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			I used to have a friend in Ventersdorp, a small Afrikaner town on the veld in Transvaal. She was a journalist for the local newspaper.

			When I called to tell her I was going to write about the town, and about Eugène Terre’Blanche, the man who ran it, she hung up and stopped answering my calls.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Burning the Grass

		

	
		
			 

			 

			1

			A pale autumn sun had risen over the town and the surrounding veld.

			Easter Saturday was dawning, a time of sorrow and uncertainty. The smoke from burning grass, which had clouded the horizon for the past week, had come closer during the night. Driven by the east wind, it had crept up from the farms across the Skoonspruit River, to the very edge of town. It prompted anxiety, as well as thoughts of punishment, remorse, and paybacks yet to be identified. 

			First to awake, as ever, was Tshing, the black township adjoining white Ventersdorp. It got up as the first rays of sunlight were starting to dispel the darkness and chill of night. As the rooftops gradually loomed out of the dawn mist, smoke from the hearths rose above them, to the sound of hens clucking, gates creaking and then crashing shut. 

			The streets slowly began to fill with people. Men in navy-blue overalls carefully locked their front doors and gates behind them, then came out onto the road to join others, heading on foot to the white town over the hill.

			Black town councillor Benny Tapologo, still half asleep, could imagine the scene taking place around him on all the nearby streets; it was the invariable morning stirring of the black township, heading for the white districts.

			Benny, however, had no plans to get up. On Saturdays the town hall was closed. As he lay in bed, basking in the luxurious thought of a day off work, Benny kept delaying the moment when he’d get up, putting off all the pleasures that lay ahead of him that day. He had decided to wash his car that morning, his white Nissan SUV, and that evening he was going to watch a soccer match on television.

			Raymond Boardman had got up too early, and reached town too early, long before the bank opened.

			He left his car downtown, then, glancing at his watch and calculating how much time he had, he automatically set off along the road, slowly being flooded with cold morning sunlight, that ran toward the black ghetto.

			It was so early that he met Tswana women on their way to clean, launder, and iron at the houses in Ventersdorp. He also passed black men in heavy cotton overalls heading for the white town. Some of them were standing at the town limits, near the Caltex gas station, to wait for the farmers who would come here in search of laborers to work on their farms, and would choose the strongest, fittest, and best—the rare few.

			As a boy, Raymond had often come here with his father if there was a lack of hands to do the work on their farm or something had to be done that none of their workers could manage. “We need more blacks,” his father would then say. “Time to make a trip to the Caltex.”

			Every time he passed the Caltex gas station in his car, Raymond was reminded of this process of selecting people from among others, all alike, in the same navy-blue or gray overalls and rubber shoes. And the eager way they clambered into the back of the truck. They seemed already on the move before his father had pointed a finger to say you, you, and you. They were in such a state of readiness that they seemed to sense his decision a split second before he did, or perhaps they were trying to force him to make the right choice. Raymond felt relief at the thought that he hadn’t had to do that for a long time now. His own blacks were enough for the work on his farm; sometimes there was even a lack of jobs for them to do, and then they were forced to look for work in town.

			At the Caltex gas station he stopped and turned back toward the white town. Now he was walking along with the men who hadn’t stopped at the gas station. They had jobs in the white houses, and were so intent as they walked ahead that they seemed to be trying to anticipate the white housewives’ wishes to do with watering and cutting their lawns, weeding their flowerbeds, and fixing their fences, driveways, and roofs. 

			There still wasn’t a living soul downtown, though usually by this time of day there was plenty of traffic about. In the silence and emptiness, Raymond found a shady bench on a square outside the new town hall, by the triumphal arch. There he sat until late morning, bank opening time, gazing at the wall of the courthouse. In the night, or maybe at dawn, someone had painted some black sevens on it, joined to form a swastika—the emblem of the white brotherhood, a symbol of purity and good, of the never-ending war against the Antichrist.

			Ten o’clock had struck when a red delivery truck stopped outside the Blue Crane Tavern, located on the town line. Henk Malan, owner of the bar, watched through the window as the driver got out of his vehicle and walked across the parking lot, nervously looking around him.

			“A stranger,” thought Henk. He knew why the man had got out of his car. As he unhurriedly dried his hands on a towel, he took a good look at him. “I bet he’s not a customer,” he decided. Whites only ever dropped in at the Blue Crane to ask the way—how to get to the highway to Coligny without going through the black township. The locals almost never looked in here. They called the Blue Crane a shebeen, a black drinking den, as if it were a disreputable dive, and not a decent bar.

			“They avoid me like the plague,” thought Henk angrily.

			The whites didn’t want the blacks to have their own bar in Ventersdorp. They were afraid that by opening a bar on the edge of town Henk would lure them out of the ghetto. And in this town the blacks were meant to stay in their place.

			“You’re opening a bar for blacks,” his mother had said when Henk took her to the Blue Crane for the first time. And it was the last time too, because she’d never set foot there again. “A bar for blacks,” she’d kept saying in painful disbelief, as he drove her back to her small cottage under a eucalyptus tree. She thought her son had no idea what he was doing, and that someone had given him bad advice. “Don’t you know where we live?” she’d asked, as if he really might not know that. “Don’t you know what sort of a place this is?”

			But he knew very well what sort of a place it was. And he had a bar for blacks, exactly the kind he wanted.

