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AUTHORS NOTE

	Truth & Conciliation is a novel and to construe the book as anything other would be a mistake. The characters are of course fictional but many of the events such as the demolition of District Six, the Soweto Riots, and the Trojan Horse Massacre are factual. A few real people like Archbishop Desmond Tutu appear and the things said of them are historically accurate, but they never intersected with the characters portrayed here — that is the art of historical fiction.

	Truth & Conciliation takes place in Cape Town during the Truth and Conciliation Commission hearings held there in 1996. Readers may find some of the language used politically incorrect, but it holds true to the time.

	The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was constituted by an act of South Africa’s Parliament and ratified under the new presidency of Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela. One of the first of its kind; the TRC would become an example that many other countries would follow in the hope-filled search for a peaceful resolution of past conflict.

	 

	†

	 


To err is human.
To forgive,
Divine


	 


1 District Six, Cape Town, April 1966

	The breakup began as a whispered rumour, was spelled out by warnings daubed on to dilapidated walls, and then materialized in a feared letter; sometimes discarded in dismay, but more often than not read again and again to be tucked away anxiously against the day of reckoning, when squat bulldozers grunted up the cobbled streets of District Six — the mixed race area had been declared “Whites Only” by the apartheid government and needed to be levelled.

	Down with the stately Horstley Building, the Public Baths, the rows of derelict tenements that had condemned the slum for destruction. And, out with its varicoloured residents: the Africans, Coloureds, Asians, Dutch, French, English, Koreans, Indonesians and Malays who had made Canala Dorp their home over centuries. Gone to make room for new development — for this was prime property situated on the slopes of Table Mountain at Cape Town City’s heart, adjacent to the docks.

	The Synagogues, Churches and Mosques would stay, but the faithful must go; off to Langa and Nyanga townships on the dust whipped Cape Flats or away to the homelands: Transkei, Venda or Zululand. And if the citizens of District Six didn’t have their furniture and belongings packed and ready and out of their houses on the date described in their letter, the bulldozers would bury it all for good: furniture, crockery, cutlery; books, wills, and identity papers — all added to the dust heap of history.

	“Promise, Promise,” Marja had opened the window of their cottage bedroom after she heard the heavy thud of the diesel engine labouring up the slope and leant out to look down the road. “They’re finally coming,” she adjusted the window and walked round into the kitchen where Promise was helping feed their three year old son at the melamine table.

	“Aikona, Aikona, Promise shook her head. I thought it wouldn’t be so soon. Vorster has only just declared this a ‘black spot’.” She collected the grey shawl around her slim brown shoulders, “I thought we had more time to get our things together.”

	“Well now we haven’t,” Marja leant over Willem who was eating his putu pap, pulled her yellow sarong higher to better cover the scar that marred her sallow skin; her long black hair platted in a ponytail arranged, just so, to cover the ugliness from view, and brushed away a gob of porridge at the corner of Willem’s mouth.

	“Mama, I have had enough pap. I want to go and play now,” the slender boy sputtered.

	“Aikona, aikona,” Promise said.

	“Nee, nee Willem,” Marja agreed.

	“I want to see what that noise is outside,” Willem ran porridge flecked fingers through his mop of tousled brown hair; no trace of either of his parents apparent as he slid from the kitchen table seat and pattered out on to the stoep in his denim dungarees despite their admonishments.

	They heard a police whistle, the barking of dogs, the clash of a steel forklift against unforgiving stone and saw a house across the cobbled road from theirs, stricken, the roof collapsing, razed to rubble in a scatter of sand. Their opposite neighbours had pushed their meagre belongings out on to a piece of open veldt and stacked them higgeledly piggeledly in the rush to save what could be from decimation at the hands of the South African Police who were loudly ordering the drivers to destroy, destroy.

	“Kry hulle uit. Get them out. Get them out. They have received the eviction letters. They must move out. Continue bull dozing! Now. I order you. Now.”

	The police officer sounded familiar to the couple; they had joined their son on the veranda. Clad in the blue tunic and trousers of South African’s finest, his police pistol still holstered in brown leather at the hip, he rested his one hand on its handle, raising the other to point at the bulldozer’s driver who had faltered at the mayhem he had caused.

	“Gaan aan. Go on. Go on,” the officer yelled over his shoulder in Afrikaans and then turned to continue walking to the threesome gathered on the stoep, a police entourage in tow. He removed his cap, showing his receding hairline, wide glasses, and accentuated nose, quivering over a bushy handlebar moustache; his thin lips downturned to a sneer in order to shout once more, “die hotnots moet uit.”

	“It’s Pieter Marais,” said Marja covering her lip sticked mouth with matching red tipped fingers. “He arrested us for the Immorality Act four years ago, right here,” she pointed a tapered foot in the direction of the front door, the copper bangle at her ankle glinting sharply in the rain-washed sun.

	“Five years, Marja, not four. I remember he had the hollering hots for you. I could see that when he gave evidence in the Magistrates Court, against you.”

	“Ja, nee. But now I think we have other problems, he’s coming over here with two officers, and two bloody Alsatians. I can smell them already. It brings back bad memories.”

	“Good morning, Promise Madiba and Marja de Koning, we meet again it seems,” Marais had tucked his cap under his arm, “may we come on to the stoep, I have something to communicate to you.”

	“What is your business with us?” Promise stood erect, elbows out, her knuckles pressed in tight at the waist of her black skirt.

	“I see you have a boy here. And what is your name son?” Officer Marais crouched down to Willem, who had risen up from the rattan chair he was sitting on to answer in a pinched voice.

	“My name is Willem, sir.”

	“A fine name. How old are you?”

	“Mom?” the bright boy uncrumpled his dungarees by stroking down with one hand while reaching for Promise’s with the other, “it’s three. I am three years old,” Willem held up the correct number of fingers.

	“A well-mannered boy,” Officer Marais resumed his erect posture, “best he stay outside while we talk inside. Can we proceed?”

