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nothing of' m j  nlother's ~ o i c e  

in the clicks of these women sot110 or zulu 

now smug a n d  thankfi~l for wounds 

sutured 1). tile sea 

i answer tire rasping of a coloured widow 

\\ ho en1 crs 

behind her asthma and 

buj s rny bread 1, it11 stories of the sea 

and its lniriger 
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J O H A N N E S B U R G :  J U N E  1995, E A R L Y  W I N T E R  

"Mr. Wilderson?" It is impossible to place the accent amid the newsroom 

clatter behind his voice. Not Afrikaans, but not completely English. At 

least not the pristine English one hears in the suburbs of Sandton, Park- 

town, or Rosebank. Those dulcet shopping mall voices made all the more 

tranquil by the resonance of Muzak, the purr of Mercedes, and the sta- 

bilizing presence of the army in the townships just over the hill. Still, I 

am put off by his voice and by the questioning tone with which he has 

answered the telephone. I am, after all, returning his call. A pause. "Mr. 

Frank Wilderson?" 

"Yes," I say, anxiously, but not irritably. "I'm returning your call." 

"Of course, thank you so much." He pauses again. "My name is Ste- 

faans Briimmer. But then you know that. I'm an investigative reporter 

for the Mail & Guardian. You probably know that too." 

I try to calm my breathing. "I've seen your by-line." 

I am suddenly aware of Khanya sitting in the next room, no more than 

twenty feet away. She is watching me-or trying not to watch me-from 

the parlor that combines with the dining room. We have been married 

exactly five years. For all I know today could be our anniversary. Maybe 

this is why she called this morning, suggesting we end our separation. 

Perhaps she thinks that I, for once, remembered the date and that is why 
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I suggested we dlr~t. at the C;irlton Ilotel. Rut if u c  mere married fibe 

Fears ago today, nllj didn't she sa? something at d i r ~ ~ ~ e r ?  She's testing 

me. That's the onlj explanation. 1 have a sinking feeling that if it is our 

anniversarj arid if  s h ~  does 1)eliebe 1 rcmemhered, the11 this call from 

this rnan will riot orilc cause me to fail the test but it will confirm the 

truth of' her rrlost biting criticism. "You love anarchy," she had said when 

we separated, "rnort> tllari you'll ever love me." 

The scent of heat on tfarnp wool wafts f'rom the parlor as her fleece, 

tlraped on the rhair hcside her, dries in front ofthc gas fire. I hear the 

Orrs' polite conversation trjillg to draw her attcritior~ auaj  fro111 rile. 

Their failure is clear, a fertile \7oid uhere Khanya's voice should be. I do 

not look at her. 

Wc arc still wet from having queued in thc rail1 for a kombi on Bree 

Street. Earlier this evening, or perhaps tlie day before as it has rained 

all meek, light~iirlg hol)blcd one of  he pillars of our uould-be taxi shel- 

ter: a shelter that would have otheruisc kept the heads, though perhaps 

riot the shoulders, of' six or seven adults dry. If'e will all have to stoop 

hericatl~ its sagging roof if we want to sta? dry, I thought, as Kharlya and 

I clasllet-l through the taxi rank. Inslead, through thc silent consent of 

African r~hr~rr t r~ ,  the adults reliriquishtd the cri1)plcd shcltcr to several 

rtlildreri who sliared it with an old woniar~. 

Frorn lanlpposts some of us tore dour1 cardboard posters that read 

'l'hc ' 9 4  Elections Brought Democrat? to tho Nation, The '!$5 Elections 

\f ill Bring 1)emocracj to Jour  Community. Others tore down posters of 

Nelson \landela with tiis e>es commanding us to VOTE ANC! We held 

the111 al)ove our hr~acts for respite f'rorrr the lashirlg rain. But thc soggy 

c-artl1)oartl umbrellas upon which hlandela's face was painted soon sur- 

rendcrcti ant1 water ran mercilesslj clown our arms and legs. 

I Ilad tried to keep rriy spirits high 1)) m:lrveling at the pla? of lamp 

liglit 011 khanca's high cheekbories and dimples. at how happj she was 

that u c  were reunited. and wondering, shamefully, how anyone could be 

happ> to be reunited with rrir.. It uasrl't lorig before my thoughts wan- 

tiered to our tiissolving metaphor of protection-the new state presitle~it- 

c,llnr-urrrbrcllaarld I fourid rrlyself rcl~asliing questions that srenird to 
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be erupting across the country whenever and wherever Black people 

gathered to contemplate the future: Will the ANC improve the economic 

position of the poor or simply enlarge the middle class? Does Mandela's 

consolidation of power in the wake of Chris Hani's death portend per- 

sonal rule from the top? Will we become a one-party state, like the US 

where the one party is capital? 

But as alarming as these questions are, I know (as I hold my breath 

and wait for Stefaans Briimmer to link me to what only Stimela Mosando 

and his people should know about) that such questions are not the ele- 

mental source of the pit in my stomach. Which is not to say they are false 

or a ruse of concerns hiding a true anxiety. They are neither false nor 

a ruse. I do dread the New World Order. The "New" South Africa. The 

flag-and-anthem cardboard cutout of a country that we are fast becom- 

ing. But what I fear even more is the recurrence of an image I thought I 

had left in that country which, for lack of a more ambiguous word, I once 

called "homem: my black face in the mirror. 

My voice drops when I say "by-line," in an effort-I can only surmise-to 

draw less attention to myself. It has, of course, the opposite effect. Mr. 

and Mrs. Orr and Khanya lock in on me like radar. The more they try to 

go on with their conversation and pay me no mind, the more attention 

they pay. 

"Is this a good time to talk?" Briimmer asks. Before I can answer he 

says, "Look I'm working under a deadline. The paper goes to bed tonight 

and I'd really like your side of the story." 

"How did you get this number?" 

"I did some research and found that you had had an ANC attorney 

for the Vista-" He stops short of calling my dismissal from Vista Uni- 

versity in Soweto an "affair." He wants to be tactful. He wants to get a 

story. "Someone at Shell House.. ." Shell House was a tall office building 

in downtown Jo'burg that the oil company with the same moniker had 

given to the ANC in the hopes, we were all assured, of getting nothing in 
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return. "Sorneor~e ;it Shell Hol~sc told me (:hr~itopher Orr  wasyotlr attor- 

11ey. I called him atid Sou~id that lie was your landlortl too. Look, I'm sorr) 

about your dismissal. The new South 4frica seenis slow iri corriing." 

"Yes." I agree, "\low i l l  rornirig," acutel. aware that lic art(] I rnigtit 

agree onl? on the pace and riot the destination, for hc, is ccrtairilj no 

cornmunist. I habe heen stariciirig the n t ~ o l c  tinlc. how, T sit down on 

tlie small awkward c.liair the Orrs  keep heside thc wrist-arid-elbow 

si7ed table upor1 mhict~ tllc telephone rests. "Is this ;il)out the univer- 

sit)?'' I ask, rnj eyes darting o\cr  to the parlor. Kl~arl>a and the Orrs  

llabe 1)rought their c.o~i\ersatior~ to a halt. Tt1r.y arc. looking at rne look- 

ing at them. 

"I'm afraid not." I l i i  koirc Iwtrays a torie that I haw co~nc, lo fear and 

dislike during the last five )cars of niy life in Jo l~a r~ r i~s l )~ t rg .  It is a tone 

of al~olog) laced wit11 acc.r~.sation. ,I tone that U hite Kr~glish-speaking 

South Af'ricans arc noted for. I r~like the Boers, they (lo rrot posses\ the 

iron-willed conviction that god has ordained then1 to rulc Sollth Africa. 

but nor are they willing to su1)orcliriate tklernst~l~t~s to the ethical. rlluch 

I ~ s s  politicaal. authorit) of I3l:ic*k people. The Boer 1)lootlliorllid tias been 

gootl to them. His bark arid 1)itc h a ~ e  ~)rotected thc>rr~ f'rorri [tic uneven 

arid ~~rimariageahle prolikration of Black rage, fbr they \%c.rch tlisir~clir~cd 

to bark anti bite themselves. Yo.  tile irltor~atiorl of Eriglisl~ wit-es is rllorc 

difficult to assess. One nrust listcx~~ rriore carefully (MThat tloes this U'tiitc 

niari warit ofrrie? or  W hat tioes he  p l a~ i  to tlo to me?), for thrir voircs walk 

a line Iletween subdued irritation and hazy patronization a ~ ~ d  don't tclc- 

grapli their intent. 

I 1,rac.c m?self. 

" O r i ~  ~nonlent," he says, and slowlj the d i r ~  and bustle of the ncus- 

roorri falls into emptiness behind his rlosirig door. 

1 rark rny hrain across fibejrars ofpolitical activity, somcaI)ovegror~r~d, 

sorrre ~rriderground. some legal, some not. rnost in a haz? 7011t3 that will 

aluays c.lude clarity. %'hat could 1)c rriorc darririirig t l l a~ i  thc storm 

arouricl r1i.y clisrr~issal at Vista ar~tl rr i )  solidarity with the Soutli illricari 

Student (:origress whrri we took tlic' canipus bj  force and held it fbr 

ncarl! a ycar? 
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m 
The kombis for Black people don't take you door to door like the me- 

tered taxicabs that were, until two years ago, reserved for White people. 

But nor are they nearly as expensive. So, Khanya and I had been dropped 

off several blocks from the Orrs' house. Mr. and Mrs. Orr, an English- 

speaking couple with affinities to the Freedom Charter but whose poli- 

tics beyond that I did not know and did not ask, had spotted us as we 

hurried down their driveway to the carriage house in back which I now 

rented from them. Mrs. Orr dashed out of the house holding the Mail & 
Guardian over her head as an umbrella. In her hand she held a message. 

She said Khanya could dry off by the gas fire in the parlor while I used 

the telephone in the next room. On the back of an old shopping list she 

had written all that she'd been told: Stefaans Briimmer, Mail & Guard- 
ian, then the number, and Please call, urgent. The word urgent had been 

scratched out and the word important written there instead. No doubt, 

Briimmer did not want Mrs. Orr to alarm me and risk my not returning 

his call; or worse, prompt me to skip the country. 

"No," Stefaans Briimmer repeats when he has closed the door and 

secured his privacy, "it's not the studentlworker occupation of Vista Uni- 

versity. Well, in a way it is and in a way it isn't." 

"Then what," I hiss. I don't know what embarrasses me more about 

my sudden outburst, the fact that it was made to an otherwise sympa- 

thetic reporter who is only doing his job (and unlike our treatment in 

the mainstream press, his reporting on the Vista takeover did in fact cast 

us more as communards than as a blight upon civic stability), or the fact 

that Khanya and the Orrs overheard it and took note. 

"It's about what the National Intelligence Agency is calling ..." An- 

other pause. "Your 'subversive activities."' This is it, I think. But I don't 

say a word. The first one to speak, someone wise and now forgotten once 

told me, loses. But what has Stefaans Briimmer got to lose? Somebody 

tell me that. "Joe Nhlanhla," he continues, "the new NIA chief, thinks 

you're a threat to national security." He waits for a response. I am look- 

ing at my wife. She is looking at me. What can I say to make her turn 

away? Then he drops the other shoe. "So does Nelson Mandela." And he 

lets this sink in before adding, gratuitously, "The new state president." 
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T can lic.ar nlyself breatlii~lg. I am sure T car1 be heard breathing for a 

hundred rniles. "\iould jou care to cornnierit?" I alrilost laugh out loud 

at the irony of his canned (pestion t)ut there is a word hlockirlg any sue-11 
outburst: prison. T try to r.enierril>er wllerc 1 keep illy passport. Is it in 

the carriage house out hach or is it arnorlg the things at our housc~--at 

Khari)a's liouse on the otlier side of town? I wo~ldcr if I hake ellough 

nioliey to rnakc it to the border of Swaziland arid whether or not tlicby 

will let rrie cross. 

"Mr. Rril(lerson. I said Nelsor~ hlaridela thinks you're a-" 

"Yes.. . I  tic~ard you." 

Sometimes, as I close m? eyes to look at the sun or sirnpl? at the bulb in tllr .  

lamp of rny studj. I see roses explotling one after ariotl~er or1 r r l j  eyelids' in- 

rier canvas. But if I hold them closed too long, the rostxs rr~elt with the bursts 

that bore thcrri allti 1 see flowers of :i diffrent kind, that bed of shy carrla- 

tioris arid pungent chrjsanthemlims 11poii which professor Jlureinik (lied. I 

see where his crumpled boc$ has hccri remoped. All that remains, 1)tlsidcs 

the spectacles flurig irito the flowers or1 impact, anx irltleritatioris of soil as 

thougli a two-tocd ungulate tantrurrictl about in one place. I see emptj bot- 

tles of prescription pills in Etienrlc Xlureinik's suite oli thc 2'Pi floor arid 

the "irnportarit doc~urrierits" soori after inipourided 1)) the authorities. Froni 

this rich and subtle world the professor prepares to descend. how rising, 

now airhornc, now falling ... a life opcns. ..it opcns ... it is breaking.. . 
I orice asked Stinlela Rtosando point blank if I if we-had killed 

professor Etierinc Mureinik. Stirriela was a thin 3lotswana man of nie- 

dium height arid sparkling q e s .  His lean phjsiqucl matic. i t  hard for rrie 

to think of him as a rnari who'd bren trained in hand-to-hand com- 

bat in Libja, and who had used that training to take down Red Beard, 

a st rapping Afrikaricr from Spec-ial Kr:rric-Il, in thirty set-oricls flat. IIe 

looked rriorc. like a swirnnier than a guerilla, much less an Ilmhhonto we 

Si7we commander. And because he did riot wear horn-rimrrrcd spectac.les 

like his younger c.ousiri Tabu, or s i ~  for. hours ~,ensivelj c.orr~enlplating 
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indecipherable mathematical equations (my jaundiced image of an engi- 

neer), I often forgot that he had also been trained in some obscure dis- 

cipline that combined telecommunications with electrical engineering 

when MK sent him to the Soviet Union. He looked like an ordinary 

guy from the township. In response to my question he threw his head 

back and laughed in a way that soft-spoken Motswana men were not, 

supposedly, known for. 

I'd been told that such raucous outbursts were what one could and 

should expect from Zulus but not from Motswanas. When Khanya and I 
were still engaged-it was either two days after Christmas in 1989, or two 

days after New Year's in 1990, though the holiday now fails memory-we 

drove from Pretoria to Botswana on a whim. I recall clearly that it was 

during the time when I still had a pocketful of US dollars (dollars that, in 

those last years of apartheid, I often tried to buy our way out of our black 

skins by buying our way into restaurants or lodgings beneath signs that 

read Not Multiracial or Right of Refusal Reserved). She wanted to show 

me how her people, the Motswana, lived when they were not under the 

boot of apartheid. I had been reluctant to go, for no good reason, or none 

that I can recall. But her older sister, who was under house arrest at the 

time for having traveled to Zimbabwe to see her boyfriend, a militant in 

the Pan Africanist Congress, and thus could go nowhere, said, "Go, go, 

you must go to Botswana. When you cross the border you will smell the 

freedom!" 

