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The N12 highway stretched before Thabo Molefe like a sentence he had been avoiding for twenty-four years, each kilometer bringing him closer to a place that existed in his memory as both wound and origin. The January heat shimmered above the asphalt, creating mirages that dissolved as his bakkie approached, and he thought about how appropriate it was that return should announce itself through illusions that vanished upon examination.

He had left Johannesburg before dawn, wanting to make the journey in a single push, as though momentum might carry him past the resistance he felt building in his chest. The city’s density gave way gradually to the open veld of the Free State and North West Province, the landscape ﬂattening into horizons that seemed to promise escape while actually offering nowhere to hide. Gold mine headgears punctuated the distance like skeletal monuments to extraction and labor, their geometric precision a human imposition on the ancient indifference of rock and grass.

Thabo was forty-two years old, though people often assumed him younger because of the carefulness with which he moved through the world, a quality that suggested someone still learning the rules rather than someone who had mastered and then abandoned them. He wore his hair cropped close and dressed in the functional clothing of a working photographer, cargo pants with too many pockets and a faded black shirt that would not show dust. His camera bag occupied the passenger seat beside him like a companion that demanded nothing beyond competent  handling.

The commission that had brought him back to South Africa had come through a European foundation dedicated to documenting development projects in post-colonial contexts, the kind of well-intentioned organization that employed phrases like capacity building and sustainable infrastructure without apparent irony. They wanted photographs of bridges, roads, and water systems that connected formerly segregated communities in rural areas where transformation happened more slowly than in Johannesburg or Cape Town, where the promises of 1994 had not yet fully penetrated the conservative resistance of small towns built on certainties that were proving diﬃcult to dislodge.

Thabo had spent ﬁfteen years abroad after leaving South Africa in 1988, ﬁrst studying at the Market Photo Workshop in Johannesburg during those ﬁnal violent years of apartheid, then escaping to New York on a scholarship to the International Center of Photography when it became clear that his activism was attracting the wrong kind of attention from security police who were growing desperate and unpredictable as their power crumbled. In New York and later in Amsterdam and Berlin, he had made a reputation photographing post-industrial landscapes and migrant communities, documenting the ways people adapted to displacement and economic abandonment. His work was technically accomplished and politically engaged in ways that earned respect from curators and critics, but it had always felt to Thabo like he was photographing other people’s stories, observing from the necessary distance of someone who was perpetually foreign, never quite belonging anywhere.

When the foundation approached him about this South African project, he had hesitated. The obvious interpretation would be that he was returning to his roots, rediscovering his homeland, bringing an international perspective to local struggles. These narratives felt both true and insuﬃcient. What he could not quite articulate even to himself was that he needed to see whether the place that had shaped him still existed in any recognizable form, whether the violence and hope of his youth had produced the country that had been promised, or whether the structures of separation had simply adapted to new conditions while maintaining their essential architecture.

He stopped at a roadside café outside Potchefstroom for coffee and to stretch his legs. The establishment was clean and functional, catering to travelers on the highway between Johannesburg and the Western Cape. A middle-aged white woman served him with studied politeness, the kind that announced itself as deliberate rather than instinctive, a performance of post-apartheid civility that maintained distance while observing the forms of equality. She placed his coffee on the counter without meeting his eyes, and he thanked her in Afrikaans, watching her register surprise that he spoke the language without accent or hesitation.

He sat outside at a plastic table, watching traﬃc pass and thinking about the layers of history compressed into every interaction in this country. The café existed on land that had been taken from someone, served by infrastructure built through exploited labor, frequented by people whose relative comfort was purchased through systems of dispossession that formal equality had not yet undone. Yet the coffee was good, the winter sunshine pleasant on his shoulders, and the woman who served him was probably doing the best she knew how to navigate a world whose rules had changed in ways that must have felt incomprehensible to someone raised with different assumptions about order and belonging.

