officers carried the injured man back to the highway. At that point, Sergeant Forster and his team were searching the SUV. The injured man was travelling alone. The vehicle search produced nothing valuable or suspicious. There was no luggage in the trunk. The injured man was in too deep a shock to answer questions. Sergeant Forster found some identification on him, though. He carried the documents to the mobile communications office. Once he reached the desk, Sergeant Forster spread the documments out under the light. Then he shook his head.




  The injured man held a Zimbabwean identity card. He also carried a passport, which had expired six months previously. The names and birth dates on the identity card and passport were similar. They both confessed that the man was Promise Murewa, born in 1962 in a village of Rori in Mutare Province. Sergeant Forster searched repeatedly, but no driver's license could be found. Besides these documents, there was one other item Promise carried with him. It was a brilliant gold necklace.




  While Sergeant Delany Forster inspected the necklace, the ambulance arrived. The paramedics stabilised the injured man and strapped him onto a stretcher. Sergeant Forster forwarded the details of the SUV – the registration plate and vehicle identification number – to the operator in charge of tracking down vehicles. The technical officer ran the details through the eNatis system. The system quickly picked up every detail about the vehicle and the owner.




  "Stolen!" Sergeant Forster shouted to Constable Strong as he came through the door.




  "I'm not least surprised." Constable Strong shook his head.




  "Did you see the way he was mowing the road?"




  "Guess what!"Sergeant Delany Forster quipped. "The car is registered to one Father Alfons Kolowski Dorota. The address is listed as Turfloop."




  "So that's where the bugger stole it." Constable Strong inspected the identity card again. "No wonder he tried to run away. He robbed a priest!"




  Sergeant Forster whistled in disbelief.




  The siren from the ambulance pierced the hot January night as Promise Murewa was rushed to Polokwane Provincial Hospital.
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  MAL BENSTEIN, NEE Dorota, cut her holiday short by a week. She went back to work on the third of January. Mal was spending her holiday at Kruger National Park, hoping to rejuvenate herself. The excercise proved futile. Leonid Benstein, her former husband, was still fresh in her mind. No matter how she tried to take advantage of distracting activities on offer at Kruger, Leonid kept popping up in her mind. Mal was approaching her fiftieth birthday in two weeks' time. She could've waited and spoilt herself with a proper holiday – Mauritius, perhaps, than trundle her sore heart to the mosquito-infested Kruger. However, the pressure was just too much.




  Mal was pensive because she had just been through six months of toxic, acrimonious divorce from Leonid. When the divorce was eventually finalised, just two weeks before Christmas, Mal had burnt out.




  Lidia, Mal's friend and colleague, had suggested that she change cities. Mal nearly choked at the thought. Cape Town had been her home for twenty years. She was used to it. She went to varsity there; she fell in love in that city. And in Cape Town that's where she made the biggest mistake of her life by marrying Leonid. Changing cities would not heal her heart. Instead, it would add to her discomfort. Looking for a new house, putting her Hope Street house on the market and uprooting the memories would add to the pain. So Mal opted to stay put and concentrate instead on her work. New Dawn Books, a publishing house where she worked was her second home. Her job as a communications officer demanded a lot from her.




  Right now the conventional publishing sector was taking a knock due to technological gadgets and electronic books. It took a while to ignore the ebook as just another fad, but the trend was catching on fast. The world was advancing technically, and publishers who scorned the ebook now did so to their own peril.




  Mal and the managers recognised that for New Dawn Books to make a dent in electronic media, the company should get involved in migrating its impressive catalogue of paperbacks to electronic format. Mal was involved in communicating the strategy to all their authors. She was also handling the communications between New Dawn Books and ebook distributors across the world. That was partly why sitting in the Kruger swatting mosquitoes while she had a mamoth task didn't appeal to her.




  When Mal toyed with the idea of canning her fiftieth birthday party, it was Lidia who insisted she have it.




  "Malgosia Benstein!" she exclaimed in shock. "You surely need this, Mal."