			He thought of his mother as he gazed at the white truck driver, nervously looking around the empty street.

			“By now he’s probably sorry he got out, or that he stopped here at all. Damn this town,” muttered Henk under his breath. “They fear us like the devil fears holy water.” 

			And that had been the case for as long as he could remember. Visitors were just as rare as the rain here. They avoided the town, not only because it was a long way from the main roads, but also because of the sense of threat it inspired in strangers. The young people in town took it worse than the older ones. Henk’s stepson Frank, who had spent the morning painting a new signboard in a corner of the bar, cursed out loud at the memory of the previous day, when he’d made a trip to Potchefstroom, a sizeable city not far from here, famous for its university.

			“You can’t even drive anywhere anymore!” he spat in anger. “A guy lets slip that he’s from Ventersdorp, and at once they stare at him as if he’s a beast! Maybe we should think about changing the name of this town?”

			The white driver from the red pickup got into his vehicle and turned back onto the N14 national road, along which he’d come.

			Even more annoyed by this than usual, Henk went outside. Frank set up a ladder and nailed the new sign above the entrance; it had a crane painted in gold, just like the one on the five-cent coins.

			“It’s crooked! Can’t you bloody well see it’s crooked?” barked Henk, lighting a cigarette.

			Standing in the now deserted street, he gazed at the smoke coming from the veld all the way to the river. That day they had gone outside every hour, to stand in a group with the neighbors, staring at the veld. But this time they were in the street alone, as if everyone else had left.

			“It feels deserted,” said Frank from the ladder.

			The Blue Crane stood in a row of buildings bordering some meadows and the river. Beyond lay the veld, from where the smoke from the burning grassland was drifting toward town. Sometimes it grew thinner and paler, almost disappearing, blending in with the silvery, livid blue sky, and then it seemed to be off, dispelled by the wind. But now it looked to Malan even closer, denser, almost navy blue, like the storm clouds settled on the far bank of the river.

			The blacks had been setting the grass alight for months, sometimes in several places at once, so the town was surrounded by smoke. The whites in Ventersdorp said they were doing it on purpose, so nobody could tell where it came from. Was it just workmen burning the roadside verges, or were they sending another white farm up in smoke? Now the smoke had come so close that it seemed set to engulf the town, lay siege to it, and finally launch the ultimate storm. 

			“Is that OK?” called Frank from the ladder.

			Henk turned his gaze from the smoke on the veld and reluctantly inspected the new sign. To his mind, whatever he painted on it and however much effort he made, there was no way to beat the recession or avert disaster.

			“What is there to say?” he muttered. “It’s all because of Eugène! Maybe if he weren’t here . . . ”

			But actually Henk wanted Eugène Terre’Blanche in this town.

			At noon, Chris Mahlangu arrived at Terre’Blanche’s farm, but he didn’t find the white farmer there. So he decided to head for town to ask the farmer’s wife for money. He knew where she lived—he had sometimes cut the grass for her. 

			Like everyone in town, Mahlangu knew that Terre’Blanche didn’t pay the laborers hired to work on his farm, nor did he even pay for his groceries at the local stores. He bought everything on credit, which the white and Indian storekeepers didn’t dare refuse him. He used to pay off all his debts at the end of each month, but in recent years he hadn’t been so scrupulous, and at the sight of him the local storekeepers would slip into the back room. 

			Nor did he pay the blacks whom he would fetch from Tshing to cut his grass or graze his cattle. Like other white farmers, he deducted every last little expense from their promised salaries. He made deductions for the gas he used to transport them from town to his farm, for their overnight accommodation in an old stable, and for electricity. He deducted the cost of every beer or bottle of whisky he bought for them on credit. When payday came, out of the several hundred rand he’d promised, he’d only issue half the money at most to the workmen. 

			The other white farmers were no better, and visitors were surprised the blacks from Tshing hired themselves out to them at all. As if they had a choice! In the entire neighborhood there was no other work or opportunity to earn money. So they went into service for the farmers, counting on the fact that maybe this time they’d be lucky. 

			On Easter Saturday Chris Mahlangu already knew he wasn’t in luck. When he’d asked Terre’Blanche for money the previous day, Good Friday, the farmer had told him to drive in the herd from pasture and count the cattle in his sight. Chris counted ninety-four head, but Terre’Blanche insisted there should be ninety-seven.

			He’d threatened that unless the cows were found, not only was he not going to pay a penny, he was also going to send Chris to prison for theft. The threat to call the police was enough to terrify Mahlangu, who had no documents; if he was arrested, he could be deported back to Zimbabwe, from where he’d brought his family in search of a living.

			Terre’Blanche swore and called him a kaffir, threatening him with the machete he always carried at the farm. Everybody knew that when he flew into a rage, he lost his self-control. At one point he came up to Mahlangu and seized him by the throat. “You’d better bring me those cows, kaffir,” he hissed, raising the machete. “Otherwise there won’t be much of you left to clear up.”

			Mahlangu tore free of the farmer and raced off across the meadow to Dirk Koetze’s farm next door. That evening Terre’Blanche sent Patrick, the stable boy, after him, to fetch him back so they could reach an agreement.

			They came back together the next day, but Terre’Blanche wasn’t on the farm, and his wife in town said she didn’t get involved with financial settlements between her husband and the workmen. She called her husband to get him to drive over, and he told them to wait in the street outside.

