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I WAS DRIVING along the N1 south of Polokwane City one Friday evening. I had just stopped at a filling station where I filled up my car and charged the cost to my card. The pump attendant routinely checked the oil and water, and found them to be satisfactory. The clamp on the positive terminal of the battery was faulty, so it became loose whenever I drove on bumpy roads. This created a short circuit, resulting in the car losing power. Oftentimes the car would not start. I always forgot to buy a new clamp to replace the faulty one, and I was getting used to it. Since the bonnet was open, I got out of the car and twisted the clamp anti-clockwise so that I wouldn’t have to open the bonnet again, should the car fail to start.

The area around the park and along the bridge is a popular hiking spot for free riders who drop off along the length of the N1 highway as far away as Jo'burg. At any given time you can find anywhere up to ten people bracing the winter cold, trying to hitch a ride. Careful and suspicious motorists cruise by without even throwing them a glance; however, once in a while compassionate motorists stop by to lift hikers. This was based upon the notion that if you happened to be driving to Pretoria, or perhaps Jo'burg, and lift three, maybe four paying hikers, the trip would then be easy on fuel. But mostly one takes hikers for the ‘chancers’ that they are, and passes them by.

The two boys hitch-hiking on the N1 just before the Meropa Casino off-ramp looked so innocent and desperate that one might be forgiven for stopping to give them a lift. At 6.40pm in June, it was very cold and already dark, but stopping to help two freezing teenagers was not an onerous task. After all, which parent could brazenly pass them by?

The taller boy was wearing a grey sweater with the hood pulled over his head. He had on black slacks and white training shoes. His youthful smile suggested that he might be a notch below seventeen. The shorter boy had on a black tracksuit with white and red stripes running down both sides of the arms and legs. He had unmatched leather slip-on shoes. He couldn’t have been a minute older than sixteen. I was momentarily struck by the contrasting images presented before me. I thought it would’ve been appropriated for the teenagers to switch their shoes to match the rest of their attire.

The taller boy flipped his thumb again, slowly, and clapped his hands together in an apologetically begging manner to signify that they were desperately in need of a lift. The gesture, which looked comical, reminded me of one of the characters in the British hit comedy series, Mind Your Language.

Who would do such a heatless thing as to deny these two youngsters, let alone any desperate and innocent teenager, a lift?

I dimmed the lights of my imported wine-red Hyundai Sonata and hit the brakes. As I verged to the shoulder of the tarmac, the two boys came running and stopped outside the passenger window. I have this engrained habit of pulling the handbrake all the way up whenever I stopped, even on smooth surfaces. I pulled it all the way up. I pressed a button, and the electric window wound down only some five centimetres so that I could talk to the boys. A precautionary measure for every motorist.

With boyish voices, they told me that they were going to a house along the highway where their father worked on a poultry farm. The distance, they estimated, could be seventeen kilometres. I am not in the habit of lifting hikers, especially for monetary gain; however, the plight of these two boys required some tender care. So I unlocked the rear door and they both hopped in. For the same reasons, I do not tell strangers who I am or where I’m headed to, so the same applied to the two teenagers.

The interior of the car was so warm and cosy that the boys hunched their shoulders and enjoyed the warmth from the heater. That’s where boys should be, warm and cared for in the comfort of their own home. The boys went on sheepishly and apologetically about how they were about to freeze, and how lucky they were that I was so kind, and they’d repay me with all the cents they had if I'd only let them do so. I felt elated to be commended for my warm heart even by little boys.

I must have driven for about four kilometres.

When it pressed against my neck the muzzle of the gun was cold, metallic and lifeless. Another gun immediately after that jabbed right on my left temple. The reflex motion made me shut my eyes for perhaps two seconds while I waited for the shots to ring out. At that time I considered myself dead meat. I was dead, dead, very dead! I was not afraid; I did not scream out or panic. The suddenness of it all, the unexpectedness of it all made it so surreal that I could’ve pinched myself to check if I was trembling.

“Stop the car, Inja! Stop the car!”

Inja is dog in isiZulu.

Silence. No gunshot.

“Stop the car! Do you hear me? Or I shoot!”

I had already slowed down, and when I verged to the side of the road the gun on my neck was pressed so hard that it was not inconceivable that a shot would ring out at any moment.