  Lidia Jacobs always spelt out Mal's full name when she was astonished. She made such a fun and talkative colleague. Mal pondered about her approaching birthday. She was so unlike Lidia. The differences were stark. Lidia thrived in the happiness of a perfect marriage. Her husband was one of those types who would call the wife and tell her not to bother rushing home because he got home early and was taking care of the cooking.




  She lived in paradise. But her? Marriage to Leonid had been a trip through heartaches, jealousy and insecurity. Leonid could've been an angel had he not been so traditional. Mal shuddered at how he held so very orthodox Jewish views on every aspect of their marriage. For the past fifteen years the couple was torn in a bitter fight that eventually ended in divorce just because Mal couldn't conceive. And for Leonid, adoption, as well as fertilisation, was not an option. Mal could do noting but see a quarter century of marriage dissolve down the drain.




  In contrast to Leonid, Mal was a Catholic. She never practiced, though. She was born a Catholic to a Polish priest.




  Together with her two brothers, Konrad and Oskar they grew up in Catholic tradition. Her mother Modjeska, a lovely and caring woman, died when she was ten. After her death the kids travelled with Father Dorota everywhere he went. They stayed with him wherever faith and God's calling directed him to erect his missions and save the people.




  Back at New Dawn Books, Mal and Lidia shared a huge office. Working with Lidia always helped Mal regain her sanity.




  When Mal insisted on cancelling the party, Lidia goaded her into changing her mind.




  "You keep it small and intimate," Lidia said through the hum of the air conditioner. Mal argued that small and intimate always ended up with the whole neighbourhood camped in the front yard.




  "It's easy for you to say, Lidia," Mal frowned at her colleague.




  "If Leonid didn't leave, it'd be different..."




  "No, Mal," Lidia returned. "You're not doing yourself any favour. Right there is the reason you need this party."




  Lidia put Mal's coffee on her desk and added, "Get over Leonid!"




  Mal began the usual protest.




  "You've never gone through a divorce," she sipped her coffee.




  "It's painful, Lidia..."




  Lidia put up her right hand to stop Mal from speaking.




  "He's gone, dear. It's painful, I know, but don't deny yourself happiness."




  "It's just that, Lidia–"




  Lidia Jacobs interrrupted her.




  "And your brothers? Are you going to turn them off just like that?" She clicked her fingers for effect. "They're looking forward to it, you know."




  Mal took a deep breath. When things turned the way she couldn't endure, she did the one thing that brought happiness to her heart. She thought of visits to Poland with her father and brothers. She was a teenager then, and she loved to lose herself in skating. She had hoped to compete for her country in the Olympics one day. As it turned out, she was a person without a country. His father was constantly moving around, so she never got proper training. Since Father Dorota was not practicing in Poland but in Africa, it became a nighmare. Nevertheless, whenever he had a week or two he'd pack up the kids and off they'd go to Krakow. Most of the vacations were in November as December was an extremely busy period for him. Mal would always remember how she'd accompany her father on All Saints Day to visit the Rakowicki cemetry in the Krakow old town precint and lay wreaths on the graves of his parents. She remembered how she had lots of zloty in small change from aunts she couldn't remember, that she used to indulge herself in chocolate sekacs and cherry kisiel. That was when she was her happiest, before adolescent and boys changed the outlook of her young life.




  But Mal now realised that she had not considered her brothers, whom she loved very much. How they'd love to celebrate with her! They had not really been happy together since they grew up and went their separate ways. Lidia had a point, she reflected. It'd seem like now she was snubbing Konrad and Oskar. Konrad had been her ally through the tumultuous waters of separation and divorce.




  After a short while, Mal replied to Lidia.




  "It's just that, Lidia, I hate turning fifty. Feels like I'm leaving the world behind and ageing pretty fast."




  "Malgosia Benstein!" Lidia scolded her again. "How long are you going to sit through that pain? I say let go of it!"




  Mal hated the name of her former husband since they separated.




  "Ok, Ok! We'll keep the guest list to 12."




  "Now that's talking," Lidia smirked. "It wasn't hard, after all, was it?"