			He arrived in a bright, almost friendly mood. He could be like that, when nothing had made him angry. He told them to get in the car. Without a word, they scrambled into the bed of his pickup truck. The whites in town still transported their black workers or servants that way. They weren’t allowed to occupy a seat inside the vehicle. Summoned to the car, they climbed into the back, where shopping, bulk goods, equipment, and other things were put.

			On the way to the farm they stopped at the big Overland liquor store at the edge of town. Winking conspiratorially, Terre’Blanche bought thirty small bottles of Savanna Cider, three packs of cigarettes, and some Smirnoff pear vodka for himself. In his typically jovial way, he joked with the store owner’s daughter, who’d come to town from university for the holidays, and was helping her father on Easter Saturday. At the farm he proposed that they drink to make it up, and forget about their differences.

			But as soon as they mentioned money, he flew into a rage again, and told them to get out, then went into the house, slamming the door behind him.

			Mahlangu and Patrick went to Koetze’s farm, where they shared the cider with the local workmen. As they smoked, they conferred on what to do. “There’s nothing but trouble with that white,” they said, shaking their heads. “It would be better for everyone if he were dead.”

			Late in the afternoon they went back to Terre’Blanche’s farm to demand the money from the farmer again. The front door was locked, but they noticed a window left ajar. Chris signaled to Patrick to wait for him, while he went into the stable. Moments later he came back, carrying a heavy metal crowbar. 

			The shadows were starting to lengthen and the wind was bringing in the smell of smoke and burned grass from out on the veld, far stronger than earlier in the day. In Ventersdorp the white homeowners had begun to take black laborers to their farms outside town by pickup truck. The bright afternoon was slowly changing into a warm, quiet evening.

			All afternoon, Martha Terre’Blanche kept trying to call her husband.

			Eugène had always led his own, separate life to which she had no access. He was capable of vanishing for days at a time, or shutting himself away in his own thoughts. They even lived separately, he on the farm and she in town. She was accustomed to solitude and silence. She herself was surprised by the alarm that her husband’s absence prompted in her that particular day. With every telephone call he failed to answer it was growing, becoming stifling and incapacitating.

			Through the window she had seen some black men waiting by the fence. She had recognized Chris, whom Eugène had hired six months ago to graze the cattle on the farm and to do the gardening at the house in town. He was standing by the gate with a boy whom she had also seen on the farm.

			Then Eugène had driven up in his white pickup truck. He had told the blacks to sit in the back, behind the driver’s cab, and had gone back to the farm at Ratzegaai, about twelve kilometers out of town. Since when he hadn’t been picking up his calls.

			Toward evening, now seriously worried, she decided to call the van Zyls, who lived at the neighboring property across the road from the Terre’Blanche farm. Dora, Eugène’s beloved sister, answered the phone.

			“No, I haven’t seen him today,” she said. “But he’s meant to be dropping by this evening.”

			That evening, on the Saturday before Easter Day, the feast of Resurrection and Redemption, they were holding a birthday party for their oldest son.

			“He’s probably gone out on horseback, and left his phone at home,” said Dora. “I’ll tell Don to go and check what’s happening over there.”

			On the veranda, Don van Zyl glanced at his watch. It was coming up to five.

			The shadows were gathering, growing denser in the valley. Don van Zyl sat down on the veranda outside his house to watch the dusk fall. 

			It wasn’t how he usually spent his evenings—he had no time for such things. But that day he sat down and watched, as if he felt he ought to.

			From his house on the hill he had a good view of the dirt road in the green valley and some thick copses growing on the farm located on the opposite slope. It belonged to his brother-in-law, Eugène Terre’Blanche. In recent years Eugène’s farm had badly fallen into decline. Van Zyl sat and mused on what was happening to that piece of land. How if you don’t have the heart or the head for it, it won’t be kind to you, and it’ll stop producing.

			Eugène lived and breathed major politics. His world consisted of never-ending debates on how appallingly things were going in the country, and how life would get even worse when the blacks finally took over. He would summon his supporters to meetings and marches, and rack his brains over how to deal with the situation, how to prevent the blacks from taking power. Meanwhile, his land had been going to seed.

			Eugène’s world involved nocturnal rallies with flaming torches. He’d arrive at them on horseback, dressed in his best uniform, and amid fluttering flags he would deliver fiery speeches and threaten war. Could people like him take care of the land?

			Eugène was flattered when the newspapers referred to him as a Boer commander, a general, the last defender of the white Afrikaners, the heirs and descendants of the Boers. Although he didn’t hold any official post in his hometown of Ventersdorp, he was regarded as its most important citizen—immune, not subject to any laws apart from the ones he established himself. He inspired real terror in the blacks, and the whites dared not oppose him either.

			“What a waste,” sighed Don van Zyl heavily, as he cast a glance at the Terre’Blanche family farm, which Eugène had inherited from his father. From year to year the weeds had grown to form tall, uncut grass, on which Terre’Blanche’s cattle grazed, and here and there on the pastureland clumps of young trees and bushes had sprouted.

			Lost in thought, Don van Zyl gazed vacantly at the shifting shadows in the valley. He didn’t even shudder when the phone in the living room rang. The ringing stopped, but a little later it rang again, even louder and more insistently.

