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Blue strobes flashed into Thomas’s eyes. His pupils struggled to keep up 
with the pulsing light. One moment everything around him was bathed in eerie 
blue, the next second his surroundings were plunged into darkness. More lights, 
this time white, almost blinded him. His ears picked up different sounds: 
screeching tyres, revving engines, running feet, people shouting. Exhaust 
fumes and burning rubber assaulted his nostrils. His head throbbed painfully. 
The swiftly changing lights left him unfocussed. 

“Lift your hands!” a voice shouted from his left. “Lift your hands where I 
can see them!” 

Thomas squinted at the dancing lights trying to locate the speaker. 
“Lift your hands!” the voice screamed again. 
Thomas raised his hands, but to shield his eyes from the flashing beams, 

not to obey the command. 
“Keep them where I can see them!” 
The pounding in his head increased dramatically. Bile rose in his throat. 

He saw purple stars and feared he would pass out. Gingerly, he touched the 
back of his head. A huge lump was forming just at the base of his skull. He 
winced with pain as his fingers trailed the outline of the swelling. 

“Keep your hands up!” the voice shouted again. 
A sturdy black man in an ill-fitting police uniform stepped into his line of 

sight. A gun in a two handed-grip pointed at Thomas’s chest.  
He swallowed hard.  
What on earth was going on? 
The cop moved cautiously closer. “Keep your hands where I can see 

them!” 
Thomas had no intention of defying the officer – not with a gun at such 

close proximity.  
The cop took another step forward. His right arm shot out and hit 

Thomas in the chest. Thomas stumbled and his back slammed against the wall. 
The uneven surface scraped his skin; his thin button-down shirt offered no 
protection.  

The cop pressed him against the wall, pushing the gun under his chin. 
Thomas squirmed painfully. 

“Don’t make a move!” 
The man’s rancid breath rose in Thomas’s nostrils and he turned his 

head away, but the cop only increased the pressure under his chin, preventing 
him from moving even a centimetre. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Thomas saw more police officers. They 
rounded his car, stepping forward cautiously. Every single one had his weapon 
drawn and pointed at him. 

He watched the scene with growing bewilderment. 
A pot-bellied cop walked in Thomas’s direction, keeping a suspicious eye 

on him. A short distance away, the officer bent down, inspecting an object lying 
on the gravelled ground.  

“Matimela!” pot-belly called. “We found the weapon.” 



Weapon? Thomas thought. What weapon? What the hell is going on? 
He opened his mouth to ask some pertinent questions, but the cop 

holding him against the wall pushed the gun even harder under his chin. 
“Shut up! You can talk later!”  
Thomas hadn’t even uttered a sound. 
Another police officer appeared out of the dark, fished a set of rubber 

gloves out of his back pocket and knelt on the ground. Carefully wrapping a 
glove around the grip, he lifted a gun into the air for all to see. 

“I think this is it,” he proclaimed. “This is the murder weapon.” 
Murder weapon? Thomas thought, confused. What the hell? 
Once again he opened his mouth, but his attempt to speak was cut short 

by the sturdy cop standing in front of him. 
“Mothebe,” he shouted. “Cuff this son-of-a-bitch.” 
Another officer, a mean glint in his eyes, stepped forward. He grabbed 

Thomas’s right arm and wrenched it viciously behind his back. A sharp pain 
shot up into his shoulder and Thomas cried out. 

“Shut up!”  
Mothebe swung Thomas around and pushed him back against the wall. 

His face hit the rough bricks, small stones scraping his cheek. The cop grabbed 
his left arm and pulled it behind his back. Thomas felt the cold of metal 
bracelets around his wrists. The clicking of the locks snapping shut echoed in 
his ears. 

The cop manhandled Thomas away from the wall. The swift movement 
increased the pounding in his head and he saw stars again. His knees buckled, 
but the cop held him upright with an iron grip.  

The officer reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a small, well-
worn piece of cardboard. “You are under arrest …” 

Thomas’s brain kicked in. “Under arrest?” he shouted. “Under arrest for 
what?” 

The cop raised an eyebrow.  
“Let me go,” Thomas yelled. “I’ve done nothing wrong!” 
Without a reply, the cop grabbed Thomas’s arm and shoved him in the 

direction of the car’s bonnet. Thomas stumbled a few steps forward, coming to 
a stop beside his Chevy’s passenger door. Leaning against the car’s cool metal 
frame, he peered past its hood.  

A slender black man was lying on the ground. His T-shirt had ridden up 
his belly and his jeans were dirt streaked. One arm rested on his chest, while 
the other was flung out, away from his body. The man’s eyes and mouth were 
wide open. A small hole sat in the middle of his forehead. Blood pooled around 
the man’s shoulders, soaking the stubby grass underneath him. 

Thomas turned around frantically. “That wasn’t me! I had nothing to do 
with that!” 

“Tell that to the judge,” the cop said. 
“Let me go!”  
“Shut up and listen, you piece of shit! You are under arrest for murder …” 
Thomas’s head swam. He hadn’t killed anyone! He had nothing to do 

with the dead body in the road! 
“… anything you say can be used against you …” 
He only heard bits and pieces of the Miranda reading. His mind raced in 

twenty different directions.  



Did they believe that he had shot a man? Did they really think he had 
murdered someone?” 

“ … do you understand your rights?” 
Thomas shook his head in disbelief. They were arresting him! Oh my 

God! They had cuffed him and were taking him to prison! 
“Do you understand?” the cop repeated. 
Thomas pulled his arm out of the cop’s grip. “I haven’t done anything! Let 

me go!” 
The cop shrugged his shoulders. “Do you understand what I’ve just read 

out to you?” 
Thomas stared at the police officer. Didn’t the cop hear him? He hadn’t 

killed anyone! 
Thomas looked around wildly. Domestic workers dressed in maids’ 

uniforms, gardeners in tattered T-shirts and old stained trousers, and well-
heeled home owners stood shoulder to shoulder in the road and on the 
pavement, forming a tight circle around the commotion. Out of the darkness, 
they glared at him coldly. Some men had their arms crossed, some women 
were whispering behind their hands. Thomas searched their faces for a hint of 
compassion or curiosity. He picked a man standing to his right.  

“Help!” he pleaded. “Please help me! I haven’t killed anyone!” 
The man looked at him blankly, crossed his arms and shrugged his 

shoulders. 
Thomas looked from one person to the next, frantically searching for the 

one man or woman who would be prepared to step forward. All he saw were 
drawn lips, narrowed eyes and hostility. 

The cop’s hand on his back pushed him forward. “Get going.” 
Thomas took a few stumbling steps past his car. His foot slipped on the 

curb and his ankle gave way. Searing pain raced up his calf and he swore 
loudly. 

“Stop being a sissy!” the cop growled, forcing Thomas relentlessly 
forward.  

This is not happening! Thomas shouted silently. This is just not 
happening! 

He glanced back at the man lying on the grass. Blood glistened in the 
glare of the car’s headlights. It almost looked like spilled motor oil.  

As the cop dragged Thomas in the direction of a police vehicle parked 
haphazardly further down the curb, the gathered crowd begrudgingly opened a 
gap for him to pass through.  

“Murderer!” a woman shouted suddenly. 
“Killer!” another voice yelled. 
“Pig!” 
“Hope you get what you deserve!” 
“Swine!” 
“Hope they lock you up for life!” 
“Bastard!” 
The onlookers’ voices rose higher and higher, becoming angrier by the 

second. People started to close in on him, crowding him. 
A hand shoved him hard on the shoulder. Thomas spun around, only to 

be punched in the chest. He doubled over. Another fist struck him in the ribs. He 



gasped for breath. Something wet hit his face, dripping down his cheek. He 
realised someone had spat on him.  

Panic rose in him. The bystanders were turning into a mob! They were 
going to lynch him! Where the hell was the cop? Why didn’t he stop them? 

Bent over, he frantically stumbled towards the police vehicle parked a 
few metres away. 

More hands pushed him. Painful blows rained down onto his shoulders 
and his back. 

Fear choked him. His eyes searched for the cop who had led him away 
from the dead body, only to find him leaning against the police vehicle, picking 
at his teeth. 

Another few steps and Thomas reached the vehicle. The cop opened the 
back door and motioned him inside.  

Hissing viciously, the mob fell back. 
Thomas ducked his head and slumped onto the backseat, swinging his 

long legs behind the driver’s seat. The cop slammed the door closed and the 
locks engaged automatically.  

Thomas breathed a deep sigh of relief. What the hell had just happened?  
Frightened and confused, he stared through the rolled-up window. The 

crowd stared back at him aggressively. Some women had their raised hands 
clenched into fists. He could hear curses and threats. 

If they get hold of me, I’ll be dead! They’ll kill me! Please God, get me out 
of here. 

His prayer was granted almost immediately. Mothebe and another officer 
got into the car, slamming their doors shut. The engine rumbled to life and a 
short siren blast warned the mob to clear out of the way. The officer reversed 
and the car bumped off the curb.  

With hands cuffed behind his back, Thomas had no way of keeping his 
balance and he was thrown against the closed door. The car shot forward. 
Gears grinding loudly, the vehicle swung into the dark road, past the crime 
scene, disappearing from the onlookers’ view. 

They raced through the busy evening streets, ducking in and out of 
traffic. Thomas tried to stay upright, but every time the police car swerved 
around another vehicle, his shoulder hit the door or the seat in front of him. The 
car braked suddenly, and his cheek smashed into the honeycomb steel partition 
mounted behind the front seats. Without much pause, the car accelerated and 
Thomas fell back, his face throbbing painfully. 

“Hey,” he called out. “Can you take it a bit easier? I’ve got nothing to hold 
on to.” 

Mothebe, sitting in the passenger seat, glanced over his shoulder.  
“Tough shit.” 
Thomas opened his mouth, but before he could protest, the car turned 

another corner and he was thrown down onto the backseat, the top of his head 
hitting the door handle. A small groan escaped from his lips.   

For a minute, he contemplated staying down. The chances of him getting 
hurt lying on the seat were less than him sitting upright. 

His nose was pressed against the fabric of the seat. Apart from smelling 
awful, his eyes caught a suspicious looking stain. 

Shit!  



Who knew who had thrown up, on the seat or bled to death in this car. 
Quickly Thomas scrambled back into a sitting position.  

Wedging his shoulder against the door, he looked out of the window, 
trying to determine where they were going. Unfortunately, they crossed 
intersections and passed streets that were completely unknown to him. Even 
the incessantly squawking of the police radio gave nothing away.  

Becoming more uneasy by the minute, he finally asked, “Where are you 
taking me?” 

Both cops kept quiet. 
“Excuse me,” he tried again. “Can you tell me where you are you taking 

me?” 
The cop in the driver’s seat heaved a sigh. “What does it look like?” 
Thomas raised his eyebrows. “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.” 
“To the station,” the cop said. 
“I gathered as much. But which one?” 
“Jo’burg Central.” 
An instant shiver shot up Thomas’s spine. Jo’burg Central of all places!  
Jo’burg Central was the old John Vorster Square police station. It had 

been notorious during the Apartheid years. Alleged terrorists had been brutally 
tortured and cruelly interrogated in that building. Many prisoners had died by 
supposedly jumping out of a fifth floor window, their death certificates stating: 
committed suicide. The cops at John Vorster Square, many of them members of 
the intelligence services, had been known to be the most vicious and brutal in 
the whole country. Being taken to John Vorster Square was often a death 
sentence.  

And now they were taking him there! 
Thomas clenched his teeth. Surely, the station had changed in the last 

twenty odd years? Surely, the justice system would run its due course and he 
would not be harmed? Especially now, when they were all living in the new 
South Africa, with a democratic system, religiously observing every single 
person’s human rights, no matter how serious the crime? 

Small beads of sweat gathered on his forehead. He pulled his hands 
apart, but the cuffs held his wrists in a tight vice. 

Damn! Damn! What was he going to do?  
“Breathe", a voice whispered in his head. “Breathe deeply. Centre 

yourself.” 
Thomas recognised the voice instantly. His old sensei had preached 

those words endlessly. They had formed the very basis of his training in Martial 
Arts. Although he hadn’t practiced for many years, the words had a soothing 
effect.  

“Focus and breathe,” his sensei whispered, and Thomas obeyed.  
He took a deep breath, held it for a few seconds, and let it out. He took 

another breath, and another. Slowly, his panic subsided and his hands stopped 
shaking. 

 
The police car continued to race through the evening traffic. Moments 

turned to minutes and minutes seemed to drag into an hour. His head hurt, his 
face burned, his shoulders ached and his wrists were scraped raw. The car 
rushed unerringly towards its destination, denying Thomas the slightest chance 
of escaping his fate. 



I’ll clear everything up once we arrive at the police station. It is all just a 
misunderstanding. They will see that I didn’t kill anyone. What an outrageous 
thought! The cops will listen to reason. I don’t even own a gun! And even if I did, 
I wouldn’t shoot anybody! 

The car slowed down and Thomas craned his head eagerly. A tall 1950’s 
building, surrounded by a blue picket fence, rose on his left.  

Thomas pursed his lips. So this was the infamous Jo’burg Central police 
station.  

The vehicle moved forward, following the road, until they stopped in front 
of a blue painted gate. The huge gate rolled back as if drawn by an invisible 
hand, and they entered a narrow tarred parking lot. Several police vehicles 
stood next to an underground entrance. Without hesitation, the cops drove into 
the basement - leaving civilisation behind.  

Bright overhead lights illuminated the lot. They followed yellow arrows 
painted on concrete pillars. Unmarked cars were parked in between police 
vehicles. Thomas saw Camrys, Golfs, Nissans, Fords and a few BMWs. A 
couple of minutes later, they stopped next to a set of large doors secured by 
metal bars. The driver turned off the engine and opened his door. Stretching 
and grunting loudly, he waited for his partner to climb out of the vehicle.  

Mothebe walked around the back of the car. Opening the door, he 
beckoned Thomas to get out. Gingerly, Thomas first lifted his one foot, then the 
other and placed both carefully on the ground. Watching his head, he slid off the 
seat and out of the car. Bruised and with a pounding headache, he stood on 
wobbly legs. 

Without a word, Mothebe grabbed Thomas’s left arm and led him 
towards the double doors. His silent partner followed closely behind. Mothebe 
pressed a buzzer set in the wall, and an intercom sprung to life. A few words 
were exchanged, but not in a language Thomas understood. Mothebe could 
have been talking in Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho, or any other of the ten African 
languages spoken in the country. 

What the hell! Thomas swore under his breath. Couldn’t the cops at least 
speak English? Did they have to make the point that he was a member of a 
minority group in his country? At this moment, he regretted not having made an 
effort to learn an African language.  

Too late now! 
Thomas heard an electronic click and the metal gate swung open with a 

creaking moan. The small group entered a grey concrete vestibule: a staircase 
and an elevator facing them. Once again Mothebe pressed a button. A light 
indicated a moving lift. They stood in front of the closed doors and waited. 
Seconds turned into minutes, but the elevator didn’t arrive. 

Impatiently, Mothebe slapped his hand on the closed door. “Seems out of 
order again. Let’s take the stairs.” 

He turned on his heel and pulled Thomas unceremoniously towards the 
staircase.  

They reached the second landing, and Thomas slowed down expecting 
to enter the building from the first floor, but Mothebe grunted and pulled him 
along.  

Thomas stumbled as his feet missed the next step. 
“Stop being difficult,” Mothebe growled. 



Thomas shot him a dark look. As if he was doing it on purpose! The cop 
should try climbing these stairs with his hands cuffed behind his back.  

The threesome reached the fourth landing, but once again the cops did 
not stop. Thomas kept his head bowed, watching his feet. He had no intention 
of falling flat on his face.  

Up they climbed, up and up. Eventually, Mothebe pulled open a heavy 
metal door. Thomas thought he saw the number 3 stencilled on the peeling 
paint, but he couldn’t be sure. What did it matter anyway? By now he was out of 
breath and his head pounded even worse than before. 

Mothebe pushed him through the door into a large open area. Grey vinyl 
tiles covered the floor and bright fluorescent light shone down from the ceiling. 
The noise was incredible. Telephones shrilled, people shouted, chairs scraped 
across the floor, doors banged and hand-held radios blared. Thomas stopped, 
trying to take in the chaotic scene, but Mothebe pushed him roughly from 
behind. 

“Get moving!” 
Thomas had no idea where he was supposed to go and took only a 

tentative step forward. 
“Move!” 
Mothebe grabbed his arm again and squeezed hard. Thomas briefly 

wondered if he would find blue marks on his skin in the morning. 
The cop dragged him past desks adorned with computer screens and 

keyboards; the surfaces heaped with lever arch files and loose papers. They 
walked past uniformed cops yapping on phones, holding coffee mugs, 
hammering on keyboards, or sitting opposite handcuffed civilians. They made 
their way towards a chest-high counter where they stopped. Mothebe reached 
into his pocket, withdrew a key, unlocked Thomas’s handcuffs and tucked them 
into his back pocket. 