At the customs house, a small, hot pavilion in the middle of a desert 

road, two Botswanan guards had just shared a joke at which one of them 

was still laughing with the sprawling abandon of Stimela's laugh when 

I asked him if we had killed Mureinik. A woman who was old enough 

to be Khanya's mother but only old enough to be my older sister had 

the misfortune of having to stand at the counter and wait for the two 

customs officers to finish savoring their private joke, to wait for the one 

who could not stop laughing to dry his eyes and peruse her documents. 

When she turned from the window her face registered every emotion 

from exasperation to disgust. She spoke under her breath in Setswana 

to Khanya who, because she was facing the customs officers and had 
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l e t  to ha\e her documents approved, remained as placid arid as rion- 

responsi\e as possible. \.1 her1 we were cleared and had stepped over the 

line into Botswana, \+hen we could finally sr~iell the freedom, I asked 

Kharija to translate what the woman had said. "She said: 'The way they 

laugh you'd think thej were Zulus. 1 can't helieve I'm coming home."' 

The woman would h a ~ e  been equally tlismayed had she heard Stimela's 

laugh: not like a soft gust of'winci arid sand on a gentle desert night, the 

quiet, lir~assuniing laugh, no doubt, of 1hc1 rriarl wl~orr~ she had probablj 

married arid raiseti a family with, but a laugli like a Zulu. 

"You're greedy," Stimela said. "4 greedy capitalist. 'kou war~t a little 

something for jourselT; sornctliii~g that yo11 car1 take back to 4merica. 

Hut 1'11 tell you this," he added, "Etienne Mtireinik killed Chris Harii." 

The only thing that startled rrre more thar~ Stimela's accusation 

that professor hlureinik nitirdered Chris Harii was rn) transparencj, 

my neediness. It cmharrassed rne. for I did warit something for rnyself, 

something to authenticate my invol\ernel~t w ~ t h  him. and with his cousin 

Jahu. nly ex-studelit Trevor, with Precious, and nit11 Oupa (yes, even 

wit11 Oapa,. Something tangible, a rcprest>ritation from what Precious 

had called tllc three theaters: propagaritla, psycl~ological warfare, and 

op(1ratiorls: the shrunker~ head of a White rrlari to hang from my belt. 4 
littlc sornctt~ir~g fhr rr~yself l'rrciorls hati tlcrnarcated and riarrled thrcc 

t11catt.r~ not 1)ec.ause tliry c*oultl 1)e rrlarketl, r ~ a ~ ~ ~ e d ,  a r~d  separated hut 

brcausc, she knew that that was what I needed. Thrby were all like t l~at;  

e\erl Jahu w h o  gavc rrlc what I nccdtti not by fabricating ari ariswcr l,ut 

t)y askirig rrle another ques t io~~ ,  tlierel~y soothi~ig 111.y anxiety with the 

sour~d of' niy own voice. Their answers to rn) questions were cushions 

ofstal)ility, what 1 nct.tlrtl to go on figlrti~~g, that woultl he ~jullcd frorr~ 

tinder r~ie just when J'd settled on a clear, coherent, aritl respectable nar- 

ratiw of who we were and what we were a1)out. 

I recall a nirheting where Trevor Garden. the lo~rc \% hit? pcrsorl in 

Stimela's network (or the oril? orie 1 knew. for I never knew the true 

extent of' Stirnela's nct\vorki, argued passionately u it11 a fornier treason 

trial tlefer~dant, all Ilk c.oirima~itler who, after seberal years on death 

row. had narrowly escaped the gallow~s through sorrie sort of last rrii~lute 
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stay of execution or deal that was brokered between highly placed no- 

tables. "We're freedom fighters," the middle-aged Xhosa man insisted, 

pounding the table with his fist, "and the world should think of us not 

as terrorists but as freedom fighters." "No," said Trevor, "we're terror- 

ists. It's not a term I'm ashamed of, for the simple reason that I don't 

give a damn what the world thinks. I don't even care what my parents 

think or don't think-they're White. That's what we mean when we say 

'the world.' To the world I'm a terrorist-an albino terrorist, as Frank 

likes to call me," he smiled and cocked his head at me, "but to Soweto 

we're something else, and that's what matters." 

Just seven months after Chris Hani's assassination, in December 

1993, Nelson Mandela (or Madiba as he was known affectionately) gave 

the order for Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) to be disbanded. It was an or- 

der only two people could have given without being crucified. One was 

Madiba. The other was Jesus Christ. It shocked and demoralized Black 

South Africa. It shocked and demoralized Soweto, the township that 

was the heart and soul of the struggle, where twelve-year-old Hector 

Pieterson, the most famous among the casualties of the Children's Revo- 

lution of 1976, was killed-Soweto, the hub of the underground railroad 

through which thousands of youth had left South Africa and joined the 

ANC in exile. But for some reason, on the day it happened people in 

Soweto disavowed their feelings, and the day became one of rejoicing. 

F. W. de Klerk had not as yet handed over the government and Eng- 

lish capital was still as entrenched as ever. Chris Hani would have bat- 

tled Madiba at the assembly of the National Executive Committee of the 

ANC, an assembly to which Hani had been elected with a 100 percent 

vote count of 2,000 delegates to Madiba's 1,995 votes, or 99.75 percent; 

which is to say that in all likelihood the room would have been split and 

Nelson Mandela's order would not have carried-leaving MK intact. 

Thousands of people were in attendance, as though every African 

from the sixteen townships surrounding Jo'burg had come to see a se- 

cret army unveiled and retired. Next to January, December is the hottest 

month of the year. There was no overhang to shield us from the relent- 

less sun as we sat in the stands of Soweto's Orlando Stadium. One by 
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one the rianies of MI( operatives boomed ocer the loudspeaker. arld \v?.r3 

would ohsercc the figure of a man-and sorrietinres, thougli rarc.l), a 

womari dressed in crisp grccri combat fatigues take the stage, approach 

Mandela, stand at attention, arid storrip their boots in place as the swift 

blade of their hand sliced the air in salute. 4s hlaridela arid tlit. irisurgerit 

stood face to face an b1K commander at the podiurn coiltinued to read: 

his or her field of' operation. the pedigree of their training, arid a strort 

narrative of their most daririg mission. Corilrade so-11-so stole irito South 

Afi-ica from the camps in the Frontlirie States by wadirig across tlic Lim- 

pop0 River with her gyrri shoes tied arollrid her neck. then, making her 

wa! to Vends, she rendelvoused with her contacts, and proceeded to 

bomb the such-n-such installation of...and the narne of a municipalit? 

would be dro\v~icd out by the cheers. Corrirade so-11-so was capturvd 1)y 

state security fbrces in the outback of the Karoo, wtic,rc hc was severely 

beater1 and tied to the top of' a Land Rover like a felled springl.~ok. but 

en route lie freed hirriself, y s .  cor~irades, the corrirade is no spririgbok. 

he's ail h l k  soldier! Please. comrades, quiet. comrades, tlicrc's rriore. 

Fes. there's more. l ie  untied himself arid kirkcd irl the wirrdows ofthat 

Laritl Rovc~, ancl those Boers, yes, comrades what do you tllirik Ilr did to 

thosc Boers, he moered them, yes, he moerect the two Boers inside, thus 

st.cwririg tiis f'rccdom, and then he went on to accomplish the rrlissiorl 

he'd beeti serit to carr? out! Tlicn hlarldela pinned a medal on the corn- 

rade arid shook tlic hand of the man or embraced the wornan arid th t  

crowd went wild with ccstasj and toyi tc?vicd in the, t)leac*hers, shaking 

tlie wliolc stadiurn to its forlrldation. 

Tlic. disbaritlirlg of R.IK was orie of the biggest prihlic relations boriari- 

/as of all tirric., f i r  I li:~ve rio c1oul)t whatsoe\cxr that (>cr.r> B1ac.h persori i r ~  

tile stadium (and hcrc I i~iclude rnjsclf for there were rrrorrierits when 1 

corrld not coritairi r r l j  joj and I,  too, stood arid toji toyied) felt as though 

sorrrc.thing of'true v:rlr~e was firial1.y k)tairig gi\eri to us, when irr poirit of 

fact, one of the orily true tliirigs we liad ever possessed, a l'eople's 4rrny, 

was I,c.irig tahcri 

I \\as seated 1)etwt.err 'I'r.c\,or Garderi ancl Stirnela Rlosarido. To 

Stimcla's right sat Joy, whose surname I colild never rrrrlembcr, and 
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who was not-to my knowledge-an operative, but Stimela's fiancke. 

And next to Joy sat Jabu Mosando. On that sweltering December day in 

1993, Stimela and Joy were in their late twenties or early thirties. Jabu 

and Trevor were still university students in their early twenties. And 

I was a lecturer pushing forty. Jabu had dreadlocks down to the nape 

of his neck and wore the horn-rimmed glasses that I always thought 

were out of place for someone majoring in sociology; they belonged on 

his older cousin. Trevor was the only White person in our section of 

the stadium, though not the only one in the stadium. Some were ANC 

members and supporters, some were police, and some were both. But 

Trevor was never mistaken for a cop for the simple reason that he did 

not carry himself like one. Oupa and Precious were not with us. But this 

wasn't unusual. Neither one of them had a formal connection with the 

University of Witwatersrand where I, so the cover-line went, met Jabu 

and Trevor while teaching there. I rarely met Precious out in the open; 

Oupa thought so little of me that he wouldn't consent to waste a moment 

with me in the open, or in the safe house, unless Stimela had ordered 

him to. Throughout the entire ceremony neither Oupa nor Precious took 

to the stage to be decorated by Madiba. Nor did Jabu, Trevor, or Stimela. 

As Mandela pinned the medal to the soldier who let the Boers know he 

was no springbok to be tied to the top of a Land Rover, I stood and toyi 

toyied and cheered. When I sat down, Stimela, who had neither risen 

nor cheered, looked at me sternly. 

"That comrade is now useless as an operative. He's been exposed. 

That medal is a shackle. He's rendered himself inoperative and given his 

consent to the end of armed struggle-not to the temporary suspension, 

which is all this was supposed to be, but to the end. That's nothing to 

cheer about." 

"But you're already exposed," Joy told him. "The bombing last 

April exposed you." 

She had brought his uniform in a brown shopping bag, in case she 

could persuade him to change his mind. Throughout the ceremony she 

had chosen moments, discreet and understated moments, in which to 

gently press the bag to his leg and ask him to go down beneath the 
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bleachers ailti change so that he might take his rightful place on that 

stage nith iladiba and get the rnc~dals that mere due him, get the cheers 

ant1 adulation that were due him, let the air resound with the scripture 

of blows lie struck against this racist state. "Yes," he told her, for though 

he was no supplicant for recognition, he was a man with needs, and 

what he rleeclcd rlo\+, what s l ~ e  knew he needed now, was for sorncone to 

speak his name and mark his moment in histor) before history came to 

ari end. "Jes," he said again, "1 \fant to go up there." IIe nodded toward 

his cousin Jabrr and toward Trekor, two of the earliest nlrrnhcrs of his 

network. "I want them to go up there as well, theq deserve it as much as 

arlyboti.. Rut not like this, Joy, this isn't re(-ognition. Jou don't disharid 

an army," lie said, 11ow resting his arms on his legs and loweririg hi5 hcad 

to his clasped hands as tholrgl~ in pra>er. "kou don't disband an arnlc." 

4s the c.eremon> ended, Jab11 stood ti~lietly and let his hody hc pulled 

into the sea of hodies that flowed out to the aisles and down the stairs. 

Stirnela, Joy, Trevor, and I remained seated. The revolutionar\. rnusic still 

l>larcd oker tire loudspeakers, and  no^\ and then crics of Arr~nnclln! shot 

up to the hlisteririg surl fi-or11 the stands still ibratirlg frorrl the to)i toy- 

ing >out11 who clitl not want to leave \t ithout turning his head to look at 

'I'rebor arlcl rne, Stirrlela whispered, "Now," and we stootl anti let ourselves 

hc jostled arid pushed and swepl frorn the stadium into the street. 

"How rnarly arcx with 11s no\+?" 1 asked Trevor as we n~irlnowed our 

\*a> th ro~~gl i  the crowtls lea\ i r~g the stadiurrl. 

Either he pretenclcd not to hear or he was doing uhat he alwaes did 

wllc.11 hc. fi)llncI himself' on open ground: sconrirlg the environs, listen- 

ing for a sound tllat wasl17t right even in t11c, dill of a crowd, watclli~lg out 

for the sarrle face twice. 

"\+ hh;rt:'" Ile said. 'l'tieri i t  registc.rcd. "110 jot1 know whc Stinlcla 

ne\er iss11c.d a firear111 to ?on, \ c l l -~  ?ou've alc\a>s tiacl lo I~orrow n~irle or 

Jal)~r's?" 

1 knew I'ti like the answer evc.11 1c.s~ t han I liked the cyliestio~~. 

"Hecause you scerrled to rrretl it," Ilr. said. "It would have been a 

crutch, riot a \\capon. The fetish that sa>s 'I'm a guerilla."' 

"I was <just c.uriorls." 
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He declined to even dignify this with a laugh. 

"You once said there were five thousand, maybe more, MK insur- 

gents who were willing to back Chris Hani when the time came, ready to 

see the revolution through. It's only natural that I'd ask how many there 

are now-after today." 

"After today? Okay, after today there are fifteen hundred. How does 

that sound?" 

"Sounds okay." 

"Or maybe five hundred." 

"But you just said-" 

"Fifty. Make that five. Why do you need a head count? What will the 

number do for you? Will it stiffen your resolve; take the place of a gun? 

A long time ago Stimela told me: 'You're White, which makes you more 

needy than most. Stop needing what you need.'" 

But even when I left South Africa three years later, when I said goodbye 

to Trevor, Stimela, and the others and returned "homen in 1996, it was 

still an open question: had I learned to stop needing what I needed- 

notwithstanding the fact that I, unlike Trevor, was Black? And Stimela's 

laughter, what that woman at the Botswanan border would have surely 

called a Zulu laugh, let me know that I had not asked about professor 

Mureinik out of curiosity but out of my need for a narrative, for a causal 

link between his death and our actions under cover of night. It was as 

though a place in the narrative of Etienne Mureinik's death was the 

missing page in a narrative of my life. Something I'd been cheated out 

of and needed desperately to regain. 

The press had cheated me. Even the foreign press which often took 

a more critical view of White South Africans than, for example, Johan- 

nesburg's Star or Citizen. But even the obituary in London's Independent 

had tended miserly to my needs, imploring me to weed through the mi- 

nutiae of what I already knew: Etienne Mureinik "was 42 when he fell," 

a verb tactfully spaced between jumped and was pushed, "from the 23"' 
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stor? of a hotel in Braamfontein. Johannesburg, not far from the uniber- 

sit,, on \bedriesday 10 Jul)." It told me that he joiried the faculty of law 

at the I-ni~ersi ty of tlic CZ itwatersrarid, or JZrits, as we called it, in 1977, 

risirig through the rariks juriior lecturer, lecturer, senior lecturer-be- 

coniirig a professor at the age of 32, dean of' hcultg, arid advisor to the 

Ilemocratic Part) at the age of 37. 411 this arid more was in the files we 

kept on him and his twelve collaborators. There was nothing there that 

fed rrly rieed, least of' all the fact that his death was "a uaterslied everit 

for the rriairlly English-speaking White liberal estahlishrnent in South 

lfrica. sl~ggestirlg selere strains in its relation mith the aspiring Black 

niiddle class." This to me, though truc3, was a red herring, for the fir? a r ~ d  

brimstone antagonism between tk1c.s~ two groups was, at some level, a 

simple diwgrccmcnt over which color capitalist sliould accumulate. the 

spoils. 