			He heard his wife’s voice. Terre’Blanche’s wife Martha had called. She didn’t live on the farm, but in town. She didn’t feel safe at the farm, which was in an isolated place. In the last few years there had been an increasing number of attacks and killings at the farms scattered around the town, and many of the farmers had bought houses for their families in Ventersdorp. Each morning they drove to their farms as if going to the office, and at night they came back to town.

			The sun was starting to set, and Don was about to go inside, when from the direction of Terre’Blanche’s homestead a black horse appeared on the hill. It crossed the meadow on the hillside, cutting a trail through the tall yellow grass, galloped up to the fence along the dirt road, then turned around and raced back toward the house.

			Van Zyl recognized that horse at once, and that was why he immediately knew something awful had happened.

			Chris Mahlangu and Patrick crept into the bedroom through the half-open window. The room was shrouded in semi-darkness. The farmer was lying on his back on a large bed, with his arms spread wide, fully clothed, but with his pants undone. He was asleep.

			For a while they stood there, staring at the snoring man. The very first blow, inflicted by Mahlangu with the metal bar, deprived Terre’Blanche of consciousness.

			Chris Mahlangu went on hitting, over and over again, putting all his strength, hatred, rage, and fear into every blow as they rained down on the farmer’s head, arms, and chest. Mahlangu heard the crunch of breaking bones, and could smell blood in the air.

			When he ran out of strength, he handed the bar to Patrick, who was just standing there, watching the killing. Now without a word he took a swing and struck the white man three times on the head and chest. Each blow made Terre’Blanche’s body jerk upward, as if bringing it back to life.

			It was almost dark and very stuffy in the bedroom. Panting heavily, they stared at the blood-soaked corpse, which looked nothing like the terror-inducing white farmer anymore. Completely smashed, his face was unrecognizable; one of the blows had shattered his jaw, perforating his cheek and tongue. There seemed to be blood everywhere—on the bed, on the pillow and the victim’s body, on the walls, ceiling, and floor, on the killers’ hands and clothing, on their faces and in their hair.

			Chris Mahlangu took a knife from under his belt. He was leaning over the exposed corpse when from the pocket of Terre’Blanche’s loosened pants a cell phone and some car keys fell to the floor. The metallic jangle broke the silence alarmingly. Mahlangu shuddered. He glanced at the mutilated face again, but then silently put his knife away in his pants pocket and bent down to pick up the phone and the keys. The moment he touched the phone, it rang. He stuffed it deep into his pocket and signaled to Patrick.

			“Let’s get out of here.”

			As they left, they slammed the kitchen door behind them.

			Benny Tapologo found out about Terre’Blanche’s death before it was announced on the evening radio news. In Tshing that sort of news went round at lightning speed. Once heard, if only by chance, if only in a twisted version, it went out on the grapevine, racing from farmyard to farmyard, and crashing into every small store and bar, now eliciting delight, and now alarm.

			On Saturday evenings the townspeople of Tshing retired for the night late, reluctantly, loath to bring an end to their drunken revels, feeling indifferent to the Sunday ahead, which was always worse than the day before. At the end of the week the workers on the local farms received their pay. Others who came back from town in the evening with their week’s wages in their pockets included gas station and workshop employees, store assistants, waiters, cleaners and dishwashers from a number of small hostels, bars, and restaurants, and also the domestic staff employed in the white houses.

			At home they handed some of the money to their wives and mothers for their keep. With the rest of their earnings, rolled into fat wads of banknotes that pleasantly swelled their pockets, they headed into the darkness to forget the arduous week, and find the strength and faith in themselves to get through the next one, by chatting with friends, enjoying beer and entertainment.

			Benny worked at the town hall in the white town, and had such a good living that he didn’t need to gather his strength before each new week began. But as in the past, on Saturday evenings he liked to drop in at one of the local bars next to the stores, where they drank beer straight from the bottle, sitting on wooden crates set out on the lawn.

			He’d run into friends whose lives hadn’t been as successful as his, reminisce about the old days, and ask how they were doing. He didn’t want them to think he was getting above himself, like others who’d done well. He’d been lucky, and he had a good life, so good that he could afford a house in Ventersdorp and a school for his children. Any time he liked, he could move out of Tshing.

			But he hadn’t done that, or even considered it. He couldn’t say he liked the township, but he’d grown up here, and was used to thinking of it as his place on earth. To tell the truth, he had thought of leaving, but for Johannesburg, the big city, where anything seemed possible, and your dreams came true all by themselves. Or nearby Potchefstroom, where he could take up studies at one of the local universities, and get a diploma that would help him to build a career. Or at least the provincial capital, Mafikeng.

			Benny wanted to break out into the world; with each passing day the feeling was growing that he was suffocating at the town hall, letting the life in which he had so much to achieve trickle through his fingers. Although he longed for change, he didn’t regard moving from Tshing to Ventersdorp as any kind of change. “There’s nothing going on here,” he said. “All over the country everything is changing, but here it’s the same as before, as if nothing had happened.”

			That Easter Saturday night before the Day of Resurrection and Redemption, the only subject on everybody’s lips in Tshing was death. But unlike good Christians, they weren’t discussing the death of the Savior, but that of Eugène Terre’Blanche, whom they so ardently feared and hated. They held animated debates, like fans after their team has won a match. An inebriated boy came striding down the middle of the main street, one of not many in the township to be lit at night by streetlamps. Imitating the marching pace of a military parade, he was strutting along, singing into the darkness: “Long life the brave guy who killed the white farmer! Now at last we’re going to be free too! Hey! Kill the Boer! Kill the farmer! Only cowards are afraid!”