“Hi, Tsepetsi,” Mothebe addressed the fat cop behind the barrier. 
“What you got?”  
“Murder suspect.” 
Thomas opened his mouth in protest. He was no murder suspect! He 

hadn’t killed anyone! 
Anticipating his objection, Mothebe shook him slightly. “You can talk 

later,” he said. 
Tsepetsi briefly looked at Thomas. “White guy, hey?” 
“Yep.” 
“What’s his name?” 
Mothebe turned to Thomas. “What’s your name, boy?” 
Thomas bristled at being addressed as boy, but thought it wiser to raise 

a complaint later. 
“Thomas Pearson,” he replied. 
The fat cop pulled an official form out of a pigeon hole. “Spell it.” 
Thomas arched an eyebrow, which earned him Mothebe’s elbow in his 

ribs. 
“Spell your name, boy!” he demanded. 
“T-h-o-m-a-s P-e-a-r-s-o-n.” 
Painfully slowly, the fat cop wrote the information into the printed boxes 

on the form. 
“Address?” 



Avoiding another elbow jab, Thomas answered quickly: “No. 24 Cowie 
Road, Forest Town, Johannesburg.” 

Now it was the fat cop’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “Rich white guy.” 
Thomas almost snorted loudly. White guy, yes. Rich? That was 

debatable. 
Mothebe shot him a dark look. 
Immediately, Thomas lowered his head. He’d better be careful. 
Tsepetsi stopped writing. “ID Number?” 
“780415 0532 193,” Thomas dictated. 
“Any prior conviction, criminal charges?” 
Thomas shook his head. “No, none.” He had never even been stopped at 

a road block. 
“Empty your pockets.” 
Thomas pulled out his wallet, keys and cellphone, placing them on the 

counter. The fat cop barely glanced at the items and Thomas wondered if he 
would ever see his credit cards again. 

“Your watch.” 
Thomas’s back stiffened. “Why?” 
Tsepetsi looked at him blankly. “Procedure.” 
Reluctantly, Thomas fumbled with its leather strap. The watch had been 

a present from his father and it was very dear to him. He really did not want to 
hand it over. 

“Here, let me help you,” Mothebe said, and before Thomas could protest, 
he had undone the strap with deft movements, quickly slipping the watch off 
Thomas’s wrist.  

Unceremoniously, Mothebe dropped it beside the other items on the 
counter. 

Angrily, Thomas pressed his lips together, but one quick look around 
confirmed that resistance wasn’t an option. With great effort, he relaxed his 
shoulders. He would complain later about the careless treatment of his 
possessions; once he was able to speak to someone in charge; when he was 
able to clear up this whole misunderstanding. 

The fat cop pushed the form to one side. “Take him to number four. 
Wilkinson had to go out on call. Will be back later.” 

Mothebe pulled a face. “Nobody else here who can handle it?” 
“No. Everyone is out. Wilkinson is supposed to be the first one back.” 

Mothebe sighed heavily. “Number four, you said.” 
“Yebo, yeah. The others are full.” 
Mothebe grabbed Thomas’s arm again and turned him around. They 

crossed the other half of the vast open space and entered a narrow passage. 
On each side were wooden doors, all closed. A few metres on, Mothebe 
opened a door and pushed Thomas into a room.  

He took a quick look around.  
The room was maybe two metres by three metres, no bigger than a 

closet. A metal table and three chairs stood in the centre. High up on the wall 
was a window, barred with a heavy metal grid. Fluorescent light flickered from 
the ceiling. 

“Sit!” Mothebe commanded. 
Slowly, Thomas walked to the chair on his right, and sat down. 
The cop stepped in front of him. “Hold out your arms.” 



Thomas looked at him in surprise. 
“Hold out your arms,” Mothebe repeated sternly. 
Reluctantly, Thomas held up his hands, and before he could react, the 

cop snapped the handcuffs around his wrists. 
“Is this really necessary?” 
The cop shrugged his shoulders. “Procedure.” 
Thomas pulled on the cuffs, but the metal chafed on his already hurting 

wrists. Despondently, he leaned back in the chair. 
Mothebe walked to the door. “You wait here,” he said over his shoulder. 

“They’ll come to talk to you later.” 
Thomas jolted upright. “When later? What time?” 
Mothebe opened the door. “Don’t know. When they are back.” 
“Wait!” Thomas shouted, his brain suddenly alert. “Don’t I get to make a 

phone call? Am I not allowed to call a lawyer?” 
On his way out, Mothebe grunted, “Later.” And the door clanked shut 

behind him. 
Thomas stared at the door, the sound of its closing echoing in his ears. 

What was he supposed to do now? He felt like a trapped rabbit, innocent and 
powerless. He had been so sure he would be able to clear up this mess as soon 
as he arrived at the station, but now he was locked in this dingy room.  

Maybe he should just wait? It couldn’t take that long for someone to want 
to find out why he was here. 

Thomas slid down on the hard plastic chair into a more comfortable 
position. Resting his shackled hands on the scratched metal surface of the 
table, he tilted his head back and closed his eyes. Faint sounds drifted into the 
room: cars driving past the building, voices shouting and doors slamming in the 
passageway.  

Soon, his neck seized up. With a groan, he opened his eyes and rolled 
his shoulders. He reached up and massaged the base of his skull, easing the 
muscle spasm. Although he shifted his weight on the chair every few minutes, 
his butt was growing numb.  

He got up and walked around the table.  
Where was everyone? Why was nobody checking up on him? Had they 

forgotten him? 
He had no idea how long he’d been locked in the room. The sounds he 

could hear never varied. Occasionally someone would walk up to his door and 
he would get ready to meet whoever would enter, but the footsteps always 
receded down the passage. 

Tired of waiting, Thomas approached the door. Reaching out, he placed 
his hand on the door knob. Turning it gently to the left, he heard the lock click. 
He pulled back on the handle, but the door wouldn’t budge. Trying again, he 
twisted the knob hard, but the door stayed firmly shut.  

Damn! They had obviously removed the locking mechanism so that the 
door couldn’t be opened from the inside.  

But what did he expect? After all, he was in a police station! 
Frustrated, he walked back to the chair and slumped down.  
Time dragged on. Nothing was happening. Nobody arrived; no one came 

looking for him. 
After what seemed like an eternity, Thomas got up from the chair, pulled 

it away from the table, and pushed it under the barred window. With one hand 



on the wall to keep his balance, he stepped onto the seat. Thomas reached up 
with his manacled wrists and grabbed the metal bars. Using all his strength, he 
pulled himself up until he could look out of the window.  

But there was nothing to see, except a few buildings further away, their 
emergency night lights illuminating their grey outside walls. 

Disappointed, he dropped back onto the chair and hopped down onto the 
floor. 

What now? he wondered. He had never imagined that he would spend 
the whole night at the police station. He had assumed someone - a detective or 
someone else in charge – would listen to his account about what had 
happened. Once they had heard his side of the story they were supposed to 
release him.  

Thomas leaned forward and placed his forearms on his knees. 
What if they didn’t believe him? What if they genuinely thought he had 

killed that man? What if they let him stew in this room to soften him up so that it 
was easier for them to interrogate him? So that he would confess to murder?    

A cold shiver ran down his spine. But he hadn’t killed that guy. He knew 
he hadn’t shot him! 

But what if the cops weren’t going to accept his explanation? What if they 
had made up their minds already? 

He needed a plan! And foremost, he needed a lawyer! 
Thomas snorted loudly. A lawyer! Sure, where would he get a lawyer 

from? He didn’t know any lawyers. He had never needed one, so why would he 
know a lawyer? Shit! What was he going to do? 

Thomas jumped up from his chair and started pacing up and down the 
room. 

Who could he ask to help him out? He had no family to speak of. His 
father had passed away two years ago in a car accident. A drunk driver had 
skipped a red traffic light and had smashed into his father’s car, killing him 
instantly. His mother had died when he was seven. Cancer. He only had a few 
vague memories of her.  

A photograph in a silver frame on the sideboard in his home, showed a 
slender woman with shoulder-length blonde hair. The wind had pressed her 
summer dress against her slim legs and she had been caught holding the skirt 
down playfully. She was smiling in the picture; a happy moment.  

After his mother’s death, his father had never remarried, bringing 
Thomas up by himself. They had had some tough times, particularly when he’d 
been a teenager. Like every other boy of that age, he had tested his father’s 
patience and resolve, but overall they had gotten on well, understanding and 
respecting each other, more so, as he got older. A dull ache pounded in his 
chest when he thought of his dad. Although he was a grown man of thirty four, 
he still missed his father. 

Thomas dug into the recesses of his brain. Who else was there?  
There were a few aunts and uncles, but his father had never kept in 

contact with them. Something about them not liking him. Thomas had never 
gotten to the bottom of it. When he was a boy, his father had hardly ever taken 
him to family braais or other get-togethers, seemingly avoiding that side of the 
family. And Thomas admitted to himself that he hadn’t missed an extended 
family.  

Until now!  



He didn’t even have any of his relatives’ telephone numbers! 
Thomas inhaled deeply.  
Who else could he contact? 
There was Anne, his ex-girlfriend. But she had dumped him six months 

ago. Would Anne help him if he called her? Thomas shook his head sadly.  
There was no chance she would even pick up her cellphone when she 

saw his number. They hadn’t parted amicably.  
He remembered their last argument as if it was yesterday. After a long 

day at the office, he had finally made it home. Admittedly it had been another 
late night, but what could he do? He had opened the front door and Anne had 
come out of the kitchen. Placing her hands on her gorgeous hips, she had 
glared at him wordlessly. 

Immediately on the defence, he raised his hands. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t 
help it. We had an emergency.” 

Her full lips pulled into an ugly snarl. “Sure,” she hissed. “I’ve been sitting 
here like an idiot waiting for you.” 

He stepped forward to put his arms around her - an attempt to pacify her 
- but she pushed him away. 

“Can you actually remember that we were invited out tonight?” Anne 
asked, her voice choked with tears. 

Thomas dropped his hands. Oh shit! he cursed silently. He had totally 
forgotten. They were supposed to go for dinner with her parents. 

He checked his watch. It was almost 9 o’clock.  
“It’s not too late,” he offered lamely. “We can still make it.” 
Anne laughed harshly. “You must be joking. You know my parents have 

gone home already. They don’t wait around for you forever, not like I do.” 
Thomas swallowed hard. “I’m sorry,” he squeezed out. “But it couldn’t be 

helped.” 
“You always say that,” Anne shouted. “You always have a stupid excuse. 

There is always an emergency.” 
He shrugged his shoulders helplessly. There really had been an 

emergency. 
“How many times have you promised to cut down on your hours?” she 

yelled, tears now streaming down her face. “And how many times have I waited 
for you? You don’t even call me to let me know that you are going to be late!” 

How on earth could he call her if he was in the middle of a telephone 
conference call? 

She pointed a finger at him. “You are the most selfish man I’ve ever met. 
You don’t care about me. You only love your job.” 

“Now, hang on there,” he objected. “I do care about you and I do love 
you.” 

“Yeah? You have a strange way of showing it.” 
His eyes narrowed angrily. She was talking nonsense now. He cared 

deeply about her and he spoiled her rotten. Every third night he took her out for 
dinner. At least one weekend every month they went away. He had bought her 
plenty of presents; from flowers, to perfume and jewellery. He’d helped her clear 
her numerous debts. All he had asked her in return was to be understanding 
when it came to his work. 

“I’m through with you!” she shouted.  



Bending down she picked up a small suitcase. He hadn’t noticed the 
case when he came into the house. 

Confused, he looked at her. “What do you mean?” 
She drew her shoulders back and flicked her hair out of her face. “It’s 

over,” she said. “I’m leaving.” 
Thomas felt as if someone had punched him in the gut. “What are you 

talking about?” he stammered. 
Her eyes glittered triumphantly. “I’m going. It’s over between us.” 
“You’re breaking up with me?” 
She nodded vigorously. 
“Because I was late?” 
“Isn’t that enough?” 
A deep frown creased his forehead. He couldn’t believe that she would 

leave him just because he had come home at 9 o’clock.  
Maybe there was more to it? 
“Are you sure that’s the only reason?” he asked icily. “Maybe there’s 

someone else?” 
Anne’s face grew pale. 
Ohh, he thought. So that’s it. She’s been seeing someone else. 
“Who is it?” 
Anne shook her head. 
“Who is it?” he asked again. “Is it someone I know? Someone from 

work?” 
Anne pressed her lips together. 
His blood boiled over. “How long have you been screwing someone 

behind my back?” 
Anne flinched. “There is no-one else,” she whispered. 
“Don’t lie to me! I can see it in your eyes.” 
“There is nobody else,” she repeated. 
“I don’t believe you.” 
Blood rose in her cheeks and her eyes flashed. “Why? Would it make 

you feel better if I was screwing around?” 
“Are you?” 
The corners of her mouth turned down with disappointment. “Let’s say, 

there are plenty of better men out there. And they definitely know how to treat a 
woman.” 

Thomas recoiled, as if slapped in the face. After all he had done for her! 
His buddies had warned him from the beginning. They had called her ‘high 
maintenance’, but he hadn’t listened. He had been totally smitten by her and he 
had believed she by him. After all, it seemed that he had been mistaken. 

He pointed to the door. “If that’s how you feel, then be my guest. Leave.” 
Anne shifted her small case to her other hand and walked towards the 

door. As she passed him, he could smell her perfume and his stomach 
clenched. She wasn’t really going, was she? 

Anne turned the door knob and pulled it open.  
He wanted to reach out to her, grab her by the shoulders, pull her back, 

beg her to stay, but his pride would not allow it. 
She stepped out into the night and the door closed behind her. He heard 

her car start, but he remained frozen to the spot. He couldn’t believe that she 
would just leave; just like that.  



There had to be another man! It was not possible that she could break up 
with him because he had come home late from work! 

Thomas had never found out if there had been another man. Refusing 
point blank, he had never picked up the phone to call her and he had ignored 
her calls to him. It had been her choice to walk out on him, and she had to live 
with that decision. 

The following months had been hard on him, but he had buried himself in 
his work, and eventually life had returned to normal.  

 
Thomas let his shoulders slump. Who else could he ask? He didn’t have 

any real friends left. His best buddy Martin had immigrated to Australia, and 
John was making a living in the UK. He had lost track of all the others. Some 
were married, living a blissfully domestic life with wife and kids, others had just 
dropped out of sight. 

Damn, he swore quietly. Was there nobody else? 
He sat back down on the chair and raked his cuffed hands through his 

sandy coloured hair. 
What about his boss? Could he ask his boss for help? 
Horst Bienert was the owner and Managing Director of the engineering 

company Thomas worked for. He was a man in his early sixties, with a South 
African wife and two grown-up children. His strict German attitude had not made 
him many friends, but he was successful in business. The company 
manufactured locally and exported internationally. Bienert had built up the 
company on his own. Although employing over three hundred people, he still 
kept final control of all designs and especially of all financial aspects. The 
company was going from strength to strength, and Thomas had been really 
pleased when he was offered a job as mechanical engineer three years ago. He 
was happy with his work, which was demanding, but also intellectually 
challenging. Bienert gave him space to do his work, not looking over his 
shoulder every five minutes, but expecting one hundred and fifty percent. 
Excellence was a key word Bienert used regularly.  

However, as strict and as demanding as Bienert was, he was also a 
sympathetic boss. On more than one occasion Thomas had observed how he 
had helped an employee out of a dilemma. Bienert explained his helping hand 
with that he wanted all his employees to be happy, because only happy workers 
excelled in their jobs. 

Thomas nodded enthusiastically. Yes, his boss was a possibility. As 
soon as he was granted his phone call, he would call Horst Bienert and ask him 
for help. He was certain that Bienert was going to provide him with a name of a 
lawyer. Bienert was running a large company and surely he knew someone who 
could get Thomas out of this predicament. 

Feeling slightly better, Thomas leaned back in his chair, when suddenly 
another thought occurred to him. 

What about money?  
Even if Bienert would provide him with the name of a lawyer, where 

would he get the money to pay him? As far as he was aware, lawyers cost a lot 
of money, money he didn’t have. His finances were in a shambles. Four months 
ago he had finally bought his dream house. A fifty-year-old two-bedroom house 
in Forest Town. The transfer and registration fees had eaten up all his savings, 



his credit cards were maxed out, and the bank had already politely pointed out 
that he would not qualify for another loan.  

Troubled, Thomas rubbed his face. What was he going to do about 
money? He couldn’t sell his car, because the proceeds would not exceed the 
outstanding balance.  

Maybe the company could help him out?  
Thomas nodded enthusiastically. When he made his call to Horst Bienert 

he would ask for a loan from the company. Surely, Bienert would agree? It 
wasn’t as if Thomas was going to run away. He would pay the money back as 
soon as his cash flow improved.  

