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			La Famille

			

			

			Introduction

			The genesis of this collection was a sudden realisation that although I had written on political and historical issues most of my life, and had indeed written a family history, there was still so much left to capture of the dramatic richness of the province in which I was born and have been privileged to spend so much of my time.

			Hence this, my second venture into fiction. The dozen stories here presented have no common theme in time, space or subject, other than that they all play out in the KwaZulu-Natal heartland—coastal and hinterland—between the Drakensberg Mountains and the Indian Ocean. 

			They are drawn, in some measure, from experiences or insights gained over an active life as soldier, journalist, editor, businessman, restauranteur and chair of a family farming business. In some instances, I have drawn on historical records for context and in others from lived experience.

			All fiction has at its core an element of truth, whether in character or plot. Charles Dickens famously carried a notebook on his rambles through the streets of London, his observations providing the fodder for the fecund imagination that produced his great works.

			So it is with these modest contributions—each inspired by a germ of event, then elaborated to the point where any resemblance to any character, living or dead, is coincidental.

			These tales do not pretend to carry great moral, political or philosophical truth. They are presented, rather, to entertain and intrigue and, hopefully, to inspire a greater awareness of the extraordinary people and the deep history that lies between the mountain and the ocean.

			Sheffield Beach

			July 2025
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			The Fisherman’s Tale

			The lodge’s accommodation was everything promised. Not the weather, though. Paul Drake busied himself filling in the reception register, while Gabriella, intrigued by a huge dry arrangement of indigenous flowers on the desk, leaned forward as if to gather scent from its twisted, desiccated heart. 

			This was to be their four days together, a sort of negotiated truce in which to enjoy some rest, recuperation and reconciliation after eight years of a marriage conceived in mutual delusion and continued in a state of curated indifference. They both thought they knew the other’s problem: Paul’s obsession with his work and Gabriella’s obsession with… well, Gabriella.

			

			The comfortable chalet looked out from the higher ground towards the estuary, wide and brown, swollen by the sudden squalls which had blown up overnight, as unexpected to the weatherman as to the Drakes. A cluster of ski boats were anchored in the shallows, tossing in the wind like a string of cavalry horses champing at the tether. The sea threw toffee-coloured waves on to the shore.

			“So what does one do here?” asked Gabriella, her large, beautiful hazel-green eyes sweeping the room.

			“We chill. Perhaps talk a bit. Tomorrow we can go fishing and diving and perhaps take a drive towards the border the next day. But for now, let’s go and find some dinner.”

			“As long as there are some characters around,” she said.

			They drove along the single main street with its aging wooden structures, its fishing and tackle shops, a garage, a small supermarket, a bottle store and, tucked at the end of this straggle of frontier enterprise, a faded tavern with a wide veranda and gloomy portal. The weather blinds were drawn down, tugging at their stays in the wind. A blistered sign declared it to be The Dive.

			“The very spot,” murmured Gabriella sarcastically.

			Inside, they chose a small table near the window. The deck was too wet and unpleasant to risk. Gabriella scanned the room for ‘a character’. There was none, except for a huge one-eyed dog slumped against the bar. The barman was an amiable local. The only other person was a regular, sun-blasted to a crisp, his age indeterminate, only his long, greasy grey hair giving a clue. He didn’t seem like an interesting character, so Gabriella ignored him.

			Paul ordered the drinks from the bar, dry white for Gabriella and a bottle of Mozambican lager for him. It had been a while since he’d seen one of those.

			They quickly settled, as always, into an engrossing silence, backgrounded by the jigging and rattling weather screens.

			

			Eventually, Gabriella broke the silence. “Didn’t you do some army stuff up here when you were young?” Her inquiry sounded as perfunctory as a person trying to strike up conversation with a new arrival at a cocktail party. 

			“I was a law officer at Natal Command in Durban. At the time there was a forward infantry base not far from here. I came up now and then on official duty.”

			“That was before you became a hot-shit lawyer, I guess?”

			“Yep,” said Paul.

			On his second trip to the bar to order drinks and meals, Paul saw for the first time a framed photograph on the bar counter, draped in black crepe. It was of a tanned, lined white man, probably early middle-aged, wearing a fishing cap and smiling a broad, comfortable acknowledgement to the photographer. In the background, Paul noticed a ski fishing boat, obviously just returned through the surf because the rods were still in their brackets and the lifejackets unstowed. 

