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Chapter 1


“I never met my father,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road.


They were heading west, toward a thin seam of fading crimson where the towering dome of darkening sky touched the horizon. Serried ranks of grass along the edges of the highway flickered stiffly as they sped past. Behind them the fields relaxed, sighing in the coolness after another November afternoon under the busy African sun.


Stephen stole a glance at the middle-age man behind the wheel, softly outlined in the green glow of the dash. “How so?”


“We lived in the township,” he began. Then, almost as if he were talking to himself, he muttered, “My mother died when I was seven, and my grandmother brought me up.”


The big car sped on, swallowing a pulse of white dashes on the road surface.


“That old lady,” he went on, “early every morning she’d take me by the shoulder like this”—he made a grabbing action with his right hand—“and shake me awake.” He shook his head almost imperceptibly. “She taught me everything I know.”


Stephen waited, but that was it. In silence once more, he gazed straight ahead. His expectation of how people behave kept him from asking to hear more. If someone wants to tell you his secrets, he will, without your saying a word. If he wants to keep them to himself, he won’t tell you even if you ask all day.


The younger man, settled into the plush upholstery of the driver’s seat, gripped the wheel with an intensity that made Stephen wonder. Thuli Mpongose was in his early forties. He stood five foot ten in his Givenchy slip-ons and was slight of build, though the beginnings of a middle-age spread had pushed back his matching belt a notch or two. Dark complexioned and hair shaved to a stubble, he stared down the world with steely determination and an impenetrable reserve. In the photograph on the cover of a recent Finance Week, he stands at a lectern, gazing confidently over the heads of his investors, the poster boy for a new generation of successful businessmen. A man with the world at his feet, confidence in his eye, and change to spare in his pocket.


Stephen lost himself to the road ahead, hypnotised by the bright white cone of halogen headlights that scurried through the dusk ahead of the speeding car. Something in the pattern of the taillights of a truck lumbering ahead of them in the left lane, and the loneliness of the open road, took him back to an earlier time when his world was small and dependable, and his father came home after dark with his newspaper tucked under one arm and the smell of the paper factory on his clothes. Their little town had run on the clockwork of that factory, setting its watches to the deep bass of its foghorn that called the beginning and end of each shift, and tailoring its hopes and plans to the rhythm of its massive presence. At night a sprinkle of red lights blinked on the tall stacks and high roofs, telling an age-old tale of the slow grinding of the years. Lying in bed he’d hear the sirens wailing in the night, passing on unimaginable messages; and then the hammering breath of a steam locomotive drifting further and further away until he’d slip into sleep in the silence.


“So what do you make of this?” Stephen asked, as they slid past the turnoff for Bapsfontein.


“Hah! I’m not like other CEOs. I don’t hide behind the HR manager.” Thuli shifted his grip on the wheel and glanced in the rear-view mirror. “I was there last night. I went to visit his mother. She’s an old lady. They were all there and they were crying.”


Stephen heard the smugness in the man’s voice; ignored it. “Was he married?”


“No. He has a brother who is at university and doesn’t live with his mother.” He shook his head and said again, “She is an old lady.”


“He was only twenty-eight,” Stephen murmured, remembering the entry in the file. “It’s a real sadness.”


“He was a bright young man,” Thuli replied, nodding his head. “He worked himself out of poverty, just like me.”


Pensively, Stephen stared off into the distance, tracking the sliding progress of a dark cove of trees that stood far out into the night against the lights of a farmhouse.


“I just can’t make out how it happened,” he said at last. “What was he doing out there in the middle of the night? He had no business wandering around the mining area, hours after he should’ve been home. And I don’t understand how he got himself killed.”


“These young men,” Thuli said, “they think they’re bulletproof, they think the rules don’t apply to them. Then this sort of thing happens.”


“I don’t know if he thought he was tough or not, but he was an accountant. An accountant! What was an accountant doing removing an obstruction from a moving conveyer belt in the middle of the night?” Stephen semaphored his exasperation with one raised open palm. “That’s what the security report says: Removing an obstruction from a moving conveyer belt. Who in his right senses would do something like that?” He shook his head. “Jonny’s report just doesn’t make sense.”


It was Thuli’s turn to glance at his travelling companion.


“Well, I don’t know what else it could be,” he said. “These young guys moonlight. They work overtime on someone else’s ID, and then split the income. That’s what he was doing there. He didn’t stop the conveyer because if you cut production, you cut everyone’s month-end bonus, and his mates wouldn’t have forgiven him for that.”


Stephen sighed. “So now the whole mine’s shut for twenty-four hours while the dicks from the Department swagger around the place. How’s that for false economy?”


The inspectors employed by the Department were notoriously officious. Stephen felt glum about the prospect of having to deal with them about an incident he really could not make head or tail of. He shook his head and went on: “If Jonny’s story comes out in the inquiry, or if Mamela was working under someone else’s name, they’ll be all over us like a rash. Just think of the implications: no proper training, no controls over who is on shift, no security, no safety equipment, no nothing. They’ll have a field day.”


