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            Man is the most formidable of all the beasts and the only one that preys systematically on its own species.




            William James,


             Remarks at the Peace Banquet, 1904
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    He is taken captive on the outskirts of the city. He’s picking among the ruins for food when they take him unawares on this hot gauzy morning. The sun tracks his seizure from above; he is a speck in the sweep of desolation about him. He had just come across the miracle of an unscathed vegetable patch studded with cabbages and beets and pumpkin and the bulbs of some sweet potatoes buried down hard in the ground. His mind is lost in an uncoiling rush of relief, his tongue and mouth unclotting. It is only a small vegetable patch. It’s someone’s sacred prize, their last oasis. Hemmed in with tall walls of bush and the skeletal stubs of hacked trees. He is busy gnawing at the stalks of the beets when a rope lassoes him taut around the throat. His breath is lost to an instant panic; he staggers on his feet but does not fall. A moment of blind senselessness overtakes him and then he glimpses the posed attitudes of three men brandishing machetes. They gather in, surround him. Their feet dig firm to the sod, their hands grip the rope as if taking part in a tug of war. He doesn’t try to fight or flee.




    One of them shouts something but he cannot understand what. Something crude and direct. He does not comprehend anything they say. His tongue is locked somewhere down his throat, his breath constricted by the snare staving into his vertebrae. A firm pair of hands clamp him by the neck and a foul stinking rag is stuffed into his mouth like a muzzle. Ragged and ropy, it smells of filth baked crisp in the sun. Or something fetid, something scum-like. Then the deeper odour of fear spikes his nostrils and a rapid swell slops up from his stomach. He stumbles about, moaning, shaking his head, but the harness they have him by is unyielding. He panics, sensing he is going to heave and choke, be overwhelmed from the inside out. The ground and the sky and the haggling bodies rove jaggedly, fusing in an odd cabal against which his actions are futile. He tries a feeble kick, to draw from inside himself and surge against them. Too little too late. They have him tight now, tighter.




    They lead him off without a further word. His stomach is crouching in his throat; his wide eyes are burning. They lead him through the charred fields and the smoking debris of a shanty town recently levelled to the ground. He has to pick his way over a mangled pile of corrugated tin and shattered asbestos roofing as if dodging jetsam on a riverbank. The shards are sharp underfoot and stabs of spiky pain jerk up his shins. The shells of a few brick hovels stand here and there but the mud huts have been returned to the earth in an incendiary slew and the thatching lies thick in the black-yellow ash.




    It hasn’t rained for some time. Frayed canvas tarps are draped amongst the ruins and the air is thick with the smell of burnt plastic sheeting, the reeking tar of blistered tyres. They pass a creosote-stained wood shack with rows of pit latrines that have been bombed. The ruptured sewers snake in dark, wet runnels and lie drying in caked crusts of shit-soaked earth. The sick and emaciated were here not long ago. The pot-bellied, balding children, the grown-ups squatting on the ground gripping their cramped stomachs.




    Now the smell is stiff and sits in his nose beyond the gag like an elastic fume. Between everything a sporadic spread of tin pots and utensils has been unearthed and scattered. Upturned stools and old bits of bedding with coils of springs are jutting out like disused antennae. This is all that escaped the torching and the advancing rampages of the horde, barbarians at some ancient bloodletting coasting on the shanties.




    They march him on. As they veer round a cluster of shelled shacks they see the bodies of a family lying roasted on the ground, composed in a kind of petrified flux. The flares have pulled the skin tight across the faces and the whiteness of the teeth glints like slits of plastic or polyester grinning up at the smashed world. They pass on. The men don’t comment or exclaim or bemoan. These fallen dead may have been members of the opposition or a household loyal to some rival faction. This is just a sight thrown up from a newly adjusted reality, a commonplace thing.