	“No,” Promise said, “only if you keep those stinking dogs outside and one of you looks after Willem.”

	Once the two policemen had been seated on the couch in the tiny lounge, Marais continued, his voice raised and lowered as the situation dictated while the crescendo of bulldozing ebbed and waned outside in a cacophony of grit and dust.

	“Promise Madiba, as the owner of this house, did you get the letter telling you that you will be evicted and must make other arrangements?” Marais said.

	“I am neither denying nor affirming this fact.”

	“Well you are a citizen of Pondoland, in the Transkei. The letter will have said that you must plan to move back to your homeland. Have you?”

	“I am neither denying nor affirming it.” Promise fixed a steady stare on Marais, her mane of tawny ringlets floating at the shawl tightened at her shoulders.

	“Not that it matters, we can make the necessary arrangements. Now,” Marais swivelled his glare to take in the African masks on the walls, the soft animal hides underfoot, the prickly zebra skin on the sofa he was sitting on and the green tiled kitchen he could see through its open door, “I cannot see any evidence that you are planning to move out. No boxes packed, the house fully furnished, what plans have you made?”

	“We are not leaving. Never. This is my house. I paid for it.” Promise stirred in her wicker chair.

	“The government will arrange fair compensation. It will be paid out to you; but did you fill out the paperwork for it?” Marais reached to get up but remained on the couch. He stroked his moustache with his holster hand, pale fingers parting the brown hairs lovingly. Marais looked at Marja who had moved to stand in the kitchen doorway appreciating her soft silhouette, “and what is to become of you my mooiste, my pretty, and of the fine young boy. What indeed?”

	There was a great crunching sound that engulfed the cottage coming from next door. The house shuddered. It felt as if a battle tank was making its way through the detritus; waging a war against its own people. Dirt blew in the open kitchen windows mixed with weeping and cries of anguish from the neighbours. A wailing and a ululating of such tenor that the officer sitting next to Marais couldn’t set his face against it and bowed his head with shame.

	Nonplussed, Pieter Marais shouted to gain the upper hand, “Okay, to business,” and rose to his full six feet. “This house will be bull-dozed today. I will give you till midday to clear out your things. Put them on that excuse for a plot across the street.” He pointed in the direction of the front window through which they could see people hustling to pile their cupboards and chairs and tables, propane burners and kitchen appliances; one was pumping at a bicycle tire, another sat in an armchair, her face hidden under a towel, shoulders trembling.

	Distracted by the forlorn scene, Marais seemed to lose it for a moment, but then continued gruffly. “A lorry will come to pick youse up and take you and your belongings to Langa Township... some flats have been set aside there for youse. Youse being one of the first batches.” He puffed out his chest, put on his cap but continued looking out the window. “But that is only a temporary arrangement, until plans are made for Pondoland; there will be many more evacuees to come. That I know for a fact.”

	“I will NOT move. You and your National Party Government can go to bloody HELL!” Promise snarled. She had arisen from her chair; her hazel eyes burning. “Amandla,” she raised her clenched fist.

	“Calm now Promise, calm now,” Marja said as she moved closer in and took Promise’s clenched fist in her own. She turned and looked Marais in the eyes finding a willing connection. “Can we have some time together to discuss this please?”

	“I wish I could Miss de Koning, but there is no time. We have to have a decision now. If Promise refuses, she will be arrested with the full force of the law.” Marais indicated his fellow officer with a jut of his squared jaw, who came immediately to standing attention, ready to obey.

	“Aikona, aikona, aikona, what about the law? The law of the whites not the blacks. I spit on your laws. I will tramp them into the dust,” Promise seethed.

	“Yes, we know all about you Promise Madiba, on file at Caledon Square Police Station. A big file. Do you wonder why we are here today, in this street?”

	“Mama, Mama,” Willem had barged open the front door leading from the stoep he had been left sitting on, “why are they bashing down the houses. I am scared.”

	“Come here Willem, nothing to be scared of. They are going to build nice new ones, but first you must move for a while,” Officer Marais bent down and caught the child by the armpits under his outstretched hands, enveloping the little rib cage carefully between his palms, and raised the boy’s featherweight to shoulder height to look into his eyes. “Brown, just like my own, and your skin; just a tan, too much sun for a boy in sunny South Africa. Hah! Now be a good boy and I will take you back to the stoep.” Marais put the boy down, took his hand and walked him back to the rattan chair he had been sitting on, clearly visible by the others, through the window, and returned, closing the front door behind him.

	“And what will you do Miss de Koning? Will you be arrested too? The boy will have to be put in a foster home then. Detention without trial can go on and on and on. I think you know that, after all... I think I recall... a police record, for prostitution. I see you have turned away from that for other things,” Marais for once exchanged his scowl for an almost, charming, smile, his moustache following suit.

	There was a pause in conversation, necessitated by another building’s collapse. The four participants regarded the demolition through the lounge window; the scraggly plot across the street kept filling with more scattered households. The noise and filth and fumes of mechanical destruction; the anguish of losing the place you have called home — hopelessness and uncertainty hung heavy on the air, undispelled by the gathering south-easter.

	None in the room could be unmoved by such wanton cruelty, but Marais had his orders, and needed to carry them out. He straightened to the task.

	“Sergeant Botha, please arrest Promise Madiba for failure to vacate the premises earmarked for repossession. Promise Madiba, I warn you to keep quiet and to go quietly for the boy’s sake. If you do, you can say goodbye to Willem on the stoep and Botha can accompany you to the police van waiting round the corner. If not, we will take you away in handcuffs in front of the boy. Further, to this conversation, and upon my honour, I will do my level best to ensure the safety of Miss de Koning and your handsome son.”

	Promise slumped, her proud bearing punctured as she stepped towards Marja still framed in the kitchen door and pushed her gently out of sight of the police officers and into the kitchen. Promise closed the door with a slam.