Thuli pursed his lips. He couldn’t abide criticism and this sounded very much like it. Stephen was about the only person in the company who could speak to him, the CEO, like this and get away with it. At sixty-three and nominally retired, Stephen was the senior statesman of the company, the cool head to go to when things got tough. But Thuli didn’t like this kind of talk.


“That’s why we have to prepare properly,” he answered, allowing a touch of authority to creep into his voice.


Stephen said nothing. Being told, after a lifetime in legal practice, that he should prepare for a hearing didn’t warrant a reply. Instead he said: “We have to tread carefully with the unions as well.”


“The unions will be all right. I’ve already phoned Fana, and he’s okay. He didn’t much like Mamela, thought he was a troublemaker. He always had his own ideas about what the unions should do. And the smaller unions will also be okay. They know this happens and they know what their members do.”


Thuli shifted lanes to overtake an old Kombi lumbering ahead in the slow lane. As Stephen mulled over what Thuli had said, his mobile beeped; it was Lisa asking when he’d be home. Home in an hour, he texted, then returned to the conversation.


“I’ve asked for full reports from everyone, not just from Jonny. And I want the clock cards and records for the last six months. I’ll be back at the mine in the morning to talk to anyone who can tell me what happened here. We’ve got to come up with a proper explanation, one that doesn’t make us look like a bunch of Charlies. But I think we’ll have our hands full.”


Thuli grunted his agreement and turned his full attention to the road which was now getting busier as they neared civilisation. Soon they slid past the airport turnoff and then under the overpass at Gilooley’s where the rush-hour stragglers still lingered. Between the Kensington ridge and the buttress of Linksfield nestled the city lights of old Johannesburg. Thuli pointed the sleek Mercedes north to Sandton where all the action is nowadays. At Linksfield he slipped off the N3.


“I’m in a board meeting for Richard’s Bay tomorrow,” Thuli said, “and I’ll try to see the Minister after that. He likes being kept informed. And if we run into trouble it’s good to have him on our side. Keep in touch. How long do you think you’ll be?”


“Depends on what I find. I’d be surprised if it takes more than two days. Especially if I start first thing in the morning. Tell Xoli to give this priority, won’t you? Sometimes he behaves as if anyone from head office is just in his way.”


“Sure. I’ll tell him. I want this dealt with properly. I built this company and I don’t want anything to damage it.” Thuli set his jaw like a tank commander: there’s no can’t in African.


He really believes this stuff he says, Stephen marvelled, but said nothing further until, many traffic lights later, they swung into the basement garage in Rosebank. “Okay, cheers then. See you in a few days. Say hi to the pretty coal terminal for me.”


“Thanks, old man. I’m sure Richards Bay will miss you too. Regards to Lisa. We’ll talk tomorrow.”


Stephen watched the big Merc fishtail out of the garage as Thuli set off in a squeal of tyres. He hopped into his own car for the short drive home. It had been a long day and tomorrow he’d leave well before dawn.





Chapter 2


Electricity sneaks into your house and into your dreams, whisper-quiet, leaving no sticky fingerprints, not tracking in mud. She is well-mannered and polite: she asks no questions, makes no mess; and then she is gone again, without fuss and without complaint. She twitters on your phone; she mixes your muesli; she blends your single malt; she designs your jeans; she froths your cappuccino. Without her your creepy doesn’t crawl, your shower makes no steam, your fridge turns nasty. She is your silent and permanent companion, and when load-shedding spoils your party, you miss her more than you can imagine. As her extra gift to you, as a kind of additional spiritual bonus, she keeps your hands clean and your conscience clear. And to keep her in step and faithful to your every need, you need coal. Lots of it.


Coal is her dark twin, the dirty scoundrel, the pirate who plunders, the dark lord who leaves behind a bitter wake of destruction. He rips up the land and belches forth his filthy offering from deep gashes in her sides; he spreads his choking blackness over the swathe of his passing; and the scars of his parade never heal. From the temples of his massive furnaces, kilns and boilers, his fiery breath yells abuse at the blue sky; and the powdered bones of his reign spread far and wide, carried on an unwilling wind. And where he stomped over the country, the rivers and streams weep sad and distorted tears forever after.


In Mpumalanga, where the sun comes strolling through the front door every morning, nameplates tell the story of a beautiful green place, a place of fertile valleys and verdant plains: Syferfontein, Anysspruit, Kleinkopje, and Bettiesdam. The grasslands of a high plateau roll eastward from Johannesburg for hundreds of kilometres to the edge of an immense escarpment, undulating over fertile sweeps of green where farms and fields lie side-by-side, thrumming with the pulse of a quiet life. Brooks and streams tumble and fall to join bigger rivers on their way to the sea; and the sky is broad and blue and clear. Under these beautiful fields lie the fossilised remains of ancient forests and wetlands, of the wide and shallow seas of three hundred million years ago. And in so many places brimming with such beauty, bespoke by such happy names, the ground has been torn open to get at the offering of the land’s ancient carboniferous past. Where leviathan generations once plodded through their slow lives, massive drag lines and heavy machines now lumber, hacking black and grudging coal from open pits, and disgorging it into lines of dirty wagons on their way to power stations with tall towers that pour billowing clouds of smoke into the blue yonder.