			“Who is he?” Paul asked the barman.

			“That is Izambane,” he replied.

			“But izambane means potato in Zulu. Why was he called Potato? “

			“Maybe ’cause he liked being underground,” the barman replied as he strode over to get the ice.

			Paul was turning to carry the glasses to the suffering Gabriella when the crisped regular signalled him over.

			“Surely you have heard of Izambane’s disappearance?” he asked.

			“No, sorry, we’re not from around here. We had no idea Potato was even gone.”

			“It happened two months ago. A youngster came in here and agreed to hire Izambane’s boat for a fishing trip up towards Inhaca. They left at dawn the next day, but neither Izambane nor his boat has been seen since then.”

			

			“What happened?”

			“No idea. Maybe a sudden squall. Maybe he did a runner. Maybe murder. It’s all over and done, so I’m not sure why the owner of this place still keeps that photograph here. Whatever it was, it’s history now.”

			Paul returned to his table but not before carefully studying the picture one last time. A flicker of recognition, like a distant itch at the back of his mind, began to stir.

			“So, an interesting character after all, huh?” asked Gabriella, whose eyes had not left Paul during the time he was talking to the barfly. 

			“Not a present one but a disappeared one,” he said, without elaborating.

			* * *

			The fishing trip the next day started well. They put out just after dawn in a perfectly still swell and small waves. The ski boat bested the first set of waves without a jar and was soon racing beyond the backline. A kilometre off, the skipper stood to. In the gentle swells they got out their coffee flasks and sandwiches and watched the sun rise.

			The tunny are running,” the skipper announced.

			They moved slowly north, ostensibly looking for the shoals by the movements of the dolphins and birds, but in fact by tracking the underwater life by sonar. By lunch, Paul had hooked two garrick and a mullet but no tunny. He was beginning to enjoy himself.

			Gabriella slipped off her beach dress. Paul had rather hoped she would wear the more modest one-piece costume, but she had opted for the bikini, her lithe and golden body carrying it magnificently, as she knew it would.

			The skipper, probably the same age as Gabriella, suddenly became alive, baiting and casting Gabriella’s line and assisting her to learn the twist cast with many corrections to her posture, although Paul knew the modern reels did not need twisting at all. The two crewmen smiled and laughed. They were Mozambicans, so Paul did not understand the dialect, but he caught the occasional isiZulu phrase—amazambane amakhulu, or ‘big potatoes’. 

			

			Soon, the breeze picked up, and the boat yawed and pitched. Gabriella became violently ill over the side and put on her beach dress, insisting they head back home. And so, they did. That evening she told Paul she had had the worst day of her life and was going to bed. Paul, realising he was on his own, headed to The Dive. 

			Unlike the previous day, the place was more crowded. A tourist family was sprawled in the corner. Crisped Regular had been joined by a few other salted hands. Three youngsters, bare-chested and tattooed, were at the bar pulling shooters. Paul bought a beer and one for Crisped Regular who immediately summoned his mates with a nod of the head.

			“Tell me about Izambane,” suggested Paul after drinks had arrived.

			“He was a bit of a strange one, to be honest. Nobody knew where he had come from, but suddenly he was here—about fifteen years ago? Yeah, I think it was fifteen years.” Heads nodded around the table in confirmation.

			“What did he do here?”

			“He bought a share in a commercial charter boat and crewed it. He made enough to eventually buy out the partners—two businessmen from Johannesburg who no longer had the time to come here on fishing holidays.”

			“Did he mix a lot? “

			There was a pause, then a general discussion.

			“He stood his rounds,” somebody conceded, “and once a year he contributed a free morning charter as a prize to the Rotary raffle. But he kept very much to himself.”

			Crisped Regular took over. “He lived in a ramshackle cottage just beyond the turn-off. Alone, as far as anybody knew. Then the boy came. Deon was here that night.” He pointed at one of the party; a thick-set, ruddy man who had obviously decided shaving was an inconvenience and, in this company, an impertinence. “Tell Paul what happened.” 

			

			The object of attention savoured the moment. He took a deep quaff of beer and remained silent, as if selecting his memories from the fugue of a befuddled mind.