Satisfied with his plan of action, Thomas sighed deeply and settled back 
to wait for someone to interrogate him.  
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The sound of the turning doorknob alerted Thomas. He got up from his 
chair and straightened his back. The door swung open and two men entered the 
room. The white guy, with grey receding hair, was of medium height, with 
hunched shoulders. His round wrinkled face reminded Thomas of a Bulldog, but 
the blue eyes scrutinising him were sharp, missing nothing. Beside him stood a 
huge black man, positively dwarfing his white colleague. He wore a suit that 
was at least one size too small. His hands held a battered cardboard box, 
spilling black cable. Cat-like, the big man moved to the table and dropped the 
box with a soft thump. 

Thomas looked from one man to the other trying to figure out what was 
going on. 

“Detective Wilkinson,” the white man introduced himself. He pointed at 
the black man. “My colleague, Detective Mathole.” 

Finally! Thomas sighed. Finally, he could explain everything and clear 
this whole mess up.  

“I am really glad to see you,” he said relieved, a small smile tugging at 
the corners of his mouth.  

But the detective’s face remained impassive. Only slightly disconcerted 
by the lack of a reaction, Thomas lowered himself back onto his chair. 

Wilkinson sat down on the other chair, while the black detective pulled a 
tape recorder from the box and set it on the table. Unwinding the cable, he 
placed a microphone next to the recorder, pointing it in Thomas’s direction. 
Satisfied, he stepped back and crossed his big arms. 

Wilkinson pressed a button and checked that the tape was rolling. 
Looking at his watch, he cleared his throat. 

“It’s 01h34 am, on Saturday, 23 October. Present are Detective 
Wilkinson, Detective Mathole and the suspect, Thomas Pearson. Mr Pearson, 
please state your full name and address.” 

Thomas nodded eagerly. The sooner this was over, the sooner he could 
go home. 

Leaning forward towards the microphone, he said, “My name is Thomas 
Pearson and I live at 24 Cowie Road, Forest Town.” 

Expressionless, Wilkinson continued. “Mr Pearson is a suspect in a 
murder investigation. A young man was shot dead at 24 Cowie Road in Forest 
Town, the home of Mr Pearson.” 

Thomas held up his hand. “One moment, please,” he said. “Why am I a 
suspect? I didn’t shoot that man.” 

Wilkinson wiped his forehead tiredly. “Mr Pearson, you were discovered 
at this particular address where a man was found dead. The weapon was lying 
close to you, and there were no other people around. Witnesses confirmed you 
were the only person at the scene.” 

Thomas swallowed hard. “Yes, that’s true. I had just arrived home ...” 
“So, you admit you were at this address at the time of the shooting?” 
Thomas shook his head vigorously. “No. Yes. No.” 
“What is it? Yes or no?” 



“That is the address where I live, yes. But I didn’t shoot anyone.” 
“Then how do you explain that you were the only person at that address 

with a dead man lying in the street?” 
“I don’t know. But I didn’t shoot that man,” Thomas reiterated. 
Wilkinson tilted his head. “We have the murder weapon. We are busy 

checking it for fingerprints and I bet we’ll find your prints on the gun.” 
Thomas drew a sharp breath. “That can’t be.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because I didn’t shoot that man.” He rose from his chair. “How many 

times do I have to tell you? I had nothing to do with that!” 
The black detective took a step forward, towering over Thomas 

menacingly. “Sit down.” 
Thomas glared at the huge man, but sank back down, his hands shaking 

with anger. 
Wilkinson’s tone never changed. “You admitted you were at the scene 

and we found the weapon near you.” 
Thomas closed his eyes, exasperated. “I didn’t kill that man.” 
“I think you did,” Wilkinson said calmly. “Let me paint you a picture: you 

came home, got out of your car and this man walked down the street, maybe 
asking you for some money. You had a hard day and were annoyed ...” 

“That’s not true,” Thomas objected. 
“Then what happened?” 
Thomas rubbed his face tiredly, trying to recall the exact sequence of 

events. 
“Well?” Wilkinson prompted him. 
“You are right, I did come home from work and it had been a hard day,” 

Thomas said quietly. “I got out of the car ...” 
“... you saw the young man who asked you for money, begging to help 

him feed his young family. You argued, told him to fuck off, but he was insistent, 
pleading with you, holding out his hands, getting closer, invading your space. 
He wouldn’t listen to you. You got angry, threatened him, but he wouldn’t let up. 
So you pulled your gun and shot him.” 

“No!” Thomas shouted. “That’s not what happened.” 
Just then, the door opened. All three men turned their heads. 
“Sorry for the interruption,” a young uniformed black man said. “You are 

urgently needed downstairs.” 
Wilkinson pointed at the microphone. “I’m in the middle of an interview 

...” 
The uniformed man shrugged his shoulders. “They said to get you 

immediately. Can’t wait.” 
“Isn’t there anyone else?” 
The cop shook his head. “Apparently not.” 
Wilkinson sighed heavily. “Alright.” He turned to the microphone. “The 

interview was stopped at 01h52.” 
He pressed the button on the recorder and got up from his chair. 

Wilkinson’s black colleague gathered up the equipment and dumped it in the 
box. The detective was already at the door. 

“Wait,” Thomas called. “What about me?” 
Wilkinson turned halfway around. “We’ll continue later.” 
“When later?” 



Wilkinson shrugged his shoulders. “Later,” he repeated. 
The detective disappeared down the corridor, his partner close at his 

heels. The uniformed man closed the door and Thomas was left alone. 
Oh man, he thought. What’s happening here? The detective hadn’t given 

him a chance to explain himself. Wilkinson had simply assumed he’d done it! 
The detective had painted some weird scenario and concluded that Thomas 
had murdered the man.  

He hadn’t killed that man! No matter how the detective was going to twist 
his story, he hadn’t murdered anyone.  

Thomas repeated the words over and over in his mind: he hadn’t shot 
anybody.  

He had to stay focussed.  
But the more he repeated the words, the more he realised the police 

weren’t interested in what had really happened in front of his house. They were 
only interested in solving the case as fast as possible. If that meant they had to 
manipulate an innocent man into admitting that he was guilty, then they would 
do it.  

Thomas was tired, hungry and thirsty. His head hurt, his eyes felt gritty 
and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. They hadn’t even offered him a 
glass of water, for crying out loud.  

As the minutes ticked by, quiet despair began to seep into Thomas’s 
mind. What if they had forgotten about him? What if they weren’t coming back? 
What if they didn’t care about his explanation? What if he was so tired that he 
couldn’t think straight? What if he played into their hands, admitting to things 
just to get out of there? 

 
Thomas had no idea how much time had gone by when the door was 

opened and flung against the wall with a loud bang. Wearily he looked at the 
officer who stood in the entrance.  

“Get up,” the uniformed black man barked. 
Thomas glanced at him tiredly. “Why?” 
The cop sighed heavily. “Because we are moving you.” 
“Where to?” Thomas asked, his drowsy mind trying to put a reason to the 

cop’s statement. 
“To the holding cells downstairs.” 
“What?” Thomas stammered. Why were they taking him to the holding 

cells? He had done nothing wrong. And where was Wilkinson? He hadn’t even 
finished questioning him. 

“Am I under arrest?” he asked. 
The cop shrugged his shoulders. 
“What am I being charged with?” 
The cop looked at him blankly. 
“Where is Detective Wilkinson?” 
The cop sighed once more. “He’s out.” 
Thomas’s mind spun. Could they do it? Could they just move him into the 

holding cells?  
“I want a lawyer,” he said. 
“You can’t have a lawyer,” the cop said. 
“Why?” Thomas asked, taken aback by the cop’s blatant refusal. 



“Because it’s three o’clock in the morning and no lawyer would come out 
at this time of the night,” the cop said impatiently. Noticing Thomas’s disbelief, 
he added, “you can call a lawyer in the morning.” 

Thomas shook his head. This was not happening.  
“Now get up or I’ll have to drag you off your chair.” 
Drained of all emotion, Thomas got up from the chair and walked slowly 

towards the door. The cop grabbed his arm and pulled him into the corridor. 
Thomas looked back at the interrogation room.  

What was worse, being stuck in the interview room or being thrown into a 
holding cell? His worn-out mind signalled that it was much better to be stuck in 
the interrogation room. 

Thomas stopped walking. He was not going into a holding cell.  
The cop pulled on his arm. “Get moving,” he growled. 
Thomas shook his head. 
The cop clenched his hand around Thomas’s upper arm so that it hurt. 

Thomas winced from the sudden pain. 
“I’m not going into a holding cell,” he said stubbornly, refusing to take 

another step. 
The cop took a long look at him, then called, “Hey, Themba, Simon! I’ve 

got a difficult one here.” 
Thomas looked past the cop’s shoulder and saw two big uniformed black 

cops coming towards them. 
“You needing help?” the first one asked, a sly grin spreading over his 

broad face. 
“Seems like it.” 
The second officer pulled out a baton and swung it lightly in his hand. 
Thomas watched the unfolding scene with growing unease. 
“You can come voluntarily, or we can make you,” the cop holding his arm 

said quietly. 
Thomas’s eyes grew wide. They wouldn’t dare hit him with the baton? Or 

would they? 
The second officer raised his eyebrows questioningly, swinging the club 

through the air. 
Thomas’s mind raced. Should he take a chance? He knew he could take 

them on. Although it had been a few years and he was a bit rusty, he still knew 
how to fight. After all he held a 2nd Dan black belt.  

But if he took them on, what would he do afterwards?  
Thomas glanced down the corridor past the three officers. Even at this 

time, in the early morning, the incident room was packed with people.  
He would never get past the cops and into the stairwell. They would stop 

him as soon as he started bashing their heads in. And even if he brought them 
down and made it to the stairs, how was he going to get out of the building? He 
assumed, the doors were electronically locked and could only be opened by a 
buzzer located somewhere behind the counter in the middle of the room. 

Thomas hung his head. “Alright, alright,” he said. “I’ll go voluntarily.” 
The cop holding his arm nodded graciously. “Good for you. The stick can 

hurt quite a bit.” 
Thomas threw the big man a venomous look. The imbecile really 

believed he was in charge. If he just knew how quickly Thomas could break his 
nose; but good reason prevailed. He knew he had no choice. Tiredly he lowered 



his head again and started trudging alongside his guard towards the far end of 
the room. 

 
This time they took a lift. The doors closed and they rode down in 

silence. Thomas didn’t bother to raise his head to check how far down they 
were going. A short while later the lift stopped and the doors opened. Thomas 
was pushed from behind and stumbled into a large windowless room fronted by 
a chest-high counter. The noise greeting him was deafening: shouting, 
screaming, banging, metal clanking, telephones shrilling; a cacophony of sound. 
Curses bounced through the thick stale air, pleadings of innocence floated past 
his ears. Shouted insults and angry responses competed with each other. 
English, Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho and other African languages bombarded 
him. The room was packed with people. Police officers, holding on tightly to 
their handcuffed charges shouted instructions or argued with their detainees. 
Like clockwork, the metal bars on the opposite side of the room were unlocked 
and an officer would lead his charge through the doors and the passage 
beyond. 

Jolted out of his lethargy, Thomas scanned his fellow detainees 
curiously. A man in his early twenties stood to his right. His colourful beanie was 
pulled over his ears, touching the collar of his black windbreaker. His low-slung 
jeans had seen better days, the frayed hems hiding his grubby takkies. The 
man’s face screamed defiance. 

An elderly man with short-cropped curly, grey hair had his head bowed. 
His shoulders stooped dejectedly and his hands clasped the front of his old 
tattered shirt. His polished, but well-worn leather shoes were in stark contrast to 
his shiny, brown pants clinging on to his thin frame. 

Thomas wondered about their stories. Were they also falsely accused, or 
were they guilty, caught red-handed as they committed their crimes?  

Immediately he chastised himself. What was he thinking? This was 
South Africa. A country with one of the highest crime rates in the world. Car 
hijackings, burglaries, rape and murder were on the daily agenda. It was 
unlikely that anyone here was innocent. 

His guard dragged him through the crowd towards the counter. A black 
man, his face glistening with sweat, looked up. 

“Hey, Pro,” Thomas’s guard said in greeting. 
The officer nodded in return. “What have you got?” 
“Murder suspect.” 
Officer Pro glanced at Thomas curiously. “Really?” 
“Yep.” 
Thomas bristled at the nonchalance of the reply. “I’m innocent,” he said 

through clenched teeth. 
His guard sighed theatrically. “They all say that.” 
“I am innocent,” Thomas reiterated. 
“Tell that to the judge.” 
Thomas’s mind reeled. Why was his guard talking about a judge? He 

hadn’t even been charged, yet. 
“I want a lawyer,” he demanded. 
Officer Pro shook his head. “Sorry man. There are no lawyers around at 

this time of the night. You’ll have to wait until the morning.” 



Thomas stared at the officer angrily. “And what happens to me in the 
meantime?” 

“You are going to wait in the holding cell.” 
“Why can’t I stay upstairs in the interrogation room?” he asked defiantly. 
“Because it’s an interrogation room.” 
“You can’t just put me in a holding cell,” Thomas protested. 
Officer Pro rolled his eyes. “We can do whatever we want. And as a 

murder suspect, you are going into a holding cell.” 
“You can’t do that ...” 
“Stop your whining,” his guard interrupted, losing his patience fast. “You’ll 

get your chance with a lawyer, just not tonight.” 
The increased pressure on his upper arm told Thomas it was wiser to 

keep quiet. 
“What about paperwork?” Officer Pro asked. 
His guard shrugged his shoulders. “Still upstairs.” 
“At least give me a name.” 
His guard shook Thomas lightly. “What’s your name?” 
“Thomas Pearson,” he replied tiredly. 
“Can you spell that?” 
Thomas closed his eyes wearily, but complied. It seemed to him that it 

was better to have his name written down in some nondescript register, than to 
be thrown into a holding cell as an unknown. 

Officer Pro wrote down his name. Looking up, he said, “Take him to 
number three.” 

A slight nod and Thomas’s guard led him away from the counter, through 
the crowd to the back of the huge room. 

Two uniformed officers stood beside a metal barred door. 
“Where to?” the shorter one asked. 
“Number three.” 
The officer inserted a key into the lock, turned it twice and swung open 

the door. Thomas’s guard pushed him into a wide, brightly-lit passage and the 
door clanked shut behind them. An explosion of voices greeted them. Shouts, 
yells, threats, insults and curses raced through the air. Pleas, appeals and 
explanations were almost drowned out by the roaring noise.  

Thomas’s guard ignored the racket streaming from the small openings in 
the metal doors. With firm, determined steps he led his charge to the end of the 
passage. A lone officer sat behind a rickety desk. His face was lined with a 
myriad of wrinkles and his old uniform hung on his skeleton frame. Watery 
brown eyes looked at them questioningly. 

“Number three,” Thomas’s guard offered. 
The officer paged through a ledger until he found the appropriate page. 
“Name?” he queried. 
“Thomas Pearson.” 
His name was entered into the register.  
The officer rattled himself up from the chair and shuffled towards a door 

on the right side of the passage. The noise level rose by a few decibels, but 
Thomas’s two guards ignored the shouting men. 

They stopped in front of a metal door. Faces and open mouths were 
pressed against the opening located in the upper third of the door. Single 



fingers and whole hands were clinging onto the hole’s edges. Curses, demands 
and pleas crashed around Thomas’s ears, impossible to distinguish. 

Uneasy, Thomas stared at the door’s window. These people were 
behaving like a pack of wild animals.  

“Hold out your hands,” his guard said calmly. 
Thomas complied and miraculously a key appeared. With quick deft 

movements, his guard unlocked Thomas’s handcuffs. Gratefully, Thomas 
rubbed his wrists, enjoying his new-found freedom. 

The skeletal officer banged his baton against the metal door with 
surprising strength. The sudden sound made Thomas jump. 

“Step back,” Skeleton shouted, his eyes glittering viciously.  
Immediately, the faces and fingers disappeared from the door’s window 

and the noise subsided considerably. 
Thomas stared at the officer in amazement. Skeleton didn’t look as if he 

could lift a mug filled with hot coffee, but here he commanded instant 
obedience. Thomas wondered what kind of power he wielded over the 
prisoners. 

Skeleton turned a key in the lock and pulled the door back. Thomas got 
his first glimpse of a holding cell and recoiled in shock. 

The cell was about six metres by four metres. A wooden bench was 
bolted against each wall. A barred window was set high into the wall opposite 
the door, and a toilet and basin were mounted below the window. It seemed that 
a sea of faces stared at him. The hair rose on the back of his neck and his body 
went ridged. 

There was no way he was going to set foot into this hell hole. They could 
shoot him for all he cared, but he was not going into that cell. 

He turned and opened his mouth to object to his incarceration. But 
before he could utter a sound, he felt the tip of Skeleton’s baton in his back. 