When Stephen pulled up at one of the few traffic lights in Crosby, the sun had only recently stuck its head over the horizon. It was a pretty how town with clouds floating above it and the bells of the old stone church chiming the pace of the hours. In the new morning, an out-of-date road sign pointed left, in the direction of Biesiesfontein. Next to it, a bigger and brighter sign bore a company logo—the head of a cheetah in bold profile, with one blue and one black shadow, each slightly below the image above it. SETHEMBA LIMITED 7KM, it directed. The light changed and Stephen rolled forward, to the Biesiesfontein Colliery, to meet the day.


The guard at the gate greeted him by name, “Mr. Wakefield,” nodded and lifted the boom for Stephen. He nodded back as he drove in, and reversed into his bay, as safety officers on all mines insist, pulling into the shade of an old pin oak. A swamp Spanish oak, he remembered Lisa telling him they were sometimes called. A big one of those stood over the drive in front of his house in Saxonwold.


He found Jonny van Straten in his office, chewing on a toasted egg-and-bacon sandwich. At his elbow on the table perched a black rubber flashlight, at least a foot long, like the ones tough cops in the movies have.


“Hey, old timer!” the man behind the desk beamed, lumbering to his feet and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He grabbed Stephen’s hand in a meaty fist. In his younger days, Jonny played lock for the Falcons for several seasons and since then his massive frame had thickened around him to justify his nickname, Thaba, given to him by the workers. “That means ‘mountain’,” he’d told Stephen proudly when they first met years back. Stephen’s six foot one of his youth had slimmed down to spry slenderness; next to Jonny-the-mountain he looked fragile.


A framed Springbok rugby jersey on the wall behind the desk had, so said the signature, once belonged to Mark Andrews. In an emergency Jonny could break the glass and put it on—it looked about the right size. Square wooden shelves against the walls kept dozens of files in well-ordered ranks, holding the secrets of many years. The two men stood across from each other, the top of Stephen’s head level with Jonny’s chin.


“How long have you been in this office now?” Stephen asked.


“I don’t know,” Jonny said, frowning. “I joined the company in ’94, but first I had other offices. I’ve been in this one for about ten or twelve years I suppose. Why do you ask?”


“Twelve years in the same office and you still haven’t managed to get a chair for your visitors to sit in?”


Jonny laughed. “My visitors are usually in trouble and it’s better that they stand. It reminds them of their sins.” Grinning, he spun open the door to his secretary’s office, yanked a chair one-handed through it and plonked it front of Stephen. “There you go.”


“Thanks.” Stephen sat, and then smiled at the young man. “How’s the crew?”


Jonny’s sons, who were now even bigger than he was, played in schoolboy provincial sides, a source of much pride to the old player. Brimming with pleasure he gave an update of the latest news, what the boys were up to; and then turned the conversation back to Stephen. “How’s the missus?”


“She’s well,” Stephen said. “She wants me to quit and go to Cape Town. I’m thinking of it seriously.”


“Ja, good idea,” Jonny said with a chuckle. “You’re over the hill and then you can fall asleep with the rest of them!” He evidently enjoyed his own joke, laughing heartily. “Daarso in Slaapstad,” he guffawed. There in the Sleepy City.


“Thanks a lot. I’ll tell her you agree,” Stephen drawled.


When Jonny had his giggles under control, Stephen asked, “Now, this Mamela thing. What do we know?”


One of those well-ordered files yielded the bald facts. Joseph Mpho Mamela, company number 0217/07, born in Tsakane, Brakpan, on 17 July 1987. Matriculated from Tsakane Secondary School in December 2006 with one D, three Cs, one B, and a distinction for Accountancy. Started working at the company in June 2007 as a labourer, at the number 1 Stacker Reclaimer. Good reports from his superiors, no incidents of misconduct. Received a study grant, first payment in March 2008 from the Sethemba Workers Trust for a correspondence course through UNISA in Financial Accounting. Joined the administration department as a junior salaries clerk in July 2008. Promoted to accountant in March 2009. Member of the National Union of Mineworkers, elected as workers’ representative in June 2011. Received a diploma in Advanced Accounting Services in November 2013. Promoted to senior accountant at the end of the same month. Regular increases and glowing reports since then.


“I see he became an accountant around the time Sethemba bought the mine. Is there a connection?” Stephen asked. “Did the new management promote him?”