			“He was not here long. He came in and walked straight up to Izambane and started conversing in Portuguese. It all seemed very amicable. The boy left, and Izambane soon after. He said he had a charter at dawn up towards Inhaca Island. That was it.”

			“The boy. What did he look like?” asked Paul.

			“Young, early twenties. Slim, dark-skinned but not black, more olive-skinned. He had curly dark hair. Did not smile or even look as if he was enjoying himself. I had to ask myself, why was he going on a charter? He did not look like the fishing type. Not at all.” 

			“And his voice?”

			“He was not from around here. He spoke good English but with a Portuguese accent. I heard him say something to the barman on his way out. I had him from across the border, Mozambican.”

			“What was Izambane’s real name?”

			“That’s the funny thing. We only found out after he had disappeared and the police were all over the place asking questions and the story was in the local papers and social media. His name was Charters—Miles Charters,” Crisped Regular volunteered.

			* * *

			Gabriella made it clear at breakfast on the lodge patio the next day that she had no interest in anything that involved getting in a small boat again. That ruled out fishing and diving. 

			

			“Let’s go for a drive in the country. I want to see if I can find the old army base that was situated a few kilometres from here on the shores of the lake. It is pretty country.”

			“Whatever,” assented Gabriella.

			She trailed him to the lodge receptionist on their way out. Paul asked for a district map and pored over it, his finger uncertainly tracing roads and rivers. At last, he tapped a point some thirty kilometres north.

			“Is this where the old military base lies?” he asked, thrusting the map out.

			The receptionist laughed. “I’m not sure why you are going there now. The army sold it years ago to cut costs. Some government agency bought it and started developing it as a youth safari camp. Then, as usual, somebody stole the money, and it all came to a screeching halt. Nothing there except ghosts…”

			They climbed into the car, Gabriella staring moodily out the window as Paul pulled onto the main road and joined a major national road going north towards the border, then off a district road to the east and through a small village. As they drove by, Paul noticed how much had changed: whereas once hutted kraals had grouped across the countryside, there were now small, four-square brick homes with corrugated iron roofs. The village, once no more than a trading store, boasted two hardware depots, a bottle store and a decently sized school and clinic.

			A few dead ends and reversals, impatiently borne by Gabriella, brought into sight a row of casuarina trees. Paul recognised them marking the road leading to the camp. And then they were at the old camp. The topography was instantly recognisable to Paul: the row of trees, the dune sands to the north, the glimpse of the freshwater lake through the trees and wild undergrowth.

			But everything else was different. The developers of the abortive scheme had erected plain prefab buildings for the dining room. Behind, in several rows, lay barracks-like structures. The rondavel that had been the medical officer’s room was gone, as was the wattle-ribbed mess hall with its concrete floors and runnels and the little stone-built alcove that had served as the armoury. 

			

			Paul led Gabriella to the highest point in the camp. It had a wonderful view over the lake. He omitted to mention this was where the field latrine had once stood: a rough contraption of four holes abreast in a wooden box atop a pit, the whole surrounded on three sides by corrugated iron walls with one side left open, the one facing the lake.

			Gabriella perched elegantly on a rotting bench under a tree, chin in her hands, looking at the sparkling lake ahead. Paul took amusement from not telling her that he suspected the bench was made from one of the planks from the latrine box.

			“So, what exactly brought you here when it was a base?”

			“The first time was a minor incident. The locals had for years grown their mielies up to the perimeter of the base. Nobody had minded. Then one day a new camp commander arrived and ordered the mielies removed because they were obstructing a notional field of fire. The locals argued, asked for the crops to be allowed to ripen, but they procrastinated, as only wily old tribesmen can. Eventually, the commander, old school, ordered the crops burnt down. The locals lodged a formal complaint, and the officer was charged in terms of the Military Code because the incident had happened on army ground. I was prosecuting.”

			“What happened?”

			“The army paid compensation. The officer was reprimanded, transferred and then promoted.”

			“Boys will always be boys.” Gabriella snorted.

			“But there was a price to be paid. The locals stopped selling lala palm wine and dagga to the troops for months afterwards.”

			And the second incident?”

			“Rape.”

			Gabriella’s head snapped up. “Who raped whom?”