“Move,” Skeleton ordered. 
Thomas shook his head and planted his feet firmly on the ground. 
“Move!” 
Thomas stood perfectly still. 
He groaned loudly as a piercing pain raced up his back and he took an 

involuntary step forward into the cell. Skeleton’s baton had hit Thomas’s 
kidneys. The pain was excruciating. 

Without another word, Skeleton pushed the door closed and Thomas 
heard the key turn in the lock. 

Thomas stayed close to the door, rubbing his hurting back and scanning 
the faces crowding the narrow space between the benches. A quick count 
established that there were fifteen men crammed into the cell. He estimated 
their ages ranging from late teens to mid-thirties. All of them were black, but for 
one man who was in the back, close to the toilet. 

“A whitey,” a voice from his right said. “Look, another white boy.” 
Thomas turned his head, seeking out the face belonging to the voice. He 

found the speaker: a rake-thin black man with pock-marks scarring his cheeks. 
A big grin spread over his face, revealing a gold incisor. The young man had his 
hands shoved into his jeans pockets and was rocking on the balls of his feet. 

“Hey, dude. What you doing in here?” another voice asked. 
Thomas looked to his left. A short fat guy, his belly straining against his 

T-shirt, waved his hand. 



Before Thomas could answer, the first row of men gave way and a man 
in his late twenties stepped forward. He wasn’t particularly tall, but his shoulders 
were thickly muscled and his arms resembled baseball bats. A pink scar ran 
from his left eyebrow, down his temple, past his cheekbone and disappeared 
below his jaw. Pig eyes scrutinized Thomas coldly. Viciousness emanated from 
the man in rolling waves, engulfing Thomas, making his head spin.  

A hundred news reports and images rushed through Thomas’s mind at 
the same time: men beaten to a pulp, losing their eyes, their hearing, the use of 
their limbs. Men stabbed, their bellies ripped open, their carotid artery slashed, 
bludgeoned to death. Men held tightly by their fellow inmates, their pants pulled 
down, raped without mercy over and over again. 

Thomas turned hot and cold at the same time. Sweat trickled down his 
back, gathering at his pants’ waistband. He clenched his fingers, balling his 
hands into fists, ready to defend himself. Although scared witless, Thomas held 
the man’s stare, refusing to show his fear.  

Muscle Man’s eyes travelled excruciatingly slowly over Thomas’s body, 
from the top of his head to his leather loafers. His eyes came back up and his 
lips pulled into a snarl. 

“Yo,” he said, his voice surprisingly high. “Whatch’u got?” 
Thomas stared at him blankly. 
“Whiteeeyyy,” the man sung, taking a step closer, crowding Thomas’s 

space. “Whatch’u got?” 
Controlling his trembling hands, Thomas found his voice. “What do you 

mean?” 
The man rolled his eyes. “Whatch’u gotta trade?” His stinking breath hit 

Thomas’s face. Trying to avoid the stench, he took a step back, but the door 
stopped him short. 

Muscle Man stared at him intently, waiting for an answer. 
Bewildered, Thomas stared back. “Trade? What do you mean trade?” 
Muscle Man pushed his chin out. “Yo first time here?” 
How was he supposed to answer that? If he said yes, they were most 

likely take advantage of him, if he said no; they would assume he knew all the 
rules. And he hadn’t the faintest idea what the rules were. He was caught 
between a rock and a hard place. 

The little viscous pig eyes kept on scrutinising him. 
Eventually, Thomas swallowed hard and nodded slowly. 
Muscle Man cackled like an old woman, turned to the assembled men 

and spread his arms like a preacher about to give a sermon.  
“It’s his first time,” he mocked. 
A few sniggers came from the back of the pack. Some of the men shook 

their heads. The rest of them kept their expressions blank. 
Muscle Man turned back and stabbed his forefinger into Thomas’s chest. 

“Yo need to trade,” he repeated. 
Cold sweat trickled down Thomas’s side, but he shook his head, having 

no clue what the man was talking about. 
The horde parted again and another man made his way to the front. He 

was slightly smaller than Muscle Man, and seemed older. His head was closely 
shaven, revealing a crude tattoo running from the base of his neck down onto 
his shoulders, disappearing beneath his T-shirt. His heavy eyelids gave his face 



a sad expression, reminding Thomas of a hound dog. Muscle Man respectfully 
stepped aside, but Thomas eyed him wearily.  

Lazily, Hound Dog looked him up and down. “Do you have anything to 
trade?” he asked, pronouncing the words with exaggerated care. 

Thomas looked at him more puzzled than ever before. “Why do I need 
something to trade?” 

A nasty laugh whipped through the air. “Yo know n’thin.” 
Hound Dog crossed his arms and looked at Thomas admonishingly. “In 

here,” he said, “you must trade. You want something, you have to give in 
return.” 

Thomas grimaced uneasily. What on earth would he want? He was 
locked up in a holding cell. There was no telephone, no TV, no biscuits or 
coffee. 

“You see,” Hound Dog continued. “You want toilet paper, you need to 
trade. You want soap, you need to trade. You want to sit on the bench, you 
need to trade.” 

Thomas’s eyes became big like saucers. “What?”  
Hound Dog nodded patiently. “Everything in here is for sale. Without 

anything to trade, you can’t get.” 
“You can’t be serious,” Thomas spluttered. “Are you telling me that if I 

want to go to the toilet, I have to buy toilet paper from you? Or if I want to sit on 
the bench, I have to pay you?” 

“Yo got it,” Muscle Man chirped cheerfully. “’f yo need to piss, yo pay.” 
Sudden anger surged through Thomas. “This is bullshit! You can’t 

demand payment from me for these things.” 
Muscle Man chuckled quietly. “Yo ‘ave a choice?” 
Thomas’s anger disappeared as fast as it had appeared. What choice did 

he have indeed? He turned to his fellow inmates, silently pleading with them to 
refute Muscle Man’s claims, but their expressions indicated they all understood 
and agreed with this one basic ground rule.  

What the hell was he supposed to do? He had nothing to trade with! The 
cops had taken all his valuables: his wallet containing his money and credit 
cards, his keys, even his watch.  

Dejected he let his gaze drop. “But, I’ve got nothing to trade,” he said. 
Hound Dog looked at Thomas’s leather loafers. “What,” he said, “you 

have no money in your shoe?” 
Thomas shook his head. 
“Nothing tucked in your socks?” 
He shook his head again. 
“No notes folded in your underpants?” 
Thomas swallowed hard. In his underpants? He’d never thought of hiding 

money in his underwear. Why would he? His wallet was perfectly safe. 
Hound Dog watched him carefully, and noting Thomas’s miserable 

expression, he sighed loudly. “You’ve got no money at all?” 
“No,” Thomas replied. 
“What about cigarettes?” Hound Dog asked. 
Thomas shrugged his shoulders helplessly. “I don’t smoke.” 
Hound Dog tapped his bottom lip with his forefinger. “There’s always 

something else to trade,” he said coldly. 
Thomas flicked his eyes back to the man standing in front of him.  



Oh shit! If he had nothing material to trade what could they take from 
him? He felt the blood drain from his face.  

Oh, God! Was he supposed to drop his pants for them? Would they 
demand sex from him in return for toilet paper? Oh Christ! This wasn’t 
happening.  

Thomas stared at Hound Dog with undisguised horror. “What do you 
have in mind?” he asked, his voice trembling. 

Hound Dog raised an eyebrow. “For example ...” he let the sentence trail 
off. 

“What?” Thomas snapped, anticipating the worst.  
What was he going to do if Hound Dog asked him to spread his butt 

cheeks? Thomas shuddered at the thought and clenched his teeth. There was 
no way he would submit. There was no chance come heaven or hell that he 
would give in to such a demand. He would rather die! Thomas balled his hands 
tighter, ready to fight should they attack him, trying to take by force what they 
obviously thought was their right. 

Hound Dog pursed his lips. “For example, you could trade your breakfast 
for a few hours on my bench.” 

Thomas stared at Hound Dog in utter disbelief. Did the man say 
‘breakfast’? Searching Hound Dog’s face for any sign of treachery and finding 
none, Thomas felt relief surging through him. The man actually meant 
‘breakfast’ and not sodomy.  

Relief gave way to cockiness. “What about half a breakfast?” Thomas 
said. 

Hound Dog dropped his arms. “Are you negotiating?” 
Thomas held his hands up, palms turned outward. “A full breakfast 

sounds excessive. It must be four in the morning and there are only a few hours 
left of the night. You could ask for a full breakfast if I was spending a whole 
night on your bench, but not for a few hours.” 

Hound Dog’s face turned into a grin, and suddenly he laughed out loud.  
Thomas tilted his head, not quite sure what he had said that was so 

funny. 
“Do you know who I am?” Hound Dog asked, his hands on his hips. 
Thomas shook his head wearily. How the hell was he supposed to know?  
All at once, Hound Dog became deadly serious. “You have quite a nerve 

trying to negotiate with me.” 
Aware of the sudden change in the atmosphere, Thomas tensed his 

shoulders and balled his hands into fists again, but he needn’t have worried. 
A small smile played around Hound Dog’s mouth. “Never mind. I’m in a 

generous mood tonight. You can sit on my bench for half a breakfast.” 
Hearing those words again, Thomas felt how tired he was. His eyes were 

burning and every muscle and bone in his body ached. What was half a 
breakfast in comparison to sitting on a bench, his back leaning against the wall 
and closing his eyes? 

He nodded slowly. 
Hound Dog tilted his head. “You going to trade?” 
“Yes,” Thomas said wearily. “Half my breakfast for a place on your 

bench.” 
“Only for a few hours,” Hound Dog cautioned. 
“Only for a few hours,” Thomas confirmed. 



Hound Dog turned sideways and pointed to the bench further down the 
wall. “You can have the space after the second man from the back.” 

Thomas took a tentative step towards the men standing in front of him. 
Muscle Man, who had followed the exchange with great interest, stepped aside. 
The rest of the men let Thomas pass without interference. 

Thomas stopped in front of the bench and looked down. The man sitting 
on the bench moved aside, leaving a narrow space for Thomas. It wasn’t a 
leather chair, but it was better than nothing. By now he was so tired that he 
didn’t care; as long as he didn’t have to stand all night, or sit on the cold 
concrete floor.  

He turned to look at the men in the cell, trying to gauge their intentions. 
They seemed to have lost interest in him. Everyone had gone back to their 
places on the bench or the floor, sitting quietly, leaning against the walls or 
talking to a fellow inmate. They appeared to ignore Thomas. He wondered if he 
was safe. Horror images rushed through his mind again, but he pushed them 
away forcefully. He needed to close his eyes! 

Deciding to risk it, he sat down on the bench, pulled up his feet, crossed 
his arms and leaned his head back against the wall. As soon as his tired body 
relaxed, he fell asleep. 

 
Thomas couldn’t have slept for more than a few minutes when yelling, 

shouting and banging woke him up. For a few seconds he wondered where he 
was. The metal grid of the barred window set high up in the wall brought back 
the recent events.  

He groaned miserably. 
The noise in the cell increased dramatically. Thomas turned his head to 

find out what the racket was about. Half the men stood by the door, pushing 
their faces against the small window, screaming at the top of their lungs.  

He watched them curiously, trying to make out what they were actually 
shouting, but none of it made much sense. Here and there a word made it 
through the noise, but it sounded all the same: lawyer, bail, money, innocent. 

He pushed his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. 
Suddenly, a loud bang made him sit up. The noise subsided instantly and the 
men stepped back from the door. 

Thomas heard a key in the lock and the door swung open. It was déjà vu, 
except the man who stepped into the cell was a black youngster and not a white 
man. Skeleton hit the prisoner in the kidneys and the kid stumbled into the cell. 
The door closed and the men formed a semi-circle around the youngster.  

Although Thomas couldn’t understand a word, because the men were 
talking in one of the African languages, Thomas watched with interest. Muscle 
Man stepped forward, instantly intimidating the youngster. And it worked! The 
kid was terrified. The white of his eyes seemed to overpower the rest of his 
face. His hands trembled uncontrollably and his bottom lip quivered like a leaf in 
the wind. Very soon Hound Dog came to his rescue. His slow deliberate speech 
calmed the young man down. The youngster nodded a few times and eventually 
bent down. Fumbling below the hem of his jeans, he pulled out a handful of 
banknotes. He handed them to Hound Dog who received them with a big grin. 
Hound Dog pointed at the middle of the bench on the opposite side of the cell 
and the youngster pushed his way to the assigned space. Hound Dog turned 
his back, pulled off one of the banknotes and handed it to Muscle Man. He 



peeled off another few notes and gave them to various other men still standing 
in the circle. 

Thomas was stunned. So this was all a set-up? They were all in it 
together! A deprecating smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. They had 
actually conned him quite nicely. He would never have guessed that this was a 
racket. Begrudgingly he admitted that they had it down to a fine art. But, now 
that he knew, he would not be conned again. He could also play their game. He 
was a fast learner. 

With these last thoughts, he put his head back, closed his eyes and fell 
asleep again. 

 
Thomas didn’t know how much time had passed, but the men’s shouting 

and yelling woke him again. He groaned loudly. Now that he knew about their 
set-up, couldn’t they do it less noisily?  

Thomas kept his eyes shut, trying to get back to sleep. The sounds he 
heard were familiar. Loud banging on the door, shouts receding, door opening 
and closing, Muscle Man’s voice first, then Hound Dog’s.  

Suddenly, there was a dry crunching sound, followed by a muffled cry. 
Thomas snapped his eyes open. This was not the sequence he’d been 
expecting. Another wet noise and a groan, as if someone had been punched. 
Muscle Man’s voice was a cruel growl. Fully awake now, Thomas tried to look 
past the men standing in front of him, but could see nothing. Another crunch, 
followed by a loud moan, soared through the air. Carefully, Thomas 
straightened his legs. He rose to his feet and due to his height he was able to 
look over his fellow inmates’ heads. What he saw made him swallow hard. 

Muscle Man was bent over another black man lying on the floor. Blood 
was pouring out of the guy’s nose, soaking his T-shirt. The man lifted his arms 
trying to shield his head from the onslaught, but Muscle Man’s fist rose and 
slammed into the face of his victim. The man on the floor whimpered 
pathetically. 

What the hell was Muscle Man doing? He couldn’t just beat a man up!  
Thomas took a step forward, but was stopped short by a hand on his 

arm. Annoyed, he glanced at the man standing beside him, who shook his head 
slowly.  

Thomas frowned irritably. What’s his case? Why was the guy trying to 
hold him back?  

He brushed off the hand and took another step in the direction of Muscle 
Man. He had to stop the beating! Muscle Man was going to kill the guy if he 
carried on like that. 

“Yo try’n to cheat?” Muscle Man shouted, lifting his foot and stamping on 
the man’s midriff. 

A puff of air escaped the flattened man’s bloody lips. 
Thomas needed to make a move. Muscle Man was going to kill this guy.  
But again, Thomas felt a hand on his arm. Angrily, he looked at the 

young man beside him. What the hell was the guy on about? Why was he so 
adamant about stopping him from helping a fellow inmate? 

“You fit in or you die,” the young man whispered. 
Thomas’s eyes narrowed. He was ready to shake off the youngster’s 

hand again, but the guy shook his head. “Don’t,” he repeated earnestly. 



Thomas’s eyes travelled over the faces of his fellow prisoners. A few of 
the men were watching the vicious beating without emotions, but the majority 
were either grinning gleefully or nodding their heads in approval.  

Uneasily, Thomas recalled his arrival prior to being shoved into the 
holding cell. He remembered the screaming, shouting and yelling, thinking the 
prisoners were behaving like a pack of wild animals.  

Maybe they were just a pack of wild animals! Maybe civilised life went 
out of the window as soon as one set foot in a holding cell. William Golding 
must have written ‘Lord of the Flies’ from real life situations. Maybe it did all 
come down to ‘the strong rule the weak’, eat or be eaten. 

Cautiously, Thomas took a step back. He was tall enough to follow the 
scene from further away. All at once, he had absolutely no desire to draw 
attention to himself, to become a punch bag for these men, or even worse, to 
die at their hands. His own life was much more valuable, than playing hero and 
intervening in another inmate’s beating. 

Muscle Man lifted his fist and punched the man in the face again. 
Thomas thought he heard bone breaking. A cut had opened on the man’s 
cheekbone and his right eye was swelling up like a ripe tomato. 

“Ho,” Muscle Man screamed. “Yo think we dumb?” 
The man shook his head from side to side, his hands raised in a gesture 

of supplication. 
Muscle Man reached down and ripped a shoe off the man’s foot. 

Reaching inside, he rummaged around until he found what he was looking for. 
Dropping the shoe, he held up a wad of folded banknotes.  