“Don’t know, boss. He was part of the accounting hand-over team.”


“And now he’s Panico’s 2IC?”


Jonny nodded. “They liked him a lot.”


“What do we know, Jonny? What kind of a guy was he? Did you know him?”


“I know everybody. That’s being the safety officer. But I never had anything directly to do with him, which is, you know, good. I only get to see the troublemakers in here. But he was always polite and the assessments from his bosses, as you see, were always good.”


“Are we seeing Panico later?”


“He’s already waiting for us,” Jonny confirmed.


“And Mamela was a shop steward?”


“He was.” Jonny stroked his chin thoughtfully. “He was always quiet at meetings, followed the protocol. You know, lots of these guys go out of their way to be rude. Some even refuse to have personal dealings with management. They’ll only speak in formal meetings, and then do their best to be difficult. Mamela wasn’t like that.”


“He was a good guy?”


“Yes, I thought so. Not that he was on management’s side. He was always ready to try to get more for the workers. Always wanted more.”


“So, sort of what he was supposed to do?” Smiley wrinkles in the older man’s face showed he was teasing.


“Ja! I suppose you’re right. He wanted more for everyone, not just for himself. He was a bit of an idealist, not like so many of the others who’ll sell out their comrades for extra beer money.”


“If there’s a horse called Self-Interest, back it?”


Jonny chuckled again as Stephen reached for the document on the desk in front of him: the Preliminary Report on Fatality. It was dated 3 November 2015.


“So, Big Jon, tell me what happened.”


“Gee, the boss he comes here and he asks hard questions.”


He was quiet for a moment, thinking.


“I don’t really know. Two guys in a bakkie going on shift at six o’clock on Friday morning saw his vehicle next to the conveyor belt. The door was open, engine still running, but he was nowhere to be seen. They didn’t think much of that to start with, and stopped to see if they could help. They thought there was a problem with the belt.”


Everyone on the mine drove a pick-up truck, a bakkie.


“Where was this?”


“Middle of nowhere, which is really confusing.”


The belt, he explained, ran for thirteen kilometres in all, from the high wall on North Section all the way to the power station fence. There was a service road next to it, though only a small section of the belt ran through the operational area.


“They found the vehicle about halfway along, in the middle of the veld. That’s really odd because nothing happens there. It’s just the belt on its own in the middle of nothing.”


“And the belt’s covered?”


The big man nodded. “It runs under its own roof most of the way. I asked Jozi if they often have problems there, and he said never. It’s in the middle of a long stretch where nothing ever goes wrong. According to him, if the belt breaks, it doesn’t break there.”


“So was there a problem with the belt?” Stephen frowned.


“No one could find anything wrong. Not the guys who found him, and not the inspection team that went there afterwards.”


“So there’s no engineering incident report?”


“No, boss. There isn’t anything to report.”


“Then, please tell me matey, what made you say in your report”—Stephen lifted the document a few inches off the table—“that Mamela had stopped to remove an obstruction from the moving conveyor belt quote unquote?”


Jonny eased back in his chair, aware that his ears were being pulled.


“It’s a guess, boss. I don’t know what else it could have been.”


“An experienced copper like you,” Stephen drawled.


Silence settled in the little office as Jonny fidgeted sheepishly and Stephen watched him, a tiny smile hovering in the corners of his mouth.


“You know what the real boss says?” Stephen asked.


The young man sat forward again, keen to know.


“He says our man moonlights. He says because his first job was in coal feed, he clocks in as one of his mates, and they share the overtime.”


“Well, you could say the boss is always right. Except this time, he’s not.”


“Why’s that?”


“Maybe a few years ago you could do that, but not anymore. Not unless you want to take your mate’s thumb with you on shift. Because that’s how you clock in nowadays—with your thumbprint on a scanner.” He sat back and beamed. “Biometrics,” he explained, as if he’d invented it.


“Hmm. Well, we’ve got to check it out anyway. I asked for all the clock cards, and will you and your people please go through them to check if His Lordship is right. Jonny, quite apart from this incident, we need to find out whether a scam like that is possible. Because if it is, we have to stop it.”


“I’ll check,” Jonny said, “but this is a hard system to break—when you swipe your thumb, you’re also on video. You can’t have one guy swipe his thumb and another one go on duty. And I’ve looked at Thursday night’s recordings already. The people who were supposed to be on duty were on duty.” Johnny sat back again, this time looking pleased with himself.


“Thanks, Sherlock,” Stephen said. “That knocks the scam idea over, but it doesn’t help us to figure out what was he doing there. Do we know what time it happened?”


“We don’t. Sometime during the night, definitely before six o’clock on Friday morning.”


“And what exactly happened to him?”


Jonny became sombre.