    Their mismatched combat fatigues signals them out. Stalking effigies of violence, intimidation, fear. They may be from various factions of the militia. They may be offshoots of the army, the police, the opposition – on the rampage for anything they can loot or plunder or hijack. They wear camouflaged trousers in an array of mottled shades as if they have attempted to band together but the rest of their attire is indistinct: a frayed cotton shirt embossed with florid insignia; a grubby white vest torn at the side; a bare black chest muscled and sleeked with sweat. Their footgear is random too: a pair of dark leather boots, a pair of worn track shoes, a pair of old slops fixed over with wire gnarled around the toes. They have tied bandanas to their heads but with no legend or flag or colours of this side or that. In some ways they look like a comic trio out of a travelling circus, these teenagers rampaging as men.




    On they lead him. Out of the spill of the shanty town and across a dead vlei burnt black and still sighing a wisp of smoke akin to the morning mist across the lowveld lands he may have come from. Or may not have. He has little clear memory of anything. He walks uneasily, fearing his feet will scorch. But they don’t: the ash lies thick, a carpet of silken blackness into which the field now seeps. Nothing moves in this vacant rink but themselves and the rising smoke. On the turf there are bodies lying across the spiked scrub, rutted slits on their backs from the machete strikes and gobs of flesh scalloped from their buttocks.




    They continue onwards and all the while he thinks of precious little beyond the discomfort of the gag and a faint pulsing alarm at his predicament. He thinks of the vegetables left bedded in their neat, prim rows. He had come so close to their sweet pleasures. He had sensed them and sniffed them out and been brought to them perhaps by some act of providence. They were his for the taking. He had found them and for those moments he owned them. There in that theatre of chaos he had stood relishing such gifts before his luck ran out.




    

       

    




    They may have stumbled upon him by chance, out scouting for opportunities. What luck for them. Their brutal strength, the rope their weapon. Or they may have knelt in the scrub waiting for his hunger to send him creeping from the barren bushes. Like a fisher in his skiff, lobbing baited hooks to the dark reedy pool, hooking him in their creel. This small victory would always be theirs. A small battle they had won in a war that was too big for them.




    It’s bizarre to think they didn’t plunder the vegetables before him. That they weren’t sat there on the ruffed sod with that blanking ecstasy drawn across their tear-stained faces, the relief, the joy, clawing at the bulbs and tubers and leaves as he was. There must be some ill-gotten source that keeps them fed in these desperate days of famine. The dry ashen lands, the unyielding skies. The fertilizer rotten. The pumps rusted, stripped to the core and the water pipes ripped whole from the ground a long time ago. There must be something that keeps their stomachs full and their minds ticking and allows them to plot their treachery. Some strange devil’s bedfellows they must be.




    Until they approach the main highway leading directly into the city he plods along in their grasp diffidently enough, as if time itself has muffled his mind against the blows of the heat and the carnage. Now, though, he begins to tense. He senses the danger of walking a path travelled by every bandit and his brother. He knows to avoid the sight of roads. When stumbling on a stretch of asphalt he has always stopped and turned round and slunk off. Here, they are poised to encounter one faction of militia or the other, intent on guarding the entry and exit of the city for their own travails, as if they were savage trolls at a sentry posting. He begins to strain against the rope. He feels it tighten at his throat and his eyes widen. The man leading him shouts Ewe! and yanks on the rope and shoots him a threatening glance. On they pull him.




    The road is deserted of all traffic save the occasional sweep of jeeps that thunder by, laden with men shouting victory songs and waving their AK47s in some futile celebration. The jeeps are military, though other factions drive similar ones. After several convoys pass without incident, his mood eases and he walks on again. No one will stop them and ask questions of the militia who have taken him hostage and are leading him off with a rope bundled round him and a gag in his mouth. There will be no spate of fighting in the midst of which he may be able to wrestle and break free. The jeeps drive on past their ambling band and it is possible they may not even see him. If they do then they obviously don’t care a passing moment for his plight, such is the new order here flexing its iniquitous brawn. So much for that.