“Press the hazards! Remove the keys!” it was the taller teenager with the grey sweater directing the operation. The younger one was following his example, and being a good disciple out of it. He was probably being initiated into the dark peer world of guns and cars.

“Give me the keys! Give me the keys!” the grey sweater screamed, almost frantically. I removed the keys from the ignition and handed them to him. It was such a big bundle of keys. Some of my important keys were there, as I sometimes had to conduct business till late at night. The key to the safe was there, as was the key to my Mazda Etude.

“Do you have immobilizer? Do you? I will shoot you! Deactivate it! Set it off, Inja!”

The butt of the gun started ramming away at the left side of my skull, to drive the instruction home.

I deactivated the immobilizer. It was useless to lie that the Hyundai had no immobilizer as they’d see anyway when they eventually started it. They’d have me start it for them even if they had to shoot me to do it. So I could not risk being shot.

“Now get out of the car – slowly, or you are dead! Slowly!”

I had a good mind to snatch my cellphone from where I was charging it, but I’d be digging my own grave. A silly move like that could be misinterpreted as reaching for a weapon, and it would send the trigger-happy teenagers firing frantically. So I let lie. I inched out of the car and immediately grabbed the clouds. Save time. I’d be directed to do same in no time.

“Do you have a phone? Where’s your phone?”

“I don’t have one,” I chanced on a lie, since my phone was off. I tried unsuccessfully to ignore the winter chill. I was taken aback by the calmness of my voice. I had not thought my voice could be so placid faced with such a frightening spectacle.

“Open the boot!” Open it!” the taller teenager ordered me, military style. The younger one observed silently, perhaps as he'd been told to.

The first thing that sprang to my mind was the manuscript of my half-finished novel in my brown leather case. I worked so hard on the first half to see it being torn out of my leather case only for the bag to be sold for a joint.

“I can’t open the boot from where I am. There’s a button under the seat.”

The younger spring chicken sprang to the driver's door, and the boot sprang open. The kids sure do know all makes of cars.

Besides my leather book case, I also had some groceries and other luggage that could be of interest to my hijackers. I’d be shot and left to lie dead on the side of the road while they sped away with my car. The luggage won’t fetch much for them, but the Hyundai would be sold to some shady syndicate dealing in stolen cars of foreign make, or end up being stripped of its parts for scrap before sunup. Or used to commit other crimes before being set alight. I cringed at the thought.

“Get in the boot! Get in the boot!” the drama continued.

I could see this was going further than I expected. I looked at the two boys, one on each side of me, and the way they carried their guns, and there was a message in their actions. I thought of pleading with them, but realised it would be useless. I scrambled to get in the boot. I tripped and hit the tow-bar with my chin, but immediately the guns were back on my neck and head. I was promised to be shot like a stray dog.

I was in the boot before either of my hijackers could start delivering on their promise. Up to now I had thought of grappling the gun from the older teen. I could’ve done it with one swift move, but I couldn't calculate if I’d be fast enough to cover the junior jittery boy before he could shoot. Police always advice that when faced with hijackers, motorists should do all they're instructed and not argue. Don't try to be a hero, they always say.

Another question that kept running through my mind was: What if the guns weren’t real? They could possibly be toys. Some guys successfully commit serious crimes with fake weapons, all in talk and no action. And get away with it. But I hated to be the target for proving that the guns were real.

Luck sometimes favours the monstrous. Since the teens forcefully stopped me on this supposedly busy road on a Friday evening, no car drove past. But then all this happened so fast. The boot slammed shut. The boot light went out. The boot speakers blared at full blast with my Enya’s Orinoco Flow. Five seconds later, the CD was angrily ejected. The brief silence gave me the opportunity to listen to my captors arguing about whose place they should go to, or if they should turn back and go to another friend's house. It was too dangerous to turn back, the younger one offered. So they continued forward. One of the boys searched for a rap station on my radio, and the boot of the car was filled with blaring hardcore music. I gave up on collecting useful information as to where we were going.

The car started once and failed. It started again and was revved so violently I got worried. It jerked forward and stopped briefly, swerved towards the lane, and was accelerated so hard but the speed needed could not be achieved. I supposed the hazards were switched off. Just then, too late to be of any help, a car came passing us by on the fast lane. It was difficult for my car to speed up, but this was ignored, and it eventually caught speed.

