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For My Father








NEW PREFACE

Mother to Mother was the first of my four novels, and no one was more surprised at its “birth” than I was. From the moment of its conception, the book has been an endless source of surprise to me. Mother to Mother was first published on August 25, 1998. The date has special significance as it marks the anniversary of the tragedy that sparked the writing of the book.

The underlying raison d’être, if there can be any for so audacious an undertaking, is the pursuit of humanity’s lost common bond—ubuntu in the Nguni/Bantu term—whereby a human being sees self in the other rather than the prevailing sad manner in which we navigate the world. Presently, not only in South Africa but elsewhere—indeed, in most of the world—”difference” is not only circumspect but perceived with negativity, scorn, resentment, and other signifying elements of othering, hate foremost. I am happy at yet another of the many surprises with which Mother to Mother has unexpectedly but hugely rewarded me: Beacon Press is reissuing the novel.

Seeking common ground, understanding, and empathy between two sorrowing mothers—the killer’s mother and the victim’s mother—two specific women with known names and addresses, the book went on to embrace other mothers (and fathers, and carers, and grandparents, and siblings, and other relatives), human beings who also found themselves engulfed by the same horror and grief as the two mothers depicted in the novel—one of a child who has killed and one of a child who has been murdered—two families, hitherto unknown to each other, suddenly finding themselves swimming in the same sea of sorrow.

Unfortunately, sometimes the same sad song is sung by the familiar—people who know one another and may even be friends or relatives. This happens when children who grew up playing with one another find themselves in bitter entanglements of rivalry or other opposition, drugs, crime, guns, which may end in death. The play Mother to Mother, which I adapted from the novel, has been produced in many countries to spread the word of reconciliation in such dreadful situations. It went to the Bahamas at the request of people there who said: We live in this island, were born and grew up here. We all know one another but now, thanks to drink and drugs, our children are killing one another. Come, we need to learn to see what to do in such a quandary.

Mother to Mother, in novel and play form, is both narration and revelation, for as it tells the story of the inciting incident, it also reveals the ravages of the combination of race hate, racial oppression, and economic exploitation—the lethal “ingredients” that apartheid encapsuled. What did apartheid mean for those who suffered it? How were their lives impacted? Through the killer’s mother, Mother to Mother reveals some of that.

The novel has been translated into Italian, Japanese, and French. In June 2021, I went to Nantes for their annual literary festival. Thereafter, I had a few events in Paris where, at one evening event, a weeping woman bought a copy for a friend saying, “She needs this book!” That friend, another woman, had a son arrested a few days before. He had shot and killed another young man, the son of his mother’s friend and someone with whom he had played, growing up.

Yes, the novel is based on the disgruntled Black youth of South Africa on the eve of the end of the evil of apartheid, a system of oppression that dehumanized all—oppressed and oppressor. Black people were crying out for freedom from oppression and a restoration of their human rights. However, their cries were not always restricted to speech or the ballot box—they failed to understand that violence never solves any problem. Indeed, the outcome is usually more violence. The deprivation apartheid unleashed on Black people engendered such hate and brewed slogans such as “One Settler, One Bullet!”—the rallying cry of the mob that set upon and killed Amy Biehl. But then, by the time the book came out, five years to the day after that mob murder of Amy Biehl in Gugulethu, apartheid and all legal structures had been abolished. More than twenty years after the publication of Mother to Mother, is there any reason the book should continue to exist?

Surprise, surprise! Not only should it continue to exist; it has surpassed this author’s wildest expectation. In Germany, it is used (in English) as compulsory reading for a high school diploma; elsewhere in Europe, it is used for A-Levels English.

Moreover, back home, in South Africa, the Department of Basic Education has recommended Mother to Mother for grade 10, First Additional Language.

Carol Shore, of Shore Films, made a documentary, Mother to Mother, based on the novel but, by extension, comparing and contrasting the youth of 1993 to that of today’s South Africa: What were the issues the youth of 1993 grappled with? What do today’s young South Africans face? Are there similarities or lessons the present youth could learn from the journey taken by their predecessors? How do they view those? What would they have done differently? What conditions are the same for students today as the youth of the early 1990s? Enterprising educators also use Mother to Mother not only for English classes but in history, sociology, psychology, and life orientation lessons.