“Ah. You don’t want to know. I took photographs, and I’ll show you if you want, but I don’t recommend it. It’s not a pretty sight. Basically, as I see it, he got his hand caught between the belt and the rollers, and it just pulled him in.” Jonny illustrated the fatal mechanics by grabbing his left wrist with his right hand, and lurching across the table, as if pulled by an irresistible force. “He was crushed.” He shook his head. “I’ve seen many gruesome sights over the years, and this one’s right up there.”


“The belt meters didn’t register anything?”


“Nope. There’s thousands of tonnes of coal on that belt. The monitors only register a complete tear or a total stoppage. Or spontaneous combustion.”


Sometimes coal on the belt bursts into flames all on its own, Stephen remembered. A dangerous business, this mining.


“So what’s your guess, Big Man?” he asked.


“I’ve already told you, and then you cast aspersions on my being a policeman and all,” Jonny replied with a grin. “Look, I think what happened is that our man was going home on Thursday night, and for some reason decided to take a drive along the belt—maybe he was nostalgic, maybe there was some other reason, I don’t know. But there he is, and he sees something on the belt, and because he’s a good employee, he stops to remove the obstacle. He would’ve known how to do it, from when he worked at the stacker reclaimer. And then his arm got caught. That’s all there is to it. It was an accident, but it really was his own fault.”


“How is it his own fault?”


“He should’ve contacted the control room. At the very least, he should’ve stopped the belt before trying to clear an obstacle.”


“And what’s an obstacle? What would he have been trying to clear?”


“Oh. It’s usually just a chunk of coal caught between the belt and the rollers. It falls off the belt and bounces up funny. And if it stays there long enough and doesn’t work itself free, the belt can tear. It happens.”


Stephen mulled over Jonny’s speculative account of what had happened. It wasn’t altogether unlikely, except for one thing. Looking askance at the huge man across the desk, he drawled laconically, “Nostalgic?”


“Well, all right. I admit that’s a bit thin.” Jonny looked down at his fingernails. “To be honest, I’ve no idea why he was there. It’s miles out of his way, and in the wrong direction. But I can’t think of any other reason.”





Chapter 3


The passage was tiled in light brown ceramic; the walls were beige; and curtains, short falls of hessian in single ply, covered small windows, set at shoulder level every ten paces. The ceiling hadn’t been repainted in many years and had faded to dull off-white. The place was the colour of latte. Stephen followed Jonny past the office with the sign that said: Stationary. He’d been itching to change it for years.


Around the corner was another sign: ACCOUNTS–Authorised Personnel Only.


“We’re authorised.” Jonny winked, reaching for the door handle.


The room was a large rectangle divided into eight open-plan workstations, all of them facing inward to a single chest-high partition that ran down the centre of the room. Rows of dull grey metal filing cabinets lined the walls, and on the desk in front of every chair blinked a computer screen. The room, in contrast to the passage, was the sober grey of dedicated administration—the walls were zircon, the carpet tiles slate, the partitions flint. Each desk was occupied, and each groaned under a load of invoices, journals, lists, and registers. Keyboards clicked under flying fingers, forms were being completed in triplicate, calculators were doing overtime. A chubby young girl in a red and blue T-shirt with shiny silver sequins sparkling across it was pulling open, and banging shut, the drawers of a filing cabinet.


“Morning pen pushers!” Jonny boomed. He seldom moved quietly.


“Hey, Mr. van Straten!” Smiled a pretty girl with short dark bangs seated closest to the door. Several others, young people manning the busy office, waved and said hi and then got on with their work. Panico’s office was the only one with a door and it was at the back, furthest from the passage. Jonny knocked twice, shouldered the door open, and went in.


Panico Georgiou rose from behind his desk wearing his habitual smile. To look at Panico was to get a smile from him. Stocky, with a serious pair of biceps on him, he wore trendy round horn-rimmed readers that he now took off to look at his visitors. He was in his early forties and was the only member of the senior management team on the mine to dress even remotely stylishly—and he had style in buckets. His trousers were tailored, his pure cotton shirt crisp, his shoes Italian. Whenever Stephen saw him, he had a three-day stubble that made him look like someone accustomed to dodging the paparazzi at Cannes. He’d taken over the accounts office in a crisis of mismanagement eighteen months earlier and now it ran like a high-precision machine, with a happy contingent of employees and a high reputation for efficiency. Dov Weinberg, the financial director, never got tired of singing his praises and it was no secret that Panico would move into Dov’s role when he retired any day now. The only real question was who on earth could fill those fine Italian shoes here at the coal face, particularly now that his 2IC was gone.


“The Silver Fox himself!” Panico said, squeezing Stephen’s hand affectionately, nodding at the crop of snow-white hair.


“This colour isn’t natural,” said Stephen, pointing at his head. “I spend hours every morning disguising the black underneath.” He’d started going grey in his early thirties and had all but forgotten what his original hair colour had been. In the wedding portrait on the wall in his and Lisa’s bedroom, among the gallery of family pictures, he has a head of dark brown, almost black hair. He looked so young and optimistic, it had to have been a long time ago.