    The battery of convoys come and go and the road is lined with the carcasses of burnt-out cars heaped here and there. No one else strolls about. They approach the forlorn grey city. Even from a distance it exudes a clouding eeriness. When they reach the outer suburbs there is a sense of desertion which becomes tangible and oppressive like a vast sweaty palm stretched low across the sky. A weight bears down on them. The air dense and insufferable now the bustle of movement and the throes of active commerce have been blown from the city’s vortex, succeeded by this stale and stupefied redundancy. This is not a sight anyone would care an instant for.




    He has not been into the city itself since fleeing a week back. How the atmosphere has changed since then. He had left in a deluge of panic and chaos with cars and lorries and buses thronging the streets and backing up along the highways to make their escapes, hooting and jamming each other in. Then the streaming hordes were loping out along the highways on foot or on bicycles, all straddled with the wares of their lives. Children being dragged at heel and babies bundled tight to their mothers’ burly backs. Some lugged a clutch of chickens aflutter in makeshift coops; others yanked skittish goats along behind them. Others just left with nothing. The old, the infirm, the sick and dying, too. All souls with half a whim left for life scuttled out like crabs along an oil-slicked beach. He didn’t leave with the masses along that shambling noon highway. Too encumbering, too startling. He chose the back road warrens. It turned out much easier that way.




    He had woven through the suburbs and then out on the quieter roads. At this point the fighting hadn’t broken out fully in the city and the shanties orbiting it, but everyone knew it was coming. He walked and walked and covered a fair distance in a short period of time. He took refuge in a horticultural plantation on the city’s outskirts where he kept himself hidden low in the cool green growth, among the lush stalks and rows of budding icebergs, the fragrance ripe and full at his nose. For a while this was heaven. He would have been content to live out his last days in such a place, surrounded by some vague notion of beauty that he hardly understood; untouched, unhampered by man and his war machines.




    Then the sounds broke in the still hot air. One moment, late on a cloudless day. The low concussions of mortars and grenades rocking through the ground and the tight chill to the skin in their aftermath each and every time. In the evenings he crept atop a small kopje that was well treed and from there he could look over towards the city. As the sun sank in the sky and the pining evening blueness came to being, he stood there and stared out at the plumes of smoke, the flashes of gunfire, listening to the booms and roars and spatter.




    After a few days the noises stopped although great wafts of black smoke still rose over the city, so thick at first they looked like thunder clouds smudging the calm paleness. When it seemed certain the volleying blasts were over, he dislodged himself from the kopje and scrounged around the plantation for food and water, finding little. There was a reservoir he could drink from; what a travesty he couldn’t eat roses or sunflowers. He was feeling weak and nuzzled with delirium.




    On the fourth day his confidence rekindled and he moved into a well-kempt garden to scrump some plump peaches from a tree. He picked them and was savouring the sharp sweetness on his tongue when an elderly white man came charging at him from the confines of a grand old Cape Dutch house. He was startled because such a stillness had been awash over everything and the plantation seemed long deserted. The man shouted and picked up a handful of stones from the gravel driveway and started pelting him with them, waving his arms and yelling so much his bald head flushed a sweaty crimson. All for a peach or two. In that moment he knew of no way to implore the man to some sympathy and so he ran off into the undergrowth. He roamed around panic-stricken for a while looking for food before coming across that oasis of a vegetable patch on the edge of the shanty town.




    

       

    




    They lead him into the city centre. The danger here is inestimable and for a while his trepidation builds again until he can feel his feet grow heavy, wanting to dig into the tar. His whole body recoils into itself. The rope tautens. One of his captors looks back and grimaces at him. He sees a hand tighten round the handle of the machete, its gore-stained blade briefly shimmering as it draws on the sun. There is a grunt and a hard yank down on the rope. It digs into him as the lasso bites. One fear outstrips the other; his legs soften and passively he walks on.