  However, what Mal didn't tell Lidia was that she had made up her mind to change her surname back to Dorota as soon as it was practical. She's hate to live to see the Benstein name that had given her so much pain. She was not a Benstein. She was a Dorota. And from that moment on, she'd remain a Dorota.




  During the course of the afternoon, Mal was beginning to reclaim the idea of her birthday party with pride. Leonid – hell, he was gone for good. Let her enjoy her milestone and reclaim her strength and independence. It was just as well the marriage didn't produce any offspring. When two people divorce, Mal reflected, it turns bad. However, whenever it's mixed up with kids and their pets, it makes a recipe for bitter infighting. Since Leonid was out of sight, celebrating her fiftieth would be a good way of kicking him out of her mind.




  At precisly ten minutes to five, Mal and Lidia prepared to call it a day. A typical office day at New Dawn Books was filled with life's anectodes and titbits from Lidia. Time flew when Lidia was in the office. Every afternoon was like closing a chapter. Of course Lidia was hard-hitting at times. She was the kind of woman who didn't hesitate before speaking her mind. Mal, on the other hand, was a gentle soul who rather imagined words out of her mouth physically hurting when they land.




  "That's why Leonid toyed with you," Lidia would often say.




  Mal would take forever just to think of something polite and appropriate to say. Not to mean that she was dumb, though. With an honours degree from the Stellenbosch University, she was one learned redhead. Her average height and plump features made her a jovial aunt anyone could cry to. But to-day she was the one whose heart was smashed by the divorce from Leonid. Today she was the one looking for an aunt to cry to.




  Just then a thought snaked like lightning into her mind. Would her father make it to her party? At 86 years old, Father Alfons Dorota would be much inconvenienced. Of late he'd showed signs of a bout of rheumatism. When it set in, it forced the good man of the cloth to shed his parish duties to Reverend Kekana.




  Her older brother, Konrad, would be in Limpopo on business next week. He had promised to bring him along. That is if he can make it. If he does make it, there was a bottle of Chopin Potato Vodka waiting for him. Mal just hoped he'd be rested enough for the Saturday function.




  "Shut that window for me Mal dear, will you?"




  Mal got up from her desk, moved to the window and looked down Ocean View Street. A cool breeze was playing gently on the second floor windows. Mal's mind drifted back into the office but her body remained standing at the window, enjoying the stroke of the breeze. The clock on the wall indicated 4.55pm.




  "Yes, dear," Mal watched through the partitioning as Lidia closed and zipped her handbag. Then she drew the blinds in, walked to her desk and shut down her computer. She unplugged her laptop and shoved it in the carry-bag. Mal picked up her orange juice, drank the little that remained and tossed the bottle into the trash basket.




  "See you tomorrow, dear," Lidia said as she edged towards the door. "And stop worrying about what you can't change."




  "Bye, Lidia. You are so helpful."




  And then she was alone. Mal retrieved the office keys from the desk drawer. Just as she reached for her handbag, the desk telephone came to life. The clock on the wall struck 5pm. The telephone bell went on incessantly in a shrill, impatient howl that said pick me up right now. Startled by the unexpected telephone at the exact hour, Mal wondered whether to pick up or leave.




  Could it be something important? One thing she hated was a last minute telephone ring at the wrong time. Mal took off a moment in her mind to tick off people who could possibly want to talk to her. Her friends and family always called her on her mobile. It couldn't possibly be one of them. She looked at the clock as the seconds ticked forward.




  Perhaps Leonid? Leonid! She was suddenly aghast at the thought. What could he possibly want? After the acrimonious parting at the divorce court, bitter dust still floated in the air. Sure Leonid wasn't ever going to call her again? Her red lips set in anger.




  As the thoughts raced through her mind, Mal wasn't even aware that the caller had hung up at the other end. A moment later she nearly jumped out of her skin when the telephone began ringing again. She instinctively picked it up.




  The voice that she heard down the line didn't sound like anything she recognised. It was cold, decisive and... Mal was afraid, authoritative. And almost legal.




  "Is that Mrs Malgosia Benstein? Mrs Malgosia Benstein, nee Dorota?" the voice of a man said audibly enough.