“Yo kno’ the rules. Don’t be try’n this again,” he said coldly. 
The beaten man wiped his nose with the back of his hand, smearing the 

blood across his face. 
A snarl curled around Muscle Man’s lips. “Git out of my sight.” 
The man quickly scrambled to his knees. The other inmates opened a 

gap in their circle and let him pass freely. On all fours the prisoner crawled to 
the back of the room. When he reached the wall, he tried to squeeze himself 
into the narrow gap between bench and wall, but the opening was too small. 
Instead, he curled himself into a ball underneath the basin. 
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Slowly, Thomas lowered himself onto the bench, eyeing the men around 
him cautiously. His fellow inmates moved back into their respective corners, 
some onto the benches, some close to the door, whispering amongst 
themselves. All of them acting as if nothing had happened.  

Thomas was shocked and scared at the same time. Intervening had 
been out of the question - if he had read the situation correctly. He didn’t want 
to be in the firing line of Muscle Man. But why did they beat the young guy? Did 
the man try to hide the money? And if he did, how did Muscle Man know about 
it? And why had Hound Dog not done anything about it? 

It dawned on Thomas that violence was nothing unusual in a holding cell. 
It seemed to be a welcomed change, breaking the boredom, providing a 
macabre kind of entertainment. 

Sensing movement past his shoulder, Thomas whipped his head around. 
The young man, who had held him back earlier on, lowered himself onto the 
bench. A head shorter than himself, Thomas did not feel immediately 
threatened, yet he looked at him cautiously.  

Leaning forward on his elbows, the young man said, “I’m Conrad.” 
Thomas nodded guardedly. The young man’s face was broad and open, 

almost guileless. His checked button-down shirt hung loosely over his jeans and 
a pair of expensive looking takkies completed his outfit.  

Not a day older than twenty, Thomas thought. 
“You did good there,” Conrad said. 
Thomas narrowed his brows, not quite trusting the young man, innocent 

face or not. 
Conrad sat up. “If you had interfered they would’ve turned on you. I’ve 

seen it before. It’s better to let them have their fun.” 
“Fun?” Thomas snapped with disgust. “You call that fun?” 
Conrad shrugged. “What else do you call it?” 
“The man was beaten half to death,” Thomas said coldly. 
The youngster chuckled quietly. “But he knew the rules. He asked for it.” 
“Why? What do you mean he knew the rules?” 
Conrad jutted his chin in the direction of the human ball lying underneath 

the basin. “That’s Peacock. He runs with one of the other gangs. It’s not the first 
time he’s in here. Just his bad luck he ended up with Number Nine and Switch 
Blade.” 

Thomas looked bewildered. Number Nine and Switch Blade? Peacock? 
Didn’t the men have normal real names?  

Thomas shook his head tiredly.  
This was all a horrible dream. Being held in this cell was bad enough, but 

now he also had to remember aliases, as if he were participating in a bad ‘B’ 
grade movie. And he wasn’t even supposed to be locked up!  

Thomas drew a deep breath. He told himself it wouldn’t help to get all 
depressed. There was nowhere to run or hide, so he’d better deal with the 
situation and learn whatever there was to learn as quickly as possible. 



Thomas looked the young man beside him up and down. “How do you 
know so much about what’s going on? It‘s not your first time in here either, is 
it?” 

Conrad pursed his lips. “Nope,” he replied. “It’s not my first time. I’m quite 
familiar with the cops.” 

“How? What have you been doing?” 
“Killed a few people,” Conrad replied casually. 
Thomas gasped with surprise. A killer? A murderer? Shit!  
Conrad didn’t look like he could hurt a fly. His skin was as smooth as a 

baby’s, no fluffy hair sprouted from his upper lip or cheeks, and his big brown 
eyes gazed at Thomas with utter innocence.  

Thomas shook his head. No way! The youngster was having him on. 
A grin spread across Conrad’s baby face. “I whack them nice and quick,” 

he said proudly. “If you want someone taken out, tell me where to find him and 
he’s gone.” Conrad snapped his fingers. “Just like that. Fast and efficient.” 

Thomas stared at him wide-eyed. 
“Sometimes, the cops come after me and haul me in here, but they can 

never prove that it was me,” Conrad said easily. “Most of the time I’m only here 
for a day or two. They can only hold me for forty-eight hours without charges. 
Then they have to release me because of lack of evidence.” 

Thomas swallowed hard. “You’re a hit man? A paid assassin?” 
Conrad shrugged. “Yeah, I do get paid. But it’s not that much. That’s why 

I have to keep doing it.” He glanced at Thomas. “I do have expenses, you 
know.” 

Thomas tried to keep his composure. He was sitting beside a killer and 
was having a fat conversation with him, even asking him questions! Before he 
could unravel, Thomas remembered his earlier resolution: learn as much as you 
can and as quickly as possible. 

Taking a deep breath, he leaned back against the wall. “And for whom do 
you work?” 

Conrad tilted his head to the side. “Anybody who wants my services.” 
Thomas stole a look in the direction of Hound Dog, also known now as 

Number Nine. “Do you do jobs for Number Nine?” 
Conrad’s face shut down. His eyes became small and glittered 

dangerously. “Why do you want to know? So you can rat on me?” 
Oho! It appeared he had gone too far. This was obviously the wrong 

question to ask. 
“No, no,” Thomas replied, quickly trying to undo the damage. “I just want 

to understand.” 
“There’s nothing to understand,” Conrad snapped. “I kill people for a 

living. It’s business. You want to hire me, let me know.” 
The young man crossed his arms and closed his eyes.  
Conversation over! 
Oh man, Thomas groaned silently. Right now, he didn’t need an 

alienated assassin sitting next to him. The man was a killer, for crying out loud! 
He could easily turn on him and Thomas didn’t want to get hurt or worse, die.  

Moreover, Conrad was the only person who had actually spoken to him. 
He didn’t want to spend the rest of his time in lock-up alone, and he knew 
instinctively that the man had valuable information for him, like the do’s and 



don’ts in a holding cell. And, if it hadn’t been for Conrad, it might be him lying 
with a bloodied face underneath the basin. 

“Hey, man,” Thomas said quietly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
Conrad opened one eye and glared at Thomas for a moment. “Take my 

advice,” the young man hissed, “don’t prey. Someone tells you something, listen 
to it, keep it to yourself, and don’t ask questions, if you enjoy being alive.” 

Thomas exhaled heavily. “Understood. I’m sorry I pried.” 
As quickly as Conrad’s anger had appeared, so it disappeared. A grin 

spread over the young man’s face. “So we’re good?” 
Thomas nodded eagerly. 
For a few minutes they sat in companionable silence, but Thomas had 

too many questions. 
He looked at Conrad. “Why did …,” he almost said Muscle Man, “… 

Switch Blade beat up the other guy?”  
Conrad sighed. “Because Peacock is stupid. The rule is you pay the man 

in charge. And Number Nine is in charge. You put your foot in here, you pull out 
your money and you pay. Everyone out there knows that you must have money 
on you in case the cops get you and you get locked up. Peacock knew that, but 
he said he didn’t have any money. He lied.” Conrad shrugged. “You’ve seen 
what happens. He won’t try that stunt again.” 

Thomas frowned. “But I didn’t know the rule. And I didn’t have any 
money.” 

Conrad rolled his eyes. “You aren’t one of us. How could you know?” 
“Is that why Number Nine let me go?” 
“He likes you, man,” Conrad smiled. 
Thomas was dumbfounded. “Why?” 
Conrad gestured at the other men in the holding cell. “We don’t get many 

white boys in here.” 
Thomas flicked his head towards the man lying on the bench next to the 

toilet. “There’s another white man.” 
“He doesn’t count,” Conrad said grimly. 
Thomas was curious. “Why’s that? What’s wrong with him?” 
“He’s a racist,” Conrad spat. “He’s an asshole. He’s dog shit …” 
“Whoa. Hang on here,” Thomas raised a hand. 
Pure and undiluted hatred laced Conrad’s next words. “I’ll meet him 

outside. You wait and see! I’ll meet him in the street.” 
“And what are you going to do when you meet him?” 
“What do you think I’m going to do?” Conrad hissed. 
Thomas looked at the young man nervously. “Why do you call him a 

racist?” 
Conrad’s eyes became slits. “He kills black people.” 
“But …”  
Conrad grabbed Thomas’s arm and squeezed hard. ”He’s a white rich 

boy. His daddy has a big farm. They have bakkies and farm workers. The farm 
workers are black. Daddy’s son was piss drunk. He wanted to have some fun 
with his buddies. Rich spoilt white farm boys. Nothing better to do than get 
pissed. The piece of shit kidnapped a man off the farm road. They tied him 
behind the white boy’s bakkie and they drove off. They dragged him for three 
kilometres down a dirt road …” 



Oh shit! Thomas felt the blood drain from his face. Oh shit! Why had he 
asked? 

“Can you imagine what the black man looked like when they stopped the 
bakkie?” Conrad continued with absolute loathing. “He was dog meat. There 
was hardly anything left of him. His arms were broken, the skin was scraped off 
his body, and they almost didn’t recognise his face!” 

Thomas swallowed hard. 
Conrad let go of Thomas’s arm. “He’s lucky that we can’t touch him in 

here. They would know it was us. But wait until he’s outside. He’s getting bail. 
His daddy is rich enough. But, I’ll also be outside …” 

Thomas rubbed his biceps, thoughtfully glancing at the white guy lying on 
the bench. He had to agree with Conrad. That was one hell of a despicable act. 
He didn’t agree with the death penalty, but that guy deserved what he was 
going to get. That was racism in its purest form. Tying a man behind a bakkie 
and dragging him down a road? The guys were animals, not human beings. 
And if someone behaved like an animal, then that person could be slaughtered 
like an animal. That kind of act did not deserve any mercy. 

Conrad stopped glaring at the white man and leaned back against the 
wall. “His time will come,” he said quietly. 

Thomas nodded, if not in agreement, but with understanding. 
Mercurially, Conrad’s mood changed back to cheerful and friendly.  
All at once, wild thoughts tumbled through Thomas’s tired mind. What 

would Conrad do if he found out that Thomas was accused of killing a black 
man?  

Damn!  
He eyed the young man warily. Would Conrad try to kill him? Would he 

wait until Thomas was released and wait for him on the outside to take him out? 
With Conrad he couldn’t be sure. Thomas didn’t need to be told that it was 
better for his health if Conrad never found out what he was accused of.  

He would have to watch himself so that he did not let slip.  
Maybe he could become friendly with Conrad, soften him up, make him 

his friend, make him feel like he was Thomas’s hero, so that if he found out he 
would not take extreme measures.  

Thomas pursed his lips. That seemed to be a good plan of action. 
Facing Conrad, he said, “Why did you help me when Switch Blade beat 

up the other man? What makes me so special?” 
Conrad laughed quietly. “You are different,” he said. “Look at you. You 

wear nice clothes, leather shoes, and you have no clue what’s going on inside a 
cell. You have no money, nothing to trade, but you challenge the man in charge 
without thinking of the consequences.” 

“I didn’t know,” Thomas protested. “How was I supposed to know what to 
do?” 

Conrad chuckled behind a closed fist. “What are you in for anyways,” he 
asked casually. 

Thomas bowed his head. “They say I killed a man,” he said quietly. 
A loud burst of laughter made him look up.  
“You?” Conrad said, gulping for air. “You killed a man? Never!” 
Thomas’s brows narrowed. Why was that so funny? 
“Never,” Conrad said again, trying to contain his laughter. “How are you 

supposed to have killed him?” 



“They say I shot him,” Thomas said. 
“Shot him?” Conrad said. “Do you even know how to use a gun?” 
Thomas shook his head, slightly embarrassed by his admission. 
Conrad became serious. “The cops say you shot a man dead.” Conrad 

rubbed his face. “I can’t believe it. You’re not the type. I don’t think you could 
shoot a watermelon. I think you just live a nice suburban life, drive a nice 
expensive car, go to a nice paying job, come home to your pretty wife and your 
two wonderful children every night.” 

Thomas smiled sadly. “There’s no wife and no children.” 
Conrad made big round eyes. “What? No family?” 
“No. No family.” 
“But I’m right with the rest? The car, the job …” 
Thomas nodded slowly. “I drive a decent car.” 
“What kind of car?” 
Thomas sighed heavily. “A white Chevy Captiva. It’s a SUV.” 
“Wow. I don’t even have a car,” Conrad exclaimed. “How old? How big’s 

the engine? Two or four doors?” 
A smile tugged at the corners of Thomas’s mouth. “I bought it a few 

months ago. Cost me a small fortune. I’m pretty broke now, but it’s worth it.” 
Conrad punched him lightly on the arm. “Come on man, how about the 

engine?” 
“It’s a three litre, V6 engine. Four-wheel drive, 6-speed manual 

transmission, four doors. It has ABS, EBS, traction control, hill-start assist and 
hill-descent control,” Thomas rattled off. 

Conrad closed his eyes with delight. “Ohhh, I wish I could drive such a 
car.” His eyes snapped open. “How fast does it go?” 

Thomas shrugged. “I didn’t buy it for its speed.” 
Conrad looked at him with disappointment. 
“190 kW,” Thomas said quickly. “It holds its own when it has to.” 
Conrad nodded appreciatively. 
Thomas briefly wondered what had happened to his beloved Chevy. Had 

someone had the brains to lock the doors? Did they tow it into a compound or 
had they left it at the front of his house? Maybe someone had been kind enough 
to park his Chevy in the yard? Maybe some thugs had already stolen it.  

Thomas sighed glumly. If his car had been stolen then he would have to 
call the insurance company, but first he had to report the theft to the police.  

Thomas stopped short.  
The police. Yeah, really. He was sitting in a holding cell. The cops had 

locked him up …  
Conrad’s voice drew him back to the reality of the stale-smelling cell. 

“Your company must pay you well if you can buy a Chevy SUV.” 
Thomas shrugged his shoulders. “They are paying ok.” 
“Where do you work?” 
“SMI, Steal Manufacturing Industries,” Thomas said automatically. 
“Is it a big place?” 
Thomas scratched his chin. “I presume for South Africa it’s quite big. 

They employ about three hundred people.” 
“Yep,” Conrad agreed. “That’s quite a big place. Do they make lots of 

money?” 



“They’re doing well, if that’s what you mean. It’s all owned by one man, 
Horst Bienert. He built it up by himself.” 

Conrad nodded thoughtfully. “What does the company do?” 
“We engineer and manufacture machines and equipment for the general 

industry. For example, we manufacture turbines for power stations and 
elevators for flour plants. The company designs new parts for the automotive 
industry. There are plenty of divisions at SMI. We deal in quite a few different 
types of equipment. We also export a lot into Africa, South America and Asia.” 

Conrad looked at him blankly. Thomas sensed the young man had no 
idea what he was talking about. 

“Don’t worry,” he laughed. “You don’t have to remember all of it. Basically 
I’m an engineer. I work with other engineers. We design equipment according to 
specifications from customers. Then we take the drawings and make sure that 
the production line manufactures the equipment correctly.” 

“Ohhh,” Conrad breezed, but Thomas could see that the young man still 
had no clue about what he did on a daily basis. 

Conrad pursed his lips. “Where is this company?” 
“Out on the East Rand.” 
“And where do you live?” 
“In Forest Town.” 
Conrad glanced at him slyly. “Isn’t that far to drive?” 
Thomas shook his head. “No, not really. I leave early in the morning to 

miss the traffic and I usually come home after eight when everyone is already at 
home.” 

Conrad grinned mischievously. “Isn’t your dog missing you when you 
come home so late?” 

Thomas smiled depreciatively. “There’s no dog, no cat, not even a gold 
fish. I’m all by myself.” 

“Good to know,” Conrad said casually. 
This last comment caught Thomas’s attention. Thoughtfully, he looked at 

Conrad who seemed very satisfied with himself. 
Why had he asked Thomas about his work and what car he drove? Why 

did he want to know if he had a wife and kids?  
Suddenly, Thomas realised he had volunteered too much information. He 

was sitting on a wooden bench with a killer, for crying out loud! What had he 
been thinking? Where was his common sense? He was a complete idiot! 

Thomas groaned inwardly. 
Following Conrad’s gaze to the opposite side of the room, he caught a 

quickly exchanged nod between Conrad and Number Nine. 
Another light bulb went on in his head. “Number Nine sent you to spy on 

me, didn’t he?” Thomas snapped. 
Conrad smiled shrewdly. “What do you think?” 
“He asked you to be friendly so that you can find out who I am!” 
“So?” 
Thomas pressed his lips together. He was furious with himself. How 

stupid could he have been? Now Conrad had all his personal information. He 
knew where Thomas worked, where he lived and that he lived alone! Oh man.  

Now he wasn’t going to be safe in his house any longer. Killers and 
murderers had his address. What would stop them from breaking in, ransacking 
his place, stealing all his possessions and cutting his throat? 



Thomas crossed his arms and stared past Conrad towards the barred 
window. His mind was in turmoil and he refused to exchange one more word 
with the traitor. 