	“These shits. What are we supposed to do?” Promise said as she backed up against the enamel kitchen sink and bent forward clasping her hands together behind her neck in distress. Marja moved to stand in front of Promise, breathing rapidly, cupped her hand underneath Promise’s chin and raised her face to touch her lips with her own.

	“I don’t know,” Marja kissed Promise again, but this time lingered longer. “I don’t know my love. But I don’t think it is going to help if we both go to prison.”

	“Aikona,” Promise said, “but I cannot let them bulldoze down my house without protest. I cannot.” She shook her head from side to side, pulled out a white handkerchief that had been tucked in at the wrist of her black pullover, and blew her nose snottily.

	“So you will abandon your son and me to our fate?” It was Marja’s turn to hang her head, till Promise lifted her chin to raise their eyes to the same level again; hazel meeting brown in a customary glance that dilated their pupils.

	“Yes. I can’t help but, and keep my self-respect. I must do this. I must,” Promise stood back. Thought better of it. Stepped forward, put both her arms around Marja’s shoulders in a warm embrace, held tight for a while as their breathing rhythm slowed, gave a final clench expelling both of their breaths, and then marched out of the kitchen and into the lounge where the two police officers stood waiting.

	“Alright Officer Marais,” Promise said, “let me get my things in a bag, spend time with Willem, and then you can take me away. Under extreme prejudice! I protest this gratuitous violation of our human rights.”

	†

	After Promise had left, led away between the two officers and the two Alsatians, Pieter Marais stayed behind to talk to Marja. (The boy had been given a lollipop and remained on the small porch watching the bulldozers at work around him.)

	Marais had asked for a cup of coffee and sat himself down again on the zebra-skin couch. Sipping gingerly, he looked over the cup’s rim at Marja’s pretty face.

	“Jislaaik, wat kyk jy my zo? Why are you looking at me like that?” Marja asked as she settled into a kitchen chair brought into the lounge, her silky sarong shaping her breasts.

	“Well you and I have come a long way,” Marais continued in Afrikaans.

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“Well, aren’t you half Indonesian? I know that you were a prostitute, in fact married to Henry Plaatjies the Mongrel’s gangster boss until he was killed at the Langa Riots.”

	“Ja, nee so what of it? That’s no crime.”

	“Ja, and then you were prosecuted under the Immorality Act with that Doctor Willem Jansen and hence the boy’s name.”

	“We were vrygestel, freed, despite you serving as a witness for the prosecution. No thanks to you, geen dank daar!” Marja spat out.

	“And then Doctor Jansen fell, climbing on Devil’s Peak. I followed all that in the newspapers,” Marais took another sip of coffee, now that it was cooler, and swilled it about and continued. “And now Promise will be out of the way for a very long time, if I am any judge of the matter. The Special Branch have files on her and will surely put her in prison.”

	Marja puffed her cheeks and cinched her right hand over her wrist so tight that her veins set out against her dun skin. She fixed Pieter with a stare.

	“Well,” Pieter stammered, “I see an opportunity here for the both of us; or for all three to be more correct. A change of colour so to speak. I have always liked you from the very first day I met you. I can’t help it. That very first time, during the police raid, when you were working at the Riad and we nabbed the white ANC sympathizer you were... ah... servicing in contravention of the Immorality Act. That day I fell in love with you. Full stop. I have never forgotten it. I have always had feelings for you Coloured girls. But especially you.”

	Marja barely arrested her recoil back into the wicker chair and wrung her wrist repetitively. Pieter reached over to stop the motion; his hand moist on Marja’s.

	“You know it will be much better for the boy, if he is classified White, not Coloured. More opportunity. He can certainly pass for it and so could you,” Pieter released his hand and lounged back on the couch, his hands behind his head.

	Pieter and Marja were oblivious to the bedlam reverberating through the window; their eyes searching each other out.

	“I have a proposal. It is within my power to get you re-classified as White. We’ll figure it out at Caledon Square Police station once you have... aah... ‘lost’ your passbook in the move.” Marais hyphenated the word ‘lost’ with two index fingers in the air. “Then you can become my wife, the boy is taken care of, and we won’t break any laws: the Mix Marriage Act for one,” Pieter raised an index finger, “nor the Immorality Act,” two fingers, “which you are an expert at, it seems. But there is one absolute condition,” index finger again, “Willem will be called Pieter and you will promise to never tell him the truth, never,” Pieter Marais bent forward and stilled Marja’s wrist-wringing again with a now clammy hand.

	“Now, thank you for the coffee. Think on it, here is my telephone number. I suggest you pack all your belongings, move them outside. I will get Sergeant Botha to help you. The bulldozers will be here around midday. I am so sorry, but these are my orders and I must obey.”

	†

	 


2 Truth and Reconciliation Commission

	University of Western Cape

	Bellville, August 1996

	The Truth and Reconciliation Commission had had almost weekly sessions since its inception at East London in April of 1996. Helmed by Archbishop Desmond Tutu or his deputy, Doctor Alex Boraine, the TRC was constituted by an act of parliament ratified under the new presidency of Nelson Mandela and operationalized from the Commission’s Cape Town Headquarters on Adderley Street.

	The Commission straddled three subject areas. The Human Rights Violations Committee, The Amnesty Committee and The Rehabilitation and Reparations Committee, all of which could be accessed by submitting an extensive application form before a decision was made whether an applicant was asked to attend a hearing.

	To ensure country-wide accessibility to the Commission, suitable venues had been organised throughout South Africa. And, because the hearings were to be a transparent process bringing live radio and television broadcasts to the newly constituted, post-apartheid nation, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission entourage grew to become a veritable roadshow of vans, trucks, police vehicles, taxis and private cars engaged to transport the commissioners, reporters, translators, broadcast equipment specialists, and administrative personnel across the vast country from venue to venue.

	The objective of the demanding exercise was reconciliation through truth-telling by the victims and the perpetrators.