  Mal panicked. Could it... could it be... Leonid? What...? Mal froze as she struggled to realise what this could mean. All her friends, the people who knew her, called her Mal. But Malgosia?




  It was only Lidia and Leonid who called her in that fashion.




  "It's very important, madam..."




  Mal was not even sure she listened to the rest of what the caller as saying.
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  AT 57 YEARS old, Konrad Dorota was three years older than Oskar. There were so many differences between the two brothers.




  Konrad was a bit boyish looking, with an oval face. He spotted long blond hair which gave his face a rock star look. Konrad was tall, with thin shoulders. He was always clean-shaven. Oskar, on the other hand, had developed prematurely, growing into a thick-set burly young man. He was more often mistaken for a bouncer.




  Their similalrities began and ended with their blond hair.




  Konrad's blond locks were tied up in a neat ponytail. Oskar's hair was left to cover his big head and cascade down the side of his brawler's jaw. Konrad was proud of his lean physique. He always boasted that he maintained the same weight and body fat distribution just like when he was twenty. He could fit the stereotype of an athlete perfectly. But to people's dismay, he was far from that. Konrad did not follow a single diet. He never set foot in the gym.




  Inside Konrad's head was a brain whose machinisations were geared towards business savvy uptitude. Trained as an electrical engineer, Konrad went on to obtain his MBA at Harvard. Before he even graduated, Konrad turned his engineering mind to business ventures. He established Dorota Electronics, a firm which began by building electronic circuits and components.




  Based in Edenvale in Johannesburg, the firm grew on the back of internet innovation. In between Dorota Electronics and his MBA studies, Konrad trained for his pilot's license. He took a gap for a stint with a European airliner and garnered enough hours for a commercial pilot's license. He was never afraid of any growth, personal or otherwise. No task was too great for him.




  When Oskar graduated with his business degree, Konrad roped him into the company. While he worried about innovation and design strategy, Oskar headed business development across the country. He steered the company to great heights.




  And while Konrad's brain tinkered with designs, Oskar was content to marry Ewa and settle down. The marriage dusted a lot of controversy. He had known Ewa for only three months when he decided to marry her. Father Dorota was still active in the Turfloop parish. He disapproved of the marriage and said as much. He was disappointed at his younger son's lack of judgment. There were many reasons for Father Dorota not to attend the marriage ceremony. The most important was related to how Ewa ended up in South Africa in the first place. It brought disgrace to the family. Ewa was recruited as a stripper from Romania. She worked in the Johannesburg city center at a joint hounded by politicians and actors. After two years in the country, Ewa fell out with the managers of the strip club. Unable to pay her instalments on her airline ticket, and relocation fees for relocation and resettlement elsewhere, the club owner confiscated her passport and visa. Ewa was unable to work, and was left broke and hurting.




  It was then that Oskar shifted into focus in this embarrassing picture. He used to frequent the club with clients for silly evenings. He came to know and befriend Ewa. The two grew rapidly close together. The attraction was so strong that when Ewa was finally kicked out of the apartment, it was a small transition to marriage. And now with her dignity intact, she shared a house with Oskar in Sandhurst. It was a match made in the devil's own playground. But seven years on, Ewa and Oskar are still very much in love.




  Konrad didn't let that worry him. Oskar was a very astute business manager. Under his direction, Dorota Electronics had grown to twice its size. Whatever Oskar chose to do with his private life was his own business. Besides, he had more worries of his own. His other concern, Dorota Construction, was picking up well after the lull of the period immediately after the end of soccer world cup. Konrad had set up the firms's track record. He delivered a number of medium turnkey projects. Now big proposals were coming in. The construction sector looked set to pick up. A new way of importing cheap cement from China was boosting the business. Konrad was working at building the business into a regional player, perhaps even venture into the SADC. To that end he had established offices in both Namibia and Zimbabwe. He already had a track record in the latter country.