“Ja, Sissie.” Jonny grabbed Panico’s hand, almost pulling him off his feet.


Panico laughed, and replied, “Ja, Skaap,” trying to rescue his hand. Yes, Sheep.


They took their seats around the tiny table in the office. “How’s the family?” Stephen asked, eyeing the framed picture of Panico and his sons, and another of his wife, both in pride of place behind the desk.


“I tell you no secrets that Crosby isn’t Helen’s favourite place.” He grinned. “She spends most of our disposable income driving to Jozi and back. But the boys are so well. They love it here. They’re out on their bikes all afternoon and they grunt away in that odd guttural noise that passes as a language for our friend here.” He nodded in Jonny’s direction.


“Mooiste taal in die wêreld,” Jonny confirmed. Most beautiful language in the world. Then, looking around the spic-and-span office, asked with incredulity, “You ever do any work in here?”


“In February I did the crossword puzzle.” Panico smiled. “And then the whole office took off a month from our usual duties to answer your safety questionnaire.”


Jonny pulled a face. It was his form but not his doing. The Board had decided that every department on the mine needed a quarterly risk assessment, and Jonny, the Chief Safety Officer, was in charge of it. Dutifully enough, he’d circulated a list of detailed questions about risk profiles to each and every department, though of course the questions were aimed primarily at the operations, where dangerous machines lurked and injury hid around every corner. Not much of it applied in any realistic way to the Accounts Department, but Panico and his team had had to complete it anyway.


“I hope we passed?” Panico asked, poker-faced.


“Ja, jong,” was all Jonny said. Yes, well.


Stephen chuckled, then turned serious: “Panico, we are preparing for the inquiry into what happened to Joseph Mamela.”


“Mpho,” corrected Panico. “His name was Mpho.” He shook his head. “It’s a shame. He was my star performer. I hoped he’d take over from me when the time came for me to move on. He’s going to be difficult to replace.”


“Tell me about him,” Stephen said evenly.


“He was an amazing young man,” Panico began. “His mother was a domestic servant and his father a taxi driver. They scrimped and saved to put their children through school. When Mpho was in high school, his father was killed. After Matric, he came to work here and put himself through a correspondence degree. That takes a lot. His brother is studying to be a doctor and Mpho was paying his bills. His mother is still a domestic worker, but she’s almost too old to work.”


Panico said that when he took over, Mpho was the only person he could trust to know what he was doing. “He was really quiet, made no noise. So quiet I think Cocky hadn’t noticed really that he was there.”


Panico’s predecessor, Koketso Khuzwayo, was called “Cocky” by all and sundry. He was a nice man, but not a careful accountant. “When I got here, Mpho was doing much of what I now do. He was handling stuff way above his paygrade, and doing it well. He’s the reason why there wasn’t more of a crisis before Cocky left.”


“What happened last week? Do you know?”


“I wish I did. Mpho worked a lot of overtime. He never got paid to do it, but we are short-staffed and he carried one or two of the new appointees who aren’t quite up to getting through what they’re supposed to do. We’re really going to miss him.”


Panico looked genuinely distressed. But there was something more. Stephen had watched and listened to people his whole life and saw the young man was nervous. He decided to wait for it to come out on its own.


“On Thursday I left here at about four-thirty.” The day-shift began at six in the morning and ended at four. To fit in, the admin staff kept the same hours. “I was last to leave except for Mpho who was still busy at his desk. I said goodbye as I left, and I never saw him again. If I’d known, I would’ve spoken to him a bit longer. But truth is, I was in a rush and just barged out of here.”


Stephen waited in silence, waiting for Panico to work through the issue on his own.


“Look, Stephen, is there a problem about the bakkie?” Panico blurted out.


There it is, Stephen thought to himself. “What do you mean? What about the bakkie?”


Panico looked down at the blotter in front of him. He hadn’t written anything on it and certainly hadn’t blotted it. The blotter on Stephen’s desk crawled with telephone numbers and reminders to himself, along with his speciality doodle, a three-dimensional cube with windows on all six sides. That’s how he kept himself occupied while waiting for the person on the other end of the line to come to the point.


“I know it wasn’t exactly right, but Mpho didn’t have a car and he often worked overtime. He lived in Crosby and if he missed the shuttle he’d have to wait for the shift bus at nine. Every department is allowed to requisition a vehicle and that’s what I did. It was only ever used for Mpho to get home after working late if he missed the shuttle.”


The poor man looked as if he’d just pleaded guilty to a terrible crime. Stephen waved his anxiety away with a sideways gesture of his hand.


“No, no,” he said. “Nothing to do with the bakkie. You did the right thing. No complaints, and I’ll speak to the safety officer myself about this. Tell him this is none of his business.” He stared, mock-serious at Jonny who held up his hands and said: “Bullied into submission again.”