I could have added hlureinik's favorite uord to his obituary: calitrate. 

4 word he chewed arid moved around his inner cheeks like cud uhen he 

let-turecl. h \tort1 tliat seerrled to s tea t l  his nerves as, >ear. aftcr /tbar. he 

looked out across tile lecture hall aiid witrlessed how it seemed to blacken 

c.uporierltiall~. He \+:is wrong, of c.olrrsc,. 'I'hcrc was no c,xponcntial in- 

crease in Black studerits. rio rliass in\asiori oftliat IIar\artl of tlic south. 

Kliariya, rrly wifix.. .rriy ex-wifi., could attest to that. She was one of his lam 

st~~tlerits.  Oric l3l:~c.k fat.(. in that dt.lirious 5c.a of Hlark f'accs. In poirit of' 

fact. no niorc tliarl two ill tell s t~ lde~ l t s  at 1% its U C ~ P  I f r i c a ~ i  in a count r? 

\%liere 8 i r ~  10 pc.opl(, are 4fric.ari. Hut \Iurcainik's mind had inverted the 

\\orltl aritl "c*alil)rate" was a uor.tI t list c*lrred his rrlotior~ sic*kric*ss, r(astor('(i 

his equilihriur~i, allti kvpt hi111 front falling o\erboartl into that ocean of 

lratrcti that thc Afrikaner, riot thc Eriglish, were kriowri for. I t  also saved 

hirr~ I'r-or11 tli(> t s u r ~ a r ~ ~ i ,  the risir~g c.larrlor fi)r soc*ialisrn ;rr icI  what ht. oilre 

descril,ed as "naked, uncritical racial solidarity" among 13lach militants, a 

solitlarity that col~ld "tlcstroy all hop(," of equal accountability in a post- 

apartheid South L\frica-slioul(l 111at tlaq arrive. 

If rricrnory scr l r s  rlie right, it was a year after the call from Stefaaris 

Hrl~nimcr ant1 a rnont ti or two aftcr the dcath of Etic~ririe Mureiriik whc~n 

his narlie carrle up urleupec~edlj. I hat1 rnovetl back irl wit11 Kllariya after 
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a long separation. She was trying to put the war-against apartheid, 

against Mandela7s people in the ANC, against the English architects 

of liberal hegemony-behind us. My confrontation with Mandela in 

March of 1994, when he told me in no uncertain terms that "we" in 

the ANC, are not going take power and seize control of the institutions 

that White people have spent decades, centuries, building-that too, 

Khanya thought, was well behind us. 

If I had been honest with her I would have told her that we never 

singled out Mureinik as a target. He was too equivocal. Too torn between 

his need for African acquiescence and his need for African approval. 

But I didn't tell her because she didn't ask. And she didn't ask because, 

perhaps, she didn't know what or how to ask. But she knew how to look 

at me that day Ntombi spoke his name. 

I could feel her gaze that day, like I'd felt it before, on the night Ste- 

faans Briimmer called. Ntombi, Gladys, and Naledi (three young women 

with whom she had shared digs at law school) came to our house for 

tea. Ntombi and Naledi kissed Khanya and lovingly put money in her 

hand before coming through to the living room where I was waiting 

with Gladys. It was a custom among young African women who were 

gainfully employed to give a gift of money to their friends who were not 

so gainfully employed. Khanya didn't out me in front of them, which 

is to say, when the name Mureinik came up, she didn't ask if there was 

a trail of bread crumbs from Stimela7s safe house in Hillbrow to the 

bell calling out the 23rd floor in the lift of the Parktonian Hotel, bread 

crumbs sprinkled along the carpet-hushed hallway leading to the room 

and around the luxurious suite with its sheets of Egyptian cotton that 

no one in their right mind would have ever abandoned for the vertigo of 

the balcony, for the cold steel of the rail, for the garden grounds rushing 

up to meet him. 

"Remember how he balanced his spectacles on that long pointed 

nose?" Ntombi said as she lowered her glasses down to the bridge of her 

nose and scrunched her face. 

Gladys and Naledi laughed heartily, egging Ntombi on, but Khanya 

and I were silent, neither of us wanting to prolong the topic. I cleared 
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the s l) t ' t~~ tva hags fro111 a saucer orr the coffee tal~le arrd asked Kl~arrja if 

I slioultl fetch fresh ones aritl hot water f r o ~ r ~  t11c kitchen. "If jou like,," 

shcx said, flatlj. 

Ntonrhi ;rrlcl Naledi were clressed for srlc.c.ess, srrlart 1)usiness suits arrd 

leather t)ric.fi.ases, the ma) t w o  1)cautifill high-powered law~ers  \votlld 

be cxpcctc,tl to dress. two norncri n ho'd larrdccl good johs in the I\ hite 

worltl right out of  la^ school. k t r a ~ ~ j a  was, by the starltlards of all tklc nren 

who, I uscd to note jealolisly, hung around (heir law school digs when 

I first rnct thcrn, just as prctt? as Atomhi-thorrgh rronc of thosc Jourrg 

nierl thoi~glrt she collld holcl a cantllc to \alcdi v\llosc eyes were large and 

whose cortiplcxion was as liglrt as a (:oloured pcrsorr's which apparently 

uas all that 1)ealrty required. Kt~;lr!y:r Irad chosen to fi)c-us hcr legal train- 

irig on corrrrrrr~rlity ad\,ocacj arrtl ttre N(;O ~vorld. Skrc. drcssed in jeans a ~ r d  

casual wear rnuc.h ofthc tinic. so as not to dimirlisll pc.oplc in the township 

arrrorrg whorrr shrl rno\ed. Glaciys's attire was mu(-lr tlre sarrre as Kllatrya's. 

This hat1 1t.s~ to do with her post-law school pursuits (which for the life of 

rrie T carl't rc,call) and more to (lo u i t k r  thc fact that shc had dated the sanrc 

rlran Lor fifteerr >ears. since tlre (la! slre trlrnecl fiftc.c.r~, \\hicti accounted 

for tkrr. fact that her derneanor alrvaj s eclipsed her attircx atrd tier derneanor 

\\,as decidcdlj sc~tleci. 

Wllerr I rt>turrlcd kern tkic kit(*hen, Ntombi was i r r  full swing, light- 

ing up the roorrr M ith her Et ieririe Mnreinik impersoriatiorrs. 

"110 cali brat(,!" said Glatiys. 

Ytorrrhi rosc t o  her feet like an Oxford don. She  unruf'fled her irrragi- 

nary robes. Slrr cleared her throat. "(:alibrate." she said looking down 

at tlrern tkrrough i1t.r glasses. 

"\.ketsek, prokssor I'inch-face!" Yaledi interruptetl. "IVlrat has cali- 

brate to do with an) thing?" 

"M. itkiout this word," Utorrrt,i aclrrror~ished Nalecii, with a posh Eng- 

lish tone, "th(3 Africa11 will not be ablr to gobern properly. Is the African 

read) to gokcrri, ladies and gcntlcmcn? 'I'hat is the cltlcstiori. O r  will 

lre Ile tlobblecl i r r  Iris attcrllpts to take his place-his rigtrtfrrl place, of 

c-oursc-bcsidr. us i r ~  a free, democratic. and civil society?" 

"I  want you to take your plat-c in rrry pot of English stew," haledi said. 
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"My dear girl, my dear, dear girl," Ntombi lorded over her, "shut-up!" 

She went on: "The law, ladies and gentlemen, the law. Jurisprudential 

reason. This is all we have at our disposal; all that can calibrate, yes, 

calibrate, the tension between this rising tide of Black economic, politi- 

cal, and social expectations that we are experiencing at the end of apart- 

heid-legitimate expectations, make no mistake; apartheid is a blight 

upon civilization, unworthy of a European lineage-but only jurispru- 

dential reason can calibrate the gap!. . .the tension between these rising 

expectations and our need for social stability free of both tyranny and 

anarchy." 

"Please, me baas," Naledi implored, "I am a very hungry African and 

would very much like you for my English stew." 

Ntombi waved her off. 

"Let the fall, last Christmas, of the Soviet Union be a lesson to those 

of you in this lecture hall who still dream of socialism. I am well aware 

that some of you are members of the South African Students Congress 

and other such radical groups." 

"No SASCO here, me bass, just cannibals." 

"And I am well aware of your plans to push beyond the dismantling of 

apartheid for a socialist state and that your demand for the transformation 

of this university is merely a red herring-the first step in a takeover." 

"Stew, baba, me just wants stew!" 

"But where there is totalitarianism, there is no jurisprudential rea- 

son. And where there is no reason, there is no calibration. Now, for next 

time, I want you all to meditate on 'calibrate.' You must each write an 

essay on the social, political, and above all jurisprudential implications 

of this word." 

Ntombi sat down and drank the fresh cup of tea I'd poured her as Gladys 

and Naledi gave her a round of applause. "Shame," she said, ruefully. 

"What's a shame?" Khanya asked. 

"The way he died. Professor Brassy told the papers that 'irrational 

attacks' had taken their toll, that the world 'just overwhelmed him.'" 

"Irrational attacks have been levied at me all of my life and no one 

checked to see if I was overwhelmed," Naledi rejoined. 

This content downloaded from 128.119.168.32 on Sat, 26 Mar 2022 23:06:20 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



"\V hat irrational attacks?" \tombi asked. 

"Apartheid." It \ \as enough to silence us all. Then Kalcdi contiriued. 

"1 lcft work earl) \+hen 1 hcard the news." 

"To mourn?" Gladys asked, in all sinceriiy. 

"'So celebrate," Y aledi corrected. 

"You'rt~ I?ing," said Gladys. 

"I'm not lying." 

"\Vhere?" 

" 0 1 1  the (:or~c.oursc~." 

Glad?s gasped. "1011 drove all the way from \.our law practice, to the 

u n i ~ t ~ r s i t j ,  to demonstrate and cheer with those.. .those militants? What 

if you were caicglil on television?" 

Naledi shrugged her shoulders. 

"Yo~r'rc not a st~ldt~rit anymore," (;lady$ \aid to hcr as tholrgli she wcrc 

her motl1r.r. 

"I ma) riot be a stt~tlcrlt ari!rriore but I'rn still a rrlilitarit." 

"Is that the \\a\. :r grow11 \+orr~ari acts?" (;ladys insisted. 

" \ i e  can't all l)e as gram 11 as ?ou, (;latl)s," ohsc.r\cd haletli. And tlicn 

to all of us, l)ec.atjse we all looked a little srrrpriced, "Yes, I toyi toyicd 

;ind c.hchc.rc~l and sang right there or1 the Wits (:oncourse, with all those 

faculty arlti staff watching us, w itl-1 tlieir mouths lial~girig opt.11, shaking 

their Iieatls. 'Disg~rstitig. Ileatl~eri. Af'ricari.' To wliicli our  hodics said: 

'I'r11(2. T ~ I w .  'rrlre." 

"Ilidn't \ . ~ I I  feel strange or ern1)arrasseci:'" khan)a asked. 

"I ric.\cr fklt Iwttcr. 'Kill the farmer! kill the Hoer!' 'l'hat's what 1 
learned in his lectures." 

"IIcy, wetla!" Ntombi cut ill. "FTe wasn't a Roer, he  was a Brit." 

"They're all Boers," Nalcdi said without flinchirrg. "Tilere's nothing 

to ca1il)ratc." 

Had Etierlrie hlurciriik 1)cen tiead the night Stefaans Rriirnrner called, 

rn? panic would have been more tangihle and focused. In lieu of myriad 
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offenses, my mind would have been able to concentrate itself on one ac- 

cusation, the death of a White man, the only death worthy of expiation. 

Instead, my mind ran over a range of other episodes that no less vio- 

lated the suspension of armed struggle Mandela had imposed. Briimmer 

himself seemed none too sure of what he was looking for. He knew that 

under Mandela's National Unity government, the National Intelligence 

Agency included MK operatives as well as agents from the secret world 

of the former apartheid state; together they were working to ferret out 

what they termed "extremists" on the Left as well as the Right, and I was 

the subject of such an investigation. That much he had tricked the chief 

of the NIA, Joe Nhlanhla, into revealing before he called me. 

Rriimmer needs me to help himjfill in the rest. l a m  loath to oblige. 
The war is over, Frank, we can live like normalpeople now. 

Khanya hadn't said it just like that. Rut she had said it in her own way. 

Earlier this evening, when we dined at the Carlton Hotel, she might not 

have believed it herself. She had wanted to believe it. But how can she be- 

lieve it if I won't believe it with her? I didn't tell her, 'Yes, the war is over,' 

but nor did I say the other thing. 

For Christ's-sakes, Khanya, stop staring at me! Even the Orrs are beingpo- 

lite, chatting to themselves, pretending not to hear. She's worried. She's afraid. 

She thought tonight would be dgfirent. She'd spend the night here and then, 

maybe, over time, with some effort, some healing, some words of reconciliation 
on mypart, some words offorgiveness on hers, maybe I'd come back home. Per- 

haps we'd be normalagain. Were we ever normal? 
Yes.. .it's true. I called her this morning. Or did she call me? No matter. 

We spoke on the telephone for the first time in weeks. That's what counts. 

We each said, "I love you." She didn't say, The war is over. I didn't say, It's 

just begun. We were trying not to argue. We met for drinks, expensive 

drinks, in the lobby of the Carlton Hotel and said, What the hell, if we're 

going to spend this much money we may as well go into the restaurant 

and have a nice meal. All through dinner there hung suspended between 

us the unvoiced question: are we going back to our separate homes or is 

tonight the night we start all over again? When the coffee arrived, she 

reached across the table and held my hand. 
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"Oka~.  I ' l l  settle the questio~i." 

"\\'hat q~wstiori?" 

"Tht. oirta \\(>'I(> heerr a~oidirrg. I ' l l  corrrc back to your place. I\/e711 talk 

a1)orrt tlic rest in the morning." 

2nd laughcd and stiook frcr. of our rier\cas. We clrarik our coffee 

arld h:ld the waiter p1:rc.r tuo sweet, syrllpy kock.sr.str~r.s iri an elegant little 

box tiecl wit11 a golci lace ribbon. Jbe walhed oat into 1he rain, dodging 

the watery pellets as best cve collld. holding fast to the storic faqades of 

Jo5t)rrrg's sk>sc.r;ipers r r r r t i l  \ \e  reaclie(l the taxi rank or1 Rret. Street. 

Tlicrc, rcc Iicld caclr other he~ir.atli hla~iclela's modest cartlboard 

shiclcl. \I1c hisscd. Tlic war is ovcr. Tkic. war lias just 1)eguri. It hardl) 

rliattcl*c~(l. hot ;is lor~g as we Mere silerrt. We claslred clowrl the Orrs' drive 

wit11 no rnorc t l~aii  a Iiot showchr, a dry towel, a glass of wine, and a warrn 

inviting hcrl ori our. rninds. I3ut hlrs. Orr ir~tcrccytc'cl 11s with a rlrcssagc 

horn Stt.faarrs 13riirn rncr. I3rtirnliit-r with his qrlvstiorrs. Hrirtir~rrvr M it11 

liis rcrrriridcrs. Rr~rrrrrirc~r with Iris perfvet end to  a perfect cacriirrg. 

