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"The rich man sees the sun; the poor man sees the dust it raises."

— Township proverb, Jouberton, North West Province

The slums of Alexandra and the townships of Jouberton are the new frontier. The gated estates of Klerksdorp are the new castles. The war is old. Only the weapons have changed.
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CHAPTER ONE  —  Mangi
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The morning Mangi Morolong watched her mother's house come down, the sky was the colour of dirty dishwater and smelled of burning tyre.

She had been awake since four. Not because she was afraid — though she was — but because fear in Block D, Jouberton Extension 6, was not the kind that kept you in bed. It was the kind that got you on your feet. It was the kind that her grandmother had known, and her grandmother's grandmother before that, all the way back to the time when Mzilikazi's impis had swept through the highveld and left the Barolong people scattered like seed on dry ground. Her mother had told her those stories until Mangi could feel them in her bones: a woman running through the dark, carrying a child, carrying nothing else. A woman who survived not because the world was kind but because she refused to lie down.

So Mangi was on her feet at four in the morning, fully dressed, watching the lights of the red-and-white demolition vehicles creep along the dirt road at the far end of the block.

Behind her, in the two-room zinc structure they called home, her mother Mama Josephine sat on the edge of the bed with her Bible open in her lap and her eyes closed. She was not praying loudly. She never prayed loudly. She believed God could hear a whisper better than a shout, which was one of the many ways she differed from the pastor at their church, who seemed to think the Almighty was slightly deaf.

"They are coming," Mangi said.

"I know."

"There are four vehicles. A front-loader. Three bakkies with private security."

"I know that too."

"Mama."

"Sit down, Mangi."

"I can't sit down."

Her mother opened her eyes. In the thin blue light from the streetlamp outside — the one that still worked, the one the ward councillor had not yet found a way to break — Josephine Morolong looked like a woman carved from the same red soil that clung to everything in this place. Fifty-three years old and solid as a mine dump. She had raised three children in this house. She had buried one of them — Mangi's brother Lebo — four years ago, at twenty-one, in the cemetery on the hill where the tombstones were made of carved wood because the families could not afford stone.

"Victor Dodofu sent a letter," Mama Josephine said.

"I know. I read it."

"He gave us forty-eight hours."

"He gave us forty-eight hours last week. This is now the second forty-eight hours. They are not giving us anything, Mama. They are taking."

Her mother said nothing. In the distance, the front-loader's engine changed pitch, dropping low, the sound of a machine deciding where to begin.

✦  ✦  ✦

Victor "Khosi" Dodofu was not a bad man. This was the thing that made him so dangerous.

He was the kind of man who believed entirely in what he was doing. He had been born in a township not unlike Jouberton, in a house not unlike Mama Josephine's, and he had clawed his way out through the ANC Youth League, through municipal council, through a series of tenders that his rivals called corrupt and that he called opportunity, until he now owned a house in Doringkruin — the old Afrikaner suburb on the western edge of Klerksdorp where the jacarandas lined the streets and the walls were high and white and smooth and the only black faces you saw on a weekday were the domestic workers arriving at the security gates at seven in the morning and leaving at five.

Victor Dodofu drove a white BMW 7 Series. He wore Italian shoes. He believed absolutely that he had earned everything he had, and perhaps he had, and perhaps that was the most dangerous thing about him: a self-made man who had lost the memory of what it had cost other people to make him.

The land in Block D had been earmarked, under a Jouberton municipal development plan funded through a partnership with a Johannesburg property group called Goldridge Developments, for a mixed-use residential project. Affordable housing, the brochure said, with glossy photographs of young professionals smiling on balconies, overlooking green spaces that did not exist yet and possibly never would. The people currently living on that land — 847 families, by Mangi's count — were classified in the development proposal as "informal occupants" and were to be "relocated" to a transit camp twelve kilometres away, on the far side of the N12.

The transit camp had no running water.

Victor Dodofu was the Executive Director of Goldridge's Community Relations division. His salary was not publicly disclosed but Mangi, who worked part-time in the municipal records office in Klerksdorp, had found figures that made her hands shake.

He was, in his way, a great knight. A man of enormous capability and genuine political intelligence, who had learned every move of every powerful person above him and had played the game with skill and patience and absolute loyalty to whoever held the highest ground. The feudal system had just changed its clothing. The walls were no longer stone. The serfs no longer wore animal skins. But the arrangement was the same.

✦  ✦  ✦

The front-loader stopped forty metres from the first row of structures. Its engine idled. Nobody got out of the bakkies.

Mangi watched this and understood it for what it was: theatre. The vehicles were there to be seen. The message was not we are demolishing your homes today. The message was we can demolish your homes any day we choose, and you cannot stop us, and you should start making other arrangements.

She had spent enough time in the municipal records office to know how this worked. The formal notice. The second notice. The show of equipment. The withdrawal. Then one morning, without warning, the actual demolition — at 5 a.m., when most people were still in bed, when the children were still asleep, when the photographs were still on the walls and the pots were still on the stoves and the enamel mugs were still on the hooks where they had always hung.

She had read the affidavits. She had read twelve of them, from twelve different communities across the North West and Gauteng, all attached to various court records she had found while pulling files for her supervisor at the records office. The pattern was always the same. Not careless. Deliberate. A choreography of intimidation, refined over years, that left no single moment clean enough to challenge in court because each individual step was, technically, within the law.