Across the table the relief was palpable. Where superiors were officious, careers had been bent out of shape for less.


“But what was he doing at the conveyor belt? Do you know?” Stephen pressed.


“I haven’t a clue. He was the type of guy who would’ve tried to help if he saw there was a problem, but I just don’t know. I can’t even think why he would’ve been there.”


Stephen thought about that for a bit. “How had he been around the office? Anything that caught your attention?”


“No. As I say, he was very quiet. In fact, he’d become even quieter once the thing with Frankie Mabena happened.”


“What exactly happened there? Lisa and I were in Italy when that went down.”


The holiday had been the longest of Stephen’s life. He and Lisa had spent six weeks in southern Tuscany, living in a rented villa, and walking through the deep-green country with its terraced fields, gnarled vines and massive fig trees. In the ancient stone villages with nary a green blade of grass from northeast to southwest, they drank coffee next to little fountains in the piazza, and in the evenings they ate under the stars on their stony veranda. It was only when he got back to the office that he heard the bones of the story: that Frankie had been sent to prison for three years. He was sorry that he hadn’t been around to intervene.


“It was a sad thing,” said Panico. “Frankie worked here as a junior accountant while finishing his studies through correspondence. He came from a very poor family, just like Mpho, and he was equally conscientious. He was everyone’s darling. The whole office liked him. Mpho was his closest friend. The two of them got on like a house on fire, always chatting and laughing together. At lunch they sat together in the courtyard with the smokers, eating their sandwiches. The rokers teased them because they didn’t smoke, but they always took their ribbing with smiles.


“Then, one day, while I was checking through the payments file, I saw a double payment. I went to the source documents and found that one of the payments had been made to a private bank account. It didn’t take me long to find whose account that was—Frankie’s. As an attempted fraud, it was really amateurish. And it was the first time he tried it. I called him into my office, and he burst out crying almost as he walked through the door—he knew I had found out.


“He sat here sobbing. His whole family, his entire clan wanted money from him—he was the golden boy who had managed to get a university education. And now he worked in an office, an actual office. None of the rest of them had jobs, but if they did, they did menial things—they were cleaners and security guards. That type of thing. And Frankie was supposed to pay for everybody, whenever they needed money. A relative died, and he’d had to cough up for the funeral. His sister was ill, and he had to pay for her treatment. His mother was old and he had to care for her. And the only way he could cope, really, was to steal.”


“He was a little crook,” said Jonny.


“Yes, he was. He did try to steal. But I felt sorry for him. I put in a recommendation, directly to Thuli, asking that we not press charges. I knew we had to fire him from the Accounts Department, but I didn’t want to ruin his life by sending him to jail as well. But the company decided that it would be a slippery slide to nowhere. It was Thuli himself who made that decision—he rang me and told me stuff about how he’d grown up poor and that if you allow people from the townships a finger, they’ll grab the whole hand. That kind of thing. Open the floodgates, is what he said, if we didn’t charge that poor boy.”


Panico looked down at his desk, silent for a while. He didn’t want to criticise the CEO, but it was clear that he didn’t agree with how things had been done. Then he shook his head and added: “And now he’s in jail and his life is in tatters.” Even Jonny said nothing.


Stephen nodded.


“Were Mpho and Frankie more than friends?” he asked. Next to him, Jonny snorted. Stephen looked at him coolly and with half a smile said: “Jonny, can you organise me a cup of coffee please? I’m parched.” Jonny, nothing if not aware what was happening, lumbered to his feet, left the office and closed the door behind him.


“So?” Stephen pressed.


“Hell, Stephen. I don’t know. I mean, how can I say?”


“Well, you are Greek,” Stephen said, holding the young man’s gaze. Panico laughed, the tension draining out of him.


“Yes, I think they were more than friends. Certainly Frankie behaved like a girl and it was an open secret that he was gay; and Mpho was probably gay as well, although from just meeting him once or twice you wouldn’t have known. There was a gentleness about him that made you think he was different—no testosterone-fuelled machismo. You know, he wasn’t your average rugby player. I didn’t ever ask, because it’s none of my business; and if I knew it wouldn’t have made an ounce of difference to me. And, Stephen, just to be clear—I liked them both, they were good employees and they did their work well. Until, of course, life legged that poor boy over.”


“Do you think any of this could be relevant to Mpho’s death?”


“I can’t see how.”


Stephen couldn’t either.





Chapter 4


“The university I went to,” Jozi Moloi told Stephen, “the University of the North, was established in 1959. The village around the university used to be called Sovenga, which stood for Sotho, Venda and Tsonga. But nowadays people call it Mankweng.”


He went there to study engineering in the early 1980s, when the country was being pulled apart by civil war, and the Nats still thought their independent republic of arrogance and apartheid would last forever. To get there from home he lugged his suitcase on a bus to Germiston, and then took the train. The carriage danced over switch-points outside the station, following the locomotive briefly to Johannesburg, then veered north. Stop after stop they crept through Pretoria, and later sped through the shimmering evening over the Springbok flats, past Warmbad and the foothills of the Waterberg.