The first thing he would do when he was released was to phone a 
security company. He would instruct them to install an alarm system and get an 
electric fence mounted on the boundary wall. Then he would buy himself a dog, 
a big black vicious looking dog. Maybe a Doberman, or a Rottweiler or a 
Boerbul, although Boerbuls weren’t black, they were brown, but they were 
definitely big and they say they were very protective of their owners. 

Thomas hardly noticed Conrad getting up from the bench and moving 
over to the other side of the cell, because he was so engrossed in his plans. His 
life was going to change! He would become a security conscious South African, 
hiding behind high walls and listening to his dog’s bark. Once he got out of the 
holding cell, security was going to be first concern, everything else would come 
second. 

 
A loud bang on the door tore him out of a light sleep. Thomas must have 

nodded off. He looked up and saw bright sunlight shining through the bars on 
the window. Automatically he looked at his wrist, only to be reminded that the 
cops had taken his watch. He had no idea what time it was. 

A flurry of activity ensued. The prisoners got up from the benches facing 
the door with anticipation. Thomas heaved himself to his feet, but stayed at the 
back of the cell. 

The heavy metal door swung open and the first inmate stepped forward. 
Turning back into the cell, he held a paper plate and a paper cup in his hands.  

Breakfast! 
Thomas’s stomach growled loudly. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday 

lunch time.  
The line of prisoners moved forward slowly. Eventually it was Thomas’s 

turn. A metal trolley stood in the passage. Two uniformed guards, their batons 
at the ready, watched the prisoners approach a third guard, who was handing 
out breakfasts. Thomas stepped forward and a plate and cup were thrust into 
his hands. Lukewarm liquid spilled over his fingers and the plate bent 
dangerously at the edges. He looked at the offerings and almost didn’t trust his 
eyes.  

The plate held four slices of bread smeared with some kind of 
unidentifiable substance.  

This was breakfast? Four slices of bread and a cup of lukewarm 
whatever? How was a man supposed to live on this? He looked up angrily, 
opening his mouth to protest, but the uniformed guard to his left lifted his baton 
ever so slightly. Thomas caught the unmistaken gesture instantly. These guards 
would not take any nonsense. He closed his mouth, stepped back into the cell 
and made his way to his place on the bench. 

Halfway through the cell, a voice called out to him. “Hey, Whitey!” 
Thomas stopped in his tracks. 
“You forgot our deal?” Number Nine asked casually. 
Oh no! Thomas groaned silently. 
Number Nine held out his hand. “Half your breakfast comes this way.” 
Thomas glanced at his plate. Four lousy slices of bread and he had to 

share it with this thug. His stomach grumbled again and a mild nausea rose in 



his throat. Two slices of bread were definitely not enough to satisfy his hunger. 
Maybe he could bargain with Number Nine? He would be out of here soon 
enough and could make it up to the man in other ways. 

“Are you sure you want this?” he said. “I could rather give you some 
money.” 

Number Nine’s eyebrows rose. “I thought you had no money?” 
“I don’t have any money on me,” Thomas said quickly, “but when I get 

released I could pay you.” 
Number Nine looked at him thoughtfully, then shook his head adamantly. 

“No. I don’t want to get paid later, I want half my breakfast now.” 
Thomas pursed his lips. Number Nine watched him from under half-

closed lids. A vein pulsed slowly on his neck, but otherwise his body was 
perfectly still, like a snake ready to strike.  

Was it worth to haggle with the man? Were two slices of bread worth a 
fight? He’d seen what Switch Blade had done to Peacock because he’d tried to 
cheat Number Nine. Did Thomas really want to end up under the sink, beaten 
within an inch of his life? 

Thomas sighed heavily. One last time he looked sadly at his so-called 
breakfast. Holding out his plate, he offered the bread to Number Nine. 

The man nodded, reached out and took two slices. With surprise Thomas 
saw that Number Nine’s plate was already piled high. It appeared he had made 
quite a few deals during the night. 

Thomas was about to turn away when Number Nine held out his cup. 
“Half your coffee.”   

Thomas rolled his eyes. Couldn’t the man leave him with something? But 
once again he thought it wiser not to argue. Sighing deeply, he poured half his 
coffee into Number Nine’s cup. 

“Are we even now?” he asked. 
Number Nine nodded. “A deal’s a deal.” 
Finally, Thomas was able to turn away and walk to his spot on the bench. 

Sitting down, he put the paper cup on the floor and picked up a slice of bread. 
Holding it under his nose, he smelled the spread, but still could not identify it. 
He looked over at the other prisoners, who stuffed the bread into their mouths 
without a second thought. 

If they hadn’t keeled over and died, then he could also take the chance. 
Thomas bit into the bread and began to chew slowly. It tasted like cardboard. 
No particular taste came to mind. It was neither bitter, nor sweet. He continued 
to chew and swallow. In between bites, he sipped his lukewarm coffee. Too 
soon, his meagre breakfast was finished. It had been less than a drop of water 
on a hot stone. He was still hungry and his stomach screamed for additional 
food. Who knew when he would be fed again? 

 
A baton banged on the door and it swung open unceremoniously. A 

uniformed cop stepped onto the threshold, holding a piece a paper in his hand. 
Squinting at the document, he called out, “Moses Sithole!” 

A tall man, his head shaven, near the front of the cell walked up to the 
cop. 

“You Moses Sithole?”  
“Yes,” the man replied. 
“Someone posted bail. Come with me.” 



A big grin spread over the prisoner’s face. Without a backward glance, 
he followed the cop into the passage. The metal door swung shut and was 
locked from the outside. 

It all happened so fast that Thomas had had no time to react. He’d been 
frozen to the spot, watching the scene unfold until it was too late to do 
something.  

Damn! he swore under his breath. This had been his chance to ask for 
his one phone call. He needed to make that phone call to his boss. Someone 
had to get him out of this hellhole!  

Horst Bienert needed to organise him a lawyer so that Thomas could go 
home. 

Thomas stopped short in his thoughts.  
Telephone number! It was Saturday! His boss didn’t work on Saturdays 

as far as he knew. And even if he did, the reception desk was closed and he 
didn’t have Bienert’s direct line.  

Thomas squeezed the bridge of his nose with his fingers.  
He didn’t have Bienert’s home phone number either; he only had the 

main switchboard number for the company. Where on earth would he get his 
boss’s telephone number from?  

Damn! 
Maybe the cops would let him use the telephone book? Surely Horst 

Bienert was listed in the directory.  
Thomas breathed in deeply. He decided that he just had to convince the 

cops to let him use the Joburg telephone book. 
The sun rose higher and the air in the holding cell became stuffier by the 

minute. The toilet stank like a sewer; the urine splattered on the rim and on the 
floor was a sticky gooey mess. The men sweated profusely and the sourly 
odour permeated the air. Thomas’s shirt clung to his back and he wished for a 
cold shower. All they had available was a tiny, now filthy basin, holding only 
enough water to soak his face. He looked up at the window. It was cracked 
open, but there wasn’t enough air coming through the gap to ventilate the cell 
properly.  

Most of the men sat stoically on the benches, not engaging in any kind of 
conversation, waiting for whatever they were waiting for. Only Conrad and 
Number Nine stood by the door, talking to each other quietly.  

The loud bang on the door jolted the prisoners out of their lethargy. 
Heads came up, eyes glimmered hopefully, shirts were straightened and feet 
were eagerly placed on the ground. Thomas got up, ready to demand his phone 
call from whomever appeared in the doorway. 

The metal door swung open and a young uniformed officer came into 
view, once again holding a piece of paper in his hand. Thomas walked quickly 
to the door and before the cop could open his mouth, Thomas said, “I want my 
phone call.” 

Surprised, the cop took a step back. 
“I haven’t been granted my phone call, yet, and I want to make the call 

now,” Thomas said loudly. 
The cop held up his hand to stop Thomas from coming any closer. 

“What’s your name?” 
Thomas breathed a sigh of relief. At least the cop hadn’t rebuffed him. 
“Thomas Pearson,” he said quickly. 



The cop looked him up and down. “Thomas Pearson,” he repeated. 
Thomas nodded enthusiastically. 
“When were you booked?” 
“They brought me in here last night.” 
The cop frowned. “And you didn’t get your phone call?” 
Thomas shook his head vehemently. 
“I’ll see what I can do.” 
Holding up the piece of paper, the cop began scanning the document, 

dismissing Thomas wordlessly. Thomas caught the hint and stepped back. He 
heaved his hundredth sigh. Would the cop really get him his phone call? There 
was nothing to do but to wait and hope. 

The cop looked up, his eyes travelling over the prisoners’ hopeful and 
expectant faces. 

“John Nkabinde!” he shouted. 
A man in his early thirties slowly got to his feet. His jeans hung low on his 

skinny hips and his T-shirt was blood stained. With a bowed head, he shuffled 
wearily to the door. Without acknowledging the officer, he walked into the 
passage and was quickly gone from Thomas’s view. 

 
The sun rose even higher, more prisoners left, new prisoners arrived, 

and Number Nine got his share of cash or deals. Peacock had made an 
arrangement with another inmate and now shared a space on the bench. The 
white racist was also still there, feet on the bench, occasionally insolently 
smirking at the other prisoners who deliberately ignored him. Thomas avoided 
eye contact with him. Under no circumstances did he want to be associated with 
the asshole. Simply because Thomas was a white man did not mean he had 
anything in common with the racist killer. 

A few mumbled conversations in various African languages floated 
through the air, supported intermittently with a curse or a swear word in English. 
Thomas sat on the bench - strangely enough Number Nine had not yet 
reclaimed it - and stared glumly at the blue sky. His stomach growled with 
hunger, he felt sticky all over and his mood became darker by the minute. 

Once again the door opened.  
“Thomas Pearson,” a voice called out. 
Thomas whipped his head around. Wearing a blue police issue cap 

pushed back from his forehead, a tall, broad-shouldered man stood in the 
doorway, his hands on his hips. 

“Thomas Pearson!” the cop shouted again. 
In a flash Thomas was on his feet, literally bouncing across the short 

distance to the door. 
“I’m Thomas Pearson,” he said breathlessly. 
“You asking for your phone call?” 
“Yes, yes.” 
“Come with me.” 
The tall cop turned around beckoning Thomas to follow. Thomas didn’t 

need to be told twice. Quickly he stepped into the passage, only to be pushed 
roughly against the wall by another officer. The back of Thomas’s head 
slammed against the steel doorframe. 

“Ouch,” he yelped. 



Completely ignoring Thomas’s discomfort, the officer pressed his baton 
against Thomas’s shoulder.  

“Hold out your hands,” he ordered. 
Thomas squinted at him quizzically. 
“Procedure! Handcuffs!” 
What choice did he have? Did he really want to argue with the officer? 

Thomas exhaled noisily. He didn’t think it would be worth pointing out that he 
was not going anywhere. 

Resignedly, Thomas held out his arms and the cuffs were snapped 
around his wrists. The tall cop grabbed his arm tightly and marched him to the 
door at the end of the passage. He knocked loudly and the heavy metal door 
opened from the outside. The cop pushed Thomas into the large room where he 
had arrived the previous night. They moved along the counter, weaving their 
way through a crowd of criminals and their guards. Bloodied noses, gashes in 
cheeks and foreheads, torn T-shirts and dirty pants were everywhere. 
Questions and answers, loud curses, screams and yells rushed through the 
thick air. Telephones shrilled, cellphones chirped, fax machines beeped and 
hands slapped the back of detainees’ heads. Officers held on tightly to 
handcuffed men, pushing them forward and pulling them back from the counter.   

Thomas and his cop turned right at the end of the counter and entered a 
small windowless room. The dull grey walls were streaked with grime and 
hundreds of names and telephone numbers were scratched and scribbled all 
over. A fluorescent light shone from the ceiling down on to a metal table and a 
plastic chair. A key-pad telephone adorned the table, its cable dropping down 
on to the floor, connecting to a jack in the wall.  

Thomas wanted to scream with joy when he saw the phone. Finally he 
was getting out of here. Finally he was going home. 

“Make your call,” the cop said. 
Thomas’s eyes searched the room for a telephone book. There were no 

cupboards or shelves. The room was bare and the floor was empty. There was 
no telephone book! 

“Hurry up! We don’t have all day!”  
Thomas turned to the cop standing behind him, grinning sheepishly. “Do 

you have a phone book?” 
The cop pulled a sour face. “Don’t you know the number?” 
Thomas shook his head wearily. 
“Agh, shit, man!” the cop said. “Now I have to find a telephone book for 

you!” 
Thomas dropped his chin. He had no intention of aggravating the cop, 

but without a phone book he wouldn’t be able to call his boss. 
“Please,” he said. “A Joburg telephone book.” 
Irritated the cop pushed Thomas into the chair. “Wait here.” 
Keeping an eye on Thomas, the cop walked backwards. Poking his head 

around the doorframe, he shouted, “I need a Joburg telephone book in here!” 
Not receiving an instant reply, he bellowed again, “Hey! Joburg book!” 

From somewhere came a muffled reply and a minute later the cop 
walked back to the table, dumping a thick blue telephone book in front of 
Thomas. 

“Just hurry up!” the cop said, crossing his arms. 



Eagerly Thomas grabbed the phone book and opened it at the ‘B’ 
section. His finger trailed down the column, until he found the correct spelling.  

Bienert A, no;  
Bienert DR, no;  
Bienert FM, no;  
Bienert GG, no;  
no Bienert with a single letter H. It continued:  
Bienert HM,  
Bienert HR,  
Bienert HV.  
Did his boss have a second name? Shit!  
Thomas stared at the names in the book, his eyes roving up and down 

the list. Which name was it?  
HM for Horst Marcus, or  
HR for Horst Robert, or 
HV for Horst Viktor? 
Damn! How on earth was he supposed to know?  
Thomas ground his teeth in frustration. Horst Bienert was his lifeline! He 

needed to contact him in order to get out of here!  
Maybe he could figure out the correct telephone number by narrowing 

down the residential areas?  
Bienert HM was in Morningside; 
Bienert HR was in Westbury; and  
Bienert HV was in Linbro Park.  
Damn! Damn! Which one was it? Where did his boss live?  
Thomas visualised the areas. Was Horst Bienert an up-market guy who 

lived in Morningside, or did he live more price conscious? Thomas wanted to 
scream. What was he going to do? How was he going to pick?  

He stared at the page until his eyes blurred. Should he take a chance 
and simply choose a number? Maybe he would be lucky and somehow pick the 
correct number?  

But what if it wasn’t his boss? What if it was a stay-at-home wife or a 
student living alone? If it was the wrong number, would he get a second phone 
call?  

Better to ask those in charge. He didn’t want to miss the opportunity of 
getting out by doing something foolish. 

Thomas looked at the cop standing by the door. He cleared his throat 
loudly, drawing the cop’s attention. 

“Excuse me,” he said. “If I dial the incorrect number will I get a second 
phone call?” 

The cop’s eyebrows rose and he looked at Thomas as if he was a mental 
case. 

Thomas stared back waiting patiently for an answer. 
Finally, the cop’s face returned to its previous sour expression. “No,” he 

barked. “You only get one phone call.” 
Thomas rubbed his face tiredly. What was he going to do? If he picked a 

number and got the wrong Bienert, he’d never get out. But if he didn’t take a 
chance, he would have to wait until Monday morning to make his call. Only on 
Monday would he be able to contact the company to get hold of his boss.  



But Monday morning was at least another forty hours away. Another forty 
hours in the holding cell! Another forty hours caged in with murderers and 
rapists. Another forty hours without a shower and decent food! 

Thomas looked again at the names listed in the telephone book.  
Bienert HM;  
Bienert HR; 
Bienert HV.  
Maybe he should just pick one? But what if it wasn’t the right one? What 

if Horst Bienert’s number wasn’t even listed? What if his number wasn’t even in 
the telephone book? What if he chose one number and got the wrong person? 
He wouldn’t get another phone call! He would have to stay in the holding cell 
forever, or until the courts appointed a lawyer for him. And who knew when that 
would happen? 

Thomas shook his head. No way! Another forty hours was nothing in 
comparison to five days, five weeks or even five months. He wasn’t going to be 
reckless. As much as he wanted to get home, there was no way he was going 
to take such a gamble. 

Resolutely, he closed the book, pushed it away and got up from the 
chair. 

“Can’t find the number,” he said.  
The cop shrugged his shoulders.  
“I’ll have to wait until Monday.” 
“Your choice,” the cop grumbled. 
Thomas approached the door and the cop grabbed his arm again. The 

cop marched him through the crowd milling in front of the counter to the other 
end of the room, through the heavy metal gate and back to the holding cell.  

Stopping beside the cell door, Thomas dutifully held out his hands and 
the cop unsnapped his cuffs. The duty officer fiddled with his key ring and 
unlocked the door to the cell. As Thomas peered past the doorframe, a gust of 
sour stink blasted his face. Instinctively he pulled back, only to feel the painful 
stab of the guard’s baton in his kidneys. Resistance was not an option. Taking a 
deep breath, Thomas stumbled forward into the room, hearing the door slam 
shut behind him. 