Ilo\\ (lid 1 gct 11c.r.c:' \\ trat 1)ossc.ssccl rrrv to crriigratc t'rorrr tlc facto 

at)artlir,itl i l l  the, I S to official aparthritl i l l  a cotrrrtr.~ 1 trartllj h~rew:' 

I \\ate11 lrer watchirrg rnc as Briirnrrrer d(.lirrc.atrs rny status, arr errerrry 

o f  tlir stat(,, a n  crierny of the "hcw" South Afric.:i. 'l'hc "Y cw" Sorrth 

Africa tlrat I li)uglit for and arri still fighting for now, 1 warrt to say, to 

F3riirnrrrc.r arid ktrarrya arld the Orrs. 41id to rrryself. 

I tr;r\t.l(>cl to Sorrth Af'rica t \ \  i c s r .  t ) c . f i ) r . c k  I firrall? "crrrigratccl." ift hat's 

the riglrt nortl. Once ir r  Jul> atrd .Iuglrst of 1!)8!). oil a rt~scarcli trip 

ftrrrtletl 1)) the Jerome Foundatiori on a grarit for criit.rgirlg artists. I mas 

srrl)~x)wc'l to spcn(1 t\co r~loirtl~s tlere, gatlrer er~ouglr data to cot~rplete a 

rrovel, ant1 get out. (;et irito apartlicitl South Africa arld ttleri get out. 

That was the rleal. Plairi arid simple. But on tlic second day of rniy first 

sojourr~, I rilet Kliari*ya. Two weeks later we wclrc. c.11gagc.d. 

'I'hen there were the two rr~oritlis after the Jeronlc. Follridatiori trip, 

I>rcerrrC)rr/Jarll~ary 1!)!)0119!)1. 1 was in loce ttien, jcs, that's it. 1 came 

bach to South ilfrica because I was ill lo\e. Tllough I said I came back to 

complete r 1 1 ~  research. Kach time I departed I rctur~lcd. The third time, 

later in 1991. 1 thollglit it \colrl(l be like the other tirncs, nothing as short 
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as two months, perhaps, but nothing as long as five years. But one by 

one, five years approached, arrived, and departed. 

As I recall (and Khanya, no doubt, recalls it differently) the "plan" was 

for Khanya to come to New York while I finished my masters at Co- 

lumbia. We'd go to Europe or South America and she would go to film 

school where the education was good and cheap and I would teach and 

write. 

That was July of 1990, when the violence in South Africa that, unbe- 

knownst to us, was to characterize the political climate of the next five 

years (by 1992 the massacres perpetrated by the Inkatha Freedom Party 

(IFP) and de Klerk's security forces brought the death toll to upwards of 

300 deaths per month) was in its terrifying infancy. An estimated 100,000 

impimpis were being transported from KwaZulu and Natal into the six- 

teen townships that surrounded Johannesburg. De Klerk, who had only 

been in office a year, had just lifted the ban against the ANC and the 

Communist Party and had released Mandela from prison. But part of the 

deal was that the ANC guerillas of Umkhonto we Sizwe and their fellow 

travelers would not be allowed to return to South Africa and would not 

be freed from prison until most of the ANC moderates had had a chance 

to return and fill the void with the common sense of bourgeois accom- 

modation. The devil is always in the details. Mandela had agreed to this. 

Somewhere in the desert of the Karoo there may even be a time capsule 

chockful of documents, which someone will dig up in two or three hun- 

dred years and find that Mandela had not simply agreed to this, but had 

proposed it. Into this "compromise" de Klerk facilitated the "immigra- 

tion" of Gatsha Buthelezi's fifth column from Natal into the Transvaal. 

As a cool winter night in July settled over Johannesburg's bracelet 

of Black townships, Inkatha's impimpis tore through the thin wooden 

doors of old brick and corrugated tin homes, shattered kerosene lamps 

on kitchen floors, and watched ribbons of flame unfold to the beds of old 

people whose throats they had slit; as children cried wildly for someone 
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to rescue therri; as rricrl who co~lld r1111, ran, Icavirlg their farrlilics bc- 

hind; as women too young to die from one sirnple hack of the pariga were 

raped and then hillctl; as the largc !c~llow casspirs, tic Klork's arrnortd 

person~rel carriers. naited inipatierltl! for their passerigers to rc'turri. It 

was niidniglit iri tlic towrisliips. It mas rnidtlaj in hlariliattari. Ttie pasta 

was being served al derlte at siclewalk cafes in IAittle Italy; the pigeoris 

vied for a spot or1 the outstretched arms of the birdlriari in Washirigton 

Sqliarc Park; near Tirrles Square, the cabbies werr singing with their 

Iiorris; arid we were beirig wed at T a n ~ r ~ l a r ~ y  Hall. 

We'tl liatl ari agrcc.rricnt, shr. and I. 4 s  iroric,lad as our rriarriagc vows, 

to licar rrlc tell it. '4 loose cr~scrnhlc of's~rggcstions. whenever her stor) 

got there first. Rio or  ..2rristertlarri. tliat was tleal. B! Jul! of 1991 we'd 

he 111) orr a lrill o,c~rlookirig Iparic.rrra or  clowrr in a Irorlseboat on a Dutch 

canal. Shcx'tl I)(, in filrn school. I wolr l t l  te:rch and write. Soorr wcx'd srrrd 

for Rcl)aal)rtswe, rriy stc.pdatrghtcr wlio'tl trrrned three that May before 

we were rriarrit-(1. We'd k)c free. Frcsc, of South Africa. Free of' i\merica. 

13l;ick ; i r r c l  frtv.. 

Rut on(. niorning i r r  I'c.hrriar? ski(. wok(, 111) ant1 said she was leabing. 

"I'm goir~g back to So11th .\f'rica," she said. 

11) fi,r.lirrgs whip1:rsIir~cl 1)etueeri corifusion. satlrless, a~ rd  ;I 1)itilrg serlse 

of betrayal. 

"\Vliy:'" I said. 

"Strc. told rlic all(' ~liougllt I was I3ritisll or1 tllc. pliorre. Slre said slie 

had no idea I was Blach." 

"Jlirt like tlrat:'" 

"Not lust lihe tllat. 1 cor~lcl llave llarltlled it if she said it just like that. 

She was about t o  say 'Black' then she caught herself. That rnade it ever1 

worse. I\. h! can't they come clear1 in ?our countrj:'" 

"It's not rrly couritrj -why do  JOII always call it rrly country?" 

"They're in need of a certain oh, 1 can't rernernher the word she 

~isr~t l  a ctert:rin irr~age for their point of sales ~)eople. I've got two years 

of law school and she's telling me that! She said she would have saved us 

I-jot11 the troul>le had she realized on the phone." 

"Wr c.oultl sue." 
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"Sure, with all the money from your student loans." 

"It's a racist country. To the core. I told you before you came." 

"You're supposed to have laws." 

"Why are we arguing about this? I'm on your side. Besides I told you 

before you came." 

"You already said that." 
66 ' I m sorry." 

"Why should I stay here?" 

"Khanya, we agreed." 

"We discussed. We didn't agree. Trade one South Africa for another? 

Does that make sense to you?" 

"I graduate in May, we'll leave then, okay?" 

She was already dressed. "Trade one Boer for another?" 

"Why don't we take a shower together?" Wrong thing to say 

She put on her shoes, and then looked outside to see that a fresh film 

of snow had fallen in the night. "Besides, my family's there." She rum- 

maged in the closet for her boots. "Maybe family doesn't mean the same 

thing to all of you-" 

"Who's 'all of you'?" 

"I'm an African. For me, family is everything." 

I sat up in bed but I may as well have been standing on my hind legs. 

"Why don't you just say what you mean?" 

"I've seen the way you treat your parents." 

"Then you must have also seen the way they treat me." 

"Doesn't matter." 

"Doesn't matter?" 

"Our duty is to them, not vice versa. I thought things would be dif- 

ferent here and then she said that to me. That White haus frau, said that 

to me." 

"What are we talking about?" 

"I'm leaving. I'm going back. I hope you can come when you're fin- 

ished with school.'' 

"You thought things would be different here? I told you they 

wouldn't be." 
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"Yo11 don't know what I thought." 

"IOU don't need a law degree to know that African immigrant is 

an ox?moron. a coritradictiori in terms. 411 it takes is a little comniorl 

sense." 

She stopped at the foot of the bed arid looked at me. "I used to think 

that you were only occasionally impolite-I was wrong." 

''11 land of'opportunity. h step up in the world. You were so inebriated 

witti o u r  arrival that yo11 thougtit you'd pass through customs and be 

changed forever." 

"Don't lecture me, I'm not one of your stutlents." 

"A vertic.al leap from kaffir to immigrant, whcn all you rnadc was a 

lateral move from kaffir to nigger. That's what's eatii~g you. h u ' t l  rather 

leavc than he mistaken for one of us. Well, I've got rlcws for yell." 
"M7hell I \ v ; i ~ ~ t  ritws I'll read thcl ~ / P W  f i r k  Ilirnr.~," shrl said, le;rving 

nirb in the 1)cadroom. 

I threw nlj rotw on and fbllowcd her to the door. "That nornari at. 

4lac.y'~ " 

"I'rr~ going to the tra\el agency." 

" t l l c  llurnan K(.sotircc.s rninion who snuhbcd you " 

"CootlJ)?e. Frar~k." She clist.r~tarjglecl ttle ruer~agerie of chailis arid 

locks anti left. 

I Icar~c.d o\car t tic banister as she twirled down the stairs. "Ari eight- 

ycar-oltl c.11iltl coultl 11avc. don(. what she clicl witl~out wastirig tittle. 

Without sllul'fling papers. Just hy pointing n finger and saying, 'l,ook, 

monirny, a hcgro."' I ran hack into thc living roorn arid stri~gglerl might- 

ily to lift the ice-sealed window. She scurried down the sidewalk and 

stopped at the light on 168Ih street. At last the ice cracked and the win- 

dow jerked open. 

"IIej!" I yelled, "October's not that far off, >ou can still be an immi- 

grant for Halloween!" 

The errgiries of nrorriing delivery trucks were c-learing tlleir tf~roats i r ~  

the streets below, the cold grates of tlie bodegas were screeching open, and 

a barge horn I~lared as it pulled itselfacross the water from the Bronx to the 

\Zasllirigtorl Bridge. She 11adn.t heard a word. 
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"He may as well be a White man." That's what her father said when she 

returned to South Africa. She'd gone home to Mmabatho in the "home- 

land" of Bophuthatswana for the weekend. She'd talked primarily about 

her returning to law school, hoping this would soften him up, show her 

reinsertion back into his fold, that she might broach the more difficult 

subject, the subject of her desire to marry me, without revealing the 

even more difficult truth, that we were already married in New York. 

He grunted as he folded his Sunday paper, which was not the same 

as saying "No, you can't marry him," but could not be precisely trans- 

lated as "Yes, Frank's a really wonderful guy, I'd have wished no one 

else for YOU." He stood up and looked around for something. What? He 

didn't smoke a pipe. There was nothing he wanted to see on television. 

It was too early for a drink. 

"He'll pay the lobola," she said, plaintively, hoping against hope that 

at least my willingness to pay the bride price would also soften him up. 

This "willingness" on my part was, in point of fact, a fabrication on her 

part. She might say "we agreed" that I'd pay the lobola, but I would say, 

"we discussed" it. Whose story crossed the finish line first hardly mat- 

tered to Mr. Phenyo. He folded the newspaper and went out into the 

yard. 

The hot desert sun of Bophuthatswana baked his cheerless attempts at 

gardening or maintaining a lawn. It made him sad just to look at it. He used 

to raise cattle. Not here but where cattle could be grazed and watered. He 

used to plant crops. Not here but where crops could drink their fill and flour- 

ish. The good land had been taken by the Boers and he and his people had 

been sent here; here, where the earth's skin wrinkled before its time; here 

for "their own good.'' She came up beside him and tried to get his atten- 

tion while he watered what for lack of a better word he called his lawn. She 

wanted to say, you're just making mud. But he might turn on her and tell her 

that he had eyes, didn't he, that he could see that he was just making mud, 

couldn't he, that if he wanted to make mud what business was it of hers? 

"Did you hear me, papa, I said he'll pay the lobola?" 
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"He doesn't put milk in his coffee," he said, rnore to the mud than to 

her, "or sugar. tlcx's rlot all African, he's a \\/ hitc man." 

In May of' 11191, 1 graduated from Coluni1)ia I rli\ersit>. I bought a 

one-way ticket or1 South 4frican Air\\ajs, ari apartl~eid-era airline as 

i r i~ i t i r~g  as disir~f'tv~t:~r~t. 

I followed her to South ilfrica as  blindly as slic llad followed me to 

Uew York. 1 wcrit wit hor~t the fat fouridatio~i bankroll of nlj first trip. 

I was goirig to liabc. to live on rands, not cloll:~rs. 'l'lle o r ~ l j  4rrlerica11 

curreric! I tlatl was fi\e tlundred dollars and a Icttcr of' recommenda- 

tion f'rorr~ 1)rofi.ssor I.:dward Said. I mas countir~g on the mone? to tide 

us over r~ritil tli(. I(.tter could l a rd  nip a jol). I I ~ : r c l  lied to get back into 

South 4fric-a; just as I had lied in 1981) to make possible rn> first trip 

there. 

RIJ \ isa application hacl beer1 dcwictl ill 1988. So~rleone in the errl- 

bass) in \\'ashingtori fotirid it highlj inconceiba1)lr that a Black 4nlericall 

~vould narlt to Tacation in Johanncshurg, tlit, iridllstrial hub of' South A4f- 

rica. ill Jill?. tlic dead of winter. Or1 tol) of ' t l~at,  Jcsse Jacksori and sekeral 

Black politic%os. clerg>men. and academics hacl su1)rnitted their applica- 

tioris :it t11r sarllt. tirric' I sent miritl. S o  1 \\:ritc.cI e l ~ o t l ~ e r  ?car, then l i t  t h r  

bullet a11d shcllecl out a significant amourit of rnonej to hire a mashing- 

ton lxisc(l ''\ isa c011~1lltant." The day lle got nl? passport and applicatiorl 

was th(. (la> t1(1 cualleti rrie. 

"Mr. \I ilclerson. I've got jour  passport in hand and I'm looking at 

tolir pl~otograph. \fr. M ilderson, you'rc Rlac-b, sir." 

"I,ast tirr~e I checked." 

'Thcrtl \ \as an  rlncasy silence. Then hc said, "4nd jou nan t  to go to 

Sout 11 lf'rica?" 

"1'liat's correct." 

"\\ ~ 1 1 ,  sir. we're a visa consultancy. U c  tlori't guarantee that our cli- 

ents w i l l  gc.t a kiss. Hake >oil applictl f'or a visa ti.om them before!'" 

"1,ast ?ear. J u ~ r c  of 1988." 

"\I lrat reasons did thcj  give for dcnj  ing jou.'" 

"'l 'hq didn't gi~c. an! reason." 

"Arc you sure?" 
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"Of course, I'm sure," I said, though I might have been lying. I don't 

remember. 

"Mr. Wilderson, now I don't know ifyou've read anything about South 

Africa-" 

"I studied Southern African politics in college." Wrong thing to say 

"Did you, whereabouts?" 