    In the city some of the buildings stand shelled, their windows blown out and their roofs caved in from the intense pressure of the fires that have ravaged them. Paint has been singed off large tracts of walls and in some places the structures have begun to collapse, leaving great snaking shafts of bent metal struts bare through the crumbled concrete. Occasionally, a gaping hole through which he can see the remnants of an office appears, as if some keen child has swung open a doll’s house. There are charts still pinned to the walls, desks and swivel chairs and pot plants and water purifiers and filing cabinets, all standing there as if in states of shock. Other buildings are untouched, their neat outer facades prim and pristine and their silver windows emblazoned where the bright sunlight of the afternoon smashes into them, dazzling the eyes of onlookers below. But over everything there is a great aura of stagnant alarm as if a vast omnipotent hand has reached out and pressed a pause button in the middle of some urgent action.




    The aura of desertion saturates the city entirely. Beyond it there is the sense of something festering in the air, the remnants of some frenzied chaos which broke full into the streets and spilt across the roads and sidewalks and alleyways. On both sides of the street the shop fronts stand battered, their iron girders mangled and their chains hacked. TV sets, hi-fis, DVD players – such easy pickings when the shopkeeper has long fled and the police are busying themselves for the army’s assault on the city. Those few days must have felt like paradise. Lugging out their booty and sloping off bleary-eyed or else standing along the pavements guarding it and bartering it off and fighting amongst one another in ways learnt only in the gangland shanties and ghettos. There has been no food on the shelves for many months; DVD players, not food. It is possible to believe that the tatty children were there nonetheless, crawling about the old bakery floors or chain stores and rummaging in storerooms in the back to scoop up the spillage from a long-popped chip packet or a ripped bag of millet, maize, soya.




    Then this great vacant space is broken by rapid gunfire blurts from the depths of the rubble. Electric disarray. The fracturing pavement, the blistering tarmac. The trio shout, darting and yanking him. In the flourish of confusion they sidle into an alleyway and duck down behind dustbins spilling with shredded paper. The absurdity and the fragility of it. Agitated exclamations and brief grimaces from one to the other of some unknown fear. No dustbin for him. He tries to press himself against the wall but realizes the stark prominence of himself there. A step into the alleyway and the shadowy marksman will have him sighted. But the gunfire spurt is brief; silence now but for the spreading ring of panic in his ears. The report is a distant hammering quake in his chest. He huddles into the dank slimy stockade and together they all crouch there for some time, looking and listening out at the empty, voided street.




    Most likely they’re unseen rival factions who have laid siege to this particular quarter of the city. Anything to defend their territory. Or snipers lying hidden behind overturned cars taking pot shots at the legs of pedestrians. For some time anyway he had been walking gingerly, somehow sensing to fear having his kneecaps blown out or his shins blasted. The sound of the gun has been lodged in his ears these last few days: its pop and rip an instant fright to him. How foolish of these men to have ventured into the very sinews of a battlefield.




    He had begun to sense what it was like to be shot at, to be shot; there in the blooming plantation when he heard those first faraway booms volley deep towards the shielding sky, then the crackling peal of the automatics in ever responding raps, the monotonous drone purling towards him in faint pulses as if the ground beneath him were giving up murmurs of its deepest self. The back of his throat had a dryness not entirely down to thirst. Some parchment of dull anxiety, the thickening settlement of fear. He would sleep in snatches, curled in the undergrowth, his flesh all the while tingling to the half-expectant stab of wayward bullets. Something falling out of the air. He would feel his eyes flicker in their sockets, knowing the unease of his mind. The nerve endings in his flesh stabbed at him.




    When he was chased from the plantation his trepidation grew more marked and at times, when the blasts burst out again and the rifle fire responded, he found he could hardly put one foot in front of the other, so overcome was he with an instant paralysis. He had faltered on, tramping along in his own marcescent way. It was surprising that he made it to the vegetable patch at all. Surprising, too, that at the point of capture he didn’t feel so afraid. Perhaps by then he had sated all his dread and the dull quaking in his throat was just plain hunger and resignation.




    After some time they disengage from the bins and regroup in the alley. There is anger and frustration between them. He stands looking on but it doesn’t occur to him to take the chance to flee. He isn’t thinking like that. Scampering out of the alley and into the sights of the snipers is no option. He doesn’t move. Something keeps him nailed to the spot and for the smallest shred of time there in this dark corridor he may have stopped breathing altogether.