Reconciliation, certainly in South Africa, still has a long journey ahead before anyone could say “Done!” Mother to Mother is therefore a book that is as much needed today as it was when first published. Indeed, the need for this novel may have grown, for in the prevailing precarious mood or climate humanity finds itself, with COVID having exposed further inequalities and environmental degradation threatening the entire planet, with poverty relentlessly growing and divides among people widening, reconciliation remains a necessary and urgent goal.

There were four killers, and they were sentenced to eighteen years in prison but pardoned through the processes of the Truth and Reconciliation Council. Two of those young men now work for the foundation Amy Biehl’s parents, in a stupendous show of grace, established in her name, the work of which become a beacon of hope for the peoples of South Africa and made us believe reconciliation was possible even for us.

“My son killed your daughter”—these words are a clear acceptance of the sad and painful fact, not a denial of Mxolisi’s culpability. However, what mother would not grope around, looking for the reasons for such a dreadful act? Mandisa depicts such horror-filled disbelief—again, not denial but an inability to grasp the terrible and inexplicable deed of her son. At the end of the novel, Mandisa shows her understanding, reluctant as it is: “My son, the blind but sharpened arrow of the wrath of his race.” Had there been no race hate and apartheid in South Africa, the young people would not have been out on the streets, protesting. Neither would we have had slogans such as “One Settler, One Bullet!” The people of South Africa, the oppressors and the oppressed, “made” Mxolisi. He was not born to kill but grew up in an environment that planted that in him.

Amy Biehl was killed only because of the colour of her skin. Had white South Africans not imposed apartheid on Black South Africans, she would not even have come to this country. The very reason she came is part of the story of apartheid. She died, mistaken for a white South African. Died for the sins of white South Africa.

Yes, the four young men were found culpable by a court of law, but South Africa shares or should acknowledge part of the blame for Amy’s murder. Focusing solely on those arrested for acts they committed will do very little to help the country develop, which, in turn, needs much less criminality than prevails at present. As long as society absolves itself from the blatant dysfunctionality clearly present all around, so long will progress to a truly democratic and developing state be delayed. As a society, South Africa definitely has the criminals it deserves for pretending the malaise has nothing to do with society at large and is only confined to the symptoms displayed by criminals who get caught, charged, and convicted of the crimes they committed. Yes, a lot of work has been and is being done toward healing our nation, but we have not yet achieved a just society in South Africa. We need many brave people endowed with unshakeable and incorrigible ubuntu to get us there. But I remain hopeful this beloved nation will get there.






AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO THE 1998 EDITION

Fulbright scholar Amy Elizabeth Biehl was set upon and killed by a mob of black youth in Guguletu, South Africa, in August 1993. The outpouring of grief, outrage, and support for the Biehl family was unprecedented in the history of the country. Amy, a white American, had gone to South Africa to help black people prepare for the country’s first truly democratic elections. Ironically, therefore, those who killed her were precisely the people for whom, by all subsequent accounts, she held a huge compassion, understanding the deprivations they had suffered.

Usually, and rightly, in situations such as this, we hear a lot about the world of the victim: his or her family, friends, work, hobbies, hopes and aspirations. The Biehl case was no exception.

And yet, are there no lessons to be had from knowing something of the other world? The reverse of such benevolent and nurturing entities as those that throw up the Amy Biehls, the Andrew Goodmans, and other young people of that quality? What was the world of this young women’s killers, the world of those, young as she was young, whose environment failed to nurture them in the higher ideals of humanity and who, instead, became lost creatures of malice and destruction?

In my novel, there is only one killer. Through his mother’s memories, we get a glimpse of human callousness of the kind that made the murder of Amy Biehl possible. And here I am back in the legacy of apartheid—a system repressive and brutal, that bred senseless inter- and intra-racial violence as well as other nefarious happenings; a system that promoted a twisted sense of right and wrong, with everything seen through the warped prism of the overarching crime against humanity, as the international community labelled it.