"Dartmouth College." 

"You're a Dartmouth man! My uncle was a Dartmouth man." Right 
thing to say! "You must have been one of the first-well, it's just that there 

weren't any Blacks in my uncle's time. Okay, well fair enough. Rut I must 

tell you that from all indications South Africa could declare another 

state of emergency any day now. Are you sure you wouldn't rather have a 

visa for Zimbabwe, they've been inde-'' 

"I need a visa for South Africa." 

"Certainly, sir. Now, Mr. Wilderson, I'll say one more thing and then 

we'll get down to brass tacks. You do realize that accommodations are 

still not what they call "multiracial"? That would mean you would have 

to stay-" 

"1'11 work it out when I get there." 

"Of course, there is the Honorary White status which many Black 

American businessmen are accorded when they travel. And they stay 

right downtown with that status, at the Carlton Hotel. Are you a busi- 

nessman, Mr. Wilderson?" 

LLNo." 

"Well, fine, fine, that's alright. So ... let's get right down to brass tacks. 

What are you?" 

"What am I?" 
"Your occupation." 

"I'm a guard." 

"A security guard," he said with a little too much enthusiasm. 

"No, I'm a guard at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis." 

"I don't think I understand, sir." 

"I rotate through the galleries and tell children not to touch the 

paintings." 
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"I see," he said with all the air escaping, "and hcfbre that?" 

"I worked for various 1)rokrrage firrrrs." 

"4s a guard:"' 

"As a stockbroker." 

"I h g  y )ur  pard or^?" 
"I was a stockbroker with hlerrill I,yrlch, Oppe~lheimer, E. F. Hutton, 

and Drexel, Rrrr.riharri. Larnhert frorri 1981 to 1988." 

"And y o u  left that to walk around art galleries monitoring 

children?'" 

"It isri't ;IS sirr11)le as that." 

"It riever is." 

"l,ook, arc, going to want to know all of that?" 

"Jlr. Fl iltlerson, 1 have to ask this hecause it has beer1 asked i r ~  tlre 

past: arc- JOII all artist?" 

"Yo. I r~citlrer paint nor scn11)t. 1 like rriodcrn art and the job is easj 

and lets IIIC. " I alrr~ost said "v rite." I \\as slroc.ked at nlyself hut I almost 

said it. "1,et's nle have free time to figure a f i ~  things out in m) life. See 

I'm comirrg out of difficult tlivorce." 'I'his mas a lie, because I nasrl't rnar- 

r i d  to the Mornan I'd broken up with. hut it put him back into a worlcl 

he coulrl urlcler\tarld. 

" I  r~rltlt~staild, Mr. Wildersorl, I do  r~rrderst:uid. IIad a hit of a spat 

lihr. that r~ljself. \ow, Mr. It iltiersoli. I'm going to cut riglit to the chase. 

kou 11a\(, to truthful n ith me ant1 1 ha \c  to hc truthful with the S o ~ ~ t h  

4fric-alr e~iil)ass\.. If1 lie to thc~n~ ,  if I l i t .  to tkierr~ just orie tirrre. \~lreli I 
come 1)ack with my next client the) are not o~il? not goir~g to let rrle jnrnp 

the cltrc.tlc hut the) mill show rric the door. They mill know me to he less 

thali an honest man and that w i l l  1,e bad for business. l'ni all ho~icast 

nrati. XIr. Jt ilderson and I belieke that )ou'rc arl honest rr~ari so I'm goirrg 

to go oter the rnore pcrtiner~t cl~lcstiotrs, boxes >ou'vc already rhc,cked 

but MP just need to  ell, \.oil kr~ow." 

"SllOOt." 

"Are you a journalist?" 

"Yo." 

" \re yo11 an artist?" 
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"No." 

"Are you a writer?" 

"No." 

"Have you ever published an article in a journal or a newspaper?" 

"Didn't you just ask me that?" 

"Not, really, sir. Some people don't claim writing as an occupation, 

but they've published before." 

"No." 

"Alright, sir. And the purpose of your visit?" 

"Tourism." Ihear the repression is divine this time ofyear. 
"Now, sir, that answer's going to raise a few eyebrows." 

"Okay, then check something else.'' 

"It's not a matter of checking something else, Mr. Wilderson, it's a 

matter of the truth." 

"Then check tourism." 

"Mr. Wilderson, they're going to ask questions, such as how well I 

know you." 

"I went to Dartmouth with your uncle." 

"Those are not the facts, Mr. Wilderson." 

"Can't we be a little creative?" 

"Creative is the one thing we can't be. You and I, with our democ- 

racy and our freedom of association, our freedom of ideas-what we 

might think of as creative the people in the South African embassy 

think of as, well ... They're not very creative at the embassy. The fact 

of the matter is I really don't know you that well. And I have yet to 

work for a Black American trying to get a tourist visa to visit Jo- 

hannesburg (which is not exactly a tourist destination) in July, the 

middle of winter. My credibility, you might say, is inextricably bound 

to yours." 

"Fine, tell them the truth. I'm a poor museum guard who wants to 

take a vacation abroad. So I'm going to a typically non-vacation spot 

in the middle of winter because it'll be summer here-and too hot 

for me-and because off-season and off the beaten-track is all I can 

afford." 
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F l ( 1  :rcc.txl)tcd this. He said he'd call mc back in a week. Sonictio\v he 

got the visa. In J u l ~  of 1989, as P. Mr. Botha inlposccl liis statt' of enier- 

gcncj, I bought a ticket on South African 4irlines and flew illto South 

4frica for the first time in my life. 

I \\as terrified on that first trip into South Africa. 1 coulcl not 1)elieve 

I was act tlallj going. Into.So:or/t/l Aji-KO. Thirty tliollsar~d fret in the air, the 

insanity of what T was doing s e i ~ e d  rne. HereZarn, (1 Hluck 4rnc~r1c~r1 choos- 

ing to go ir~to South Afiirn when every Ajiicnrr with two mrid.s to rub together 

I S  tryir~g to get oul 73;s is rruzy. 

The buzr of Afrikaaris coils through the c.:~l)iri likt. t)ees. 1 under- 

stand not a word of it. The stewardess demurs to take rnj drink order. 

For the third time I tell her I don't speak 41iikaans. how I must have 

thc courage to ash these two men beside rile (speaking perhaps of cat- 

tle ranching, or  me. the) must 1)e speaking of rlie in their bastardiped 

Drltcl~, waving their b r a t ~ u r s t  hands i r l  thtl tin) air] to rise so that 1 can 

pee or  flush mqself illto the skj. 

U7e 1)reak through thc uriderbellq of clouds. Rain glistens on the 

wintlov\s. Here and there or1 the ground I,calow, clllsters of suburban 

light are broken by patches of blachrless. I tell rllyself to get a grip; that 

those hlack lightless spaccs are just fields where jack rabbits run  and 

where the genius of tlevelopers waits. Torriorrow I will learn that those 

tracts barren of light were not fields at all, l ~ u t  townsliips like Thokoza 

and shantytowns like Phola Park; "locations" the Africans call them, 

where people live without elcctrici~y. 

1Yhntpossrssed me lo make this journqy? I wonder wh), when speaking 

of Europe, people speak of going to: "I'm going to Francc". "I'm going to 

Spain." And why, for a handful of other countries, people speak ofgoing 

into? "\V~'I-e going irtto Bosnia." "She got into 4lbania." "I'm going into 

South hfricba." I look clovvrl upor1 the rising runuaq. Nothing reveals the 

truth of this country t o  be an? different than others. What did I exprxct- 

the tarrrlac to be lit with lurrrinous skrllls? 

///to Soulh AJ;.~r,cl. .with rio more c.otr~/)c~rrion rhun this dmry w~tlr ~ t s  errpry 

pages wclitirrg for my cvords cirrd t/rcse block hut~ds "staitzed" w ~ t h  the ink qf 
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fear. Are you out of your mind? They will kill you. They kill hundreds like you 

every year. I've got to go back. This is mad. 

We bump and stutter and skid across the tarmac. In the driving rain 

we taxi to a halt. I have only one wish, to be airborne again. 

I cleared customs without incident. I called Montshiwa Moroke, my 

contact. A journalist with Pan Africanist Congress affinities and one of 

three or four Black men who wrote for the Johannesburg Star, I'd met 

him in Minneapolis in 1987. He invited me to South Africa. No, he said 

I must come; that as a writer-a Black writer-it was my duty to see for 

myself, to bear witness to apartheid. He had promised me a bed at his 

house in Soweto. 

Inside the airport, I called him. But he wasn't home. What com- 

plicated matters was the fact that I did not speak any Sotho languages 

nor could I make his mother understand my-to her ears-tortured and 

foreign English. She kept telling me that Montshiwa had gone to Zimba- 

bwe. And I kept trying to explain to her that I was a friend who'd been 

promised a place to stay, that I was Black and alone and terrified with no 

one to turn to and nowhere else to go. She would tell me Montshiwa's 

in Zimbabwe and then she'd hang up. And I would call her back and 

desperately try to get more information out of her and she would repeat, 

Montshiwa's in Zimbabwe ... and hang up. And I would call back and she 

would hang up. Finally, I ran out of change. 

The last plane was towed into the hanger for cleaning or repairs. 

All the arrivals had arrived. All the departures had departed. I turned 

from the wall of windows and, for the first time in an hour I noticed the 

Black people in the airport. None of them were at eye level. Under the 

currency exchange window, women wearing doeks scrubbed the floor on 

their hands and knees. Atop tall ladders, I could see the ashen ankles 

of men, sockless in worn shoes as they polished lamp shades in silence. 

Soon, I thought, I will have to venture into this night and find a place 

to stay. Why didn't I get Honorary White status from that visa consultant? 

Didn't want that in my historical record, thatk why To hell with the historical 
record. What am Igoing to do? A few years ago, they automatically stamped it 
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in t/w pn.sy)ort. /I? stlrcl sorrlething about it heirtg rrt [/LC bar c o d  of t/tc ctrrp thc 

crlstoms agent tty)et/on tlzepassport. Corrld / take  is to cr /lot?/ clntlg~t in? 

It \\as late. I decitied not to risk it. Instead I locked mqsclf in a stall 

i r r  tire 1)athroorrr and rcrnoled mq shirt. Strapped around rny torso was 

a secret money belt. Rut rrlorc tklarl nloney was in the belt. Into i t  1 had 

foltlccl photocopies of'rny fsvoritc pages of Frantz Fanon's writings, along 

with three pages from ttie tour guidehook ilfiiccr o/i a ,Clloe.~/rirrg: Ocitllc 

enougl~,  both I~ooks were banned in South Africa. The forrrrer because 

its su1)title read "The Haridhook for t11e Black Re~ohlt ion in Africa," and 

the latter I~ccausc thc allt11or.s had rrlatle t11e kirrcl of'disparagirrg rerr~arks 

about apartheid which all thc. other guiciebooks had shied awaj from. I 
cat or1 t he t tironc and rcati. I t  said t t ~ a t  therc~ was ;a part of 'Jol>a~rncshl~rg 

called IIillhrow-Bcrca which was "slowl?" beconling "nlultiracial." The 

1)ook dcscril~ed it as the Tirncs Square of Jolianric.sh~~rg. 'This did little 

to (AX(-ite r r r e ;  I'd :~lu:lys ovoitlctl 'I'irric.5 Sqr~a rc  whcrr I went to hew York. 

nut thc. all~~siorr was certairily a drawirrg card for sorr~c~o~~c. otl~cr- tlian 

me. I wrotcx the tcleplionr. r~unrtwr of a bed and t)reakfast place on my 

harl(1. 1 s t ; i r t (~l  to leabe ttle 1)athroorrl. 4t tire (loor I p:rrrick(vl. I \vf>rrt 

back ir~sidc arrtl sperrt a good ten rr~iriutes washi~lg all the ink off nly 

harltl. llctrrorizc~ it mcrr~, c/orr 't /PI 'rrrt catch ,yo// with clrl~y t//ir~g wriltc.r~ Still, I 

\vasrr5t s ~ ~ r t ~ .  I wtBr1t to I ~ I ( *  ( ~ ) f f ( ~  slrop, oste11si1)Iy fi)r clr:trrgt), 1)11t i r ~  real- 

ity 1 waritctl to hill t i r ~ l r  alrd kccp tirnr frorr~ killir~g rnc.. 

AI I  11o11r in tlic airport cofft,e shop rl~~rsirrg the sanre cup of tea with 

I3lac.h naitrrs airci clcarlers too cautious to spcak to III(.; wit 11 111e ol~ly 

corl\crsatioi~ 1)eirrg that of errairt barkil~g f'rorr~ (;c.rrnar~ sllcphcrtis as 

t1rt.y p;rss (>ac"Ir othcr, I I ~  and tlowri t he crrrpty corritlors urrtlcr the silent 

1easl.res of soldiers. 'I'hc c o f f t ~  sliop closed. so 1 I->ought a paper dated 

July 24, 198'3 ?esterda?'s news. I read the lieadlincs. .I renewed State of 

Ernergc~ic~ is 1,eirlg iniposecl. 'l'lrree bombs habc gone off'in the last thrce 

clays. Two ill Jo ' l~urg central, allegedly plac.etl l y  Ilmkl~onto wr Sizwe. 

0 1 1 ~  p1ac.c.d 1-)) if'hites, demolishing a township clir~ic in rcataliation. 

I f '  tlrere'tl 1)t.c.n a plarlc. to Rurrr~a Shale ,  I'd have taker1 it just to  

Icave. I was thirty-three !ears old. 7'00 olti to  think that I could live 

former: too qourig to ha le  accomplished a n j  thing so uortl? in  life as 
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to face death with equanimity and resolve. I was scared and alone. I 

went back to the telephone and let the last coins fall. 

The woman on the other end spoke English with a thick German ac- 

cent. At least she can understand me, I thought. "Come along my Ameri- 

can friend," she said. I was so elated that I put the phone down, picked 

up my backpack, and ran to the exit to catch one of the last shuttles into 

the city. It wasn't until I was comfortably seated on the soft felt cushions, 

and my eyes began to close from the fatigue and fear of the journey and 

the calm reassurance of finally having a place to stay, that it occurred to 

me that I had neglected to ask if the Sommer House was "multiracial." 

I sat up with a terrified start. I was set to jump off and call her back. No, 
fool, donkdo that. Then whatshouldldo? The bus careened out of the airport 

and onto the highway, answering the question for me. 

A young African woman came from the back of the bus and sat down 

next to me. I hadn't seen any Black people get on the bus, only the last 

dregs of late arrivals-all of whom were White. She asked if I was an 

American. I said I was. She told me she was completing a BA in Biology 

at the University of Bophuthatswana. Ha! You take me for afool? You're no 

student. You're with Special Branch. They sent you. This is a trap. A set-up. 

Name andpassport ID  number, that's allyou'regetting, sister. She asked why 

I had come to vacation in South Africa in the middle of winter. Iknew it, I 
fucking knew it. Stay calm, breathe, just breathe, don't say anything that would 

incriminate you. My heart was pounding so hard I thought she could hear 

it. I felt a panic attack coming on, like the early stages of angina. I did 

my best to keep my voice low and my answers vague. Finally, she asked if 

I was married. What kind of question is that for a cop to ask? No, I told her. 