			The final words were from a song sung many years earlier by black rebels rising against the white regime. They had finally won and taken power, and yet they were still singing songs about killing the Boers at their public rallies. They said it was out of respect for the past, and that the lyrics shouldn’t be taken literally—they weren’t singing those words to incite anyone to kill at all. However, the whites saw it as an ominous threat of revenge, and they saw that threat being carried out in the ever more frequent killings of white farmers, brutally murdered at their own farms, scattered about the veld.

			Benny, who had also mindlessly sung the song about killing Boers at rallies before now, had no doubts that the white farmers would see Terre’Blanche’s death as yet another sign that the blacks’ day of vengeance was approaching.

			The local white townspeople and farmers may well have seen him as a leader and a hero, but in Tshing nobody was weeping for Terre’Blanche. The blacks, whom he regarded as slaves, genuinely loathed him, and when he died they believed he had finally got what he deserved. But privately Benny thought the man who had killed him had to be an outsider, because although Terre’Blanche treated them like dirt, worse than animals, none of the local blacks would have dared raise a hand to the white master.

			The cell phone was still ringing and ringing, driving Chris Mahlangu into helpless rage.

			He was sorry he’d taken it—he’d automatically picked it up from the floor along with the car keys, which had slipped out of the white man’s pocket. But he hadn’t been able to start the pickup truck, and the phone had started ringing almost as soon as it was in his hand, like an alarm, like a call for help. Since then it hadn’t shut up.

			Chris Mahlangu was not sorry for what he’d done. He’d thought it through long ago, and now he was afraid of nothing—nobody could get in his way. And yet the constantly ringing phone was making him feel anxious, scattering his thoughts. 

			He had the tart flavor of cider on his lips, and confusion in his head, prompted by alcohol and what they’d done. Patrick was silent as the grave. The field track was narrow, so he was walking a few paces behind, but Chris could feel his mute gaze on his back, as if the boy were trying to penetrate his thoughts, fathom his intentions, and elicit his praise.

			He knew Patrick would do as he told him, and wouldn’t act without his orders. The boy was sixteen, and had been working at the farm for a month. He slept in the stable. He had performed as he should, if not better. Now they were walking downhill through tall grass toward the dirt road separating Terre’Blanche’s land from the neighboring farms belonging to Don van Zyl and Dirk Koetze. There they were going to finish what they had started, just as they’d planned.

			Deep in Chris’s pocket, the cell phone rang again, loud and insistent. He stopped, took it out, and held it close to his eyes to read the number on the display.

			“Again!” he muttered softly, recognizing the same set of figures as before.

			The phone stopped ringing, but soon it began again. Mahlangu couldn’t bear it any longer. The sound was drilling into his brain, ringing in his head, time after time, again and again.

			He tried to prize the back from the phone with a fingernail, and when it sprang off, he picked out the bright SIM card, bit it, and swallowed it. The phone shut up, and silence fell around them, now only disturbed by birds circling the trees in search of shelter for the night.

			“Now we’ll have to borrow someone’s phone to make the call,” he heard Patrick say.

			Mahlangu just nodded.

			When he turned around to look at Koetze and van Zyl’s homesteads, visible on the hill, he noticed a black horse running along the fence that separated the farm from the road. It was Terre’Blanche’s horse. It looked as if it were seeking a gap, an escape route.

			At Buckingham farm, amid maize fields and meadows half an hour’s drive from Ventersdorp, the table was being set for supper. Sitting in his study, Raymond Boardman could hear the clink of dishes and smell the aroma of gravy, pumpkin soup, boiled spinach, and potatoes coming from the kitchen.

			That day for the first time he had faced the plain fact that he might lose the family farm. It had crossed his mind before now, but he had fended off the thought, convinced it was enough to sit out the trouble and everything would fall into place. Now, however, back from his afternoon round of the fields, as he sat bowed over the table and ran his eye down the columns of figures in the account books, he felt rising despair.

			The farm was consuming more and more money. It was like a bottomless well. That morning he’d been into town to talk to his financial adviser, but the bank had refused him credit. Only now did he realize how much he’d been counting on a loan. It would have untied his hands, given him hope and a view ahead. Without it he didn’t know what to do.

			“There is one way,” the bank adviser had said quietly. “Take on a black partner. Then you’ll get what you want. Loans, concessions, grants—whatever you like, you see?”

			There were two reasons why he couldn’t do that. As he sat in his study, he turned them over in his mind again. If he took on a black partner, he’d have to give him a majority share in the farm. His father would never agree to let blacks manage the farm. He was also totally opposed to taking out loans, but refused to transfer the farm to his son. He still regarded him as a loser who’d fritter it away. Raymond was counting on the fact that if he managed to save the farm, the old man might at least agree to transfer it to Raymond’s middle son, Mike, who seemed to be a born farmer.

			Raymond closed the accounts books, took a deep breath, and went into the dining room. He had decided to tell the family after supper that they were probably going to lose the farm.

			His wife Charlene and their son Matthew were waiting for him at table. Charlene asked him to say grace before the meal. They held hands, and in a low, calm voice Raymond thanked the Creator for all that He granted them in His bounty. The words of the prayer and the sight of his family usually filled him with peace, dissolved his fears and uncertainty. It only took a moment for him to feel strong again and recover his faith. But this time he didn’t feel relief, the burden didn’t grow any lighter. He couldn’t gather his thoughts or join in with the lively conversation his wife was having with their son.