Then I remembered the handbrake! The handbrake hadn’t been released. So the car could not run at high speed like they wanted it to, and it kept swerving dangerously on the lane. Apparently the driver hadn’t thought of releasing the handbrake, or was probably not a competent driver. The first thing a competent driver could’ve done before hitting the road was to release the brake. So it was pure luck that the handbrake was left like that. Imagine how many possibilities there were with a released handbrake and a tank full of fuel.

I closed my eyes and started to count down involuntarily. I know a lot of people who are not religious but who can say all the lines of pleading hymns when faced with a compromising predicament. Well, situations like these compel you to adapt, or die; compromise or mutate into someone, or something else, even if you had to be a murderer. So I implored no one in particular that my two little kids, aged six and four, could see me again in good condition. That my partner would still recognize me – not on the hospital bed or the morgue freezer tray, or from a wheelchair – but as a healthy, able-bodied, loving, trustworthy and hard-working spouse that devoted all their life to the family.

When I finished the begging and pleading, the car was still speeding heavily along, so I started the begging and pleading all over again, this time introducing a few other appeals. Like giving the car away freely and happily and never even bother to report it or trace the teenagers if they spared my life. Every time I started the plea, it was a new version, which became longer all the time. The car braked carelessly with screeching tyres. Right then I fantasized about the traffic police stopping a suspiciously driven car. I thanked my luck. The car stopped, reversed, and turned into a dirt road that was bumpy and rough. But my hijackers would have none of the squealing car. The driver hit the accelerator and we flew over the bumps. I imagined the bumper turning out loose and identification plates falling off. But these, compared to a life at stake, were irrelevant petty complaints, so I gave up.

We continued on the bumpy road for a long time. Thorny trees were scratching the wine-red paint-work of my car. I despaired as I thought that never in a hundred years could I drive like that. I went on with the pleadings. I couldn’t finish some versions as I thought of many of the crimes I had heard about; the ones I’d seen on TV and read in newspapers. It was inconceivable that a thing like this could happen to one. If it happens, you suffer the highest degree of disbelief and shock. Carlie and Monique Strydom must have gone through hell and back on Jolo Island for them to be still alive. What does it take – what does one have to give to withstand such an ordeal and still emerge triumphant?

The car eventually slowed down. It turned into another gravel road, drove slowly for about a minute and then stopped. The engine was switched off. Both doors flew open. One boy ran to cover me while the other opened the boot. The first thing I saw by park lights when the boot flew open was the gun covering me.

“Get out of the boot! We’re going to kill you. My friend says we shouldn’t kill you. But I say we kill you. Or maybe just shoot your legs!” It was still the grey jacket doing the talking.

“Now sit on the ground! Lie down! Spread your hands out!”

With one of them at each side of me, I spread my arms and just looked at the taller boy. He looked so menacing, like he was capable of anything under the sun. Or the stars. The taller boy backed away a few steps, holding the gun on his side gangster-like, and pumped and pulled like he was rapping. This was another world, a world unlike any I’d been in before. In my thirty-four years of living, I had never seen anything like it.

“We need to tie you first. We'll shoot you later. Otherwise you’re going to escape. Do you have a rope?”

Here came my chance! I could grab it! I had a good rope in the boot, but I took a chance and talked about using my trainer laces. My trainers were in the boot.

“Are you insane, Inja! You want to escape? We need a rope. If you don’t have a rope, we kill you!”

Some more pumping action, and a shot rang out – crackling and startling in the June night – and hit the ground besides me. These boys mean serious business! So the guns were not toys after all!

The urgency of the grey jacket's voice, the conviction of his seriousness told me to stop playing games. I said I could find a rope in the boot, and the gun butt commended me on the temple. The blow, from the younger boy, was not so vicious as it lacked brute force. The gun from the older boy continued waving as I fished the rope and handed it back to them. The younger boy grabbed it. I waited for the next move.

“We’re going to tie you up,” repeated the grey jacket. You see that pole over there? Move! Go to it!”