			

			“A strange character. He was in a Special Forces section attached to the base. At that time there was still a lot of shit across the border in Mozambique, and these guys were in and out on clandestine missions. He was small, very young, and was known for refusing to wear boots, even in operations. He was known as Kleintjie Kaalvoet, Little Barefoot.”

			“And the victim?” Gabriella seemed intrigued by what he was saying, a rarity.

			“A local woman, the daughter of the man who owned the trading store in the village we passed through. Her family traced its origin to one of the old mixed-race Zulu clans. Her ancient forefather had been a trader who came under the protection of the Zulu kings back in the day and took Zulu wives, lots of them.”

			“So, she was coloured?”

			“Yes, an extraordinarily pretty woman—coffee-skinned and with cascading hair and very green eyes. I would say she was striking. Beautiful.”

			“How old was she?”

			“Sixteen at the time of the rape. Seventeen at the time of trial.”

			“She was not a woman! She was a girl, a child!” flared Gabriella.

			“The soldier was hardly older. None of us were really older.”

			A hippopotamus suddenly surfaced in the lake, snorted and drifted away. The two watched it go.

			“What was your role in all this?”

			“Rape was a civilian matter. I was assigned as the army liaison person to the investigating officer in Matubatuba, a young Afrikaner of the same age as me and of a completely different background, yet we were united in our determination to get this case closed. Later I worked with the prosecutor. It was handled in the criminal courts.”

			“What happened?” 

			

			Paul could not remember the last time he had seen Gabriella so attentive. “On a dark and stormy night…”

			“Tell me.”

			“The complainant testified that she had met the accused several times in the shop. He had always been polite and obliging. They had been on a first-name basis. Occasionally, when the store was closed, they sat together on the bench outside, watching the sun descend. He sometimes bought her gifts, flowers, perfumes and things. He gave her father two goats as a gift once. She regarded him as a friend.”

			“And then?”

			“One night, he allegedly asked her to walk with him to the top of the hill where they could see the estuary. She claimed he assaulted her, tore off her clothes and penetrated her. Then he left her to find her own way home.”

			Just then, a cormorant landed in the lake, stealing their attention for a moment. Paul and Gabriella watched it stretch its wings and preen.

			“Was he convicted?”

			“No. There was an operation across the border that night. His name was on the list. His brothers-in-arms swore he had been with them. Our only witness was the chopper pilot, who claimed Kleintjie Kaalvoet had not been with the section when he exfiltrated them two nights later, but he crumbled under cross-examination. We had no witnesses other than the medical evidence that the girl was not a virgin. The magistrate was forced to dismiss the charge.”

			“But what about the forensic evidence, the DNA and fabric traces and that sort of stuff?” All Gabriella’s vast insight, developed through watching countless television crime series, came instantly to the fore.

			“There, the problem. The girl only reported the rape six days later. Her older brother accompanied her to the local police station to lay the charge. By then all forensic evidence was lost.”

			“This must have stirred things up in the dorp.”

			

			“Nobody really knew. The trial was held in secret and recorded on camera.”

			“But why?”

			“Obvious, really. The boy’s defence was that he was across the border on a mission when we were not supposed to be there at all: a bit embarrassing for the government. So, I was instructed to apply for the case to be heard in camera on the grounds of national security. It was granted. The girl’s parents were relieved, even though the identity of the girl could not have been revealed in any case. The only one who seemed upset was the brother, but then I got the sense he did not just want the soldier on trial; he wanted the whole army.”

			“Do you think the soldier was guilty?”

			Paul thought about it before replying. “The girl was a very good witness. Scared but totally composed. He, in turn, had a very good military record, apparently an excellent tracker and scout. There were many character testimonials from the army. But, since you ask, yes, I think he did do it.”

			Gabriella stood up. “Let’s go. This place is creepy. Too many ghosts.”

			For most of the drive back home, she was pensive. Then, out of nowhere, she asked, “What happened to the girl?”

			“I have no idea. Perhaps she works in the village, fat and slovenly with eight children.”

			“And the man?”

			“He was transferred to another Special Forces unit in Namibia.”

			“Do you know his name?”

			Paul swung to the side of the road to avoid a pig crossing with a squealing litter in her wake. “I had forgotten it after all these years. Then last night I suddenly remembered. It was Miles Charters.”