Thabo ﬁnished his coffee and returned to the road, turning north toward Klerksdorp. The town announced itself through the familiar silhouettes of mine headgears and the sprawl of townships extending from the urban core like the roots of a tree seeking water in dry ground. He had been born here in 1961, in the township of Jouberton, fourth of six children in a family that survived through his mother’s work as a domestic helper and his father’s uncertain employment in the mines. The house where he grew up was still standing, he knew, because his mother still lived there despite his repeated offers to move her somewhere safer and more comfortable. She refused to leave the place where she had raised her children and buried her husband, insisting with the stubbornness of the elderly that comfort mattered less than continuity.

He would visit her soon, but not yet. First he needed to establish himself in this project, to create the professional framework that would justify his presence and give him purpose beyond the complicated obligations of family. He drove into Klerksdorp proper, navigating streets that were both familiar and transformed, old buildings remaining while their purposes and inhabitants had shifted. He found the guesthouse where he had booked accommodation, a converted Victorian house on the edge of the town center that advertised bed and breakfast in elaborate script on a painted sign.

The proprietor was a woman in her ﬁfties named Mrs. Pieterson, her grey hair pulled back in a neat bun and her manner suggesting someone who had decided to embrace the new South Africa as a business opportunity rather than as a threat to identity. She welcomed him warmly, showed him to a room with high ceilings and yellowwood ﬂoors, and offered unsolicited advice about where he might ﬁnd good subjects for his photography. When he explained that he was speciﬁcally interested in bridges and infrastructure connecting previously segregated areas, she nodded thoughtfully.

“You should speak to someone in Ventersdorp,” she said, pouring tea in the guest lounge. “There’s a schoolteacher there, Anna du Plessis, who knows the history of the area better than anyone. Her family has been here for generations, and she teaches at the high school. Very knowledgeable about local history, though she’s had some diﬃculties lately.”

She did not elaborate on what those diﬃculties might be, and Thabo did not press her. He accepted the contact information she offered, writing the name in his notebook along with the other leads he had gathered through preliminary research. Anna du Plessis. He would call her and arrange a meeting, approaching it as professional research rather than as the encounter that would reshape everything he thought he understood about connection and complicity, love and history, the possibility of crossing distances that were designed to be permanent.

That evening he unpacked his equipment and organized his materials, establishing the routines that would structure his days. He laid out maps of the region, marking bridges he intended to photograph and communities he needed to document. He reviewed his shooting schedule and his list of contacts. He wrote in his journal, describing the journey and his ﬁrst impressions, trying to articulate feelings that resisted language. Then he sat by the window overlooking the quiet street, watching darkness settle over Klerksdorp like a blanket that obscured distinctions while changing nothing fundamental about what lay beneath.

He thought about the bridges he would photograph, structures built at different moments in history for different purposes, some designed to facilitate commerce and others to maintain separation, all of them now carrying people across divides that were supposed to have dissolved but that persisted in subtler forms. A bridge was neutral infrastructure and also political statement, practical necessity and metaphorical gesture.

What he captured through his lens would depend on where he stood and what he chose to see, which angles he emphasized and which contexts he provided.

Thabo went to bed that ﬁrst night feeling the weight of return and the uncertainty of what he hoped to ﬁnd. He slept poorly, dreaming of the Jouberton house of his childhood, of his father’s funeral in 1986, of the night he ﬂed South Africa with police searching for him, of all the bridges he had crossed that could never quite carry him to a place that felt like arrival rather than temporary refuge. When he woke before dawn, the room was unfamiliar but the light was exactly as he remembered it, the particular quality of Free State morning that  existed nowhere else, and he knew that whatever he discovered in the coming months would require him to confront not just the landscape but himself, the choices he had made and the person those choices had created.

—-
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Anna du Plessis woke at ﬁve-thirty on Wednesday morning to the sound of hadedas calling from the eucalyptus trees that marked the boundary of her property. The birds were raucous and insistent, announcing the day with their harsh cries, and Anna lay still for a moment before rising, as though delay might somehow change what awaited her. The bedroom was spare and neat, its only decoration a small watercolor of the Drakensberg mountains that she had painted during a school holiday years ago, when she still believed that art might offer escape from the narrowness of her circumstances.