	On the one hand, the victims (or their family members) through the Human Rights Violations Committee, could relate their stories to confront the perpetrators with the crimes they had committed in order to establish the truth behind the atrocities enacted; bringing a measure of resolution to the victims from the fact that their voices had been heard.

	While on the other hand, the perpetrators, through the Amnesty Committee, could ask for amnesty from future criminal or civil prosecution by telling their stories; at the same time often purging the turmoil in their hearts in the process of revealing their truth.

	The atrocities that the Truth Commission was adjudicating had been committed on all sides of the apartheid fight.

	The African National Congress’s armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe had shot, tortured, placed landmines and bombed; the South African Police and a nebulous ‘third force’ had executed ‘dirty tricks’ killing, brutalizing and maiming to undermine resistance movements, while the Inkatha Freedom Party and the Pan African Congress and the Afrikaner Weerstands Beweeging had acted in the same vein — often innocent bystanders becoming the victims of the violence that had infected the nation.

	Like a sweeping sepsis, the infestation had threatened to overwhelm the country, running the risk of a descent into civil war were it not contained. The contagion needed to be purged. The truth needed release, so that the people’s wounds could start to heal.

	†

	The Main Hall at the University of Western Cape had been set up in the usual fashion by the TRC administrators.

	On the raised stage, backdropped by rich wood panelling, a semi-circle of green-baized tables were arranged for the five commissioners conducting the hearings. Opposite them, and to the left of the stage, the same arrangement was in place for those who would be presenting their testimony, while to the side of both, television crews had placed the necessary cameras to film the proceedings. Masses of bundled wiring flowed all over the stage from the microphones placed at each seat to be fed into electronic relays, and then on to be conducted over the lip of the stage down to the set of three grey telephone-booth like boxes, on each side of the hall, that held the translators — English, Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, Venda, Basuto or whatever tribal language was needed — to be transmitted via earphones to all Commission participants and to those audience members who wanted them; everyone accommodated in the vast hall and gallery that angled up at the back to the rafters.

	For the benefit of the audience, both present and those watching via television, an enormous green, yellow and black TRC placard had been attached to the crimson curtain that backed the stage announcing the Commission’s intent: TRUTH. THE ROAD TO RECONCILIATION which was flanked by two newly constituted South African flags: an amalgam of a black and yellow V upheld by a green Y (the ANC colours) complimented by a white border above, and below of which ran respectively red and blue bands (the Dutch and British flag’s colours).

	To create an atmosphere of healing, green potted palms were stationed around the stage and a ‘consoler’ was provided by the TRC to sit next to the testimony-giver during the proceedings to provide psychological and physical support throughout the traumatic experience.

	A South African Police detail was assigned to each hearing to protect the participants; before audience members were allowed into the building at the start of the day, sniffer-dogs and their handlers walked the rows and rows of readied seats, searching for hidden bombs, for there were many who decried the proceedings and would have liked to see the Truth and Reconciliation Commission fail.

	Often, especially if the Archbishop was present, clad in his purple cassock and papal cap, the proceedings would commence with a prayer and a few motivational words of comfort and thank you, after which a praise song would be sung by those congregated, accompanied, in the University of Western Cape’s main hall, by the magnificent church organ that reached up along its eastern wall.

	†

	Doctor Pieter Marais, the young Assistant District Surgeon for Cape Town Central, chose his seat in the audience carefully. He wanted to experience the Commission first hand, but unobtrusively, and certainly not become immortalized on T.V. The problem was — as witnessed on Sunday’s weekly SABC television broadcast about the TRC — that most in the audience were Black or Coloured and so Whites stuck out like sore thumbs. Tall with a dense crop of brown unruly hair cut like a helmet to cover his ears, he had hidden it all beneath a black felt fisherman’s cap offsetting his fastidiously trimmed full beard nicely. (He had thought of shaving his beard off completely, but the unweathered skin that this would surely expose, was likely to attract unwanted questions back at work.) And rather than wearing the maroon University of Stellenbosch blazer which he thought would stand out to much but loved, he wore his dark blue medical school version and complemented this with a grey shirt and dull tie.

	The reason Pieter wanted to visit personally but not be recognized was because he had a guilty conscience. A dark secret that he still shuddered at whenever it came to mind. Last week Sunday’s TRC broadcast on television had brought that back again in sharp focus. Over and over it churned. It literally made him sweat. The Truth Commission had South Africa’s medical profession in its crosshairs. The South African Broadcasting Company had interviewed a clutch of medical scholars at the University of Cape Town. They had discussed the case of Steve Biko, killed in detention. At the Port Elizabeth prison in Walmer where Biko had been imprisoned, the District Surgeons had not only given false witness but also falsified certificates denying the fact that Biko had been tortured. The UCT academics claimed that the medical profession had a range of complicity in these crimes against humanity, stretching from not providing appropriate medical care to the imprisoned, to aiding and abetting torture, or providing false witness to the causes of death in detention. The august doctors had suggested a separate TRC for the medical profession, or, at the very least, that doctors who had transgressed should come forward and submit an application for amnesty, rather than be subpoenaed in a court of law, and (the academics had suggested) before it was too late. The deadline for Amnesty Applications was likely to be May 1997, just nine months away. A gestational period Pieter remembered thinking to himself as he sat down in a back row in the shadow of the organ and donned his headphones, after removing his cap and placing it on his crossed legs in front of him.

	†

	Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the embodiment of truth, rose from behind the green-baize table. He had a purple skull cap nestled firmly in his brush of white curly hair. His bright eyes sparkled through distinctive gold rimmed glasses as he tamped down his matching soutane, steadied the gold cross swung free on its neck-chain and with his upstanding, paused. He addressed the audience, his brown face fetching a conciliatory smile.