  While Oskar stayed at his Sandhurst house, Konrad was content living away from the buzz of city life. He stayed at his farm in Heidelberg, where he had turned acres of land into a three-star bush lodge with 30 self-catering chalets. While he had no big five on the farm, Konrad had camping facilities and bush trails that were eagerly sought after. Whenever he visited town, Konrad stayed with his brother in Sandhurst rather than opt for the monotony of a hotel.




  But perhaps the best part of Konrad's life was being single. Of course he had once married. That was way back in 1981, the year after he graduated from the University of Cape Town. Back then the South African landscape was different, and dangerous. He was an active conscentious objector, and was not going to kill innocent people for supremacist rhetoric. He had come to Johannesburg after obtaining a job at Denver Technical where he worked on various types of capacitors. It was a free, good life after slogging it out at UCT. He rented a flat in Norwood and stayed with Brenda, his newly married bride.




  Unfortunately, his life was shattered when Brenda received a parcel bomb that was addressed to him. The parcel exploded, decapitating her head from her torso, and terminating her life in an instant. Since that time Konrad had never viewed female companionship in the same light. Withdrawn and callous inside, he refused to involve himself intimately with women. He always had that lingering feeling that his companion would be abruptly taken away from him should he commit himself. Instead, Konrad harnessed his painful loss in studying for his MBA and growing the new business he had just started. It turned out to be a good choice. The training and skills he gained proved to surpass the pleasure any soft flesh against his body could bring.




  Oskar's house was big enough for three families. The couple had no children yet, but talk of adding one or two brats to the mansion was tempting. Whenever he came to visit, Konrad used one of the two en-suite guest rooms. Oskar had him install his clothes in the room, with a permanent supply of toiletries. It was a second home away from home. On his way to Sandhurst, Konrad had called to say he'd be late for lunch. He didn't like formal lunches anyway. The two brothers were flying out together to Durban where they'd host a business meeting the following morning. Konrad rented a hangar at Lanseria Airport where his ten-seater jet was parked.




  While electronic conglomerates were off-loading their manufacturing activities to Mumbai and Kualar Lampur, Dorota Electronics was proposing setting up a new plant in Durban. In the proximity of the harbour, if successful the new plant would be well-positioned to manufacture and export electronic components to the rest of Africa and the world. Konrad was riding on the hype of the Brics fever. He had already flown to Brazil and Russia to heat up the markets with the country's deputy president missions.




  If his investors had faith in him, they'd see his proposal as a golden goose waiting in the wings.




  All these things were cris-crossing Konrad's mind as he negotiated the afternoon traffic on the N3 into the city. He drove through the city without stopping anywhere. It was only when he entered Oxford Road that Konrad switched off the air conditioner of his Italian sports car and let the front windows all the way down. A hot breeze from the January haze drifted into the car. In a moment, the breeze was displaced by cool air as the imported sports car majestically drifted along the road.




  Oskar and Ewa were waiting for him at the gate. It was already 3pm. Oskar greeted his brother cheerfully as he fumbled with the garage door remote control. Ewa was radiant in black jeans and a loose, light orange blouse.




  "Afternoon, big brother," she said as soon as Konrad opened the door. "Nobody misses my lunch."




  Her English was getting better and better. She was working so hard on it. In a little less than five years, all the traces of Romanian accent would melt down the mellow life of Johannesburg.




  Ewa shoved a glass of wine in Konrad's hand.




  "You all expect me to fly over the messy Joburg traffic jams?"




  he shoved the glass of wine away, shaking his blond head. "I'm flying tonight, dear, so no chances."




  "One glass won't drown a fly," Oskar teased him.




  Konrad favored Ewa with a light kiss on her rosy cheek.




  "And one glass could easily lead to another... and another," he said wisely.




  "I know our traffic is unforgiving," Oskar commented. He refilled his glass from the bottle he was holding."You'll have to do your best, Kony. We have all but an hour."




  Oskar led the party from the garage into the house. Once in the house, Konrad raced up the stairs with his bag. He went straight to his room. When he reached the room, he stripped and showered in cold water. He was glad to escape the highway heat.