In Mother to Mother, the killer’s mother, bewildered and griefstricken, dredges her memory and examines the life her son has lived . . . his world. In looking for answers for herself whilst talking to the other mother, imagining her pain, she draws a portrait of her son and of his world, and hopes that an understanding of that and of her own grief might ease the other mother’s pain . . . if a little.
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Mandisa’s lament

My son killed your daughter.

People look at me as though I did it. The generous ones as though I made him do it. As though I could make this child do anything. Starting from when he was less than six years old, even before he lost his first tooth or went to school. Starting, if truth be known, from before he was conceived; when he, with total lack of consideration if not downright malice, seeded himself inside my womb. But now, people look at me as if I’m the one who woke up one shushu day and said, Boyboy, run out and see whether, somewhere out there, you can find a white girl with nothing better to do than run around Guguletu, where she does not belong.

And hey, while you’re at it, Sonnyboy, hey, if she’s American, all the better! As though that were something—a badge or label—she would have worn on her face. As though he would go out there, weigh the pros and cons, and carefully choose her for her sake, for being who she truly was.

My revilers seem to think that, with such perfect understanding between mother and son, I wouldn’t have had to say one word more. Naturally, he’d’ve just known what it was I wanted done . . . what I wanted him to do.

I should have such an obedient son! Why do they think he did what he did if he were such a lamb, a model child?

Let me say out plain, I was not surprised that my son killed your daughter. That is not to say I was pleased. It is not right to kill.

But, you have to understand my son. Then you’ll understand why I am not surprised he killed your daughter. Nothing my son does surprises me any more. Not after that first unbelieving shock, his implanting himself inside me; unreasonably and totally destroying the me I was . . . the me I would have become.

I have known for a long time now that he might kill someone some day. I am surprised, however, it wasn’t one of his friends or even one of my other children he killed. Mind you, with his younger brother, he was wise not to try. That one would have killed him with his bare hands first. And perhaps that would have been for the better. If it had happened, your child would still be alive today. Except, of course, there is always the possibility she might have got herself killed by another of these monsters our children have become. Here in Guguletu or in Langa or Nyanga or Khayelitsha. Or, indeed, in another, far-away township in the vastness of this country.

But, let me ask you something: What was she doing, vagabonding all over Guguletu, of all places; taking her foot where she had no business? Where did she think she was going? Was she blind not to see there were no white people in this place?

Yes, the more I think about this the more convinced I am that your daughter must have been the type of person who has absolutely no sense of danger when she believes in what she is doing. That was your daughter’s weakness, I can see. How many young white South African women were here in Guguletu that day she was killed? Do you see them driving up and down this township as though they are going to market? But people like your daughter have no inborn sense of fear. They so believe in their goodness, know they have hurt no one, are, indeed, helping, they never think anyone would want to hurt them.

I bet you anything, if she ever thought she might be in danger . . . she probably saw that coming from the authorities, who might either hamper and hinder her in what she was bent on doing, or in some way stop her altogether from doing it.

To people like your daughter, doing good in this world is an all-consuming, fierce and burning compulsion. I wonder if it does not blinker their perception.

And, if he had killed one of the other women who were with your daughter, d’you think there would be all this hue and cry? He’d be here now; like the hundreds of killers walking the length and breadth of Guguletu. But then he never did have any sense. No sense at all in that big head that burdens his shoulders till they stoop. Full of water, it is. What a shame. For the years he has lived, hasn’t he learnt anything at all? Did he not know they would surely crucify him for killing a white person?

And your daughter; did she not go to school? Did she not see that this is a place where only black people live? Add to that, where was her natural sense of unease? Did she not feel awkward, a fish out of water, here? That should have been a warning to her . . . a warning to stay out. Telling her the place was not for her. It was not safe for the likes of her. Oh, why did she not stay out? Why did she not stay out?

White people live in their own areas and mind their own business—period. We live here, fight and kill each other. That is our business. You don’t see big words on every page of the newspapers because one of us kills somebody, here in the townships. But with this case of Boyboy’s, even the white woman I work for showed me. The story was all over the place. Pictures too.

It’s been a long, hard road, my son has travelled. Now, your daughter has paid for the sins of the fathers and mothers who did not do their share of seeing that my son had a life worth living.