She rose and dressed in the practical clothing she wore for teaching, a dark skirt and white blouse that conveyed appropriate authority without drawing attention. Her morning routine unfolded with the precision of long habit. She made coffee in the kitchen that still contained Hendrik’s preferences in its arrangement, the cups on hooks in the order he had insisted upon, the counters cleared of any disorder that might have suggested spontaneity or personal taste. She prepared a simple breakfast of toast and fruit, eating standing at the counter while looking through the window toward the ﬁelds that stretched behind the house toward the Schoonspruit River.

The house sat on ﬁve hectares at the edge of Ventersdorp, close enough to town for convenience but suﬃciently isolated to maintain privacy that could easily become loneliness. It was a single-story structure built in the 1960s, functional rather than beautiful, with a wide stoep that wrapped around three sides and provided shade during the summer heat. The property had belonged to Hendrik’s parents originally, inherited when they died within six months of each other in the mid-1990s, their deaths hastened perhaps by witnessing the collapse of the world they had known and the triumph of forces they had spent lifetimes opposing.

Anna had lived in this house for sixteen years, ﬁrst as Hendrik’s wife and for the past seven years as his widow. She had never loved the place but had learned its rhythms and accommodated herself to its demands.

The house required constant maintenance that she could barely afford on her teacher’s salary. The garden needed tending to prevent it from returning to veld. The outbuildings where Hendrik had kept farm equipment and other possessions needed to be secured against vandalism and weather. She performed these tasks mechanically, maintaining the property because selling it felt impossible and abandoning it felt worse.

After breakfast she tended to her vegetable garden, a small plot where she grew tomatoes, spinach, and herbs that supplemented her modest budget and provided purpose during holidays when the school was closed. The physical work settled her mind, and she thought about the day ahead, the lessons she would teach and the careful navigation required to move through her workplace without provoking the judgment or pity that followed her like weather she could not escape.

At seven o’clock she prepared to drive to school, gathering her materials and checking that everything was in order. Before leaving she paused in what had been Hendrik’s study, a room she rarely entered but could not quite bring herself to change. His hunting riﬂes remained locked in their cabinet, his books lined the shelves, his desk held papers and receipts that she had never sorted. Photographs covered one wall, images of Hendrik in his AWB uniform at rallies and gatherings, Hendrik with other men whose faces carried the certainty of those who believed they were defending civilization against barbarism. She looked at these photographs as she did every morning, a ritual of confrontation that she could not explain even to herself, forcing herself to see what she had lived beside for so many years.

Hendrik du Plessis had been forty-three years old when he died in 1996, ﬁfteen years Anna’s senior. They had married in 1987 when she was twenty-two, a match arranged through family connections in Bethel where Anna had grown up. Her father was a dominee in the Dutch Reformed Church, a stern man who understood the world through scripture interpreted in ways that conﬁrmed the rightness of separation and hierarchy. Her mother was a schoolteacher who had raised Anna to be obedient and respectable, to understand that a woman’s purpose was fulﬁlled through marriage and motherhood, through supporting her husband’s authority and maintaining the standards of her community.

Anna had been an exceptional student despite the limitations of her education, hungry for knowledge and curious about the world beyond Bethel’s narrow boundaries. She had wanted to study further after ﬁnishing school, perhaps to become a professor or a researcher, but such ambitions were impractical for a girl from her background. Teaching was acceptable, respectable, and would serve until she married. Hendrik had seemed acceptable as well when her parents introduced them. He was established, owned property, shared their church and political convictions. That he was older mattered less than that he was suitable.

She learned within months of marriage that Hendrik’s suitability was a surface that concealed cruelty. He was not physically violent in ways that left visible marks, but he controlled through intimidation and verbal assault, through threats and through the systematic erosion of Anna’s sense of competence and worth. He mocked her intelligence, her appearance, her failure to become pregnant despite his insistence that they needed children to continue the family line. He brought his politics into their home, hosting AWB meetings in the house where Anna was expected to serve refreshments and then make herself scarce, to hear nothing and report nothing of what was discussed.

The AWB had been at its height in those years, Eugène Terre’Blanche riding his horse and making speeches about volkstaat and armed resistance to majority rule, drawing men like Hendrik who needed to believe that their declining power could be restored through force and conviction. Hendrik attended rallies, contributed money, kept weapons that he claimed would be necessary when the inevitable conﬂict came. Anna heard him and his associates talk about teaching blacks their place, about defending white civilization, about violence spoken of in euphemisms that did not disguise their intent.