We were in the middle of a dirt road that led to nowhere. There was no moon, but with the park lights I could make out the perceptible shape of a pole. On either side of the road were vast expanse of darkness. I went to the left of the road. It was bordered by a spiked fence, and alas! the pole was beyond the fence. I was instructed to jump the fence. I caught a good ripping on my elbow before I could manage to jump over. The shorter boy handed me the rope. The grey jacket boy ordered me to stand still while they jumped the fence to join me. The two roughnecks began jumping the fence, not one at a time like I frightfully anticipated: but simultaneously, using both hands to avoid the spikes of the wire. I was disturbed at how a human being can be cautious to avoid a little pain of a wire spike, but at the same time be prepared to inflict untold pain and suffering on another human being. Worse still, kill them like I was going to be killed now. The price of being a Good Samaritan is atrocious sometimes.

Well, my captors made the simple mistake of jumping the wire fence at the same time. You have certainly heard people talk about the chance of a lifetime. I took the chance and bolted. I kicked off my Nike sandals and ran with the astonishing speed that I never imagined I had. I took the direction my body was facing. I tripped over a clump of thorny shrubs and fell, got up automatically and continued to spring. I ripped off my white shirt and crumpled it into a ball. Obviously, my captors could not guess the direction I fled to, so they didn’t waste bullets trying to stop me. Such was the pitch dark of the winter night. The chill immediately began to work on my exposed feet and turned them numb. I could feel thorns and sharp stones hurting me, embedding themselves deep inside my feet – but at that time the only thing I could do was run.

And run I did.

I might’ve run for about three hundred meters when I heard the car rev incessantly in the distance. The bright lights started searching the field behind me. I was running on what I thought was a tractor track bordering a harvested field. There was no light in sight, no signs of dwelling nearby. I ran harder, never thinking of getting tired, thinking only of my improved chances of survival. My captors gave up hope of finding me, because the car caught speed and sped by in the road across the fence. I crouched low behind a thick bush until the car was some considerable distance away. Then I slowed down to catch my breath. My lovely imported Hyundai faded into the darkness.

I stopped. What now? Which direction to take? I had to find help before I froze. I was aghast at the thought of sleeping under a tree for the rest of the winter night. There was no logical answer right then. So I carried on, trudging forward. This was a farm, right? There was bound to be a farmhouse somewhere not too far away. The thought excited me. I began running again. In the pitch dark of the winter night, I ran over the rim of a small valley, and there, some half a kilometre away, was the light of a farmhouse! Excitement, relief and anguished joy jolted me forward.

I approached the farmhouse, but there was no way I could get to the house. There was a high barbed wire fence separating the farm from the driveway and the house. Three huge dogs, fast as lightning, sprang towards the fence light ghoulish shadows and began barking their heads off, defending their property. Now I and dogs are a totally different story. We are like oil and water. We just don’t mix. So I jumped back with fright, and with the help of the outside lights from the house, I began to look around to see if the fence had any holes in it. It had none, so the dogs remained on their side of the fence and I remained on mine.

The fence was an unwelcome saviour – the dogs would not hesitate a second to maul me up. That’s what they’d been taught –  and they would’ve been within their rights to make a feast out of me. That's when it hit me that dogs have rights. Well... so I waited and recollected my plans. There was help on the other side of the fence. The fence was hampering my chances of getting help. The dogs, on the other hand, would destroy every bit of help I needed. They corroborated that notion by their presence, pacing casually to and fro, angry and barking.

Maybe, I thought, the incessant barking of the dogs would wake up the occupants of the house and make them come out to have a look. I was wrong. I stood impatiently for about ten minutes but nobody came out. With escalating crime and rampant farm killings, no responsible farmer would risk coming out. So I pondered my next move, something that could force someone out. 

In the distance, the headlights of a car being driven reasonably well, unlike my Hyundai, went past, in the direction where I came from. I lost the chance of being helped by a passing motorist. Minutes ticked by and still no one came out of the house. I began feeling round in the dead grass and dead twigs for stones to throw on the roof of the farmhouse. I found a few, and immediately started throwing them on the roof, one at a time. After every throw, I waited for a response. The stones landed with a resounding thwack, and bounced off once or twice before falling over. I repeated this exercise several times and waited for a response.

No response came from the house, so I pricked my fingers some more with more thorns, raking frantically for stones to throw. A few more and I resumed throwing... still no response. I started screaming for help, pleading with whoever was in the house to help me. I needed help. I was desperate. Could they call the police please? I am not a robber; could they help me please? I started to despair. Fear and hopelessness gripped me, and an anguished sob escaped me.