	“Welcome... welcome,” Tutu raised his hands into a prayerful position, “Please stand for a short prayer... I give thanks to God. I give thanks to our rainbow nation. I give thanks to you all for being here. We put our trust in the Almighty to guide us. Please sit.” The Archbishop smiled beatifically, as the audience regained their seats, but remained standing, “I want to make a few points before we proceed today,” his voice could be heard clearly where Pieter sat, in fact throughout the amplified auditorium.

	“The raison ď etre for this commission is the opening of wounds, cleansing them so that they do not fester, and doing so, so that we have dealt with our past as effectively as we could... we have not denied the past... we have looked the beast in the eye.”

	The Archbishop paused, glanced at the majestic church organ on the left wall of the hall and raised his eyes heavenwards, seeming to draw from the fidgety anticipation that emanated from the audience in front of him for the strength to continue.

	“We are a wounded people because of the conflict of the past. No matter on which side we stood we all stand in need of healing.” Tutu spread his arms out to include his fellow commissioners “we on the commission are no superhuman exceptions, we too need forgiving and we too need to forgive. Today, because of the graveness of the subject matter at hand, I wish to leave a full prayer for later.” The Archbishop brought his left hand to his mouth, its gold ring reflecting off of his glasses in the bright T.V. lights, before continuing.

	“I am aware that we have heard much about torture in men, but when it occurs in women that takes a different perspective altogether,” he looked down at his notes, “Miss Promise Madiba,” and then up, “will you please rise and raise your right hand to take the oath.”

	A slender women, with doe-like eyes, her fawn shaped face stressed by the grey ringlets ponytailed back by a red doek, rose slowly and then raised her brown lined palm for all to see. She was wearing black but for a set of pearls at her throat and ears.

	“Do you swear that the evidence you will give before the TRC is the truth and nothing but the truth so help you God?”

	“I do.”

	“Thank you very much. Please be seated.”

	“Thank you, Your Worship,” Promise replied and took a sip of water from the glass that had been readied on the table, next to the box of tissues.

	“Miss Madiba, you have provided an extensive written statement for the TRC and we can hear as much or as little as you wish to provide here. We know deeply how difficult it is to talk of such things. We ask you to take your time and please to speak clearly into the microphone for the translators. Your English is perfect but if you wish to speak in Xhosa, I speak that language too.”

	“I will speak in English.”

	“Then, please know, you are not alone. We are all with you in this hall, and Martha is beside you,” Bishop Tutu nodded at the raven haired Zulu woman sitting next to Promise, “she can help you through this. Mother Martha is very good at her job.”

	“I am well enough to proceed.”

	“Please proceed Miss Madiba.”

	“The whole sorry story started when the South African Police pigs came to bulldoze down my house in District Six. I protested of course. I refused to leave the house so they arrested me. That was always the plan, I believe.

	“I was head of the banned ANC Women’s League for Cape Town and they wanted me put away and interrogated. The apartheid government wanted to break my will, my human dignity, by using psychological torture against me. They took me to Caledon Square Police Station at first, directly into solitary confinement. After a few days, my head covered with a sack, they took me in a police van for a thirty minute drive. I think now it was Victor Verster prison they took me to, and back into solitary confinement.” Promise stopped, and trembling, sipped some water. Martha put her arm around her shaking shoulder and shushed softly in Promise’s ear.

	“I went crazy; I was so lonely. Day in... day out, a ray of light through a shaft in the prison cell was the only clock I had.” Promise traced a half arc in the air with her index finger over the red-lit microphone in front of her. “No one to speak to but myself; my mind started playing tricks, I cried and cried. I started hurting myself. I pinched my inner thigh till it bled, to distract myself. After any number of days, that got the guard’s attention. I asked to be let out to see people. I wanted to become human again. I screamed and screamed till I could no more. I was hoarse; I lost my voice. I was threatened with rape if I didn’t stop and then... I was. I was blindfolded. He felt, and smelled, like a White man.”

	The audience could no longer contain itself; cries of “shame, shame, shame,” and a few high pitched ululations erupted from all round the hall. Promise sat back in her chair and looked straight in front of her; Archbishop Tutu had bowed his grey head on to the green-baized table to sob. Martha drew Promise to her, massaging her shoulder, and wiped her eyes with a tissue till she could recompose herself and continued.

	“And when I was obviously pregnant from the rape, I was sent to Pretoria Central where Steve Biko died. Here the depravity was even worse. When I went into my prison cell the guard showed me the blood on the wall. “Do you know why that is?” He asked “No,” I said. “Because women will not tell the truth.” They wanted me to give up the names of other members of the ANC Women’s League. But I never did. I never did.” Promise looked defiantly out at the audience; many women nodding their heads in affirmation of her bravery, others clucked their tongues. She continued in a lower voice, “at least I was not in solitary anymore but I was accorded no privacy. I could not go to the toilet but had to pee in a pot in front of the police guard and I was getting bigger and bigger. In the summer months they took away my clothes, except when I walked in the prison yard so I fashioned an apron from a plastic bag that I found there, instead, to keep my modesty in my cell.”

	Promise undid the red doek and let her grey-flecked hair fall to her shoulders and continued, “They threatened to poison my baby if I didn’t give up the names. I said aikona, aikona, life is precious. One white guard at least, seemed to agree. He started arguing with the others: ‘Let’s leave her alone, she has suffered enough.’ I think it was him; his name was Willem funnily enough, who saved my baby girl. Because it was Willem who called the doctor to come and assist while I delivered. I asked for privacy, just me and the doctor. But they said no and stood around laughing as I delivered in pain. Laughing...” Promise petered out in a whimper. “Then after I breast fed my beautiful baby for three months, they took her away.”

	“Shoo, shoo, shoo, no way to treat a mother,” a Xhosa woman stood up at the front of the crowd waving a hanky in dismay. Others joined by waving their handkerchiefs in sympathy. “Aikona, aikona, aikona, aikona” a chant started in the hall echoing back through the public address system via the open microphones until the Archbishop stood up, raised his two arms in the sign of benediction and pronounced, “we feel your pain, we all feel your pain...” Order eventually restored, Miss Madiba was asked to continue her testimony if she was still willing to do so.