			He jumped at the sound of the phone.

			“It’s Malan,” he said in surprise, glancing at the number on the display.

			Henk Malan, owner of the Blue Crane bar, was in charge of the neighborhood militia that the local farmers had formed.

			Since there had started to be robberies and murders on the farms, the neighbors had been calling each other with news and warning one another of dangers. The police always came too late, and couldn’t really do anything. So the Afrikaners in Ventersdorp had recognized that they had no alternative but to take matters into their own hands.

			Throughout Transvaal, the white farmers were forming and joining similar neighborhood militias. Armed, in pickup trucks or on horseback, they patrolled the farms and dirt roads, stopped vagrants, and if summoned by phone or via the local radio station, they brought help at lightning speed to farmers who’d been attacked.

			Usually retired soldiers and policemen were chosen to lead the militia. Henk Malan had served in the army, and had even been to war, so he was regarded as the right man to command the neighborhood militia; the district entrusted to him included Buckingham farm.

			Raymond wasn’t fond of Malan, and knew his phone call was unlikely to bring good news. He hadn’t joined the local militia, a fact which Malan held against him, as he never failed to remind him. 

			“Maybe you already know this, but I thought it wouldn’t hurt to call you anyway. Eugène Terre’Blanche has been murdered. Probably by some blacks.” Like all the Afrikaners in the area, Henk spoke English with a harsh, guttural accent. “I thought you should know. Will you tell Mike, or should I call them?” he added. Mike’s wife, Julianna, had once worked at the Blue Crane tavern. She’d resigned when she married Mike and moved with him to a small farmhouse outside town. Malan had often told them they were asking for trouble by living in such a remote place, but as commander of the neighborhood militia he would look after the young couple, like a mother hen tending her chicks. Julianna knew Eugène well. Perhaps she even liked him. If they’d killed someone like him, anything could happen now.

			Raymond slowly hung up. To his amazement, rather than alarm and gloom, the news of the murder seemed to prompt a sense of hope in him, a feeling that maybe not everything was lost yet.

			If it was true that Terre’Blanche had been murdered, and if blacks had killed him, the government would finally have to take action. Terre’Blanche was not just anyone, not just some van der Merwe, Botha, du Plessis, or Boardman, the response to whose murder on the farm would have been a short note in the newspaper. The murder of Terre’Blanche was an attack, a symbolic blow aimed at all white farmers. Now the government would not only have to guarantee safety for the white farms, but also make sure they didn’t collapse. This death might not be in vain. For Raymond Boardman it had come at the best possible moment.

			He picked up the phone and selected Mike’s number.

			The day was reluctant to fade, dragging out its final moments in the crannies of a walnut tree at the western wall of the house. That was where every day ended; Mike was waiting for the last purple glow to vanish from the leaves, and then he could say this one was over too.

			He could sense Julianna’s presence behind him. She was just standing there, as so often before, waiting for him to bring up the usual issue. Their quarrel had come full circle, bringing them back to the start, to the very same words they had uttered this morning.

			Mike watched as the daylight crawled off the foliage, leaving the yard in darkness. He felt disappointment, as if he really had been counting on the darkness to release them from this conversation, as if it would put an end to it in a natural way. But the words remained, just as fresh as in the morning, when he’d said them the first time.

			“For people like us Australia is the best place on earth,” he said. “It’s the only place where you can start over.”

			“But why start over?” erupted Julianna. “I don’t want to start all over again!”

			Like him, she wanted to leave the town she’d lived in all her life. She saw no future for herself or for their marriage there. She felt she was suffocating in Ventersdorp, that there was something threatening them, a curse hanging over them, which was bound to come true if they didn’t get out in time. Her thoughts were of moving to nearby Potchefstroom, or slightly farther, to Johannesburg, maybe even to Pretoria, but not to the other end of the world. She had never been farther than Cape Town, where the Boardmans had once taken her.

			The thought of leaving the country was the only thing giving Mike the strength to carry on. He seemed to think that moving to Australia would solve all their problems, do away with their worries and doubts.

			“I can’t bear it here any longer! I can’t bear it, I tell you! Do you really not understand?”

			But no, she didn’t.

			Even when the news of Terre’Blanche’s death reached them, Mike knew that although Julianna could see the threat, she had her own way of judging it. In her imagination it was limited in its destructive force, reduced to something familiar by all the years she had spent in Ventersdorp. Even if Terre’Blanche’s death intensified the danger, she still found it less frightening than leaving for Australia. That Mike did understand as he gazed at his wife that evening.

			All her life she had been witness to what happened in this town, and yet now she was blind to the fact that matters were going outside the standard frame, changing into an unbridled force that could destroy them. This thought made him even more eager to get away, and at the same time all the more aware of the irreversible nature of such a decision. For the first time he felt scared too, and wanted to remain on familiar ground, just like Julianna. A murder in the neighborhood should have confirmed all his darkest forebodings and fears, but instead of that he felt rising doubts.

			“What’ll happen now?” asked Julianna.

			He shrugged and went out onto the veranda.

			When his father called, he was sitting on the steps, smoking a cigarette.

			“Have you heard?” asked Raymond.