This was what they were doing. She was certain of it.

She went back inside and sat down next to her mother on the bed.

"They are not going to do anything today," she said.

Mama Josephine looked at her.

"They are telling us they can," Mangi said. "They are not doing it yet."

"How long do we have?"

"I don't know. Weeks. Maybe less." She looked at the floor. The linoleum her mother had laid herself, eleven years ago, after saving for eight months. Still intact, still clean, with a crack at the corner near the door that her mother had covered with a strip of electrical tape. "I need to make some calls this morning."

"Koloi?"

"Koloi. And someone else."

Her mother did not ask who the someone else was. Mama Josephine had a gift for knowing which questions to leave unasked, which was a different kind of wisdom from knowing which questions to ask, and rarer.

"Drink your tea first," her mother said.

The tea was on the small table by the window. Mangi had not heard her mother make it. Josephine Morolong moved through her own house like water, finding the necessary paths without noise, without ceremony, without anything that asked to be noticed. She had been doing this for thirty years. She would do it until she couldn't.

Mangi drank her tea. Outside, the front-loader's engine changed pitch again — rising this time, the sound of a machine that has decided, after consideration, to leave. She listened to it diminish down the road until it was gone.

The tea was rooibos. No sugar. Her mother drank it without sugar and had for as long as Mangi could remember, which meant Mangi also drank it without sugar, which meant Mangi had never, in twenty-eight years, bought a bag of sugar in her life. Some things you inherit without noticing.

She put the cup down and picked up her phone.

✦  ✦  ✦

Koloi Rathaga answered on the second ring, which meant he had also been awake since before four. This did not surprise her.

"They came," she said.

"I know. I was watching from the end of the road." A pause. "They didn't do anything."

"Not today."

"It was a warning."

"Yes."

Another pause. She could hear him thinking — the particular quality of Koloi's silences, which were not empty but occupied, the way a room is occupied by someone who has stepped out for a moment but left their coat on the chair.

"I spoke to Nolwazi last night," he said. Nolwazi Dube was an advocate in Johannesburg who had done pro bono work for three communities facing eviction in the past two years. She had won two of those cases. The third was still in court. "She thinks we have grounds for an urgent interdict, but she needs the environmental assessment documentation. The full version, not the summary Goldridge filed with the municipality."

"I know where it is."

Silence.

"Mangi."

"I know where the full assessment is filed. I've seen the index. I haven't pulled it yet." She paused. "I will pull it today."

"If they find out you took it—"

"They won't find out I took it. I'll copy it. I'll put it back."

"You'll lose your job."

"I'll lose my job if they demolish this block and I have nowhere to live. I've done the maths, Koloi."

He didn't argue. This was one of the things she valued in him: he knew when an argument was already settled and didn't make her fight it twice.

"Nolwazi needs it by Thursday," he said.

"She'll have it by Wednesday."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure."

She was not entirely sure. But she had learned, somewhere in the years since Lebo died and the world had contracted and then slowly, stubbornly re-expanded, that certainty was sometimes a thing you decided rather than a thing you felt. You said the word. Then you made it true.

"There's someone coming," Koloi said. "Someone I used to know from Alex. His name is Langa. He heard about the situation through people in Johannesburg."

"What kind of someone?"

"The useful kind. He knows how these things are organised. The money, the connections. He's been around."

"Around what?"

A slight hesitation. "Different things. He's not — he's on our side, Mangi. He made some mistakes years ago. He knows it."

She noted the hesitation. She filed it. She did not pursue it, because there were twelve hours of difficult work between her and Wednesday and she needed to move.

"Tell him to come to Oom Petrus's place this evening," she said. "Seven o'clock. I want to meet him before the community meeting."

"He'll be there."

She hung up. She sat for a moment in the particular quiet of the house in the morning — the small sounds of her mother in the kitchen, the scratch of a bird on the zinc roof, the distant ordinary noise of Block D beginning its day as it always did, as if the front-loader had been a dream. Then she stood up, put on her jacket, and went to work.
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CHAPTER TWO  —  The Rambler
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His name was Langa, and people called him the Rambler because he had never stayed in one place long enough for anyone to be sure of him.

He had grown up in Alexandra — Alex, the old township wedged between Sandton's towers and the highway, where the streets had no name signs because the city had never bothered to put them up and the residents had never needed them, knowing the landscape as intimately as a body knows its own scars. He had been gone from Alex for three years when he came back, arriving at dawn on a Thursday in a battered 1998 Toyota Corolla with no hubcaps and a crack across the windscreen that the morning light made look like a river on a map.

No one had sent for him. He came because he had heard things, in the way that men like Langa heard things: through a network of old friends, ex-comrades, people who owed him and people he owed, stretched out across the Witwatersrand like a nervous system that the city planners had never mapped.

What he had heard was this: that the Jouberton demolitions were backed by money from Sandton, that the Sandton money had connections to Pretoria, and that a community organiser named Koloi Rathaga was trying to mount a legal challenge that was about to be strangled before it could breathe.

He had heard one other thing: that Koloi's girl — not his girl, exactly, but the woman everyone knew was Koloi's whether or not
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