She had been afraid and complicit, too frightened of Hendrik to resist and too trapped by circumstances to leave. Where would she go? Back to Bethel in shame? Her parents would never accept divorce, would blame her for failing to manage her husband properly. And beneath the fear was something worse, the recognition that she had absorbed many of the same assumptions that justiﬁed Hendrik’s hatred. She had been taught that separation was natural, that whites were culturally and intellectually superior, that kindness toward blacks was appropriate but equality was dangerous. She had not questioned these teachings until circumstances forced her to see their consequences.

Hendrik died in October 1996 under circumstances that remained unclear to Anna. The oﬃcial explanation was a farming accident, machinery that malfunctioned and crushed him before anyone could respond. But she had heard rumors of internal AWB conﬂicts, of men who had become liabilities as the organization fractured and lost credibility after Terre’Blanche’s humiliations and legal troubles. She had not sought truth beyond the oﬃcial version, accepting widowhood as liberation regardless of how it came.

The years since Hendrik’s death had been solitary. Anna taught her classes, maintained the house, attended church where she sat alone in pews that had once accommodated Hendrik’s imposing presence. People treated her with caution, associating her with Hendrik’s politics even though she had been his victim as much as his partner. She had tried to signal distance from his ideology, quietly updating her teaching to include perspectives that challenged Afrikaner nationalist history, but such gestures were subtle enough to go unnoticed or to be dismissed as harmless accommodation to new curriculum requirements.

She had dated no one, formed no close friendships, built no life beyond survival and respectability. The house held her like Hendrik once had, through weight and inertia rather than through any positive attachment. She was thirty-eight years old and felt older, aware that the years were passing and that she was wasting time that could not be recovered. But she did not know how to begin imagining a different life, could not picture what freedom might look like or whether she deserved it after so many years of complicity and silence.

Anna drove to school through familiar streets, greeting colleagues with professional courtesy that concealed the distance she felt from everyone. She taught her morning classes with competence that had become automatic, guiding students through Afrikaans grammar and literary analysis, maintaining order without warmth. During her break between classes the principal stopped her in the corridor, mentioning that a photographer had contacted the school seeking information about local history for a documentary about rural development. The principal wondered if Anna might be willing to speak with him, given her knowledge and her family’s long connection to the area.

She agreed before fully considering the request, responding with the reﬂexive helpfulness that had been  trained into her. Only later, returning to her classroom, did she feel the ﬂutter of anxiety that accompanied any disruption to routine. A photographer. A documentary. This meant a stranger in her house, asking questions, observing what she preferred to keep hidden. She would need to prepare, to present the acceptable version of herself and her history, to maintain the careful boundaries that kept her safe and isolated in equal measure.

That afternoon, driving home, she thought about what she might say to this photographer, how much truth she could offer without revealing the shameful complexity of her life. The house appeared ahead of her, solid and familiar, and she pulled into the driveway feeling the weight of return, the knowledge that she would spend another evening alone with memories and regret, waiting for a future that she could not quite imagine and did not know how to pursue.

She spent the evening preparing for the photographer’s visit, cleaning rooms that were already clean and organizing materials that were already organized, displacement activity that kept her from confronting the real source of her anxiety. This stranger would see her home, would form judgments about who she was based on what surrounded her. He would see Hendrik’s photographs, his books, the evidence of a life Anna had lived but had never truly chosen. She considered removing the most obviously problematic items but decided against it. Better to be honest, to let this photographer see the truth and form whatever conclusions seemed appropriate. She was tired of pretending, tired of maintaining appearances, tired of living as though her history could be managed into something  presentable.

Anna went to bed that night feeling more unsettled than she had in years, as though the photographer’s pending arrival had disturbed something that she had kept carefully contained. She dreamed of Bethel, of the house where she grew up, of her father’s sermons about moral clarity and divine order. She woke several times in darkness, listening to the wind move through the eucalyptus trees and the hadedas settling in their roosts, and she thought about bridges, about structures that connected places that had been forcibly separated, about whether such connections were possible or whether the distances were too great to span, the histories too heavy to carry across any structure built by human hands.

—-
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