In the quiet chill of the night, a voice could travel far. Suppose my hijackers had left the car somewhere and were searching for me on foot? I was cautious not to shout too much lest I lead my hijackers to where I was.

A curtain flicked to one side and a dark clump of hair, flowing down either side of the face, appeared in the crack. A lady. I jumped up and down, frantically waving my shirt, crying for help, crying for the occupant of the house to call the police. Could they help me please? I begged and begged.

The face disappeared from the window.

For a few minutes nothing happened. I waited impatiently, the dogs running equally impatient and menacingly up and down their side of the fence. A few minutes were too long to wait. I scraped for more stones and continued with the task of throwing them on the roof. Otherwise the lady could dismiss this as some sort of a prank, and go back to her warm bed.

The lights of a vehicle appeared from the distance. As they got nearer I could see floodlights being rotated, flooding the vehicle’s path. I jumped with joy, glad now that it was almost over; that help had finally arrived. How lucky I was to be helped before I froze! The car turned a corner on the track bordering the field. As it approached, the floodlights blinded me, but this was so sweet and welcome, and I waved ever so hard, shouting, directing them to me, asking if they were the police, and if they weren’t, could they call them for me? Please? Could they please try phoning them now to help me?

The car, a white four-wheel drive, stopped in front of me. I walked to the driver’s door. I could see two men inside. I asked if they were the police. Could they call the police for me please? I explained that two guys with guns had just hijacked me. Can you help me, please? I pleaded again and again. Please? I hadn’t even realize that I was crying.

“You better move along. Move along.”

The statement, in Afrikaans, was so calm and calculated that there was no point in doubting it, or explaining my predicament any further. In sorry disbelief, I sulked and turned the way I came. The incident did not worry me. What became a harsh reality was the possibility of being assaulted by these Afrikaner farmers for trespassing. The danger began to be very real, and I trembled with fear. The lady of the house had obviously been on the phone to these two men, and they probably said, don't worry, we'll sort it out. She had possibly been alone in the house, and very afraid. The men had to quickly abandon their errands and see to the intruder who was throwing stones on the roof in an attempt to distract the occupants so their accomplice could rob them.

Perhaps the men thought it was a set-up. I may have had friends lurking out somewhere in the shadows waiting for the opportunity to pounce once the door was opened. Tie the men up. Or shoot them. Rape the women. Grab jewellery and cash. And guns. And a luxury car. Most robberies happened in that mode of operation. Perhaps the poor folks had been robbed before. And farmers, remote as they are in the fields, need to take precautions as they lacked security. Their lives and properties came first, even at the expense of a hijack victim. That’s why I had not been bitter and worried over it all. It was probably the right thing for them to do. I only just disbelieved it could happen to me when I needed help most. In fact I was lucky to have been left to go on my way. I could possibly have been rounded up like a disobedient calf during branding, and beaten senseless. Or shot. No investigation – shoot first. Looking back, I’ve been lucky, unlike the victim reported in the Sunday Times who had been shot dead by her father because he thought she was a car thief.

I hadn’t walked a long distance – possibly a hundred meters, when two gunshots were fired from the van. Whether they were aimed at me will remain a mystery. As long as I was not hit. I guessed they were aimed upwards. A warning. Don’t ever come back! We’ve foiled your little plan. Collect your friends and don’t ever look back. We are armed and dangerous! In all likelihood, the farmer made a sensible decision – don’t take risk – frighten the possible robbers, give them a warning sign. If they really needed help, if they were really hijacked, aargh, man, it’s one of those things, you see? At least we didn’t shoot to kill. It happens to the best of people.

I ran. Back to where I came from. There could possibly another dwelling farther down the track, past where my assailants wanted to tie me up. If another farm adjoined this one from there, then there might be dwellings somewhere. Or there might only be farmland or forest stretching for miles, since I didn’t even know where on earth I was. In the darkness I could not get my bearings. I ran, slowed down to rest, and went on running until I could not feel my feet breaking down twigs on the ground any more because of the chill and numbness. There was a bend in the track. Another one followed immediately after that. I jumped the fence from the farm, back into the dirt road. As soon as I rounded the last bend, I stopped short, looking some way farther. The tail lights of a car. A stationary car. A few other lights started to appear farther away. House lights. I walked fast towards the car, trying in the darkness to guess what make it was. It was certainly not my captors in my car.