			* * *

			

			The next day was as beautiful as only this coast could deliver. A clear sky, blue and limitless. The seas had cleared and were again translucent blue, verging on green in places. A slight southerly breeze kept the air cool, although, even at breakfast, the heat haze was beginning to develop on the horizon. The beach was pumping. Ski boats were taking the opportunity of the outgoing tide to cross the sandbar and cut through the breakers. Several tractors were sloughing through the muddy banks of the estuary with their boat trailers, taking them to the water’s edge. The tiny slice of beach on the north was already dotted with umbrellas and human forms.

			Paul made the breakfast of muesli and fruit as he usually did, with strong Kenyan Highland coffee. They sat on the chalet’s patio and took in the scene.

			“I have decided to stay on a little longer,” said Paul. “You take the car back to Durban. I will join you, perhaps mid-week.”

			“Chasing ghosts again?” enquired Gabriella, without any sign of rancour or even interest.

			“Maybe.”

			It turned into a Gabriella-type day. After breakfast they took their towels, appropriated two loungers near the swimming pool and lazed the whole morning, alternately smearing each other with sunblock lotion and reading. A light lunch was provided by the lodge. Later, after a nap, they walked to the general store they had seen in the village. Paul bought a kilo of full-bodied Mozambican Queen prawns and a bottle of home-made peri-peri marinade. He even found a passable bottle of dry white wine. Gabriella foraged for salads.

			That evening, after a barbecue on the patio, they had one of their brief moments of reconciliation, poignant really, and a rarity in the great aridity that was their marriage. The next day, Gabriella kissed Paul goodbye and, without trying to look in a rush, sped down the lodge driveway on the three-hundred-kilometre trip back to Durban and life. Paul never paused to consider why, after telling Gabriella he was staying, she had never once asked how he was getting home. 

			

			Paul called his secretary, the formidable Riana, and told her that he would be staying a few days longer. He had only three consultations scheduled, and any one of the junior partners could easily manage them. 

			“Oh, I am so glad you are staying longer. You guys really need a break together,” she said.

			Paul omitted to mention that he was actually alone. Instead, he asked her to get the military record of Rifleman Miles Charters, who had served in a reconnaissance regiment in the army in the mid-1980s, and to find any current contact details. He also requested that she trace a former police detective lieutenant, Alwyn Kloppers, who had been the case officer in the matter of the State versus Charters in June 1984. Finally, he asked her to pull any news cuttings on the disappearance, two months ago, from Maputoland of a fisherman called Izambane. 

			“Oh shit. It doesn’t sound like you’re having much of a break,” said Riana.

			Paul was at The Dive shortly after it opened at ten in the morning. He was lucky—the owner was in. Paul introduced himself to a man of about his age, tanned and still obviously very fit. He had iron close-cropped hair and alert eyes. Paul instantly knew his type: ex-military.

			“Apart from getting you some coffee, how can I help?” asked the owner. Paul battled to place his accent but settled on a northern provinces Afrikaner who had spent a lot of time amongst the Natal English.

			“I would like to know why you have a shrine to Miles Charters on your bar counter.”

			The man visibly stiffened while pouring the coffee. “Why the fuck shouldn’t I? He was part of this community. A good guy. And why do you care?”

			“I was here in the army in the mid-1980s. I recognised his face as soon as I saw it. I merely wanted to know what you thought had happened to him.”

			

			There was a long pause.

			“A journalist?”

			Paul shook his head. “Worse, I am a lawyer. I have a practice in Durban. I was here on holiday with my wife. I had forgotten all about him until I walked into your bar.”

			 “Save me the Casablanca theme.” The tavern owner laughed, then began talking, almost reflectively. “I suspected Izambane had been in the army, and I suspected right here. He knew the area like the back of his hand. I had him down immediately as former special forces, low on his luck, unemployed, with lots of memories and regrets—the usual shit one finds with guys who are suddenly railroaded off the exciting lane of life and told that all the time they thought they were fighting the good fight, they were vermin.

			“He started crewing on some of the charters and proved exceptional. He had an eye for the sea and could find fish where nobody else could. Within a short while he was the talk of the town; the visitors and holidaymaker fishermen would ask for him by name for their charters. He eventually got a share in his own boat and then bought it outright.

			“What more can I say? He was always pleasant and willing to lend a hand. He steered away from any official sort of community service, like police reserve or, surprisingly, the sea search and rescue volunteers, but then he did, on more than one occasion, take his own boat out to help crews stranded in big seas when nobody else would stir. That got him respect.”