Do you have a girlfriend, she said. This is getting strange. I told her that 

I didn't have a girlfriend. Then who takes care of you? Who takes care 

of me; is this some kind of newfangled lie detector test? I don't understand, I 
told her, no one takes care of me. Why don't you have a girlfriend? We 

broke up almost two years ago, I said. And you've been alone since then? 

Hardly, there are hundreds of women in my life: Ann Petry, Toni Mor- 

rison, Assata Shakur, Toni Cade Bambara. Womanizer! she said with 

disgust. I thought Black American men were different-but you're just 
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like a Sou111 A2frican man; no ~eorltler your woman left jou. What do 

you riced four worrlerl for? Those are just the ones whose names 1 can 

remember, I smiled. She tlrrrled anay from me and sucked her teeth. 

I'm joking, okay? They're not women, well, they're women but I've only 

met one of them, Toni Cade Hambara. ,A womani~er nnd a liar, she said. 

Look they're novelists, writers. T spent tirrlr, with thenr in the Minne- 

apolis Public Librarj. T read thcir books, o k a c  This made her laugti 

and it also seemed to rclieve her. But then she said, you read books and 

yon don't have a girlfriend? I \take up. I write, 1 go to the gallerj I'm 

a guard thcrc., \\lien my shift's 111) I go to the public library. i \7tl j? she 

askctl. Brcallsc 1 can't check 1)ooks out of'thts urlicersity librar? 1'111 11ot 

a student. Yo. I rlicarl ~ 1 1 ~  do jou go to the lihrarj after uorh, whj not go 

out with friends. ?ou keon't meet a worrian at the l ib ra r~ .  I'rn riot trving to 

meet a \\orllarl, I'rri trying to Ijecorrie thc. srrlartcst person I know. Iou're 

worse tllarl a Soul11 African rriarl. shc said. Well,  no onr n.sk~d,you 10 .sit 

clown. There were nlorrlerlts of r~ncomfhrtable silericc in which 1 thot~glit 

that I shoultl havt. 1)c.t.ri relieved to fi11;illy rr.ali~c. thal she was not there 

to arrest rrlc for visa fraud or for carrying coritraband (Fariori's u ritirlgs 

and 4 jiic./c on n S/~ocstri/tg.j. 

The bus arrivvtl at the rotunda or1 the \Irllitc-eritrance side of the 

\oord Street Station i r i  thc ceriter of'Johannesl)urg. Stir told rr~e her 

riarric was (;race ant1 that shr'ti gone to t11c airport to see :i frivn(1 of' 

11(>rs off' to Lot~dori. Thc lorlrlg marl hat1 said 11c was going to stl~cly, 

which is how 11c was granted perrnissior~ t o  lrave but, she told rric, he 

just eoul(1rr't takr i t  ;inyrrlorca a ~ ~ c l  Iic. was rc,all! going i~i to  exile. 12'11y 

ariyorle Black woultl want to cSorrtt- to this colr~~try,  slie saitl, wher~ all 

we drcarri al)ollt is leal ir~g. that's a rnSstery to rrle - ?olr'rc a mjstcr? to 

111~. I'rn r ~ o  r~~?stt*ry. I said, 1'111 :I ~ c ~ ~ i t r ~ r .  1 uritv fictio11 and poetrj. I've 

wori $13,000 i r ~  1itcr:ar.y awartis this ?ear and I'm traveling. This, wcll, 

this is R rcscarcl~ trip for a no\c.l that 1.111 ivritir~g. 1% 11at's it a l ) o ~ ~ t ?  she 

:isk(.tl. M/t.ll ,  1'111 ... 1'111 r~ot c~xaetl?/ sur.ta. IIow tloes o11c do research for 

a nokel, shc said, is i t  lihil research i r i  tlw lab? \$ell, no ... not claactly. 

'l'hc.11 ~ l ~ a t ?  I . .  .1 clorl't rcally kr~ow. Volr nc.chtl sornc.orlfx to takv iB:rrcb of 

vorl. s11t~ r~ocldt.tl, w11c.r.c. art. ~ o u  stating? \ I  a 11i.tl a ~ i d  breakfast placc 

This content downloaded from 128.119.168.32 on Sat, 26 Mar 2022 23:06:20 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



in Berea. They're not multiracial in Hillbrow or Berea, she warned. Oh, 

yes, yes they are, it's all in one of my books, my travel book. This place 

is multiracial, I assured her. I really don't think so; you must come to 

my aunt's house with me. She works in Auckland Park, but she lives in 

the Meadowlands, in Soweto. She'll put you up; you must stay with us, 

in the location. Thank you, but I'm already booked. Give me the tele- 

phone number of the inn, she said. I gave her the number. She walked 

toward the other side of Noord Street station, the Black side, to sit in a 

Black people's kombi and wait for it to fill to the brim with passengers 

for the Meadowlands. 

As I approached the metered taxis a White woman who was ten 

to fifteen years older than Grace, a woman in her late thirties, appre- 

hended me. "Did I hear you say you're from the States?" Okay, here it 

is, yep, this woman, yep, she's the agent. Now, think, what did she hear, where 

was she sitting-behind you, in front ofyou, on the side. Okay, what $Grace 

was the decoy ..or the set up ... or thejnger man.. .and this woman-yep, here it 
comes-she2 the real cop. Don't answer any questions, just say, 1 want to call 
the American embassy 

<< 2 I m a...17m...yes, from the States." 

"Splendid, I love people from America. And you're going to Hillbrow, 

I heard you tell that African girl you're going to Hillbrow." 

"That 'girl' has a BA in Biology." 

"Yes, the Africans are cleverer than they've ever been-but are they 

ready to help us govern, that's the question." 

"I'm not going to Hillbrow. I'm going to Berea." 

"Hillbrow-Berea. It's all the same. Hillbrow's where the fun happens, 

the naughty, naughty fun. If you know what I mean. Berea is where one 

sleeps it off. C'mon we'll share a cab. I live in Berea. I'll show you the 

sights." 

"I'm tired." 

She leaned in: "You'll need me to help you get a taxi." 

"I can manage." 

"We're going to the same area and there's the cost-we could split it. 

It's late, you might need my help in getting-" 
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"Finc " Iget the point 40, Frank, don't. She must be with thepolice. IY/lat 

can .you get for a vlsa vzolat1on7 There? a state of emergency on You couldget 

whatewr they give yoir, thot's what you could get. Please, somebody let me go 

home Surprisingly, one of the taxis in the queue had a Black drikcr; the 

rest were White and Indian. He was the orily one who didn't turn away 

or roll up his window wl-lerr wc approached the queue. 

She jabbered all the way from hoord Strcet Statiori to the neon 

lights of Hillbrow. And when we got to Hillbrow she turned into a tour 

guide. Those are the news kiosks for immigrants and otl-iers wanting 

newspapers from around the world; scc how the caf6s in Hillbrow serve 

coffee. on the sidewalk w e ' r c  just like Europe here; and look, look 111) 

therc, that's our Strydom Tower, it's our Seattle Space Needle, orily no 

one can go up in it now, it's been closed for I don't know how lorig- 

bombs, you've heard of bombs, the Black communists-I'm not saying 

that all of our Blacks are communists-but those I mkhonto we S i ~ w e  

people, Mandela's people. they come from Russia with their bombs, it's 

a ]->other, such a bother, they've forced us to close the Strydorn Tower. 

I want you to know that things are changing; we've eleven years to the 

riew millennium, things rrlay very well change by then. Look at all the 

lights, look at all the people, by the year 2000 this whole area will be 

multiracial. That's what rriy astrologer says. Do you have an astrologer? 

I understanci that in the States you can pick up the phone and call 

them toll free, is that true? This whole area is soor1 going to be multi- 

racial. 'l'hirigs arc changing. But can our South African Black5 handle 

the responsibility? What if we do let them corrle to the city, then what, 

chaos, commuriisrri, anarchy? That's the question on our minds. Carl 

our Blacks learn to behave like the Blacks in 4rrierica and Britain? Is it 

time? Are they ready? 

The African cab driver was silent throughout all of this. We left IIil1- 

brow's main drag, Pretoria Street, and entered a quiet tree-lirietl street 

of well polished apartrrlcnt buildings. We werc in Berea. He stopped at a 

posh corrlplex and got out of the car to help her with her bags. 

"She didn't tip me," he said, when he got back ~n the car. IIe put the 

car in gear and pulled awaj. "The nice madam didn't tip me.'' 
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When we got to the inn, he looked in the rearview mirror and said, 

"Hey, boss, you know where you're going?" 

No, I thought, I have no idea where I'm going. 

"Yes," I said, "this looks like the place. Say, I don't have rands. Don't 

know what I was thinking. I didn't change enough before they closed at 

the airport." What wasIthinking; thatrdidn't need rands because in reality1 

wasgoing to be on the nextflight home? "Let me go inside, register, and get 

the concierge or someone to make change for me then I'll pay you. How 

does that sound-or would you like US dollars?" 

"Concierge?" he said, quizzically, as though I'd told him I was going 

inside to get change from the penguin. 

I rang the bell. The door opened. A White woman ("large" in White 

vernacular; "healthy" in Black vernacular) peered out and looked on ei- 

ther side of me. She seemed puzzled. Now, she looked at me and said, 

"Yes?" 

"I'm Frank Wilderson. Frank B. Wilderson, the third." It was hap- 

pening so fast, but one thought, one absurd thought flashed into my 

mind and then quickly out again-she thinks19m the cab driver-due to its 

presumed absurdity. She hadn't said anything. She was still recovering 

her own wits. "I'm here for a room." 

"We're not multiracial." 

"I called you." I felt a forecast of tears in my cracking voice. Don't cv, 

you bastard, you better not cry! "You promised. I mean, you booked me in. I 
called you less than an hour ago." 

"You didn't call me. You might have called someone else." She had a 

thick German accent that, for some reason that I can only think has to 

do with all the World War I1 movies I watched growing up, infuriated 

and frustrated me more. 

"Now look," you fucking Nazi, "I called you from the airport." 

"I've had one call all night and that was from an American." 

"I am the American!" I tore my shirt open, which terrified her and 

would have sent her into shock had she not seen the pouch and the 

passport that I snatched from it. She looked at my photograph. She 

flipped through the pages upon pages of all the places I'd been in the 
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world-first with surprise, then with envy, finally with irritation. She 

thrust it hack at me. 

"\\lc're not rnultiracial." 

AilI this time, she'd been blocking the entrance with her imposing 

frame. I tlroppcd my backpack at her f c ~ t  ant1 t l~rnet l  toward tt~rx street. 

W/~rr r  {{rn Igozrzg to go? TYhat om  Ig-oilrg- to do.? I tliougtit I mas going to 

break d o w ~ i  ancl cr?. I t  the erid of the walk, the taxi \+as idling. The  

drirer's q e s  met niine. I3c wanted to hclp, 1)ut hr. knc\+ 1)vtter than to 

get out of the cab. I walhcd over to him. I askcd him what I owed him. IIe 

told nie. I f  I pa? !ou in dollars, but pay you double the amount, \rill that 

1)r. aha!? lot1 clori't ha\? to do that, bnbtr I r e  jou going to be alright? 

I7eah, I lictl. I'rn frorn Chicago, I lied again. I.T/71ot cou/dbeirrgfi.orn Z1innc.- 
opo/ispo.csih/~ mcon in n,fight:' That hcifer hcst raisc up, and ([nick! I told 

llirn, rr~akirlg extra tlarnrl sure that I I I ~  voice ditln't t r a ~ e l  up  the walh, 

'cause I'rn three seconds and cour~ting &her ass. To n hicli he repeated, 

Arc jot1 s1rrch \.ou'll I)e alright:' I nodtlrti, arltl kept nodding as he  d r o ~ e  

awaj. 1 t~irric(l hack up  the walk. She was still tl~c>rr, harring the door, 

nlj  1,ac.kpac.k at her Sf-et. 

"bow. look lad!, a (leal is a deal. oha!?" I pic-kecl 111) r r l j  l)ac*kpac.k. " I  

do~r't warrt to call tlrc policc." 

'I'his rr~atie tlie fbltls of f i t  i r i  her arrrls shake with latrgk~tcr. I pr~shcti 

1):lst llcr ;isshe 1:iugtred. 

"I\ r arc. not nlr~ltiracial." 

"'l'lir. guitlc1)ook says yorr arc.." 

"'l'lre g~~i t l ( . l~ook is w r o ~ ~ g . "  

I loohed around fi)r the register. The, fi)jer ant1 front area was void of'a 

fi.orit cicsh, just a hard floor arlti a widr opc>rrirrg onto a liling room, ;i riar- 

rob$ passage urrcler the stairs, atld atlother passage that led to thr  kit(-11vr1. 

Eur.eka! [I'l,erei the hook ori //rat little side table next to the stairs. I rushed over 

to i t  arid sigr~ed ni? narric. 

"Ohaj. lad!. ilon rliy rlarrlc's iri t l ~ c  rc,gistcr. So yorl'\c> got to be fair 

about i t .  We could call the police right now arid they'd set3 that I'm 
registerecl." 

"I sc t l ~ c  phone in tilt> hall arld tlicri >o11 can wait for thern outside." 
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"Damn it, I don't have any place to go!" g y o u  cry, I'ZZ killyou. 

"We're not multiracial." 

She called softly up the stairs and her two sons (Bruno and Ge- 

stapo-okay, so I don't remember their Christian names) appeared. As 

they came down the stairs I sized myself up, 5'10," 189 pounds. But my 

musculature had diminished since I stopped being a stockbroker and 

began working at the Walker Art Center. I no longer lived in a nice 

apartment by Lake Calhoun, but rented a room in a boarding house, a 

room just big enough for my books, my typewriter, and me. I hadn't had 

the money to continue my gym membership-so I wasn't lifting weights. 

And I hadn't studied martial arts for almost ten years, which was about 

the last time I'd been in a fight. They reached the bottom and moved on 

me like zombies. Well, not exactly. The older one, Gestapo, was clearly 

in charge. With a flick of his wrist he motioned for his younger, slighter, 

blonder, brother to pick up my backpack. It was then that I noticed his 

little brother's eyes: they held even less resolve than mine. The older 

one, who must have been twenty-five, looked like he played rugby. This 

was just a scrimmage for him. He'd do what needed doing and clean me 

off his cleats with the mud. He slammed his palm into my chest. 

"Alright, now!" I said, "Don't make me go off in here." He pushed 

me again. "Back the fuck up," I said, but it was I who was backing up. 

He kept pushing me toward the door. "I said don't touch me!" His little 

brother, who'd been walking behind him, was now beside him, holding 

my backpack in what I remember to be his right hand. I stepped to the 

side and punched the younger brother as hard as I could. He groaned 

and fell back. I fell upon him and kept swinging. There was nothing 

especially strategic in this move, for it left my entire backside exposed to 

Gestapo who had no more scruples about attacking me from behind than 

I did about attacking the least likely suspect. I was all over Bruno, and 

Gestapo was all over me. We fell into the table and something, maybe 

the register, perhaps a few knickknacks fell to the floor. I was trying to 

stay on my feet and trying to absorb the punishment I was taking from 

Gestapo and beat Bruno at the same time, but Bruno was fighting back 

and Gestapo was fighting me in the back. I grabbed the younger brother 
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for not all t t ~ c  plltictles 1 thrcbw wcrc coririecting, arid we wcrit down, 

with Gestapo straddling us frorr~ a1)ove. Sorriewbc~rc from across a long 

distant bortfer I could hear a voice, yellirig. screaming, ordvring us to 

stop. Brlirio stopped. Gestapo stoppcti. I stoppvd. 