Why is it that the government now pays for his food, his clothes, the roof over his head? Where was the government the day my son stole my neighbour’s hen; wrung its neck and cooked it—feathers and all, because there was no food in the house and I was away, minding the children of the white family I worked for? Asked to stay in for the weekend—they had their emergency . . . mine was just not being able to tell my children beforehand that they would be alone for the weekend . . . not being able to leave them enough food for the time I was away . . . not being able to phone and tell them of the change of plans. Who was on the phone, in Guguletu then? And why would the awarding of phones have started with a nobody such as I am?

Why now, when he’s an outcast, does my son have a better roof over his head than ever before in his life? . . . living a better life, if chained? I do not understand why it is that the government is giving him so much now when it has given him nothing at all, all his life.

God, you know my heart. I am not saying my child shouldn’t be punished for his sin. But I am a mother, with a mother’s heart. The cup You have given me is too bitter to swallow. The shame. The hurt of the other mother. The young woman whose tender life was cut so cruelly short. God, please forgive my son. Forgive him this terrible, terrible sin.
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Mowbray—Wednesday 25 August 1993

A clear autumn morning. The room, window facing east, awash with the thin August light. The window is open. Your daughter slept with it like that all night through.

What thoughts filled her mind as she woke! What dreams were hers the night just past! What hopes did she harbour in her breast for the day just born! What, for the homing morrow!

The shrill cry of the telephone jolts her. It dredges her from deepest sleep. Is the call expected or does it come as a complete surprise? I can’t say. But she is very happy talking on the phone.

She tells the person, ‘See you soon!’ her voice, a swan’s at break of day. As she puts the receiver down, her face is bathed in radiant smile.

She lies back and hums a tune, the smile lingers on, lighting her eyes. Mother? Or . . . boyfriend?

Whoever it was has made her happy. A little while later, singing still, she leaps out of bed and jumps into the shower.

Body, tall and strong, every sinew and limb fully awake, alive, tingling, she steps out of the big, white bathtub, with cracks and chips over its bone-coloured surface from which all gloss has long evaporated. The house is one of those old, decaying structures students love so much.

A big, fluffy towel wrapped around her, barefoot, she heads for the kitchen. Long thick dark strands of hair plastered down her back, in quick, efficient movements, she fixes herself breakfast. Hurriedly, she gulps down cold-milk cereal. Chases it down with black coffee, piping hot. And a slice of wholewheat bread. Toasted. Butter and a dash of Marmite. As an afterthought, she grabs a thick slice of cheese.

Still unclad except for the white towel, back to bed she pads on her long thin feet, pink against the deep brown, almost black carpet. Back to bed. To read, scribbling notes as she goes along, the hand holding the pen wagging furiously like the tail of an over-eager puppy. A little frown pleats her forehead.

She stops. Cocks her head. Hears the shower gurgling. That tells her one of her room mates is up. Lisa? Tess? For a moment she listens. Smiles. Then her eyes go back to the book that lies open against her chest.

What is the last act of her morning routine this day? Does she shout, ‘See you, later!’ to her room mates? Briskly, she walks to the car parked out in the open yard. Key turns. Door opens. She slides in behind the wheel and her eyes automatically leap to her wrist. The big round watch that looks like a man’s tells her: seven fifty-five.

Twenty kilometres away, in Guguletu, that is exactly the time I leave the house.

‘You go on sleeping,’ I’d said earlier to the silent, inert log in the smaller of the two bedrooms. ‘It’s nearly eight o’clock, if you care to know. I’m about to leave.’ My daughter had mumbled and turned to face the wall.

The ritual is unchanging. First I try her, then I go to her brothers, both older than her. Standing at the back door, the kitchen door, facing the backyard, where the boys sleep in the tin shack, the hokkie (you know these one-size-fits-all houses of Guguletu don’t expand as the children come), I holler:

‘Hey, you two! Time to get up!’ As usual, no response came from the hokkie.