  He let the cold water, now cool because of the heat, play in streaks down his well-toned body. After he had cooled sufficiently enough, Konrad shut the tap and dried himself. He stepped out of the shower refreshed and energised. He put on a light summer linen suit and a white shirt. He stood in front of the mirror and began fashioning his tie. At the last minute he changed his mind, undid his tie and threw it on the bed. Then he remembered that he was flying tonight. Grunting, Konrad slid the jacket off his shoulders. He walked back to the closet, took out the bag containing the neatly pressed pilot's uniform. He opened the bag, removed the shirt and put it on. Satisfied, he flipped the bag with the flight jacket over his shoulder and hooked the hanger in the crook of his finger. He dashed to the mirror and looked at himself one last time. Then he retrieved the peaked pilot's cap from the top cupboard, clutched it under his arm and went downstairs.




  It took him roughly twenty-five minutes to reappear.




  In the lounge Oskar had a small platter filled with appetising food for him. Konrad deposited the jacket and the cap on the divan and settled down to eat. While busy munching his food, Ewa brought in a tray of iced coffee.




  "So you were serious you are flying tonight?" Ewa raised her head when she saw the bag and cap. "Can't someone else do it?"




  "Marius is on leave, Ewa. I've been telling your deaf husband for ages to get his license," Konrad said in kind sarcasm.




  "Not for me, thank you," Oskar thought about the fashionable plane crashes and shook his head in the negative. He poured a cup of coffee for both of them.




  "Yes, it's important, brother." Konrad conveyed the last spoon of food to his mouth and put the platter on the coffee table. He looked at his little brother with wise eyes. "One day there's bound to be an emergency, and you'll need to relieve me."




  "He's right, Oskar. You can't always depend on one man," Ewa agreed with Konrad.




  "When have you last talked to dad?" Oskar changed the subject.




  Konrad finished his coffee and stood up. He removed the napkin from his shirt, folded it squarely and put it on the platter.




  "Last weekend, Oskar," Konrad replied casually. "Is he Okay?"




  "I tried calling him last night. Seemed to be busy. He didn't pick up."




  "You know him. Always busy with categorisation of old Catholic records." Konrad said in a worried tone. "I talked to Mal about him. For the party, I mean. I'll be in Polokwane next Thursday. I'll pick him up for Mal's party then."




  "Do be gentle with him, Kony. He's old, you know."




  "I'll fly him over, but he prefers the long road," Konrad said regrettably.




  Ewa picked up the dishes and put them on the tray. She had never met her father-in-law. Even though he refused to bless her marriage, she still considered him family.




  "How old is he?" she asked Konrad.




  "86, now," Konrad said."Mal'd rather we leave him out of the party. Let him rest. But there will be no other chance for him to see his only daugher turn fifty."




  "Only one chance," Ewa agreed.




  "Well, we'd better be leaving now," Oskar rose to his feet.




  He carried his brother's jacket from the divan. Konrad stuck the pilot's cap under his arm. The two brothers headed to the garage while Ewa brought up the rear. They put the uniform on the back seat of Oskar's Lexus. While Ewa opened the garage and the gate the two brothers slid into the car. Konrad climbed in the passenger seat. Oskar slid under the wheel.




  "Drive safe. Fly safe," Ewa kissed Oskar.




  Oskar started the car and reversed out into the road. He stopped and waited until the gate closed. Ewa waved at them.




  Then Oskar engaged gear and pulled away. In a short time they were swallowed by the Joburg afternoon rush hour traffic.
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  AS IT OFTEN happens in so many erstwhile revolutionary political parties, democratic elections, when they finally arrive, do not turn into magic pills. This is contrary to what the cadres, who may have spent decades fighting the system, both locally and regionally, discover. After democracy, revolutionary parties tend to show the public different colours, whether intended or otherwise. The worrying trend, especially in countries in Africa, is to curb the media and seek to control it. More often the newly-elected ruling party views the judiciary as the enemy. The judicial system is thus seen as serving the interests of the old guard, and therefore resistant to change. It is then that the new ruling party, seeking to bolster its power, adopt the legal system and the judiciary as pet instruments of its political machinisation.
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