"1Ie can stay," she said. "Wc'vt. got Gerrr~alis fro111 Sierrlens (:orpora- 

tion up abo\c.. Rcttcr he stays than we wake tllcm." She ordered me to 

pa) sorrle outlar~dish amorlrit. Right thcrc on the spot. I said I only had 

dollars. 411 the better she saitl. Her sons hackr.cl awaq, bur loit(.reci b~ the 

banister. The rrlckus had pllshctl us to the other end of the large f e e r ,  all 

the waj to tlic. operlirig to  t lit '  kitchen. 1 diclrl't \\ant to \\ ipc rn\ moutli, 

but it was stirlging. Don't let tl~erri see that.).ollk liurt. A4ndrlo~ii,)o~r cry. I'N 
kill you fynn cr): R I y  ribs ached. I was drer~cxhed in sweat arrtl I \\as dirt! 

from rolling o ~ i  tile floor.. hly backpack was or1 the floor ovcbr b j  the stair- 

case, where the storrn troopers stood. T retrichved it arid facet1 tllcnl again. 

T wasn't squaring off wit11 thcm, I just ki:td to get past t1ir.m to go up to 

my roorrl. 

"Not upstairs," she said. 
' ' 7  . 1 he rooms are upstairs," 1 insistf-ci. 

''I've got Germans. frorii Siemens Cor1)oratiori. I ' l l  r~ot  liske >oil 111) 

there with t hcrn." 

"That's wl.here people sta? and that's where I'm sta~ing." Her sons 

barred nlj waj. 

"You can take this.'' shc held the wad of bills I'd give11 her, "and let 

nly soris tlirow you out. O r  you can follow rne and Ict rnr show you your 

roo1~1 ." 
1 fijllowcd her through the kitchvn and out tlie hac-k door. ''TYi)~l've 

got to he kidding." I saitl. "This is s~lc~ti a fucking clichi.." She paid rrle 

no  mind. "JVherc are we going?" St ill she has  silrlit. She sccrried to 

kr~ow tier waq arourid thc qard, ever] i r l  the dark. Slic led rne alor~g a 

rols of doors in a corlcrete structr1r.c. that lookcd likc a cross l~ctuccri a 

jail allti a stable. She operied one of [lie doors wit11 a he). She thrcw the 

switch. The floor was concrete. 'Slic hcd had a thin sheet anti blanket 

that loohed, and ultirliatelj felt, lihv t~orst.hair. I,atfxr that night 1 \vollld 

discover that the hed was 5'9" long as I found rrlysclf co~~ t inua l l t  drawirig 
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my knees in an inch to keep my feet from falling off. It was wide enough 

for one person and had a pancake mattress over a mesh of springs. There 

was a sink, but no mirror. Where do I shower, I asked. She motioned out- 

side with her head. Where do I find the toilet? She made the same mo- 

tion. It's cold in here. She pointed to a space heater the size of squirrel. 

I saw that there was a good three inches between the bottom of the door 

and the concrete floor. I'll catch my death of cold in here, I said. She 

shrugged her shoulders. She said I could take breakfast in the kitchen 

but not in the dining room. She told me no visitors and no Africans-as 

though the two were somehow irreconcilable. She placed the key on the 

chair. She left. 

I could not stop my body from shaking as I sat on the bed. I was con- 

vulsing as the terror and loneliness welled inside me. I threw myself on 

the bed and buried my face in the pillow and cried like I'd never cried 

before. 

After a while the crying stopped. I went over to the sink and washed 

my face. I looked at my watch. It was almost midnight. They're lucky that 
shit ended when it did. I was about to serve those two muthafuckas. Don't get me 

started. I will HURT somebody up in here! Talk about judgment at Nuremberg. 
Better thank your Nazi-ass mama she called it offwhen she did. 1 lay back down 

on the bed and began crying all over again. You shouldgetsomesleep. Ican 

sleep when I'm dead. I'm here to research a novel. I'm a BLACK MAN, okay.? 
Can you get that through your fucking head? Can't nothing faze you, alright. Not 

two punk ass muthafuckas like that. Hell, no. Hell- fucking-no! They almost 
got served... .I swear lo god! Shit, 1 don't know karate, but J do know ca-razy 1 
will act a fool up in here, okay.? Donkget me started. I drew my sleeve across 

my snotty nose. How the hell does one research a novel? What the hell am Igo- 

ing to tell the Jerome Foundation? I don't know where I'm at or what I'm doing. 

It's cold as hell. You need something to eat. Like where, it's almost midnight. Why 
didMontshiwa leave me hanging? Get the street map, man. Get yourjacket. Let's 
go. Let's walk. Let's hat the fuck up. 

For a good thirty minutes I walked in one direction, downhill; down- 

hill from Hillbrow-Berea. I found myself on what I would learn was the 

underside of downtown Jo'burg. I passed by a mosque. To my surprise, 
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marly pcwple were in the streets. Africans, (:oloureds, and Indians; very 

few Whites. So this area musl be 'rr~ultirac~al,' Rut where were they going 

and where had they come from and what were they doing out so late? I 
dared riot stop somcorle and ask them. B7~t that's who1 a resenrcher does, 

fool; he tc~1k.s to people. But I'd forgotten uhat I was supposed to hc re- 

searchirlg or what rr~y I~ook was to be about. 1 rrlirir~owed past the people 

on m,y waj to god knows where, and wave upon wave, thej  swept oker mc 

on their way to the verj sarrie place. 

I was standiirg on a corner gaping vaguely at tllc sights, listening 

to the sounds without kriow~ing what I was hearing, crossing the street 

without waiting for the light, when a car ran over rny foot. 4 tiny Japa- 

nese car, but a car nonetheless, and there were people in it. It cut so 

close to me that had I beerr one inch fnrther into the street it would have 

dismembered my knee. I screanicd in agony. As the wheel spur1 up nly 

arch arid over my tocs I was so close to the passenger I could kiss him 

or reach out to hold him. I took his face into n1y pain. 

Groaning, I saL oil the c-urb clutching mq sides. It did rloL occur to me 

to draw my leg back on the curb, lest ar1othc.r car come along and arnpu- 

tate it. 1 was i n  such a state of shock that I could not take rrly shoe off' and 

look at the damage. He was Iaughir~g ar rrw '/'hot face in the car. was laughing 

at rrre. Yo one paid me much rnind. I took rny shoe off. 'fhey wcrc hik- 

ing boots with reinforced tocs arid a hard exterior. That's the only thing 

that saved me. Nothing broken, I told rnyself. ('Years later, I was to learn 

that bones had indeed been fractured.) I pulled myself up a light pole. 

I braved myself against thc pole and put pressure on it. The pain was 

still there, but it was bearable. I tried t o  stand on my own. yes, I could 

do that. I walked. Yes, I coultl walk. And then, a sharp pain shot up my 

right side to my hip arid 1 had to brace myself against a lamppost again. 

I was next to a Bzmbo~ fast-food joint. What n name. Why notjust call zt 

Burger King? I wcnt inside and, finding they did not cater to vegetarians, 

ordered a 1larrll)llrger with cvcryt ].ling or1 it nothing before and nothing 

since has ever tasted better to me than that food drenched in trans fats. 

'J'his was no window-order Burger King. They had table service with 

waiters, Black. The3 had cleaners, Rlack. l'liey had a kitchen crew, Rlack. 
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And they had a manager, White. I looked up to get the waiter's atten- 

tion, only to find that he was standing at the counter with the cleaners 

and the kitchen crew. They were all staring at me. They were all smiling 

at me. I looked down and took another bite. As I chewed I looked only 

at my plate. A few minutes later I looked up and they were still there. 

Staring. Smiling. What's up with this? I smiled back and motioned for the 

waiter to come over. 

"Hi, um, I'd like the bill please. I think I should pay." 

"Yes, master," he smiled. 

"I beg your pardon." 

"You want to pay, master, is that it?" 

I leaned closer to him. He leaned closer to me. "I don't think you 

should call me 'master.'" 

"Yes, master, I'll tell the master you want to pay." 

"No, I'm serious, that master thing, man, that's not cool. That's some 

old plantation shit-well.. .anyway, look why don't I just pay you and you 

bring me change for the tip." 

"No, master," he lurched back. 
"No?" 

"Don't give me the money; I'll call the master for the money, 

master." 

"Ain't you the waiter?" 

"One moment, master." He started to leave, then he turned back and 

said, "May I ask master a question?" 

"Man, look, cut that master shi-look, ask me, man, but don't call me 

master." 

"Are you from America or Great Britain, ma-" 

"America." 

"Heyta!" He clapped his hands and bounced back over to the lunch 

counter. "Heyta, m'china!" I heard him shout to one of the kitchen crew, 

"I told you m'china, the gent's from America! Great Britain-voetsek, 

man! That's a real Black American in my section." 

A short, obsequious White man with mean eyes came over to my table 

and took my money. He told me he ran an international restaurant and he 
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was always pleascd to see foreigners. I almost said. So, you are nnlltiracial. 

But my foot was hurting and 1 rieedcd to leave. 1 told him to bring me 

some change for the tip. Tip? he said, as though he'd never lieartl the 

word before. Ycah, tip, for the waiter. Ohhh, he said, you car1 give it 

to me; I'll s c ~  that he gets it. ho,  I'll give it to him. He looked over at 

the countcr of onlookers. They don't handle money, hc confided, I must 

handle rnoncy. Forget it, I said. I decided to stay until this little marl 

went in the back again and then pay the waiter myself. 1 began to read 

the newspaper. There was no activity too minuscule whether sipping 

my water, or tlirrlirig a page of the newspaper-for the attention of my 

onlookers. I felt like an antt~ropology specimen. 

Two yourig White women came over from a nearby table and (after 

thej were seated) askcti if they could join me. At first the Rlack men 

around the counter ccere startled, but after a rnorrierit it seemed to all 

niake sense to tllerri and they nodded and whispered approvingly to each 

other, and gave me even rriore of the total attention thcy'd been giving 

rrie all along. Great. 1 thought, just great. 

"Are you from America?" the older and niorc vivacious of the two 

asked me. 

"ho, I'm from Transylvania. 1 just sag I'm from 4merica becaose I 

don't like to brag." 

It took them a moment, but thej got it, and they laughed. "011, gou'rc 

very fiinnj. 4 re you always this fu nnj?" 

"4lways." 

"IClav 1 see your palrri?" said the one who appeared to be several years older. 

She drew her index finger back and forth across my palm and I felt 

myself hecoming aroused. "You hale a long lifeline," she said. "And you've 

come from far away." 

"hew lork.  UThat are you a palm reader?" 

"You are fiercely iridepcndent." 

I repossessed my wrist and told them 1 needed to go. They told me that 

they had chosen me. That there were things they wanted to discuss with 

rrie. I was attracted to and aroused by the woman who'd held nly hand 

and bcsidcs, where else did I have to go. back to Gestapo headquarters? 
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"So, where we going for this interview?" 

"Our apartment." 

"Your crib, eh." 

"We don't own a crib, why would you want one, do you have a 

child?" 

"No, it's ... look, what kind of questions? I mean what's this all 

about?" 

"We're with the Church of Scientology." 

"L. Ron Hubbard!" I leapt to my feet. 

"You know him?" 

"Of course he knows him," said the younger and taciturn woman, 

"he's from the States." 
"I'm not interested." 

"Why not? Have you been to any of his meetings?" 

"Look, a car ran over my foot and I've got to go." 

"A car ran over your foot? We must bring you to a doctor." 

"No!. . . I mean, I don't want a doctor. Not in this country." 

"We have good doctors here." 

I made a beeline for the door. I don't remember if I tipped the waiter 

or not. I stumbled back into the night. I walked: walking into the pain 

of my foot; walking through the pain of my foot. I walked for two hours 

at least, across the southern edge of downtown Jo'burg, up the western 

avenues, north then east along Jan Smuts Avenue until I'd come full 

circle back to Eva Rraun's bunker; back to my new "home." 

I woke up around noon. The shower was outside, with a three-quarters 

wooden door across it. The warm water did not go the distance. The 

haus frau let me have some cold cereal as long as I ate it in the kitchen. 

There was a young Coloured boy, perhaps he was sixteen or seventeen, 

in the kitchen. I learned he was staying in the stall (or room) next to 

mine. He was from Swaziland and had actually come to South Africa for 

a "better" high school education. A private school, he said, for Indians 
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a r ~ d  Colourc.cis. She got on well with hirn; tiley spoke to each otllcr in 

Afrihaaris. I Ie was too ol)scquious for rne. 

Shrx told me there hat1 brr.ri a call fbr me. That's impossible, 1 t l io~~gti t .  

I do11'1 know arlyor~e herc~ not anyone w~l-lo has this number. Ari Africarr, 

she said, ari African girl. I'll not have a n j  ASricans iri rrij house. Yorl'll 

be out w i t h o ~ ~ t  a ref i~nd.  More pui-zlcd than angry, 1 went to tlie hallway 

arid dialed the number. It was Grace fro111 tllc. rligtlt befbrc,; (;rac-e Srorn 

the bus to town. 

(;race told me to rrlcct her in Hillbrow if I wanted to see a vchry nice 

part of  Joharliicsl-jurg. I+'/<) nol, it bet~ts t/rr ~ ' / I I I I . ( * / L  (~fLYcier~/o/ogy 

I walked the file or  six blocks through Rerca to Hillbro\.1.. I was farn- 

is l~ed.  The. rrlilk ant1 c.t~c~al had not cxac~tl) hit ttrc spot. I sat dowrl at a 

sidewalk cafi. arid felt a svnse of hope, even joy, rise up froni deep within 

rric wticn the ?ollrig \jrhite woman waiting on me did not say that t h e  

were riot multiracial or  that 1 mas too late for toast and eggs. I V  hilc rri) 

breahfast was being prcpared I walked across the street to a r~c,ws kiosk 

anti bought the tf(zi/ d, Grrnrdiarr, tlrc. Joharinesburg Sfor, ant1 tlir In- 

/wrra/ionn/ Hers/(/ Fibr lnc I crossed tlltl itreet ant1 took m? icnt k)? the 

sidewalk. It was a lo\el> day. Ever:) t/~lmg's gotrl,a be a//  r ight toc(c!) /c.a~rJkel 

rt 'I'liotigh it was wir~tcr I basked in the warm noon ~1111, ~ippirig coffee. 

reading m? papers. hilt. awaitir~g r r r  foot1 I I I  the sweet spot of the da). 

Theri the sirens carne. Loud swirling sourids lancing tile air, ap- 

proaching frorri all directions. I began to sweat. I grew panick). But the 

voung uaitrcss was lleside me with 111) food. S t a ~  scatctl. shr ~ t i i spered ,  

and be calm. She placed her hand on nl? stioulder. l'rctcrld rlothing's 

llapl>ening. she said, cat jonr  f i)otl .  Kt.l:~x. 