‘Mxolisi!’ (That’s the older boy, circumsized just last year.) He prides himself on his ability to stay up half the night. What he has not learnt, in all his many years, is that there is a direct relationship between when one goes to bed and when one wakes up. He will readily acknowledge his inability to get up in the morning, but sees no cause and effect, no link, between that daily difficulty and the hours he keeps. He insists that his condition is natural, just as some people have soft voices while others’ voices are gruff.

‘Lunga! Lunga, get up and wake your brother up! Hurry, before the water I’ve heated for you gets cold.’

‘Yes, Ma!’ Although Lunga’s voice sounds as though he has cotton wool in his mouth, I am reassured, deeply gratified that, once again, my power has worked, I possess the ability to raise the dead.

Soon he and Siziwe are in the kitchen, having coffee and bread with jam.

‘Sit down! Sit down!’ Why my children never sit down to eat, especially mornings, is beyond me. Of course, now, they are in a hurry; you should see how they wolf the food down. Why do they never get up on time?

‘Is your bhuti still in bed?’

Just then, a scratchy voice says from the door, ‘Can we have some money for eggs, Mama?’ My heart lurches. Some days Mxolisi sounds so much like his father I forget the years and think I will see China standing there when I raise my eyes.

Giraffelike, knees semi-genuflected while neck flops head down to escape scraping the top of the door frame, he comes in. Soon he will be shaving, I see. Tall and muscular. Suddenly, Lunga, next to him, seems small for his age . . . or a lot younger than the six years between them.

‘Did we all sleep in the same room?’ I throw at him.

‘Good morning, Mama! Morning, Siziwe!’ in a voice gone loud and serious, he says; hand, palm up, stretched out toward me.

‘I’ll bring eggs when I come back from work.’

At that, he turns his attention to his sister, ‘What’re you having?’

Her mouth choc-a-block full, Siziwe mumbles something and shows him her bread.

‘Ma,’ he says, rummaging around the cupboard, ‘can we have the pickled fish?’

‘There is plenty of fruit,’ I tell him. ‘There’s bread, jam and the peanut butter, too.’

‘Bread’s running out,’ grumbles Mxolisi, holding up what is left of the loaf, about a quarter.

‘So am I,’ I say, smiling at him. ‘. . . running out. Or else, I’ll be late.’ There is no answering smile on his face. Instead, he says, ‘Wayeka nokusenzel’ isidudu, Mama! You’ve even stopped making us porridge, Mother!’

‘You’re old enough to make that for yourselves!’

‘But we miss your hand,’ says Lunga. I swallow my guilt. What would happen if I stayed home doing all the things a mother’s supposed to do? We couldn’t possibly survive just on what Dwadwa makes . . . we hardly make it as it is, with me working full time.

As I step out of the door minutes later, I hastily throw out a couple of reminders: what they’re supposed to do for me that day around the house, what food they’re not to touch. ‘And remember, I want you all in when I come back!’ Not that I think this makes any difference to what will actually happen. But, as a mother, I’m supposed to have authority over my children, over the running of my house. Never mind that I’m never there. Monday to Saturday, I go to work in the kitchen of my mlungu woman, Mrs Nelson; leaving the house before the children go to school and coming back long after the sun has gone to sleep. I am not home when they come back from school. Things were much better in the days when I only had Mxolisi. I took him to work with me . . . did that till he started school. But what mlungu woman will allow my whole crèche into her home? Besides, the children are all big now, they go to school. To remind them of my rules therefore, each morning I give these elaborate, empty instructions regarding their behaviour while I am away. A mere formality, a charade, something nobody ever heeds. The children do pretty much as they please. And get away with it too. Who can always remember what was forbidden and what was permitted? By the time I get back in the evening, I am too tired to remember all that. I have a hard time remembering my name, most of the time, as it is. But, we have to work. We work, to stay alive. As my people say, ukulunga kwenye, kukonakala kwenye, the righting of one, is the undoing of another (problem). Life is never problem free.

Does your daughter drive with others to school or is she by herself? Is the car radio on or does she put in a cassette, play a song that brings to mind her young man so far away? What plans does she have for the evening?

Traffic is light as she leaves Mowbray. So is her heart. Light. Soon. Soon, she will be home. Strange how she was able to bear it—bear being away. Until now. With a day to go, it has suddenly become unbearable. Since that party on Saturday night. Smashing send-off these lovely people gave her. Really smashing. So, why is she feeling so blue? Ah, well, she thinks to herself, I’ve always had a problem, saying goodbye.