			What about family?”

			“Zilch. There was a tale he had a woman across the border, but we never saw her. Or anybody else for that matter. He was in that sense a loner, a real loner. Perhaps that is why I put his picture on the bar. Somebody had to miss him.”

			“And you never knew his real name until the cops came nosing around?”

			“No, never.”

			

			“And after, when everybody knew his name? What did you think then?”

			“Wrong guy,” chuckled the owner. “Ask the family who run the trading store five kilometres away.”

			* * *

			Paul had, with his normal careful precision, arranged for a hire car the day before he had told Gabriella he was not coming back to Durban with her. He had taken a quiet moment to walk to the village garage, where the owner had happily leased a rusty and very much travelled Land Cruiser for a minimal amount. Better still, the garage owner told him he was going to Durban on Thursday to pick up spares and could run him down if Paul carried the costs. Notes changed hands, followed by handshakes. 

			That morning, he went to collect his vehicle. He drove the short distance to the trading store, remembering it vaguely as a ramshackle affair. On closer examination, he found a much spruced-up establishment with a wide veranda sporting white plastic chairs and nearby, the burning pits of a shisanyama, a hot meat barbeque selling rough cuts of meat off the fire and styf pap, mielie starch, to passing trade, mostly labourers. Inside, there was a full take-out facility for the wealthier and more discerning clientele: hamburgers, hot dogs and chips. 

			The shop was everything Paul remembered from his earliest childhood on voyages with his parents into remote parts. The windows were heavily barred, and entrance was through a grill. One could not be too careful. The interior was dark, with a concrete floor, a few bald light bulbs, rough wooden shelves packed with merchandise and everywhere the smell of leather, spice, maize and body odour. Paul was delighted to discover the old system of lay-bys was in place. From time immemorial, peasants would arrive every month to deposit money towards the eventual purchase of an item, say a saddle. But not any saddle: that one. The trader would take the scrupulously chosen saddle and set it aside in the buitenkamer, the storeroom, with the buyer’s name flamboyantly written and pasted on so that everyone would know the prospective owner. Every month the owner-in-waiting could come and pay his instalment and touch and even polish his saddle until one glorious day it was his.

			

			Paul approached the African woman behind the counter, enclosed behind a wire cage. “Is the owner home? I remember the name of a girl who once worked here. Georgia. That was her name.” His isiZulu was broken, and he cursed himself for the shameful neglect of this evocative language.

			The cashier brushed her hand in front of her face and genuflected. “The Madame has gone to town to get supplies. She will be back later. Perhaps tomorrow. You speak to her.”

			Paul left disappointed and drove back towards the lodge. His mobile rang, and he pulled off the national road as the trucks bound for the coal terminal at Richard’s Bay hurtled past. He battled to hear. It was Riana.

			“Got some of it. I struggled to get the military information but called your old friend, the judge who was once in command of the Natal Carbineers. He spoke to some people. Here goes. Rifleman Miles Charters deserted the army in October 1986 while serving with a reconnaissance regiment in Namibia. Five months after the trial. No warning. He was due to attend a medal parade in Grootfontein two weeks later to accept some great honour for something wonderful he had done somewhere. He never pitched.”

			“So where did he go?”

			“Nobody knows. The military police went to his next-of-kin’s address, but it was false. He disappeared off the face of the earth. More luck with Kloppers. He now owns a private security company in Mkuze, serving rural farmlands. I am sending his contact details to you now. Also, a clip from a local paper about the disappearance of that strangely named person.”

			“Riana, you are a star.”

			“I know. Amazing how I still manage to shine on my salary,” Riana joked before ending the call.

			

			Paul got straight through to Kloppers on his mobile. “You fokken Engelse bliksem,” he roared when Paul introduced himself. “Waarvandaan kom jy? I read you were a big lawyer in Durban. What brings you back?”

			“Can I come see you? For old time’s sake. I am in the Bay.”

			“Anytime. Come now. It’s a two-hour drive. You’ll stay the night. I’m sending the directions to my place now. Watch out for the cow and calf when you come through the gate. She charged and upended a car last week.”

			“A cow?”

			“Yah. An elephant cow. She is a bit sensitive now that she has the young one.”