“Our campus was forty kilometres east of Pietersburg,” he said, “in the first swell of the Hwiti mountain range.” After the 1994 elections the town changed its name to Polokwane.


He was not a big man, but his chin was made for the movies. His face shone with good health and prosperity as if he polished himself in the mirror every morning. He kept his hair as neat as a military parade, and considered the world from behind aristocratically high cheekbones. He drew his own conclusions, was convinced of their correctness, and then kept them to himself. While he was making up his mind about Stephen, he rolled a red-and-white pencil around in his bony fingers.


“There was political trouble and while I was there they closed the university several times because of the protests and the violence. I was worried that I wouldn’t ever qualify because I was running out of money. But in the end I got an honours degree in Mining Engineering.” He motioned in the direction of the framed degree certificate on the wall. “It was at university that people first called me ‘Jozi.’ My first name is Cebile, but one day in class I said that I wanted to work in the city, in Johannesburg. So people started calling me Jozi, and the name stuck.”


“You’re the section engineer for Biesies North?” Stephen asked. Every part of the mine has somebody appointed as the so-called Responsible Person.


“That’s me. I’m appointed for Biesies Main and Biesies North,” Jozi sighed.


The formal legal appointment went with the position. It carried no status—only obligations. Stephen took over the explanation.


“You know that in the eyes of the law whatever happens in your section is your responsibility. If it’s serious enough, as in the case of a fatality, Theuns and Xoli could be held responsible as well.”


The three people in the direct firing line for the death of Joseph Mpho Mamela were Jozi; Theuns Myburgh, who was the Chief Engineer for the mine; and Xoli Sibeko, the General Manager and big boss of the whole operation. All three could be charged personally in a criminal court if the mine was suspected of having been negligent in Mamela’s death, or if a mining or safety regulation hadn’t been followed to the letter. For this reason alone, the book of mining regulations was sacred, as if bound in blood and skin; and by its stern code the mine and the people on it lived their lives. The mantra chanted at every management meeting was Safety, Tonnes and Cost. Keep your people safe, mine as much coal as possible, and keep your eye on overheads that sneak in like a thief in the night. But always in that order: Safety first; then the rest.


“What happened?” Stephen asked.


“I don’t know.” Jozi shook his head. “I can’t begin to tell you what this guy thought he was doing or how he managed to get himself killed.” He steepled his fingers, still holding the pencil between the index and middle finger of his right hand, like an extra spar in the roof of the building his fingers described.


“It’s not the type of place you get to accidentally. You don’t just wander around and suddenly there you are. You specifically have to go there—it’s far from anywhere else. Even if you did go there, it’s just not that dangerous, except if you really go out of your way to be stupid about it. You actually have to stick your hand into the moving parts to be injured; and you have to be suicidally foolish to do that.” He was quiet for a second or two before he continued: “He was an accountant.” Jozi spat out the second syllable for emphasis: ac-COUNT-ant. He shook his head once in disbelief. “He had no business being there. He wasn’t allowed to be near the belt, let alone to interfere with it. He got himself killed through dedicated stupidity.”


“How did he get to where he was killed?”


“He drove. The stupid man drove.”


“But how was he not stopped for being in an unauthorised place?”


“Let me show you.” Jozi got up and moved over to a large scale map of the mine pinned on a brown soft board covering most of the wall furthest from the window. It was a working document, not meant for show. Several coloured pins were stuck into it, here, there, and everywhere. Someone had pointed things out on it, emphatically stabbing a grubby finger at the chart. Perhaps the same person had drawn a series of black arrows, showing the movement of something in a prevailing northeasterly direction. In the bottom left-hand corner, someone had written 10/8 ROM trgt 18.5.


“This”—Jozi traced his finger along the outline of black that circled almost the entire map—“is the perimeter fence.” The whole mine was contained within it. “Here”—he stabbed an index finger in the bottom left corner of the map—“is the main gate to the administrative block.” Stephen noticed that Jozi’s fingers left no marks; those dirty fingerprints were someone else’s.


“Over here”—Jozi circled four separate enclosed areas: two in the bottom right-hand corner, one at the top, and the biggest by far slap bang in the middle of the map—“are the operational areas. The big one is Biesies Main, these ones are Modder 1 and Modder 2, and this one”—again he stabbed his smudge-free finger—“is Biesies North. Each one of the operational areas is enclosed by its own separate safety fence, and you can get inside only by going through a checkpoint. You don’t get through unless you can say exactly who you are and what you want, and you have the necessary permission. With very few exceptions only working vehicles are let through. We keep a tight control on that. There are other areas”—Jozi outlined three much smaller areas with circular motions of his hand—“that are also access controlled: the plant, engineering works, and the back-fill area.”
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