	“Having my baby daughter taken away from me was unbearable torture. They told me she could be returned to me for a while but only if I would become a State witness, otherwise, she would be turned over to my family. My family? ‘What family?’ I said. ‘Your family in Soweto’ they said. This surprised me Your Worship. That they knew so much about me was scary. ‘Yes’ they said. But I could not turn State witness against my ANC family....”

	Doctor Pieter Marais could not listen anymore, he tried to switch off, as this testimony and the dilemma it posed ran too close to the bone. Too close to why he had come to visit these proceedings in person in the first place. He focussed on the crowd instead and his eye fell on Officer Thembisa Dlamini. The Xhosa policewoman who served at Caledon Square Police Station whom he had only recently encountered when he visited prisoners who needed a doctor as part of his District Surgeon’s duties. She must be part of the police detail assigned to the Truth Commission whenever it held meetings in Cape Town. That was good, he would look her up and sound out her thoughts on the proceedings. She seemed level-headed and bright. In a strange way she was almost attractive, now that he saw her profile at a distance.

	Pieter turned his attention back to the testimony which seemed to be closing. Miss Madiba was relating that after she was released from jail, she was immediately banned so she escaped to an ANC camp in Zambia, and, after a few years, to exile in London where she had made a new life, returning only to South Africa to present at the Truth Commission. Promise ended with a rousing address.

	“I have been to the heart of darkness and back, but we have triumphed. Amandla,” Promise raised her fist. And many in the audience rose and raised their fist and responded in unison, “NGWETHU, NGWETHU.”

	Pieter exited quickly during the hubbub, ducking so as not to be caught by a panning television camera.

	†
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	General Practice, 1996

	Pieter liked the early morning drive from his flat in Table View that took him along Table Bay to his General Practice in Tamboerskloof, the municipal district that led up from the botanical gardens established by the Dutch East India Compagnie, centuries ago. It was a well-established neighbourhood of Cape Town, lying in the lee of Table Mountain, that had undergone a bit of a renaissance lately, what with the scrapping of the Immorality Act and the many other petty apartheid laws by P.W. Botha’s government in 1986. Over the last ten years the staid area had become quite fashionable again and ever more thoroughly mixed; there was no longer talk of having a Black side and a White side to the medical practice in the converted house that Pieter was paying a hefty mortgage on. Just one entrance for all in the new South Africa, he thought. Not an east side nor a west side entrance that he had experienced during his medical school training at Tygerberg Hospital, the massive fort-like edifice erected in Parow, built to serve the surrounding Cape Flats. We should all be on the same side. If only that were true, he mused.

	Today he first had to turn off at Paarden Eiland though, away from the frigid Atlantic ocean that curled on to the long stretch of sandy beach that was arrested at Cape Town’s Harbor wall. He drove his royal blue Citi-golf up over the railway tracks on to Church Street leading down into Woodstock to turn up Albert Street lined with an assortment of 19-to-20th century buildings serving as shops, eateries, petrol stations, clothing stores and the like, and then gunned at speed, around the circle passing the Voortrekker Road turn off that led to Tygerberg Hospital some twenty kilometres away, and turned, instead, up the steady slope of Durham Road to his destination: The Salt River Mortuary.

	Here, Doctor Marais was well known. He was a regular. Part of his role as an Assistant District Surgeon, he provided services as a Medical Examiner. Arriving at the vertically barred, twin gate manned by an attendant in the concrete guard house, always gave him pause though. It reminded Pieter of a similar set up in Angola — the source of his present preoccupation and the cause of his impairment; a psychiatrist had diagnosed that he had gone bossies when he had served in South Africa’s bush war on the border — a mental condition that was not yet well characterized but considered not unlike that experienced by many veterans of the Viet Nam war. All Pieter knew, though, was that he frequently experienced recurring flashbacks, and panic attacks, and today anxiety was again kindling.

	He shook his thatch of curly hair, took a horn-rimmed comb out of the seat pocket of his pale safari suit, and combed a few strands of errant hair behind his sweating ears, before completing the roll down of the car-window to speak to the guard.

	“Goeie môre Doctor Marais,” the coloured man had approached the car with a clipboard in his hand, “Please sign here.” He straightened up and pointed, “please park over there.”

	“Where?”

	“Right next to that blue police van; they’ll match nicely,” he lisped through his missing front teeth.

	Having grabbed his brown attaché case off the front seat, and locked his car, Pieter strode to the front door, up the angled gangway used to trolley the white-plastic covered corpses into the building. He was warmly greeted, but checked and logged in again nevertheless, before walking into the business end of the building. The cavernous autopsy room which was fed by the recently dead.

	Before arriving in the autopsy room the corpses had been catalogued and numbered with a cardboard tag attached to the big toe and stacked in stainless steel racks in the adjacent airconditioned unit to await a final diagnosis or identification for disposition. Be that incineration, to a family grave, or to be buried unmarked and unknown if no one had come forward to claim the deceased and they lacked positive identification — one of the primary problems that the busiest mortuary in South Africa had to deal with.

	Doctor Marais was here to determine the cause of death for criminal cases. For the forensic cases that had come in overnight, and not for the pathological cases sent from Tygerberg Hospital or Groote Schuur Hospital, just up the street. There were far too few fully trained forensic pathologists to do all the work required and so the State had hired non-specialists with some forensic training, to help relieve the fearsome workload; a result of the gang-related killings that had infested the crime ridden city for decades. No wonder then that the mortuary staff referred to Cape Town — better known as the Mother City — as Murder City.

	“Only one today for you Doctor Marais,” said Hannes the mortician. “I have put him out for you ready and klaar.” A scrawny tan coloured man with an outsize smile creasing his pock-marked, almost hairless, cranium, Hannes had tucked his green scrubs into white blood-spattered boots and was leaning on a side table, layered with forms, a stack of Polaroid photos already set to one side.

