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"Collision at Tshepong"

— Sibusiso —

The highveld at two in the morning has a quality no other landscape quite manages: a mineral silence, the kind that belongs to places that were rock before they were anything else and are not fully convinced by the interruption of human settlement. The sodium lights along the residential streets of Jouberton burned their pale orange into the dark with the persistence of things that have given up expecting thanks. The mine headgear on the ridge to the south was invisible at this hour, but Sibusiso Shange, who had grown up within sight of it, knew it was there the way you know about a wound that has closed — by the specific ache of the place.

He had not been asleep.

He had been lying on the left side of the bed, closer to the window, staring at the ceiling while the streetlight drew its pale orange line through the gap in the curtains. Polelo was beside him, breathing with the deep and unconcerned rhythm of a woman with nothing unresolved on her conscience. He had lain there for the better part of an hour. The Bossrand ceiling was white and unadorned and offered nothing. He had been looking at it long enough to know this with certainty.

He heard the brakes first. The specific sound of rubber surrendering traction, the last possible moment before something becomes irreversible. Then the impact: a flat, compressed crack, like a dropped melon, and then the silence that follows an event rather than merely preceding one — the silence of something finished.

He was dressed and out the door in under a minute.

The street was a residential one off the Klerksdorp road, lit sodium-yellow, empty at this hour except for the minibus taxi folded against the drainage culvert at the intersection. Its windshield had become a web of white fractures. Steam rose from the engine bay with the patience of something that has been running too hot. The driver had already emerged and was on his phone, speaking rapidly, his free hand moving with the agitation of a man who has just understood what he has done and is trying to establish his version of it before anyone else establishes theirs.

The shape in the road was a young man. Nineteen, twenty. He lay on his back with one arm pinned beneath him at an angle that made Sibusiso's stomach tighten. His jeans were dark and wet along one thigh. Three metres away his phone lay face-up on the tarmac, its cracked screen still lit, a notification from someone named Tebz blinking at nobody in particular.

Sibusiso knelt beside him and pressed two fingers to the throat. The pulse was there: rapid and shallow, the pulse of a body in shock, but present. He did not move the boy. He had learned this once, watching a foreman at a Transnet depot try to lift a worker struck by a reversing forklift, watching the man's head loll in the way that living heads are not designed to loll. You mark your position. You wait. You give the body the only thing it needs from you right now, which is not to be made worse.

He stripped off his jacket and laid it across the boy's chest. Not for warmth — the October night was mild, the tail of summer still in the air, the smell of dry grass and tarmac and the iron undertone that was always present this close to the mine workings. Simply because a body on a road looks less abandoned with something covering it, and because Sibusiso needed something to do with his hands while he called the ambulance.

He called. He gave the location in the ordered way of a man who has spent years on worksites where accuracy is the difference between a near miss and a fatality: the street name, the intersection, the nature of the injury as best he could determine, his own number. He kept the growing cluster of neighbours back with the authority that comes not from rank but from being the person who is clearly doing what needs to be done. He spoke to the two police officers who arrived seventeen minutes ahead of the ambulance, giving his statement in the same ordered way: facts in sequence, nothing speculated, nothing editorialised.

His name. His address. What he had heard, what he had found, what he had and had not done. He had not moved the victim. He did not know the victim. He had been awake and had heard the impact and had come out. The driver appeared unhurt. He could not say whether the driver had been speeding.

The ambulance arrived. The paramedics worked with the focused economy of people who treat each body as the only one that matters. They stabilised the boy's neck with the efficiency of a procedure performed many times. They lifted him onto the stretcher with care. His phone, which Sibusiso had collected from the tarmac and kept safe in his jacket pocket — the jacket now serving as a stretcher — went into the bag with his other belongings.

One of the officers asked whether he would be available to make a formal statement.

'Yes,' Sibusiso said. 'I will come in tomorrow.'

The officer wrote his number in a notebook. The ambulance pulled away. The neighbours dispersed, one by one, back to their interrupted sleep. The taxi driver was guided to the police vehicle. The street returned to its ordinary night dimensions: the sodium lights, the culvert, the skid marks beginning twenty metres back, the ghost of the place in the road where the boy had been.

Sibusiso stood at the edge of the road for a moment longer. He did not know who the boy was. He did not know whether there was family. He had given what he had to give — his presence, his steadiness, his phone call — and the rest was now with people who were equipped for it.

He drove home. He hung his jacket on the hook by the door. He washed his hands at the kitchen sink, the water going faintly orange-brown before it ran clear, and stood at the window above the sink for a moment, looking at the dark yard, the thorn tree's silhouette, the distant ridge where the headgear stood in the dark he could not see.

Polelo had not noticed he was gone.

He lay back down on his left side and looked at the ceiling. The streetlight's pale orange line was where he had left it. The house was unchanged. He was the only thing that had shifted, minutely, in the quality of the dark, and he did not yet know what to do with this information.