Bluc sc~uad cars and c l low casspirs pulled up to the c r ~ r b  no rriorc 

than ten feet away frorn my table. Thc  sarrre such vehicles had stopped at 

the opposite c,rrcl of tlie 1)lock. W hitc. arltl Rlack policcnirrl scurried out 

of their bellies lihe roaches. They swooped down on Black ancl Coloured 

rrlerl who, as far as 1 could tell, uerc siniply walking or itllirig or1 either 

side of the street. Sorlic slipped t l~rough tlit. tiragnet. Others were thrown 

up against tticb nearest wall, frishcti, relieved of their idchritity clocunients. 

Some were drltaincd. Sorne were rc.lcascd. Ifany were herded into the 
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casspirs. It was like a dream that I was in but was not part of. Everything 

was so real and so close. Yet everything was so unreal, so cinematic, and 

so far away. I was a spectator and they, the police and their detainees, 

were simply figures on the screen. There seemed to be no plan or pattern 

to the whole affair. And it was over as quickly as it had begun. 

"It's a good thing you were seated," she said, "they won't arrest you 

when you're seated and having breakfast. It's a state of emergency, 

you know. Lucky for you, you were seated. You should wait until all 

the fuss is over before you leave. Would you like more coffee?" 

"Coffee? Yes.. .please." 

"Are you an American?" 

"Yes," I said, hopelessly, "I'm an American." 

"I would love to visit America one day." 

"I know." 

"How did you know!" she said elatedly. 

"1 just knew." 

Grace and Emily were two Motswana sisters ten years younger than 

me. The home they took me to was in Auckland Park, a suburb on 

Jo'burg's western perimeter, just west of Braamfontein where the Uni- 

versity of the Witwatersrand is located. The kombi let us off at a regular 

stop and we walked several blocks to our destination. Grace asked me 

if I had ever seen houses like these. I said yes, adding they were modest 

compared to the homes in Kenwood where I grew up. The two sisters 

took this not as a form of boasting but as an out and out lie. 

When we came to the house, I saw two White women wave from the 

bay window of the living room and I started up the long walk toward the 

front door. "Where are you going?" Grace cried. Her sister clenched a 

fist full of sweater along my spine and pulled me back. There'd been no 

time to argue with them, and besides, I didn't know what to say. But by 

the time we reached the back of the house I was livid. 

The two women from the living room materialized at the kitchen 

door. Emily was quiet and Grace was a bit too deferential for my tastes 

as she chatted with the woman whose house it was. It was as though 

I was witnessing my mother or my father in Louisiana, ten or fifteen 
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years before my birth. 0 1 1  our journey, Grace arid Enlily had been hap- 

ing the most animatctl ant1 uninhibited conversation; suddcrily, having 

reached our dest iriatiorr. l11ey had taken or1 nt.w, unrehearsetl but uni- 

formly subordinatc, demeanors. 

From a small hut ;it the end of the bark>ard an old w70nlan emerged. 

She stared at me 1)larikly until Emily began to speak to her in Setswana. 

Several years latc'r I was to learn ~vhat was said: I was, she said, a Black 

American uhorn her sister Grace had met at thcl airport last night while 

seeing a frier~tl off to stud) in Londor~. Ernily told 11c.r that it was mnj first 

time in South t2fiic.a aritl I was so nerkons that I was prone to telling lies, 

such as T livccl in a triple-story mansion in Ar~leric-;~. The old worrlarl had 

told her 11iec.c. that I looked a little stupid. Was I dull in the head or just 

using niy r n o ~ ~ t h  to catch flies? Emilj assured her aunt that I would be 

alright after a few clays, and that I was ir1te11dir1.g t o  rnarrj Grace and take 

her to 4mt.rica. At this the old woman smiled at me arid coritirlued smil- 

ing for the hcttcr part of the visit. L%t tht, tinw. all of this uas lost on me 

for Enrilj did not. of course, translatv this I'or I t ~ e  l~erlefit of Samantha, 

the uomari whose house this was, nor for rrre. 

Sa r r~a i~ t l~a  and her friend Rlargat-et placrvl three stools in the middlc 

of tl~t. sun-tortured drivewaj and beckorled 11s to sit. This pushed thr 

mercury ofrllj anger c\cn higher. Then t hey gave Grace, Ernily, arid rrie 

each :I glass of trarlslr~cerlt tap water whilc ttrc two of thern sat shaded 

bcrlcat 11 the awning of the back door arltl tlrank ice-cold Cokes. Sanlari- 

tlla had 1)ought a whole new wardrobe, for tomorrow she was leaving 

"lliis wrcbtcl~ecl place" arid irnniigrating to llouston, Texas, where her 

husband had bccrl accepted into metlical school. Grace and Emily were 

thcxrc to pick through her old clothcks. After a while my silcrlcc became 

all itcsm of' concerll and S a n ~ a r ~ t l ~ a .  in liru of speaking directlj to rricx, 

chidcd Gracc for being too rude to introduce her "new beau." Say what! 

I t hollgtlt. 

I of'l'ered mj hand to them, coollj. Slie asked me to say sorr~c>thir~g, 

anything, just saj sornethirrg again. 1 did. ,\rid now she chided Grace 

nlorf. \ igoro~isly than hefore, this time ti)r not inforaiing klcr that I was 

an American. Offering me Coke a11t1 ice ancl trying to tug the tap water 
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from my hand, she apologized to me with more contrition than a lapsed 

Catholic. "We're drinking tap water," I said holding the glass firmly. 

This, my first gesture of political solidarity on South African soil, was 

lost on just about everyone including-especially-the African women. 

Neither Grace nor Emily nor their aunt seemed to appreciate my refusal 

of Coca-Cola when one was on offer. 

Margaret stared at me with the glow of someone meeting Denzel 

Washington for the first time, while Samantha hollered at the top of 

her lungs for her husband and Margaret's husband to "Come, now! Now! 

I say, come meet our American friend!" The joy of Grace and Emily's 

aunt, having registered Samantha's, swelled to cosmic proportions. 

Two men appeared at the kitchen window. They looked out and saw 

three stools, three tap waters, and three bloody kaffirs. They gave their 

wives that you-two-been-drinking? look and disappeared. 

"Men are so ignorant," Margaret said. 

Samantha riddled me with hundreds of questions about the States. 

Never in my life have I been as monosyllabic as I was with her. Grace 

and Emily gave me the evil eye. The evil eye, I thought, now there's 

something that didn't get lost in the Middle Passage. They wantme to stop 

acting a fool; to stop before Samantha and Margaret catch on that I'm not shy 

but arrogant. I was all set to refuse the sisters' evil eye and Samantha's 

questions when I was seized by a most delicious idea. 

When I was eleven, I stole my mother's copy of Truman Capote's In 
ColdBlood from her library. For four nights I read it under the covers 

with a flashlight. Each night I wet the bed. The book was so terrifying 

I vowed to give up reading completely, lest I find myself forced to leave 

the light on at night for the next twenty-five years. The vow lasted only 

a month, books were my life; but the images of what happened in that 

Kansas farmhouse never left my mind. Ifit worked for me, it should work 
for Samantha. 

"Where did you say you were moving to, Dallas?" 

"No, I said Houston. Houston, Texas. My husband's going to study 

there." 

"You mean at the university?" 

This content downloaded from 128.119.168.32 on Sat, 26 Mar 2022 23:06:20 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



"Jrs,  )o~r know it?" 

"I\. ell. not exactl?. . .but.. .never mind." 

"I\ hat is it?" 

"I shoul(lr~'t alarm ~ o u .  if ter  all l'ni from \linneapolis. It might riot 

ever1 be true." 

"U hat might not be true?" 

"Listen, Sam, rnaj I call jou Sam? Sa~ri, look, forgel it. He;rllj. \1\. hen 

you get there you should check with the local police, let tl~ern tell you. 

O n  secorld thought, thcj  can't be trusted." 

''Yo11 lrlearl thej're like our police?" Margaret ask(.d. 

"Can't be trusted how?" Sarrlarltha said, growing frustrated. 

"7'llt.q just want your money," 1 said, "that's all. Foreign trade. Thcy're 

on the nlayor's paqroll. \.Vhat (.an jou expet.ti1 0 1 1  top of tliat they want to 

hidc their irlcorrlpetence. After two Fears, you'd think t hey'tl have caught 

the bastard. Rut noooo. hlq glie5s is, you anti your tiushand ask them and 

thej'll stonewall you. \.\ e call it covering your ass where I come frorn. 

Plain arid sirnple, co~er ing )our ass. The cops wori't sa? a word." 

''4 word about wllat?" 

I lowered my eyes. I looketl at nij har~cis. I thought an? minute I'd 

guffaw arld h l o ~ ~  it, but I hcld nl? ner\e. I made Samantha prorrlise rrie 

that if I told her she woulclr~'t 11old tllc. tellirlg of this information against 

me; that it \tould he urletllic5al on her part to want to kill the messenger. 

She agreed hefore I finished asking her. Very well, I said, I'll tell you. 

And with that I latrnchctl into the rliost stiriiulatirlg recapitulation of 

Irt ColdBkootl imaginable. 1 tailorctl the narrative to fit the needs of her 

imagination. For rxarr~plt~, t11e hillcrs were not operating in the 1950s 

but in 1989, riot in Kansas Inlt i l l  lloustoii, and not only had thcj 1101 

beer1 apprehended and exeruted but they were vcrj much at large, due 

to a royal kauk 111) t ! ~  the t l o l ~ s t o ~ ~  police. l'hen, pushing the whole thing 

further over the top thar~ I'd ever intended, I told them that the rn.0.- 

rrrotlrrs operclndi of these serial killers showed a jingoistic, ever1 rabid, 

predilection for foreigr~t,rs. 'That's wtlj so rtiarly of the murders had or-  

curred in the \ icinitj of the univcrsitj's Jntcrriational IIouse. 
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"And that's why the damn cops can cover the whole thing up. If they 

were killing Americans you would have heard about it on the news. I'm 

sorry to be the one to tell you. Maybe you should change your accent on 

the plane, or try not to speak to anyone until you get the lay of the land. 

Or just stay inside." 

When we left, Margaret, who heretofore had been green with envy 

over Samantha's ticket to paradise, was emboldened enough to actually 

console Samantha and promise to come and visit and check in on her 

(here the sincerity in her voice trailed off). 

Grace and Emily were pensive riding back in the kombi. It never oc- 

curred to me that that they actually believed that whopper. 

Then Emily said, "Shame, what if we never see Samantha again?" 

I thought they would appreciate the joke but when I told them it 

was all an elaborate form of retaliation they soured on me. I told them 

that Black folks in America pull that kind of shit on White folks all the 

time. 

"It takes different forms, I'll admit. Break the Xerox machine, steal 

some supplies, give 'em southbound directions on a one-way street going 

north. But we manage to get our licks in." 

You have too little ubuntu, they told me. 

"And you have too much," I replied. 

"All this because they made you go to the back and drink tap water?" 

"Because she's who she is, where she is, when she is." 

"I suppose you visit Boers all the time where you come from," Emily said. 

"Whenever I feel like it." 

"Don't you remember, Emily," Grace said, "his father's house is 

larger than a Boer's." 

"How could I forget?" And they laughed. 

The other passengers in the kombi had taken little notice of our con- 

versation. But when Emily said, "I suppose you walk right up to a Boer's 

front door, ring the bell, go into the living room, and start drinking 

tea?" I felt everyone's eyes on me. I could see the driver looking at me in 

his rearview mirror. 
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"IIe even sleeps in the White woman's bed if he wants to." \ow orie 

of the passerlgcrs elllickled. In  the rearview mirror the ejcs of the d r i ~ c r  

were also laughing. 

"Damn skippy, 1 do. 1 do or else." 

"Or else what?" 

"Or else I blow the niutliafucka up!" 

Someone in the kombi let out a soft cry. People muttered to each 

other. The driver's eyes flashed in the riiirror IIe scree[-hed over to the 

curb. "lley, m'china, out!" He came around to the side. l ie  slid ~ l l c  door 

open arid gesticulated wildly. "Out! Out of rrly taxi. I'm a businessman, 

yell hear rrie? I'm no IJmkhonto! I'm no Inkhata! I'm rlo t s o t ~ ~ f  hothirig 

like that, m'china. I'm a busiricssrnarl. Out, niih~nnl" I'd completelj for- 

gotten that in the past week thrcc bornbs had gone off In Jo'burg and 

the surrounding area. 1 rlder the circ.urristarices, rriy rlietorical flour~sh 

was not appreciated as a rhetorical flourish. He'd hear no explanations. 

He told thc tlm sisters they could ride on without me and, for a rrlornc3nt, 

tliej seenied to corisider it. 

The three of us left his taxi and walketl two miles to Yewtown where 

a flea market was in fill1 bloom outside the famous Market 'Theatre. In- 

dian cloth vcrldors hati come from as nearby as Mayfair, that part of 

.To'burg where they'd been allowed to li,c urldcr tlle Croup Areas Act. 

There were tables of woven baskets fron~ tllc "l-iomcland" of Verida. 

Shona craftsrncrl had brougllt their soft stone sculptures from as far 

away as Harare. 

As Grace, Em~ly, and I descended down the slope into the market, 

I rioticed four beautiful young wonlerl nioving from table to table to- 

gether Orle of them wore a bright yellow dress arid a nlaroori sweater 

draped around her shoulders. 1 found niyself drifting ahead of ('  race 

and Kmilq. I was headed straight for her. Her cheekbones were high and 

when she smiled she tlirripled. I was excited by the way she held thc soft 

stoncn sculptures in her knowing hands and warltcd those hands to hold 

rnc. that same waj; how she laughed and shook her head at the artist 

whose opening bit1 niust have heen too high for her. 
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Tell her you're an American. They allseem to like that. Then what? Then 

feign vulnerability. Remember, Grace said I needed someone to take care of 

me. Maybe she wants to take care of me. Something simple like, hey, baby, can 
you help me with the metric system, or the exchange rate, or help me bargain 
for this piece of art work that I'mplanning to buy foryour foxyselJ: Yeah, that 
oughta get it. Well ... don't say, "babynand not " foxynshe might not dig that. 

Anyway, can you help me.. . that I'm lost and alone persona. Right. Okay. 
Show time! 

As I drew within ten feet of her she turned and smiled at me. Well, 
goddamn, Iain't said word one and she's already hot for me. Shit, I'm the MAC 
in macaroni. Then she waved. We ain't even gonna need a rap. Don't wave 
back, just smile, that's right play it cool. Then she began to walk toward 

me. As we met I managed to get the first croak, though not necessarily 

the first syllable, out of the word "so" which was to be coupled with the 

query "what's happeningw-but she walked right past me. 

I turned to find her kissing first Grace and then Emily. Her three 

friends followed her and greeted Grace and Emily similarly. Now, I found 

myself on the periphery of six Motswana women speaking gaily to each 

other in their language, aware only vaguely of my presence if aware of my 

presence at all. I cleared my throat, prompting Grace to tell me how sorry 

she was for ignoring me, but she hadn't seen these women in ages. They'd 

all been at university together in the "homeland" of Rophuthatswana. 

But these four had come to Jo7burg to study law and that was the last 

she'd seen of them. This is Ntombi. This is Gladys. This is Naledi. And 

this is Khanya. 

"Khanya," I said, stepping forward, "what a lovely name," and taking 

her hand. "My name is Frank. Like, I'm from New York," Grace and Em- 

ily shot me a look, "by way of Minneapolis." 

I was suddenly aware of my foot and its searing pain. 
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