She hardly has a moment to breathe through the day. So busy. Her very last day at this place she has called home these ten months past. Here at the university too, many people want to talk about her trip back home. If only they knew. If only they knew. Excited as she is about the prospect of seeing her family, of going home, seeing her friends, with all that . . . still, saying goodbye is not easy. Never has been for her. That is what she’s doing now. How she wishes everybody would just forget she was going back home. But no. People insist on saying goodbye, on giving her party after party. Therefore, she is forced to take leave of her friends, to acknowledge the pain of parting. Bitter sweet. How she wishes she were home already. But, of course, before that can happen, she has to say goodbye to all these dear, dear friends, these people of whom she has grown so fond. But perhaps she will come back. Of course, she will come back, one day. A not too far-away day too, that’s for sure.

Yes, I can see how torn she must have felt. Excited and grieving. Happy and sad. At one and the same time. For the same, the very same, reason.

———

Wednesday is a school day. However, not one of my children will go to school. This burdensome knowledge I carry with me as a tortoise carries her shell. But, it weighs my spirit down.

Two days ago, the Congress of South African Students (COSAS) ordered the schoolchildren to join Operation Barcelona, a campaign they say is in support of their teachers who are on strike. Students were urged to stay away from school, to burn cars and to drive reactionary elements out of the townships. Flint to tinder. The students fell over each other to answer the call. Now, anyone who disagrees with them, the students label ‘reactionary’. This has struck stark fear in many a brave heart. One student leader has publicly announced, ‘We wish to make it clear to the government that we are tired of sitting without teachers in our classes.’ These big-mouthed children don’t know anything. They have no idea how hard life is; and if they’re not careful, they’ll end up in the kitchens and gardens of white homes . . . just like us, their mothers and fathers. See how they’ll like it then.

As for Mxolisi, I’m not sure we didn’t make a mistake, sending him to the bush, last December. But, he was of age. Was old enough. However, since coming back, instead of showing improvement, he has grown lazier than ever. Whatever they removed from him at circumcision, it certainly wasn’t laziness or letting his foot hit the road. Although he is always but always the last to get out of bed, Mxolisi is always the first to leave the house. And the way he bullies his brother and the girl, he hardly does any of the chores. Often, unless the others throw it out for him, my husband and I have come back from work only to find the basin in which he washed himself in the morning still holding that dirty water of his. Lazy boy. Forever gadding about. Oh, yes! That is the one thing he is never lazy to do: going from the home of this friend or acquaintance to the home of that one . . . on and on and on . . . the whole blessed day. Seeing him do his daily rounds, one would be excused in thinking he delivers milk to these houses and gets paid for it.

This day, Mxolisi leaves the house. He stands at the gate and takes a long look at the street. Like a general surveying his armies, up and down the street he looks.

A whistle.

That jerks his head up.

From the corner, a wave of arm.

He waves back and slowly saunters out the gate.

‘Yes, Bajita!’ he hails his friends.

‘Ja, Mjita!’ the others reply in chorus. The group opens up and swallows him. In their midst, he is lost. You couldn’t tell him from the others now. Although they are not wearing their school uniform, the clothes they have on are so similar in colour, cut, and the way they hang on their long, lithe and careless frames that the boys appear as though they are wearing a uniform of sorts.

Like a gigantic, many-limbed millipede, the group swells as it moves up NY 1. There is neither haste nor dawdling in the manner in which its numerous feet eat up the distance. Hunched shoulders and uniform long, swaggering strides say much about the common purpose that binds the group together, cements the members into one cohesive whole. By the time it reaches its destination, St Mary Magdalene, corner of NY 2 and NY 3, the group has split into two enormous branches.

Your daughter is in the University cafeteria. She is surrounded by friends. Many friends. Among these friends are three young African women, girls from the townships.