He did not sleep.

* * *
[image: ]


— Kefiloe —

The knock came at half past six in the morning.

Kefiloe had been half-awake since four. This was a habit of the last eleven weeks — waking in the predawn with the particular alertness of a person whose days have no schedule to justify sleep and whose mind has therefore taken up filling the vacancy with the things she was not doing. The college. The bursary forms. The second letter she had drafted to the financial aid office and not sent. The piece of work available next week — a neighbour's washing, ironing — which would produce one hundred and twenty rand and which she had already apportioned in her mind.

The knock was three beats, evenly spaced. Not a neighbour's knock.

She heard her mother cross the lounge. Heard the door. Then a voice she did not recognise and her mother's voice responding, and a silence with a different quality to it — the silence of a household receiving information it had not asked for.

She was on her feet before her mother called her name.

Two police officers stood at the door: a man and a woman in uniform, with the careful faces of people who have learned to deliver news without adding their own weight to it. Her mother stood in the middle of the lounge with both hands pressed flat against the front of her housedress, a posture Kefiloe had seen once before, at the funeral of her mother's younger brother, and had hoped never to see again.

'Your brother,' the female officer said. 'Lethiwe. He was in an accident last night. He is at Tshepong Hospital. He is alive.'

She heard the last three words and held onto them.

* * *
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They told her what they knew. Lethiwe had been struck by a minibus taxi at the intersection of Mmabatho Street and the Phelandaba road at approximately two in the morning. He had been found by a passer-by who had stayed with him until the ambulance arrived and had then presented himself at the police station the following morning to give a formal statement. He had asked whether the family had been contacted. He had wanted to know that the family knew.

'His name?' Kefiloe said.

'Shange. Sibusiso Shange.' The officer produced a page from her notebook, tore it along the margin, held it out. 'He left his number. He said if the family had questions about what he saw, he was available.'

Kefiloe took the paper. The number was written in a clean, careful hand. The kind of handwriting that belongs to someone who takes legibility seriously because at some point in their life illegibility had cost something.

'We need to get to the hospital,' her mother said. Her voice was controlled in the way that it got controlled when she was managing something that would otherwise unmanage her entirely.

'Yes,' Kefiloe said. She folded the paper into the pocket of the shorts she had slept in and went to put on clothes.

* * *
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— Tshepong Hospital, 7:30 am —

Tshepong Hospital Complex sat on the edge of Jouberton with the particular exhausted grandeur of public healthcare institutions that have seen everything and been adequately funded for none of it. Its emergency bay at seven-thirty in the morning held the residue of the night: people who had arrived in the dark and were still in the system, staff changing over with the focused competence of those managing the gap between what the institution needed and what was available to provide it.

Kefiloe and her mother took a taxi from Jouberton — Kefiloe had no car, had not had one, was not in the position to have one — and arrived to find the intake desk manned by a nurse with the calm efficiency of someone who had answered the same questions at this hour for many years. The nurse directed them to the surgical recovery ward on the second floor. Lethiwe had come out of surgery at five. The knee had been reconstructed. He was stable and sleeping. They could see him briefly.

In the corridor outside the recovery ward, a man was sitting in a plastic chair against the wall. He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, reading something on his phone, in the way of someone who has been sitting in one place for long enough to have found a position that is sustainable. He looked up when they came around the corner, and she saw the small readjustment in his face: the look of someone who has been waiting for a particular thing and has now seen it arrive.

He stood.

He was perhaps forty, solidly built, wearing the practical clothes of a man who had dressed in a hurry in the dark and then kept going about his day without remarking on it. He was not what she had assembled from the torn corner of the officer's notebook. She had imagined someone older. Or more — she could not have said more what. He was ordinary in the way that men who are good at things without announcing it are ordinary: no performance, no radius, just a person who was simply present in the space he occupied.

He had tired eyes.

'Are you Lethiwe's family?' He said it without the social scaffolding that the question usually carries — no I'm so sorry or I hope he's all right. Just the question, plainly offered.

'Yes,' her mother said.

'My name is Sibusiso Shange. I was the one who found him last night. I wanted to make certain someone had told you.' He said this without theatre, in the manner of someone who has done a thing for the reason he says he has done it and is not seeking further credit for it.

Kefiloe looked at him. He was looking at her mother with the steady, attentive expression of someone waiting to be useful if useful is what is needed, and not looking at her at all, and for some reason this was what she noticed. He was not performing. He was not managing her. He was simply there.

'Thank you,' her mother said. The word arrived fully, without the social thinning that thank you so often receives when it is deployed as courtesy rather than meaning. Dineo meant it entirely.

He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a card. He held it out toward Kefiloe rather than toward her mother, which was a small thing and accurate — in the thirty seconds of this encounter he had assessed, without appearing to assess, who was navigating the situation. 'If there is anything you need — information about the Road Accident Fund process, or anything else — I'm happy to help with that.'

She took
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