On his way to his spot on the bench, Thomas’s eyes travelled from one 
prisoner to the next. There were a few new faces and some of the old detainees 
were gone. With surprise he noticed that Number Nine - Hound Dog - had also 
left. Had he been released on bail? 

A feeling he recognised as jealousy choked him. How come Number 
Nine had been released and he was still stuck in here? The man was a known 
criminal and he was innocent. Why was it possible that Number Nine was able 
to enjoy his freedom and Thomas had to wait at least another forty hours before 
he could set foot in the outside world?  

For a few moments Thomas mulled it over. The felons must have a back-
up structure in place, he concluded. As habitual offenders they obviously knew 
how the system worked and were prepared for the eventuality of imprisonment. 
Someone on the outside would be contacted as soon as one of them was 
arrested. A friend or even a lawyer would post bail at the earliest opportunity 
and out of detention they would walk.  



Unfortunately, he had no back-up plan. Thomas had never thought of 
being arrested, let alone being held in a holding cell over a weekend. He just 
wasn’t a habitual criminal! 

Miserably Thomas plonked himself down on the bench, pulled his feet 
up, placed his forearms on his knees and settled in for the duration of his 
detention. 

 
The door banged against the wall and Thomas shuddered out of another 

light slumber.  
“Conrad Tsele!” the cop shouted. 
Thomas watched the young man get up on his feet, a grin spreading 

across his baby face. Instead of walking straight to the door, he stopped in front 
of Thomas. Conrad bent down and shoved a nearly full packet of cigarettes into 
Thomas’s breast pocket. 

“Something to trade,” Conrad smiled. 
Thomas looked at him in surprise. 
“You need to survive in here.” 
Thomas smacked his dry lips a few times together. “Thanks,” he finally 

managed to say. 
Conrad waved Thomas’s gratitude away, turned on his heel and 

marched to the door. In a flash he was in the passage and gone around the 
corner. 

Thomas looked down into his breast pocket. A packet of cigarettes! Why 
on earth would Conrad give him a packet of cigarettes? He hadn’t been that 
nice to the guy. Actually, when he’d found out that Conrad was only after his 
personal information, he’d ignored him completely. He hadn’t spoken to him, 
hadn’t even looked in his direction. He hadn’t been outright nasty, but he hadn’t 
sought out the guy either and still, Conrad hadn’t held it against him. Conrad 
had thought it important to give Thomas a packet of cigarettes to trade, to 
survive.  

Some heat, from shame, rose up in to Thomas’s cheeks, but he 
suppressed the feeling quickly. Conrad was gone, on his way into the streets of 
Jo’burg, to freedom. There was no reason to feel guilty. Thomas hadn’t asked 
for the cigarettes and it didn’t seem wise to show emotion in this place anyway.  

Thomas pulled out the crumpled soft packet and shook out a cigarette. 
How much were they worth? If the cigarettes could be traded, what value did 
they have? Did one cigarette buy him another slice of bread in the morning, 
another cup of coffee or a few sheets of toilet paper? What would two or three 
cigarettes buy him?  

Thank God he didn’t smoke. That would be a slight disaster. Instead of 
using them to trade he would wait for his first chance to smoke them. He’d seen 
what nicotine withdrawal did to people. Being forced to go without for a few 
hours, they craved cigarettes to such an extent that they did almost anything for 
a smoke. They became irritable, snapped at others, and if it took too long to get 
a smoke, they became almost violent. Fortunately, he’d never been interested 
in cigarettes, never had the desire to smoke. 

Carefully Thomas shoved the cigarette back into the packet. It wouldn’t 
do any good if it was broken. He wondered briefly about the best place to hide 
the packet. Bending down, he pulled up his trouser leg and pushed the packet 



of cigarettes into his sock. It was a bit uncomfortable, scratching skin, but that 
was a small price to pay. 
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Sybil lifted her arms over her head, leisurely stretching her slim body. 
Pushing her hands under the pillow, she opened her eyes. Warm sunlight 
streamed through her bedroom windows. What a glorious day. Nothing to do 
but take care of herself. She sighed contentedly. Rolling onto her side, she 
kicked the duvet off the bed. A smile played at the corners of her mouth. Matt 
would have hated this.  

The morning’s tranquillity was interrupted by her chirping cellphone. 
Lazily she rolled over and reached for her phone lying on the bedside table. 

“Hello?” 
“Hi Sybil. How are you doing?” her friend Monica asked. 
“Fine. Just woke up.” 
“Lazy butt,” Monica teased. 
Sibyl pulled a funny face. “What’s up?” 
“A few of us are going to meet for lunch at the Cubana. Want to come?” 
The Cubana was one of Sybil’s favourite bars-cum-restaurant. 

Frequented by young professionals, it had a relaxed but vibrant atmosphere, 
encompassing the whole of South Africa’s colour spectrum. No one under the 
age of twenty-three was permitted entry and the waiters made no exception. 
Although the Cubana’s huge glass front opened up to the mall, no youngster 
was able to sneak up and occupy one of the casually placed tables on the 
pavement. Sybil had seen plenty of disappointed faces when a vigilant waiter 
had turned the youngsters firmly away.  

Apart from enormous meals, the Cubana served a range of delicious 
cocktails, from straight forward Martinis and whiskeys, to Cosmopolitans, to 
Cubana’s specials and naughty shots. Sybil’s mouth began to water as she 
thought of her favourite cocktail, a mixture of white rum, orange juice, Tequila 
and Blue Curacao.  

Glancing at her watch lying on the bedside table, Sybil quickly calculated 
how much time she had available. It was just after nine. She could make it to 
gym for a good workout and be back before twelve. 

“Sure,” Sybil finally replied. “What time?” 
“Say around twelve thirty to one?” 
“I’ll be there.”  
Sybil hesitated for a moment. “Say Monica, who else is coming?” 
“Oh, just the usual crowd.” 
“Not Matt though?” 
Monica laughed. “No, Matt won’t be there. We won’t spoil the day for 

you.” 
Sybil let out a long sigh. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
“Don’t worry, Freckles. We know how you feel about him.” 
“Ahh, well ...” 
“Have to run,” Monica breathed. “See you around twelve thirty.” 
“Sure, see you later.” 



The phone disconnected. A grin spread over Sybil’s face. What a great 
day it was going to be. First gym and then meeting her friends for lunch. Could 
a girl have more fun on a Sunday?  

Bouncing off the bed, she padded into her en-suite bathroom. Quickly 
she washed her face, brushed her teeth and pulled her shoulder-length blonde 
hair back into a ponytail. Looking in the mirror, she examined her face. Her skin 
was smooth and her green eyes sparkled with life. Tiny freckles dotted her 
cheeks and she wrinkled her nose. Why had Mother Nature punished her with 
those tiny, dark spots? Thank goodness for make-up. At least she could cover 
them up.  

Sybil pulled her shoulders back and turned sideways. Her breasts were 
just the right size for her height of 1,65 metres. Lifting her T-shirt she checked 
her tummy, pleased to see that it was flat. She even imagined the start of a six-
pack. Overall, she was happy with how she looked. Although her figure wasn’t 
perfect, it could have been much worse. She could have been a mother of two 
by now, tummy sagging and cellulite wrinkling her thighs. There could have 
been the beginnings of lines around her eyes. She would have been tired all the 
time, struggling for money and swearing at an unsupportive husband. 

Her thoughts turned to Matt, her ex-boyfriend: tall and handsome, with 
dark hair, blue eyes and broad shoulders. Everyone had believed that they had 
been the perfect couple. They’d met by chance in the university cafeteria and 
had clicked immediately. Matt had been charming, attentive and supportive. He 
was studying to become an engineer and she was studying law. He’d almost 
finished his degree and was preparing to enter the corporate world. She still had 
a few years to go. What had attracted her most to him was that he’d been an 
excellent listener.  

Unfortunately, once she’d written her final bar exam and got her job at 
the prestigious law firm, Keanan, Sullivan and Partners, in Rosebank, their 
relationship had changed. It was almost as if Matt had become jealous of her 
success. 

It had started with a marriage proposal that she had flat out declined. 
Why would she want to get married when her life was just beginning? Initially 
he’d taken her rejection graciously, but he kept on trying. Every single time she 
had laughed him off.   

Eventually Matt had become angry and manipulative. He had become a 
person she didn’t recognise any longer. Small things, all of a sudden, irritated 
him, like when she left her clothes lying on the floor. Admittedly she wasn’t the 
neatest person on Earth, but it had never bothered him before. She had always 
left her clothes on the floor!  

He also started complaining about the times they bought take-outs for 
dinner. Both of them were working hard and they often came home late. At that 
time of the night, neither of them was interested in preparing a cooked meal, but 
all of a sudden, it wasn’t good enough any longer. Matt wanted cooked food, but 
had not been willing to make it himself. He expected her to stand in the kitchen. 
Her refusal caused huge rows, with him telling her that it was a woman’s job to 
cook and Sybil reminding him that they were supposed to have a modern, equal 
relationship, where they shared all duties and responsibilities. 

Through all their petty fights she had stayed strong. She had believed 
that they could work things out if they both worked on their relationship, 
because they loved each other; but their fights had escalated. 



Sybil had navigated each battle with grace and reason, but their 
arguments became more and more vicious. Amongst other things, he accused 
her of being selfish, thinking only of her own life; she didn’t care about him or 
his feelings; she only wanted him for his money; she was ugly and no other man 
would ever want her anyway. 

Sybil shook her head at the memories. Her self-esteem had run pretty 
low during that time. The fights had seriously sapped her energy and she had 
begun to doubt herself, but she was determined not to end up in a dead-end 
marriage. Her career was just taking off. She wanted to enjoy life, go out with 
friends, travel overseas and buy a place of her own, maybe a small house or 
townhouse. She didn’t have time for marriage and a family life, yet. Obviously 
Matt didn’t agree and continued to make life hell for her.  

The straw that broke the camel’s back was when Matt accused her of 
having an affair at work. He reasoned that it could only be an affair that made 
her come home late so often. It didn’t matter to him what explanation she gave, 
what crisis she had to deal with, or how great her workload was, he remained 
adamant: she was having an affair. Sybil was incredibly hurt that he could 
believe she was unfaithful when all she was doing was working on her career.  

The next morning she waited until Matt had left for work. She phoned the 
office and called in sick. Her feeling of guilt was overruled by the decision she 
had made the night before. Sybil waited another thirty minutes, to make sure 
Matt did not return because he’d forgotten something.  

Finally, she marched into the bedroom, opened the cupboard doors and 
emptied his clothes into his tog bag. Whatever did not fit into the bag went into 
black dustbin bags, which she left next to the front door. She emptied the 
bookshelves in the lounge, packed up his books and CDs and left them in the 
hallway. His shaving kit, brush and hairdryer went into his travel toiletry bag, 
which she dumped unceremoniously on top of the black dustbin bags.  

The rest of the day she waited for Matt in anticipation, swaying from 
anger to fear in equal intervals. At five thirty she checked her cellphone, making 
certain she had programmed the speed dial for the police into its memory.  

As soon as Matt arrived home, she demanded her house keys. After all it 
was her place and she paid the rent.  

After the initial shock and disbelief had worn off, Matt pleaded with her to 
let him stay. He was almost on his knees begging for forgiveness, with promises 
to change. But when Sybil didn’t yield, he became nasty, even aggressive. At 
one point, she was terrified he would hit her, but she masked her fear. 
Trembling inside Sybil calmly opened the front door and told him she would call 
the cops if he didn’t leave right away. Realising finally that he had lost the battle, 
Matt shouted a few more threats and stomped out, leaving her flat and her life 
for good.  

Luckily that had been the last of him. Sybil did not want to see him ever 
again. He had tried to call her a few times, but she had been resolute. She 
didn’t need this kind of aggravation in her life. Life was too short to have to deal 
with an egotistical maniac.  

However, sometimes Sybil would remember the good times they had 
had, the laughter they’d shared, the trips they’d gone on, and she would shed 
one or two tears. But in general, her life was so much better now that Matt was 
gone. No more fights, no more accusations, no more traipsing around a bruised 



ego. Her time was her own to do with as she wished, and now she could focus 
on her career. 

 
Sybil took her night T-shirt off and dropped it on the floor where she 

stood. Opening the cupboard doors she picked out a gym T-shirt and pulled it 
over her head. Her black lycra shorts and light-weight takkies completed her 
outfit. Grabbing her handbag, car- and house keys from a small table in the 
hallway, she opened the door and stepped outside.  

Her apartment was on the ground floor, one in the middle of a long row of 
two-story townhouses. The driveway sloped gently upward and was bordered 
on the opposite side by tall trees. Sybil scanned her neighbours’ doors, but 
everything was quiet, nobody was up and about yet.  

Her blue Mazda MX5 was parked in front of her house under a car port. 
She took a few steps towards it, and her heart swelling with pride, she clicked 
the remote excitedly. The car was a recent addition to her still meagre assets. 
Sybil had seen it advertised in a colleague’s car magazine and had fallen in love 
with it instantly. The car had been quite expensive and she had been worried 
what would happen if she couldn’t afford the repayments any longer. After all, 
life could always throw her a nasty curved ball. The firm could unexpectedly 
downsize and she could lose her job in the process. 

Sybil had hesitated for a few months, but every so often, she had eyed 
the Mazda MX5 on the Internet. When she saw one standing at a dealership in 
dark blue, she had given up her internal fight and had taken the big step of 
signing the purchase agreement. She had never regretted the buy. The car was 
her pride and joy and she thought it suited her appointment at the firm.  

Sybil drove out of the complex and turned into the main road. The gym 
was only five minutes away, not really far enough to enjoy the Mazda’s capacity 
to its fullest, but enough time to let the warm wind blow through the rolled down 
window.  

Not that it was a good idea to drive with her window open, but there was 
only one traffic light where potential hijackers could accost her and she was 
always careful and vigilant. Approaching the traffic light, she looked for 
suspicious characters lurking at the intersection. But on this beautiful Sunday 
morning only the newspaper guy was standing on the opposite side of the road. 
The light turned orange. Not wanting to stop, Sybil pushed down on the 
accelerator and shot through the intersection, just as the light turned red. 

She slowed down as she entered the busy parking lot. The shopping 
centre complex was only a few years old and new buildings were being added 
all the time. By now it sprouted a Mug & Bean, a Pick n Pay, a nightclub, a pub, 
a fancy shoe shop, a branch of Nandos and MacDonald’s, several smaller 
shops and a huge ultra-modern gym. Navigating her way carefully past exiting 
cars and shoppers carelessly pushing their metal carts, Sybil found a parking 
space right in front of the gym.  

She got out of her car, locked her handbag in the boot and strode jauntily 
to the glass door entrance. Swiping her card at the turnstile, she turned right 
into the huge main gym area, passing the free weight section before stopping at 
the bicycles positioned before a large glass window overlooking the parking lot. 
She put her keys on the carpeted floor, nodded a friendly good morning in the 
direction of the woman already peddling a bicycle next to the one Sybil had 



chosen. Sybil climbed onto her bicycle, adjusted the gears and set the timer. 
Looking through the window, she started pushing the pedals.   

An hour and half later, after a round of free-weight lifting and cardio 
exercises, her sweat soaked T-shirt clung to her back. Satisfied with her 
workout, her mind refreshed, she made her way back to her car. The sun stung 
her bare arms and the heat bounced off the parking lot’s tarmac. This time Sybil 
didn’t roll down her window, but let the cool breeze of the car’s air conditioner 
dry the sweat on her face.  

Back in her apartment, Sybil once again dropped her clothes on the floor 
where she stood, stepped into the shower and let first cold, then hot water wash 
the sweat off her body. She threw on a pair of shorts and a figure-hugging plain 
T-shirt and slipped her feet into a pair of ballerinas. Looking in the bathroom 
mirror, she brushed her eyelashes with mascara, patted her face with some 
neutral foundation - to hide her freckles - and ran pink gloss over her lips. 
Pushing her hands through her hair, she fluffed it up and left it swirling around 
her shoulders. With one last critical look in the mirror, Sybil slung her handbag 
over her shoulder and left her apartment. 

It was almost lunch time and the roads were definitely busier than they 
had been three hours ago. Turning right at the traffic light by the gym, she 
slotted her Mazda behind a silver BMW. Her air conditioner blew cold and her 
iPod thrummed with the latest Cold Play song. Soon, the long line of cars 
slowed down and Sybil turned left, following the road until she reached the 
underpass that ended at the parking lot of Cedar Square.  

The lot was filled to the brim - no wonder, with this glorious weather - and 
she had to park at the far end. But nothing could spoil her mood. Sybil clicked 
her remote, ensuring her car doors were locked and made her way back to the 
opposite end of the parking area, where the entrance to the shopping centre 
began.  