‘I guess this is the last time we see you?’ one of her black friends asks. Smiling eyes dim as a pang of sadness stabs her heart. Such a kind heart, this friend from overseas. Has she not promised to look into the possibility of scholarships for them? Might be going to the US of A, next year . . . if all goes well. A good person. She deserves better than tears. Far better. The very next moment, the girl’s demeanour brightens. This is her friend’s last day with them. It must not be sad . . . she must send her away with good memories: laughter, not tears.

But, ‘So, this is goodbye!’ says yet another of the girls. The hearts of the young women, your daughter included, are heavy. They’re all loath to say goodbye. Your daughter has been a very good friend, full of enthusiasm and eager to learn: the Xhosa language, the African dances, and the ways of the people here. She learnt to appreciate the foods the country boasts . . . everything. Not a trace of arrogance in her . . . so full of childlike zest. A good person, her friends will say of her, later.

Your daughter knows the problems her friends from the townships face. Also, she would like to extend this moment of saying goodbye to them a little longer. Where they stay, there are no phones and when she says goodbye to them now, it will be for good. Letter writing is so tedious. Moreover, with postal delivery such an iffy affair in the accursed townships, who knows whether they’d ever get any letters were she to write them? The scholarships will have to be arranged through UWC . . . only way to keep in touch with the townships gang. She hears herself blurt:

‘I’ll take you home.’ She cannot believe she has said that.

‘You will?’ asks one of her friends, in disbelief.

‘Sure!’ answers your daughter, convinced now this is something she should do. ‘But I can’t stay. I’ll just drop you guys off.’

‘I don’t think so,’ says Lumka, another of the Guguletu trio. ‘You said you have lots to do still.’

‘But taking you to Gugs will only take a few minutes, it’s just a detour.’

‘No! No! we can take a taxi,’ Lumka is adamant. She is uneasy about your daughter, a white person after all, going to the townships at this time of day—late afternoon, when people return from work and wherever else their day had taken them. Earlier, perhaps. But not this late. No, not this late.

‘I insist! You cannot refuse me this last wish,’ your daughter jokes.

‘Okay, then,’ Lumka acquiesces. She doesn’t want to be a spoilsport. Since the other two girls from Guguletu do not help her in declining the offer, she understands that they want to be driven home. They want to be with this friend, who is leaving them, just a little longer.

Your daughter’s generosity has endeared her to many. She knows she should not be doing this . . . not with all the packing she still has to do. Packing. And all the innumerable last-minute things she has to see to: call and confirm her flight and transport arrangements to the airport; call the friends she has not been able to see for the last time; disconnect the telephone; pay bills; buy the few outstanding presents (she had no idea how many people back home she counted as friends who should get and were probably expecting her to bring them something from South Africa). Briefly, she wonders what some would say were she to tell them of the less romantic and downright hard, hard life of many of the people about to get the vote in this country? Worse than anything they could possibly imagine . . . far worse than she had imagined before coming here. She shakes her head, blocking off that trend of thought. Strides were being made. There was hope. Universal franchise was all but guaranteed.

‘Let’s go, now!’ she says, taking a peek at her inner left-hand wrist.

‘Why, thank you,’ the three girls say in unison.

A flurry of hugs follows, for most of the people around the table will not be seeing your daughter again. She leaves with the three Guguletu women and another friend, a young man who stays not far from where your daughter stays. He’ll ride out of the township with her . . . the two will ride back to Mowbray together.

‘No, my friends,’ Reverend Mananga said to the group of students. ‘I’m afraid today, the Young Women’s Manyano is meeting there this afternoon. Always does, Wednesdays.’

‘There,’ was the hall at St Mary Magdalene, the Anglican Church in Guguletu.

‘Every Wednesday,’ he reiterated.

The minister’s refusal put the group in a quandary. They’d already been refused the use of the halls in the three local high schools. Even had they forced their way in (something they have successfully done before) this time, they’d have failed. In each school, a police blockade barred them entry to the grounds.

They knew the minister was telling the truth. Most of their mothers belonged to the Women’s Manyano, which met Thursdays. A few had sisters who belonged to the organization the minister alluded to. But still they tried to reason with him.