As I approached, blue lights started flashing, and for a moment I imagined the car starting to move. I put my white shirt on and impulsively, ran hard with my last strength. The police! This might be my moment of relief! The blue lights continued flickering. Of course the car was not moving. I could see it was the police van, all right. Finally, after a kilometre or so, I arrived and started to discern the surrounding area. As my eyes got accustomed to the surrounding light, I could not believe them when there, on the left side of the van, stood the wine-red Hyundai. The car stood across the road in an awkward position, suggesting that it was going fast and skidded on the gravel. This was the road leading to the settlement where lights were visible.

The two police officers in the van appeared to be calling for an alert across the region for a suspected stolen car. No owner. I went over to the open driver’s door of the police vehicle and made necessary introductions. My voice trembled in disbelief. My car! How did they get it? I was asked who I was. What exactly happened, and seeing me sobbing and how dishevelled I was, asked if I could identify the car. Asked how I knew it. Was it really mine? What was the registration number? What did I have in the boot of the car? Could I check to see if anything was missing?

For the first time I forced a smile when I saw my leather case, intact, with my half- finished novel inside. The other luggage was there, too.

How did the officers stop the car? They told me that they were routinely patrolling the area when they noticed a recklessly driven car, and got suspicious. They decided to investigate, thinking that the driver was drunk or incompetent. When they approached the car, the suspects noticed the police and attempted to turn back. The car stalled right in the middle of the road. The police van had arrived when the driver attempted to start the car, but somehow it could not start. Through the headlights of the police van, the suspects appeared to be too young, and it was suspicious that they could be the rightful owners of the car. They had guns that they immediately threw to the ground as the officers covered them. No, they did not attempt a shoot-out. The youngsters were handcuffed and thrown in the back of the van; the guns were retrieved, and would be sent for forensic tests.

Could I start the car to see if it was still in working order? I complied. The car would not start. The interior light was dead. I switched the radio on: it, too, was dead. No power? Could they have removed the battery? The officers said no way; there was no time for that as they were upon them in a flash. I’d better check, though. The battery was there, all right. What now?

The battery clamp!

I twisted the clamp on the positive terminal of the battery. The interior light came on. Rap music blared from the speakers. I switched off the radio and started the car; the engine kicked and caught. I wondered aloud at the unlikely thing that saved my car. With all the stones and bumps that the grey jacket had hit, the clamp gradually came loose, way after I had escaped. It saved my car, and by implication, it saved my life. I ruminated that had the clamp came loose and the car stalled before I escaped, my captors would have me restart the car, like it or not, or risk being shot. I would certainly have been shot had I failed to restart the car. The same would have happened if they had me deactivate the immobilizer or the anti-hijack mechanism and I failed to do that.

That’s why I complied in the first place.

Seeing that the car was still running, the officers explained that we had to go to the police station and open a docket for the case, take down statements and complete all necessary formalities. What precisely happened, where and when, at what time? What were the charges to be brought against the two hijackers? Hijacking of a car. Abduction. A single shot had rung out earlier. Attempted murder. The officers gave me their opinion concerning such crimes. Off the record: probably ten years for kidnapping and about five years for the theft of the car. Attempted murder? Fifteen years at the most. I’d also have to consult my legal advisor to help me with the case. It could turn out to be technical.

Then I asked about bail for the boys. The prosecutor would have to tighten bail conditions in this case. But I was also alerted to the fact that the case might go no further than wishful thinking. The boys were minors. Their ages were verified as sixteen and a half years and fifteen! In most cases, minors were released into the custody of their parents, or the judge could recommend time at a juvenile centre. That’s why most victims of minor criminals come to lose hope and trust in the legal system, and why it appeared to fail so many, while protecting the rights of murderous minors. The officers told me that they dealt with perpetrators across all age groups, and with prosecuting skills, and the exhaustion of legal technicalities, taking into account the severity of the crimes, and the safety of the community, sound convictions could be secured.

For gruesome, hideous crimes, thirty years at most behind bars could not rid the country of some of the vicious crime bosses of the future. With such crimes, the perpetrators are most likely psychopaths. At my hijackers’ ages, this criminal behaviour would get worse because the boys have no conscience. They had probably graduated from
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