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Would you and Julianna and the boys like to come here for the night?”

			“Drive across the veld on a night like this?”

			For a while they both said nothing.

			“If they’ve killed a man like Eugène, I guess nothing’s ever going to be the same again, is it?” said Mike at last. “Maybe something’s finally going to change around here too?”

			The killers came back from Terre’Blanche’s place by way of the meadow and the road to Koetze’s farm. It was early evening; the shadows were gathering and thickening in the valley. Soaked with blood, they dragged themselves to the outbuildings, where the farmer’s black workers lived.

			“I’ve killed Eugène Terre’Blanche, I’ve killed the white leader,” said Chris Mahlangu. “Now I’m gonna be in charge here, I’ll be your morena, your leader. I’ll be giving the orders, and you’re going to obey me now.”

			They didn’t believe him; even when he tried to borrow a phone to call the police and tell them the whole story, they thought he was just bragging. And if it was true, there was all the more reason not to hand him a phone. Finally one of the workmen agreed to let Mahlangu call the police from his phone.

			The duty officer told Mahlangu and Patrick to go to the main road and wait there until a patrol car came for them. They were standing on the verge when the police car drove up and took them back to Terre’Blanche’s farm.

			To the policemen’s amazement, the killers didn’t even try to run away, nor had they washed the victim’s blood off themselves. Calm and reconciled to their fate, they admitted the whole thing, as if believing they had acted rightly, and that the wrong had been done to them. Although they had committed the crime, they were its victims just as much as the man they had killed.

			They didn’t expect to be punished, but to be rewarded instead.
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			In the fall, the town of Ventersdorp looms out of the fields of maize, sunflowers, and tobacco that tightly surround it. A road surfaced in cracked asphalt leads westward from Johannesburg amid sun-faded crops scattered as far as the horizon, taller than a grown man. Before it gave way to the plantations, waist-high tawny grass used to cover the fields, forming rippling veld on a broad, level, boundless plateau.

			Woods and copses are a rarity here. The monotony of the landscape is only broken by solitary, soaring eucalyptus trees, gnarled, bushy acacias, green clumps of fleshy aloes, and grain silos shining silver in the sunlight, betraying the presence of towns and farms that blend in with the veld and the yellowed fields.

			In the fall, when the harvest ends, the farmers send people out to burn the stubble and grass. On fine days, when there’s mild frost in the mornings, sweet-smelling, gray-blue smoke rises from fire that’s invisible from afar. Caught up by the wind, it shoots into the sky and forms trailing clouds that wreathe the fields until dusk. Only when darkness falls can reddish glimmers be seen twinkling close to the ground. People tread them out before nightfall to stop the fire from creeping up to the farmyards.

			The earth here is fertile, though the sky has always been sparing with its water. In other parts of the Highveld, which stretches between the banks of the Vaal and the Limpopo Rivers, from the Drakensberg to the Kalahari desert, real treasure has been found. Gold and diamonds were so easily accessible, and in such abundance, that brave souls driven mad by the fever of possessing them were drawn here from all over the world.

			Yet in Ventersdorp nobody could be sure of an easy income, and the only treasure here was the rich earth, fit for cultivation and pasture, but demanding effort, patience, and humility. That was what the people who decided to settle and live here had to be like too. They were accustomed to hard work, determined characters who humbly accepted the fate that the good Lord had sent them in his goodness and his inscrutable judgments.

			Every time I arrive in Ventersdorp, I feel as if the local citizens are seeing me for the first time.

			I have no trouble recognizing the town, which as the years go by hardly changes at all. It’s only on the hill separating Ventersdorp from its black township, Tshing, that the veld has now given way to supermarkets and large stores, which have grown up along the highway running between them.

			As I slowly drive down the deserted main road across town, I pass the familiar low-rise stores, craftsmen’s workshops, and offices. The names of the streets are coming back to me, where they come from and which ones they intersect. I know how to get to a particular address, I know the shortcuts and blind alleys.

			It’s easy for me to become familiar with the town again, whereas it will never admit to being acquainted with me. Sleepy, sedated by the midday heat, it gives the newcomer the impression of being totally self-absorbed, consumed by its own urgent business. With its back turned, absent, not at all interested, it doesn’t answer your greeting; it looks away, like someone you’ve met before pretending not to remember you.

			In fact, it always makes you feel as if nobody’s there, as if, arriving unannounced, you haven’t found the owner at home. By day it’s usually only blacks who trail about the streets. The white citizens are working or keeping out of the sun in bungalows hidden beneath the boughs of old trees exuding greenery. Nor do you see any children. Somehow whenever I’m here, even the schools just happen to be closed.

			But any outsider’s appearance in this empty town is immediately observed and noted—so are his every movement, every visit, encounter, question, and utterance. You only have to arrive and stay the night, and by next morning the whole town will know that a stranger has appeared. “Have you come to us for long?” asks the owner of the bar next to the gas station, as he brings your coffee. “Have you come far?” asks the bank clerk.

			Anywhere else, these questions are friendly, giving you a sense of belonging, but here they are not an invitation at all. Instead they serve quite the opposite purpose: not to welcome the newcomer, but to exclude him, to isolate him. Polite hospitality is a protective layer that prevents strangers from infiltrating, and distracts their attention away from, the real life of the town. It keeps the newcomer at a safe distance, caught in a cobweb of conversations about the weather, politics, or the state of the roads.