	“Good, I see you have the police photos,” Pieter donned a fresh green surgical gown, its left white cuff obscuring his wristwatch, and got into white rubber boots, his name imprinted on the back of their gleaming surface with Koki pen. “Let me see,” Pieter hated looking at the gruesome killing scene, it often brought back — in a flash — the Caledon Square Police Station, or the border scene he wanted to erase from his mind, but he needed to correlate the method of killing with the post-mortem he was embarking on, so that he could properly defend his forensic diagnosis in the court case that would undoubtedly follow this investigation. Hence the need for meticulous, painstaking observation and documentation that was the nature of this work.

	“It looks like he is lying in the veld,” Pieter was studying the top photograph.

	“Yes, they found him on Signal Hill, no clothes, and it looks like he might have been tortured. It looks like a gang killing. Probably not a vigilante killing; the Moslems set some-one on fire with petrol last week after shooting him in the head.”

	“And why do you think he was tortured? I see he has been beaten around the head from this photo, and there are knife wounds on his chest and hands,” Pieter put back the last Polaroid on the desk and turned to his assistant.

	“Put on your gloves doctor, and I will show you.”

	A post-mortem required complete concentration so Pieter demanded absolute silence while he worked, just a to and fro calling out between Hannes and himself of findings to be documented and indicated with pencil marks on the front and back view of the human figure that imprinted the documentation, in triplicate, that accompanied every case. Pieter became aware of the transistor radio parked up on the windowsill tuned to Springbok Radio: “This is the nine o’clock news. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission meets for the second day in Bellville at the University of Western Cape.”

	“Agh, please, Hannes, please turn it off, I have heard enough of this. I need to concentrate.” Pieter put on his gloves and approached the corpse. “But what do you think of the Truth Commission, do you think it’s serving any purpose?” Pieter examined the prostrate cadaver starting at the head and lifting each eyelid in turn.

	“Doctor, I think there is a lot of trauma. A lot of soul-baring. Ek sê. I’ve been listening during breaks in the work. Some call it the ‘Kleenex Commission.’”

	“Why?” Pieter was probing each of the stab wounds in the victim’s chest with his gloved finger, calling out his findings for Hannes to jot down, searching for the cause of death.

	“Because of all the Kleenex tissues the families are using up — boxes and boxes. But I must say the way some have been tortured is just too terrible. By the S.A.P. and the ANC,” Hannes jotted down the findings, but his upturned grin had turned to a rictus.

	“Yes, just note down that there is a three centimetre penetrating laceration, left lateral to the manubrium sterni, my finger goes deep into it, I think we will find that caused the cardiac tamponade which finally killed him. But we will see when we open the chest.”

	“Got it, but I think these bras have practiced some of the torture techniques they learnt from the TRC on this fellow,” Hannes pointed his pencil at the murdered victim’s scrotum, “look there are clip marks there and the skin looks burnt from the electricity.”

	“Anything else? But why would they torture him?” Pieter palpated the man’s abdomen and ran his hands down his legs feeling for broken bones.

	“For information. Where the gang has hidden their guns, or money? They capture their victims, tie them up, put a bag over their heads and take them to one of the gang member’s safe houses and extract information. You can see they used the helicopter torture on this man.”

	At the word, Pieter’s narrow features blanched pale, his swarthy skin turned tallow, sweat ran freely down the furrow between his shoulder blades.

	“Doctor, you look ill.”

	“It’s alright Hannes, go on.”

	You can still see the red chafe marks at the crux of his elbows and at the back of his knees where the broomstick was stuck to dangle him in a ball between two tables. They must have spun him round and round many a time to cause such damage to the skin, ek, sê. Just like a helicopter propeller. Only he flew nowhere! Just to the mortuary in a police van. Aitsa!”

	“Okay, Hannes, I see it. Please note those facts on the diagram and pass me the scalpel.”

	Doctor Marais pared the anaemic brown skin away from the breastbone to reveal the rancid fat and cartilage beneath, extending the cut to create a y-shaped incision coursing up both sides of the crime victim’s neck. Then, having broken each rib with a steel snub-nosed plier, he removed the sternum from the chest revealing a pericardial sack filled with congealed blood, ladling this out to provide a measure of the exact amount. Then Pieter examined the collapsed lungs noting a bloodied rent on the right side and again measured the quantity of blood collected in the pleural cavity to make the final diagnosis of the likely cause of death, already starting to rehearse how he would describe this in court.

	“Your Honour, I think the cause of death was a knife inflicted cardiac tamponade complicated by a haemo-pneumo thorax; in layman’s terms, a ‘stabbed heart’ a very common cause of death here on the Cape Flats...”

	Pieter’s reverie was broken by Hannes.

	“Okay boss, now for the skull. Let me help you saw it open; he has injuries to the face we must investigate...”

	The one hour procedure over, Pieter sat down at the little desk in the corner, with a cup of coffee, to finalize his notes. He was known for his particular nature and always took his time to make sure that the report was accurate before signing it, knowing full-well that it would become a legal document once completed. He hesitated before placing his elongated signature. He thought back to events at the Caledon Square Police Station six years ago. He had had to sign a medical certificate then too. A witnessing that had provoked his anguished attendance at the Truth Commission yesterday. The sweating between his shoulder blades could not be erased by another sip of coffee. He’d have to make time for a windsurf today if the wind was strong enough this afternoon, that helped relieve the stress. A bit. Pieter sighed, signed, stood, said goodbye and thank you to Hannes and exited the mortuary, stopping to take a few tranquillizing breaths outside.