    One of the militia crawls to the end of the alley, then crawls all the way to the other end and looks out. Crouched like a lizard, he scans the area thoroughly. Not a glimmer to be seen. After a while he returns to give his report. There is much discussion in whispered, agitated tones. Then what sounds like an argument between two of the men, leering at one another with fists clenched. They find themselves trapped and have little way of knowing what to do next. One of them leads the way towards the back end of the alley.




    The still, starched air draws them closer to the vacuum of no man’s land, a dimension of space where perhaps not a single living entity dares draw a breath. Inch by inch they sidle out, the men scanning the holed-out windows of the adjacent buildings, looking up to the canted rooftops. There isn’t a sound that man would know; just the horror of emptiness and silence. He takes a deep breath as the rope yanks him forwards into the open light. The men hurry now, scurrying rats in the undergrowth. He is not as agile. He lumbers behind, dragged by the last of the three men, the rope cutting into his neck, his feet making a noise on the concrete. He thinks he feels a certain heat open up on his back, a radiating space big as a target board so conspicuous that any bored enfeebled sniper would be mad to pass up a pot shot at. But he keeps on moving. There is nothing else to do.




    They round the side of the building and emerge onto an adjacent street. They make a dash for another alley and run its dark tunnel, then work their way around the back of a building and then another alley until they have networked well away from the city centre. They do not encounter another human being. The air at last softens and finally they stop and rest against a tall red-bricked wall. They are panting and clearly relieved. But they don’t hang around long. On they go, dragging him in their stern by the rope. Out down a deserted street heading west and then down a jacaranda-lined road where the soft scatter of purple flowers is a pleasant distraction, a luscious carpet under his feet. The air is infused with a citrus scent which burrows deep into his nose – even beyond the stench of the gag – and makes him think insatiably of food and those vegetables he was cruelly deprived of.




    

       

    




    Eventually they leave the city centre behind and move into the rolling suburbs where high walls, green pavements and lines of tall firs hem their path. A strange sense of calm pervades here. The white people had quietly packed a suitcase, loaded up their cars and driven off to avoid the bother and tedium of the revolt. They are now sitting up in the lush wooded highlands, in stone chalets or log cabins, sipping gin and tonics, snacking on cheese biscuits while looking out over the grey receding tranquillity of a lake. In a while, when the evening chill rises, they will move indoors in front of lilting fires, spitting and crackling through wet logs of pine. They aren’t thinking of the civil war, but they are. They are telling one another it’s all going to be fine, but they don’t believe it.




    It was different for him. He wasn’t able to pack up and drive off. Caught up in the sudden wave of confusion, things suddenly escalating about him, he walked around for some time not really sure of anything. It was all a fraction removed from him; his mind clouded with an irrepressible despondency, lost in some catalepsy of thought. For a while it was as if things were happening around him in quick, sporadic glitches of unravelling importance which he failed to grasp. Only some days later did he come to the understanding that he ought to sidestep the hubbub and pace his way out of the city before it was too late altogether. Before someone saw him and hewed him down. Before someone in their inhuman desperation (God forbid) ate him. Before a bunch of thugs threw a lasso and captured him.




    *




    As they lead him past the houses he looks in at the high electric gates and occasionally he can see the large houses hidden away in the shadowy splurge of the gardens. But there is no sign of life. No sign, therefore, of possible rescue. Every now and then a pair of large, jaw-snapping dogs comes charging the gate as they pass, salivating and foaming at the mouth from lack of food and water. They have been left behind in the panic, or maybe on purpose as a deterrent to the looters. There is something redundant about their fierce loyalty. They will be dead in a day or two, hacked down mid bark or leap, their bones licked clean for meat, their hides scraped, salted, baked dry in the sun, stitched into clothes that the limping survivors of the genocide will strap around them.