No, the minister said. He could not change the meeting place of the Young Women’s Manyano. Nor could he change the day or hour of their meeting. It was not up to him to change church programmes and procedures. No, it would not do to let them use the hall for even the half hour there was before the girls’ meeting. These boys could be unruly and it took time to arrange the seats and put everything in order once turned upside down.

‘Reactionary!’—someone lost in the crowd, hollered. At which the man of God hastily whispered something to Mxolisi’s ear, before he beat a retreat.

‘We can meet here, tomorrow morning!’ Mxolisi told the group, even as the minister disappeared into the rectory.

There were some half-hearted grumbles, nothing serious. Taking the time of day into account, many agreed that meeting early the next day might be more profitable, in any event.

‘Nine o’clock, then?’

‘Nine!’

‘Nine!’ the chime rang.

Thereafter, the crowd broke into song: Siyanqoba! We overcome! Doing the toyi-toyi, they half-marched, half-danced away from the premises.

A little while later, the song changed to a call and response chant:

Ngubani lo? NguMandela!

Uyintoni? Yinkokheli!

The cry and counter-cry was repeated and the sound swelled and boomed over the low, lichenous roofs of the squatting houses of Guguletu. The amorphous group split into two. To facilitate mobility the amoeba divided itself. Over and over again, it splintered, broke off, as little groups reached their part of the road and branched off, heading in different directions, some going home.

Mxolisi’s group toyi-toyied its way along NY 3, towards NY 1. As the vanguard neared NY 1, all at once, it came to an abrupt halt; hit by familiar cacophony: the crackling of hungry tongues of fire, busy devouring a house or a vehicle. The accompanying hoarse-voiced cheering of spectators. The loud thud-thudding of running feet.

Galvanized by the commotion, the group stopped singing. It stopped toyi-toying. And ran, surged forward as though pulled by a gigantic powerful magnet. The forest of stamping feet and air-sawing arms hurtled along NY 3 till it came to an abrupt halt, stopped by the all-too-familiar but highly thrilling spectacle.

At the corner of NY 1 and NY 3, a big van was doing a slow-motion dance to the shimmering rhythms of orange and red flames caressing it. On closer look, though, the van was still. The movement, mirage, an optical illusion. Only the eager orange tongues frolicked all around it, licking it, consuming it, making it look as though it were shaking and shivering. Even as the spectators held their breath, eyes popping, the van appeared to sway, teeter and falter drunkenly. Then, trembling still, with a deep crackling sigh, down it went, slowly lowered itself till it fell on its knees as though in prayer. By this time, the front wheels were completely gone while those at the back remained intact. However, a moment later, they too caught flame.

& SONS.

Now and then, swathes of blue and white letters peeped and winked from between the busy, eager tongues of flames. A long silent scream issued from the gaping, savaged doors—two in number; the erstwhile doors someone had wrenched open and through which now thick black smoke belched and intimate tongues caressed, darted and leapt, searching the most hidden corners and crevices of the fallen vehicle; lashing, licking. From the debris all around the furnace, it was obvious that whatever the van had carried had long ago been looted.

‘What d’you think this van was delivering?’ asked Sazi, a lieutenant in the group.

‘Ask the driver,’ retorted Lwazi, one of Mxolisi’s staunch followers.

Those who heard this laughed. The driver of a delivery van was the first target in these cases of looting and burning. Drivers either fled or stood in grave danger of being fried alive inside their vehicles. The driver of this van, it was clear, had chosen the first option, discretion.

‘Probably making a delivery to the TB clinic here,’ said another member of the group, flicking his head toward the white building standing not far from the scene. This was the Guguletu Anti-Tuberculosis Clinic.

‘They’re good about giving us medicine to fight TB,’ said Lwazi. ‘But not books or good teachers.’

‘TB is catching, don’t you know that?’ asked Sazi. ‘The Boers are scared we’ll give it to them. Since our mothers work in their houses, if we all get TB, then they will get it too.’

Just then, police sirens sounded.

Mxolisi’s group needed no further warning. The police would shoot first and ask questions later—that is, if they asked any questions at all. To the police, whoever was within sneezing distance of the burning van would be suspect number one.

Fast, the group made itself scarce, leaving behind the crackling of burning metal as the van seemed to melt and all colour disappear.
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