	He looked up at the great mountain range that dominated the southern suburbs: Devils Peak, on the left with its craggy top, a grey nipple on a brown breast; in front, the massif of Table Mountain, no cloud, not yet, covering it today. The mountain stretched wide and flat-edged across his view, like a curtain backdropping a stage where people played out their lives. And on the right stood Lion’s Head, its bare top curving out, its green flank falling to the dark blue Atlantic ocean he had driven along this morning. Time to resume his commute to his practice — up along Anzio Street past Groote Schuur Hospital on to De Waal’s Drive, carved along the lower slopes of Table Mountain, and then down to the Gardens in the City Bowl, and up into Tamboerskloof and into a side road off-of steep Kloof Street, where he had found a suitable house to start as a General Practitioner some six years ago.

	Situated in the heart of Cape Town, on Easton Road, the house was built in the Old Cape Dutch style. It was probably a converted farmhouse from the Victorian era, and sported an ornate, white-plastered gable alongside a stucco tiled veranda covered by a dark tiled roof. Fronted by a solid plastered wall, no gate barred access along the black and white tiled walkway up to the varnished, oak front door. Doctor Marais had converted the rooms inside to efficiently manage his private practice. There was a place for his secretary, Suzanne, to welcome the patients and seat them in the waiting room to one-side. Another room was the pharmacy. Yet another the treatment room for small procedures, and yet another for emergencies, where patients needing initial treatment could be managed before transfer by ambulance to Groote Schuur Hospital. And then there was Doctor Marais’s office and Sister Jordaan’s next door. Together they managed the busy practice five days a week. And it was busy. Doctor Marais was considered an outstanding GP with a long patient waiting list; ever more people wanted to join his practice, so much so that he was considering taking on a partner; his forensic and prison practice was taking up a lot of his time.

	“Do you want a cup of tea before you start, Doctor Marais? We have a lot of patients waiting. Did the autopsy take longer than you thought?” Suzanne handed him a note as he walked into the house.

	Pieter turned to regard the girl. He found her pretty and always smartly dressed. She had her brown hair fashioned in the page boy style. Slim, she reminded him of a springbok; a pointy nose and fine, almond face. She had thin lips with an almost perfect smile revealing pearly teeth.

	“No thanks Suzanne, I had a cup of coffee before I left,” Pieter looked down at the note, “I see they want me at Caledon Square.”

	“Yes, they have a prisoner who is sick.”

	“I’ll go over lunch time, but I better get on with it, I’ll try to catch up. Point out the first patient and I’ll bring him/her in myself.”

	“It’s paediatrics this morning doctor, you always seem to forget that.”

	Pieter bent closer to Suzanne so no-one sitting in the waiting room could over-hear them, not that that was too likely given the constant howling that emanated from the room, “I want to forget, I don’t really like children, especially when they start screaming when I am trying to examine them, but that’s my job, so I just grin and bear it.”

	“Well today is not going to be a good day for you then, I am afraid. You should have hurried up at the mortuary. Sister Jordaan has already given the children the injections they’re due, we didn’t want them to have to wait even longer till after their visit with you.”

	“Oorait, please bring in the first child and parent. I will move it along.” Pieter straightened up, went into his office, and sat behind his desk ready for the flow of patients that would dictate the rest of the day. He picked up the patient chart in front of him. He loved being a doctor, despite what he had said to Suzanne about children. He had often wondered where his wish to become one stemmed from. It had not come from his father, Colonel Pieter Marais, the station commander of Caledon Square Police Station. His father had wanted him to go into the police force. Nor his mother, Marja, she wasn’t involved in medicine either, but ever since he told her of his wish had been supportive and encouraging. In fact, now that he thought back on it again, Pieter laid down the patient’s chart on the desk in front of him, she had said something really puzzling once: “you’ll take after your father, he was very good at it,” and then covered her mouth and then touched the scar on her chest — a Dutch doctor and Xhosa nurse had saved her life after she was stabbed in the heart at the Langa Riots. And then when he had asked her about it. She had corrected herself, “no, no, I meant that like your father you will be good at whatever you do. Look how he is rising to the top of the police force. You will do the same in medicine. I know it.” Pieter had watched her carefully at the time. He was in matric at Tygerberg High School and couldn’t decide which University he would apply for should he want to study medicine. University of Cape Town or Stellenbosch University. “Which one do you think mom?”

	“Pieter if you do as well in the matric exams as you did in mock-matric, you have a very good chance of getting into both. But if you ask me?”

	“I am asking you mom?”

	“I would say Stellenbosch. I think it will suit you best. It’s more Afrikaans and Dutch.” He had thought at the time: ‘Dutch?’ what did that have to do with the situation? Pieter sat back in his chair bothered by the fact that no patients seemed to be arriving and was puzzled all over again. He had watched his mother after she said that — oh how long ago? yes, 1980, 16 years or so — she had put her hand over the scar on her chest and then shown signs of distress. Marja started kneading her left wrist in the crux of her thumb and index fingers, so he had left it at that. But he had wondered then whether she was telling ‘the whole truth and nothing but the truth’ — echoes of yesterday’s Truth Commission could not be expelled, and had churned over and over, during his restless sleep last night, despite the soothing crash of waves, that the opened windows of his flat afforded. And now, given his predicament, he needed to find out so much more about his father....

	There was a knock on the door, and Suzanne shepherded in a mother and child. Covered by a Muslim chador, Pieter barely recognized her till she broke into a radiant smile, “you don’t recognize me, and you performed the delivery. Don’t you have a chart to read about us?” she swept in to sit in the curved chair stationed in front of his desk cradling a little boy in a colourful outfit, who, on cue, set up a spirited wail.

	“Yis, ja, I’m sorry Mrs Shabla, how could I forget. Just a bit distracted, but how are you?”

	“I am well, Allah be praised, but the boy, not too good,” She tightened her clench around his squirming midriff, “he’s been vomiting and his pooh smells off.”

	“Any sweating or fever or coughing?”

	“A bit, he’s been coughing and sometimes his chest looks tight and the nurse measured his temperature outside and says it’s up.”

	“Okay let me take a look. Let’s put him on the examination table behind you and we
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