			Anywhere else, gaining trust, making an acquaintance and having a conversation, would be a permanent enough point to which you could refer or return, or from which you could start the onward journey. In Ventersdorp, each time this road had to be traveled again, each day everything had to be started over. Each day went by without leaving any facts or words behind it, as if it hadn’t happened at all, or were trapped in a time loop, repeating itself over and over.

			Four roads from four directions lead across the yellow veld to Ventersdorp. The one that leads from the east, from Johannesburg more than one hundred kilometers away, branches off past a viaduct and, changing from the national N14 into the local R53, then into an ordinary street, it runs on between low buildings straight into town. Before stopping at an intersection in front of a church it passes two gas stations, a car repair shop, several stores, a small boarding house, two bars on opposite sides of the street, one selling sandwiches and the other fried chicken, and a tavern right at the entrance into town.

			It used to be called the Blue Crane, and it was run by Henk Malan. In actual fact, the only difference between the tavern and an ordinary liquor store was that here you could drink on the spot. The blacks drank beer, squatting by a stone wall or on the sidewalk outside the tavern. For the whites, who rarely looked in here, Henk had sectioned off a small, smoke-filled room that also served him as an office.

			The whole tavern consisted of a chest-high counter made of wooden boards, to which three wobbly bar stools had been added. Henk brought beer or whisky ordered by the customers from the store, set the glasses on the bar, poured the liquor, then screwed the tops on the bottles and stowed them discreetly behind the bar. He only fetched them out to pour the next round.

			He watched to make sure the customers didn’t have empty glasses, but when they signaled to say that was enough, he didn’t urge them to have one for the road, but just wrapped the bottle in a paper bag and handed it to them in parting, like a gift. If anyone drank their bottle dry and still hadn’t had enough, he asked if they’d like to try something new. Then, clanking his keys, he’d open the security bars and go into the store for a new bottle of the same old whisky, and then praise its fresh flavor and aroma as he poured it out.

			“It’s like letting a fox into the henhouse,” he’d say. “Since then I haven’t had a drop of alcohol. Not even beer. If you want to sell whisky, you can’t drink it yourself.”

			The outsiders who stopped by were lured here by the inn sign with the bar’s name on it in black and red letters. Henk Malan thought it was a good location.

			“Travelers go past the restaurants after the viaduct because they don’t want to stop before driving into town, and are sure they’ll come upon something better,” he explained to me whenever I went to see him. He usually started the conversation this way, as if we hadn’t actually discussed it many times before. He’d pour whisky into a glass, screw the cap on the bottle, and stow it behind the bar. “And my tavern comes into their view at the exact moment when they realize there’s no point looking for something else in an unfamiliar town. They also stop to ask the way.”

			That was how I’d met him. I’d arrived in Ventersdorp in the early evening, too late to go back to Johannesburg for the night. I was planning to stay in town and needed accommodation. I stopped outside Malan’s tavern, and he gave me directions to a suburban boarding house owned by a friend of his. Before I left he called to make sure they had a spare room, and to warn them they were going to have a guest.

			That day I was the tavern’s first and only white customer. Apart from visitors and a few regulars who were dependent on alcohol and Henk Malan’s considerate discretion, the local Afrikaners gave the Blue Crane a wide berth. It wasn’t the location that put them off, or the quality of the goods and services on offer, but the blacks, who had taken a liking to the bar on the town line.

			They felt more at ease here, on the edge of the white town. The agricultural workers who came into Ventersdorp to shop would drop in at Malan’s on the way back to their farms. They’d arrange to meet outside the Blue Crane, and wait there for their employers, the white farmers who dropped them in town and then drove them back again in the beds of their pickups. Eugène Terre’Blanche used to look in at the Blue Crane too, but he used to shop at any place in town where he hadn’t yet been refused credit. Malan never refused; Terre’Blanche was too important round here, and the fact that he frequented the Blue Crane served Henk as a defense whenever the local Afrikaners wagged their fingers at him for paying court to blacks.

			Toward evening Malan would come out in front to sweep broken glass off the sidewalk.

			“I don’t stop them from drinking in the bar, but they prefer to go outside—they clearly feel better there. Each creature has his place on earth,” he’d mutter, breathing heavily. The cigarettes he was so fond of made him short of breath, and the slightest effort caused him to start gasping, and then coughing. “I’ve nothing against them, but I can’t bloody well understand why they have to smash the beer bottles. I can’t make them out, they’re so different from us. There’s no way you can possibly live with them. Bloody kaffirs.”

			At the intersection in front of the church the road forks.

			The right branch winds around a labyrinth of narrow side streets, lined with modest but well-kept bungalows in perfectly even rows. They’re surrounded by shady green fir trees, gnarled, spreading acacias, plane trees, rosewood trees, and wild syringas, whose roots Tswana women use to make potions that relieve toothache.

			There are no stores, workshops, or even sidewalks in this part of town; black people rarely come here, and only for work. Eugène Terre’Blanche’s house is on one of these streets. It’s easy to recognize by the wooden wagon with a thick canvas cover and large wheels that stands on the veranda. It was in wagons like this one that the Boer pioneers first came to Transvaal, driving them thousands of kilometers across wilderness and rivers, through deserts and mountain gorges. On the way they battled against the natives, and fought off wild animals, storms, and drought.
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