    Past the expansive suburbs and beyond the manicured golf course where the flags on the greens still wave when the wind blows; they walk the roadside and encounter few people. Those they do come across veer to the other side of the road and slink past them cowering. Or they are seen in the distance and are gone in an instant, slipping down the side roads, creeping down into the ditches where they disappear behind a mesh of bush. No cars. No rickety bicycles that are easy targets for three thugs to chase and snatch. They walk for some time. The sun licks the asphalt, spooling back at them in refractory waves. It is midday or just past it. Other bandits may have quartered themselves away from the nakedness of the noontime blink, holing up in shacks and makeshift shanties, but they carry on walking as if on a journey out of the world itself. He is tired but doesn’t falter. His captors are tired, too, but they don’t show it. The man who leads him tugs on the rope. It makes a tight line between them along which runs a constant menacing pulse. He can feel the vibration at his neck.




    They turn off the main road, make a few turns down side roads and continue walking. From behind them a lone figure appears, hobbling along the track and gesturing to them, calling out for them to stop. The men halt and draw their blades and call back. The figure comes limping up, his bare hands raised in the air. He is an old man with bad hips or a bad leg and a silvering mat of hair. He wears the khaki uniform of a domestic servant. His cheeks are fat; he has large pale eyes which are genial and carry no threat. The men relax. They stand and talk for a while. Gestures are exchanged. The old man points up the road and beckons them to follow. After a while they turn around and walk with this old man who keeps chatting amiably while looking him up and down out the corner of his eyes. All through the short journey this man casts a constant possessive glare over him and he doesn’t like it.




    They arrive at the gate of a large property, slab-walled with a concreted seal of broken glass. The gate is high and barred. The old man wheels it back and ushers them in. The yard is vast and vacant. No dogs yap at their arrival but he has a feeling still that this is marked territory. The brick drive winds elegantly to a double-door garage and, beside it, a house that looks cool and newly whitewashed. It has a black roof and wide French doors and windows with rosebushes sprawling beneath them. The lawn has begun to overgrow. The dead flowers in the beds lining the driveway droop from their stalks or have fallen and lie crushed on the tarmac. The pool has begun to turn green; its rim heaves with a mulch of leaves. Otherwise it’s an ordinary suburban home. They make their way up to the house and stop by a long glitter-stone porch with white-enamelled railings.




    They tie him by the rope to a pole and he stands there looking on. He has no comprehension of what they have come here to do. He tries to inch back on the rope but the knot only tightens. He can only stand and watch what unfolds, bear witness to acts from which he is excluded. His dimming mind is growing ever more passive as the day wears on. It rests somewhere on the edge of indolence, nestled blissfully in a vegetable patch or a peach tree. Only skittering motions of violence or danger will dislodge it. The old man fishes a key from his pocket and shows it off to the men. They crowd round as he unlocks the door and burst into the lounge. The old cookboy is knocked to the ground.




    They comb the house, the old man piteously wobbling after them in turns, calling after the beasts he has unleashed on his master’s home, pleading with them to restrain themselves. He can see them from the porch, streaming up and down the passage, in and out of the lounge. They push the old man out of the way and dismiss his pleas. There are tall framed photographs of smiling white faces sitting on the TV cabinet until they’re brushed off with an urgent swipe and shatter crisply on the ceramic floor. Books are pulled from shelves, ornaments go flying, furniture is shunted about. The old man backs away to the porch door and stands there looking on.




    The house is trashed from the inside out. In the orgy of looting a spate of fighting breaks out: two of them have laid claim to a DVD player and tug it back and forth between their clenched fists, their voices snarling at one another. One strains forward and slams the other into a wall. There is a thud; an oil landscape tilts on its hook and slides to one side. It takes the third man to calm them down and stop an all-out brawl. In the relative sanity that follows, they gather their booty and bring it out onto the porch. A small flatscreen TV, a laptop, a digital camera, the DVD player. The old man stands, his face and eyes glazed over. The hard lead weight of his betrayal. He looks at his trade, tied there frail and meek to the pole. He looks over the stack of merchandise. There is a grim silence as the men make one last sweep of the house. Then they lug their pickings off down the drive, an easy swagger in their step. The old man watches them disappear up the road and then locks up the house, slips the key into his pocket and unties him from the pole.
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