			Paul survived the elephant cow, and his reception by Kloppers and his wife was genuinely warm and unconditional. 

			The game ranch was tucked under the famous Ghost Mountain, legendary for the mysterious lights that used to play upon it—later revealed to be nothing more than the torches of prospectors. It had once been a significant spread, but the Kloppers family had been obliged to sell part of it under the new government’s restitution scheme. The part sold, ostensibly to a community property association but in reality to a crony of the ruling party, had descended into shacklands and waste. Kloppers, ever the realist, had spent the money from the expropriation to reorientate his ancient homestead to face away from the shacklands and towards Ghost Mountain, from the past to the more engaging present.

			“It’s so much easier that way,” said Grieta, his wife.

			It was only after a very wholesome braai and a few brandies and coke that Kloppers and Paul turned to the matter for which they both knew he had arrived.

			“It’s that rape story that eats you, ne?”

			“Not until now,” Paul confessed.

			

			 “Yah, it is a new South African story, I guess. You and I both believed the soldier had raped that young girl. We both believed he had to be punished. That was right. It was our duty.”

			“Right,” said Paul.

			“But perhaps we were wrong. There was something else. Politics.”

			Paul jerked upright, almost spilling Klopper’s old cognac.

			“Politics? The proof.”

			“A few months after the trial, the girl—I remember her name was Georgia—left the area. She went with her brother, the one that wanted the trial open to the public. I had obviously known through my informants they had gone but did not know where. Why should I care?”

			There was silence as they both paused to listen to the night sounds of the veld. They both heard the eagle owl, perhaps a nightjar.

			“Then a few months later some people came from the Security Police. They were very interested in the couple’s whereabouts. Remember, this was the second State of Emergency. Everybody was on high alert. Only then did I learn that the family had been a subject of interest for a long time. The old man, the one who started the store, had been an old-time Congress struggler from the fifties. His children too.

			“The security people suspected them of being part of the logistics chain running weapons and people from Mozambique into South Africa.”

			Paul gasped. “You mean Georgia was a revolutionary?” 

			“The older brother, definitely. Perhaps he saw the relationship between his sister and a special forces soldier as an opportunity for a political show trial, one more nail in the aging carcass of the old order defended by young men such as Charters. You stymied that. Who knows? What I do know is that Georgia and her brother slipped across the border three months after the trial into Mozambique and linked up with the revolutionaries. I have seen the evidence.”

			

			Paul was very quiet for what seemed a long time. Then, as a conscious effort, he pulled himself from the past to the present. “What do you know about the girl? What happened to her?”

			Kloppers chuckled. “Yah, I had you nailed from the first. You were infatuated with the girl. I understand why—I mean, who wouldn’t? But you were so obvious. We all knew: council, clerks, investigators, all of us. It was no secret, my friend Paul.”

			He did not deny it. He could not. “The girl?”

			“Yah, she slipped across the border into Mozambique and dropped out completely. Her brother kept up the noble struggle but was executed in a revolutionary camp in Angola in the late 1980s for being an alleged apartheid spy.”

			“Was he?”

			“Who the fuck knows? Those were strange times.” 

			 The evening was dying in its excess of food, drink and talk. Paul had a few last questions. “Miles Charters. I know he came back to the Bay after all those years, after deserting from the army. So many people should have known who he was. Yet nobody challenged him, let alone exposed him. Why?” 

			“Why should they? He represented everything they had become themselves: alone, betrayed and afraid. Why should they sell him out?”

			“And who was the boy that hired Izambane to take him up the coast?”

			Kloppers took a last sip of his cognac. “Fuck, you Engelse once ruled one-third of the planet but now cannot work out a simple riddle?”

			* * *

			The next day, his last in the Bay, Paul drove to the trading store. This time he was met by a woman slightly younger than him, strikingly similar to the girl he had last seen giving evidence from the witness box. 

			

			“You tried to see me yesterday,” she said, her green eyes scouting his face for clues.

			“I was wondering if you knew where I could find Georgia.”

			“Why do you want to see her?”

			“Unfinished business, I guess.”

			“The trial is long finished. There is nothing more to be said,” she replied.

			“How did you know it was about the trial?”

			She laughed, a wide, expansive chortle, and Paul wished he could have seen
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