Appreciating its cooling shade, Sybil passed a Gucci shop, a fancy 
electronics store displaying a Boise stereo system in its window, a jewellery 
store, its chains and rings still way out of her price range; an Italian shoe store, 
the imported pointy shoes definitely over-prized; and a huge appliance store 
offering everything from video cameras, plasma screens, to computers and 
refrigerators. She stepped past the escalator leading to the first story and 
approached the bustling Cubana.  

As expected, the huge glass doors were pushed aside and patrons 
lounged on rattan chairs surrounding low coffee tables. The scent of 
smouldering hubbly-bubbly wafted towards her; here and there a blue cloud of 
cigar smoke rose up into the air and the sound of a Latin American tune invited 
pedestrians to come closer.  

Sybil spotted her friends sitting around an outside table. 
Smiling broadly, she walked up to Monica and placed a hand on her 

shoulder. Her friend turned and jumped up from her chair, squealing with 
delight. 

“Hi Freckles!” She threw her arms around Sybil, hugging her tightly. 
“Hi there,” she returned the smile, freeing herself to greet the others.  
She leaned to the side and planted a kiss on Frank’s shaven dark head. 
“Hello stranger. Good to see you.” 
Frank wiped his hand over the top of his head. “You still kiss wet,” he 

teased. 



Grinning, Sybil wiggled her fingers playfully. “But you love it.” 
She walked around the table, giving Rudi a hug from behind. In turn, he 

reached up, pulling her over his shoulder so that her legs dangled in the air. 
“How’ve been? Haven’t seen you in ages.” 
Sybil shrieked with laughter. “Let me go! Let me go!”  
With a grin, he let go of her wrists and she almost ended up on her rear 

end. 
“You are terrible,” she moaned mockingly. 
Mischievously, he smiled back. 
Sybil took a careful step away from his chair, in case he tried to grab her 

again. His long arms always reminded her of tentacles that were only out to trap 
her, never to let go. 

The small woman sitting beside him was the exact opposite of Rudi. She 
hardly reached up to his chest and one of his hands could have easily spanned 
her tiny waist. Her pretty face was almost always serious. She was a deep 
thinker who was ready to discuss any difficult topic at the snap of anyone’s 
fingers.  

“Hi Susan,” Sybil greeted the small woman. “Good to see you.” 
Susan nodded, but there was no smile. Sybil was used to her friend’s 

demeanour and did not take her solemnity personally. Susan was solid and 
reliable, always ready to give good advice; a really great friend. So what if she 
didn’t like to smile twenty-four hours a day? 

Sybil made her way to the last person in the group. Reaching out she 
placed her hand on the newspaper Javier had spread across his legs.  

“Hey,” he protested. “Don’t crumple up my paper.” 
Sybil didn’t take her hand away; instead she rustled the newspaper some 

more, adding a few more creases. 
“Sybil!” he complained, snatching the paper away, holding it protectively 

against his chest.  
Sybil bent down and planted a kiss on his cheek, in the process pushing 

his wireless spectacles askew. 
“Hello, Javier. I see you still can’t do without your daily fix of ‘pretend’ 

news,” she teased. 
Javier’s black face became indignant. “Don’t you talk like that. It’s 

important to know what’s going on in the world, and especially in South Africa.” 
Sybil fell into an empty chair beside him. “Yeah, especially in South 

Africa. Do you still believe everything they print?” 
“You obviously haven’t heard the latest,” he admonished her. 
Sybil raised an eyebrow. 
“Marikana”, he intoned. “Marikana.” 
“Oh,” she said. “You mean the mine massacre on Thursday?” 
Before he could reply, a waitress approached their table. Taking the 

menu from her, Sybil opened it. Running her finger down the printed 
photographs showing colourful exotic cocktails, she found the picture she was 
looking for. She could never remember the name of her favourite drink. 

“A Sly Devil?” the waitress asked.  
Sybil confirmed her order with a nod and handed the menu back to the 

young woman. 
The waitress looked expectantly at the other occupants of the table. 

Monica wiggled her fingers. “Make it another round of the same for everyone.” 



The young woman smiled appreciatively, tucked the menu under her arm 
and made her way to the huge mahogany counter at the back, running the 
entire length of the bar.  

Clearing his throat, Javier vied for Sybil’s attention. 
“Oh, yes,” she said, turning to him. “You were saying about Marikana?” 
“It’s absolutely terrible what has happened. Eighteen years into 

democracy and the police shoot people like we are still in the darkest Apartheid 
years.” 

“Well ...” 
Javier dropped his newspaper. “Don’t well me,” he growled. 
“Well,” Sybil repeated. “Not everything is always as it seems.” 
“What are you talking about?” Javier asked incredulously.  
Pushing her long brown hair behind her ear, Susan leaned forward. 

“Didn’t the miners provoke the cops?” 
Javier shook his head. 
“As far as the TV footage showed, the striking miners rushed the cops. 

Shots were fired and the cops defended themselves.” She took a deep breath. 
“Yes, I agree, it was terrible what happened, but didn’t they ask for it?” 

“How can you say that?” Javier exclaimed. “They were unarmed.” 
“Unarmed?” Rudi snorted. “They had pangas and knobkerries! Those are 

dangerous weapons.”  
“They are cultural weapons,” Javier said. “They are not there to harm 

anyone.” 
Rudi raised his hand impatiently. “If someone waved a knobkerrie in my 

face, I would feel threatened and I would get scared.” He stabbed a finger in 
Javier’s direction. “That’s what those things are for. To threaten your opponent. 
To make sure he understands that he’ll get hurt if he tries anything. And those 
sticks are bloody dangerous. They can smash your head in. They can actually 
kill you!” 

Javier sighed. “They might have had knobkerries, but what are a few 
sticks against a platoon of cops with automatic rifles?” 

“And what happened just a week before?” Susan interjected. “Two cops 
were hacked to death at another mine strike. Hacked to death,” she repeated, a 
deep frown creasing her forehead. “How do you think the cops were going to 
react when they were confronted by hundreds of screaming miners? Do you 
really think they were going to stand still and get overrun by an angry crowd? 
They are only human beings.” 

Their discussion was interrupted by the reappearance of their young 
waitress. Placing her tray on the edge of the table, she handed out the various 
cocktails. Sybil picked up her glass and looked at the colourful drink with 
admiration. Large moisture droplets ran down the outside of her glass making 
the layers of blue, orange and green liquor sparkle like a rainbow. Reverently, 
she put her lips around the long straw and took a sip. The alcohol tasted 
delicious. The combination of blue Curacao and white rum was divine. Sybil 
closed her eyes with delight and drew another mouthful, but her reverie was 
quickly interrupted. 

Picking up where they had left off a few moments ago, Monica crossed 
her arms. “I think the issue goes deeper than just striking miners getting shot,” 
she said. 

Javier looked at her puzzled. “What do you mean?” 



“It’s very clear to me,” Monica continued. “If you read between the lines, 
you can see that the whole thing was politically motivated.” 

Javier shook his head in disagreement. 
“No, you wait,” Monica insisted. “Remember, in a few months, there will 

be Motaung. The election of the ANC’s political party chief.” 
“What does that have to do with anything?” 
“Think about it,” Monica waved her hands animated. “For the last two 

years old Julius Malema has demanded that the state nationalises the mines. 
But, studies have shown the government wouldn’t be able to compensate the 
mine owners, the amounts are just too huge. It would not only bankrupt South 
Africa, but the government would have to borrow money from overseas and the 
overseas institutions wouldn’t grant the loan anyway. Merely to expropriate the 
mines is not a good idea either, because the rest of the world would brand us 
another Zimbabwe and potential investors would run like scared rabbits. But,” 
she paused dramatically, “if you make the mines ungovernable, then the 
government can step in and run the mines legitimately.” 

Javier pulled a face. “So you think it was all planned? You think the 
government is behind the strikes and told the police to shoot?” 

“Maybe the ANC didn’t tell the cops exactly to open fire,” Monica 
conceded. “But I’m sure they gave instructions to stop the strike, even if it 
meant they had to use force. Even better if they could shoot a few people. 
Reinforces their notion that the ANC has to step in, because mine management 
is unable to control the situation.” 

“Noooo,” Javier shook his head impatiently. “Your conspiracy theory is a 
bit too far-fetched. It doesn’t make sense. And what do you know about politics, 
anyway? You are a bloody scientist.” 

“What does my profession have to do with politics?” Monica asked 
angrily. 

Javier waved his hand dismissively. “You have your nose in Petri dishes, 
looking at mutating germs all day long. You don’t know what’s going on in the 
real world.” 

“And you are a dumb bean counter,” Monica spat. “You punch numbers 
into a computer that make sense to no one but yourself.” 

“Wow,” Rudi exclaimed. “Let’s stay calm here.” 
Monica pressed her lips together and glared at Javier, who crossed his 

arms defensively. 
“Let’s get some hubbly-bubbly,” Rudi suggested. “We’re supposed to 

enjoy ourselves, not fight with each other.” 
He raised a hand, waving the young waitress closer. 
“Get us a hubbly-bubbly,” he said. Turning to his friends, he asked, “Is 

vanilla ok with you guys, or do you want something else?” 
“Let’s have some cherry flavour,” Susan said excitedly. “We always have 

vanilla. Let’s try something new.” 
Rudi looked expectantly at the faces around the table. Everyone nodded 

their agreement. 
“Ok, please bring us a hubbly-bubbly with cherry flavour,” he ordered. 
With a smile, the waitress turned on her heel and made her way past the 

tables. 
Javier rustled his newspaper impatiently. He couldn’t leave the Marikana 

subject alone. “I don’t believe the ANC had anything to do with it,” he grumbled. 



Sybil sucked on her straw and swallowed more Sly Devil. “Maybe not the 
ANC, but definitely the National Union of Mine Workers,” she countered. 

“Ahhh,” Javier mocked. “Our labour lawyer has something to say.” 
“Labour advocate,” Sybil corrected him calmly. 
“Fine,” Javier said irritably. “Labour advocate. I wouldn’t want to diminish 

your status.” 
Sybil raised a questioning eyebrow. 
Javier drew a deep breath, realising he had gone too far and that he had 

to calm down. 
“Sorry,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mean to get so uptight. It’s just that the 

whole situation seems so unfair, so totally unjust. It hurts me to think that our 
police force shoots innocent workers just because they can. They are people, 
hardworking people, who deserve better.” 

“We agree with you,” Sybil replied, placing a hand on his arm. “No one 
suggested it was right what has happened.” 

Javier gave her a grateful smile. 
He turned to Sybil. “What does the National Union of Mine Workers have 

to do with it?” 
Sybil shrugged. “The union leaders did lose control of their members. 

Didn’t you hear they sent in their own delegations to negotiate, without NUM 
representation?” 

“Yes, I did hear that,” Javier conceded. “But it still doesn’t give the cops 
permission to shoot.” 

“If they hadn’t broken the agreement and if they hadn’t gone on a wild 
strike, nothing like this would have ever happened,” Sybil replied. 

“They only demanded what was right,” Javier countered heatedly. 
“Huge salaries so that they can buy BMWs, as we’ve all read on their 

placards?” 
“They deserve it.” 
Sybil took a deep breath. “There are people who have studied for four 

years or longer and they are not even getting paid that much. Why on earth 
would any company pay a labourer who is only semi-skilled and who is probably 
only partially literate, those amounts of money?” 

“It’s the white fat cats sitting on top who rip the mine workers off,” Javier 
snapped. “They’re raking in millions for themselves and don’t share them with 
their workers. The labourers make the money for them in the most dangerous 
conditions and management doesn’t recognise it. The workers live in the most 
appalling conditions. Have you seen the shacks? ” 

Sybil raised an eyebrow. “Do you really believe everything you see on 
TV? Those mineworkers send most of their wages back home to their families. 
Their wives and children are staying in a house somewhere in KwaZulu- Natal. 
You know very well how they spend their money; as little as possible for the 
place where they stay to work and the majority for their home elsewhere in the 
country. The workers choose to live like that. They don’t have to! They definitely 
distorted the story about their living conditions. And obviously it worked, 
because they pulled on your heartstrings and you fell for it.” 

Javier pursed his lips considering Sybil’s explanation. A moment later he 
shook his head. “It might well be possible, but the fact remains that the white fat 
cats are exploiting the workers.” 



Sybil sighed heavily. “So this is a racial issue? The whites are oppressing 
the blacks? Just to remind you, Cyril Ramaphosa, one of the ANC’s chief whips, 
owns quite a few shares in Lonmin. He also has huge contracts with the mines 
to provide services. As far as I can recall, he is black. Where has he been 
during this whole debacle? He would have been in a perfect position to defuse 
the situation, talk sense into the workers and find a suitable arrangement.” 

“He’s a small fish,” Javier said, dismissing her argument. “It’s the whites 
who control the mine; they are the ones in charge and they are the ones who 
make the decisions. It’s the whites who control the country, the economy, the 
banks and the big corporations”. 

“There is no such thing as the whites controlling everything, Javier,” Sybil 
stated. “This country is ruled by democracy. One man, one vote. Don’t you 
remember? Black people wanted a democracy ...” 

“Where are you going with this?” Javier interrupted her. 
Sybil held up her hand. “Let me finish. The people voted for democracy. 

They insisted on new laws and new rules. Incidentally, they also wanted a new 
Labour Relations Act. It was re-written in 1995, in simple words so that 
everyone, not only lawyers, could understand it. The law stipulates clearly how 
to act in certain situations, what to do and not to do. It regulates the unions and 
it explains the boundaries of labour agreements. Now that the LRA is in place, 
workers don’t stick to it, although all the rules are clearly outlined. It’s really 
easy to follow, especially in the Marikana dispute: if you want to negotiate, then 
send a representative. If you don’t get any joy, apply for a strike. If the strike is 
granted, go gather and protest. Instead, the workers resorted to a wild strike 
and applied violence ....” 

“That’s not true,” Javier protested. 
“It is,” Sybil replied calmly. “The workers did not apply to the Commission 

of Conciliation Mediation and Arbitration for the commencement of strike action. 
They just sat on the Marikana koppie swinging their pangas and knobkerries. 
They demanded a wage hike and threatened the mine management.” 

Javier waved his hand. “Why would they want to ask for permission to 
strike? The Constitution grants people the right to gather ... 

Sybil interrupted him. ”There you go,” she said. “You just admitted that 
they broke the rules. I agree with you that people have the right to gather. We 
are not living under Apartheid rule any longer, but this was a labour issue. The 
workers went on an unprotected strike. They stayed away from work in order to 
force the issue of a wage hike. Either the workers don’t understand or don’t 
want to stick to the rules and the National Union of Mine Workers did nothing to 
stop them. Instead of calming the crowd down, explaining to them the right way 
to go about it, the union even encouraged them. The unions fuelled the workers’ 
anger.” 

“That’s still no reason to shoot them,” Javier insisted. “The cops shot 
them as they were running away. They shot them in the back. The workers tried 
to protect themselves by hiding behind another koppie a few hundred metres 
further away, but the cops chased them like animals and killed them.” 

Sybil pursed her lips. “That remains to be seen.” 
“What are you talking about? There’s film footage that evidently shows 

how the cops ran after them. One man said he was lying on his stomach on the 
ground and he saw the cops running past him, firing bullets into the workers’ 
backs.” 



Sybil shook her head. “I won’t comment on that at this time. The 
government promised to establish a commission to look into the matter.” 

“Yeah, sure,” Javier snarled. 
Sybil raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you trust your own government?” 
Javier rolled his eyes. “Sure they will set up a commission. It will consist 

of a few white guys who are on the side of the mine owners. Nothing will come 
of it. Everything will get swept under the carpet. The mine owners will come out 
of it with their shirts clean and the workers will get all the blame.” 

“How can you say that?” 
“Because it’s the truth! Have you ever seen a large corporation get the 

blame for anything that goes wrong?” 
Sybil shook her head. “I think the commission will be impartial and they 

will reach the right conclusion. They can’t just sweep everything under the 
carpet, as you say. The world’s eyes are on them. They wouldn’t dare not to do 
their jobs right.” 

Javier’s laugh was bitter. “You are a dreamer, Sybil. Always believing in 
the right thing and that justice will run its due course. Lonmin’s shares are listed. 
Can you imagine if the shareholders lose their money over this?” 

“Oh no,” Sybil protested. “It’s not always about money. The world might 
only think in money terms and I know that corruption runs rampant in South 
Africa, but the government can’t afford to let this slide. If they don’t investigate 
and if they don’t do it right, it will do the economy more harm than good.” 

“Mark my words,” Javier warned. “This thing will drag on forever, until it’s 
forgotten. The next disaster will hit South Africa and the people will focus on 
that. Marikana will be a tiny blob in the distance.” 

“Javier might have a point there,” Monica chipped in. “In a few months’ 
time, the commission will still be investigating and the headline news will read 
something like: Floods in KwaZulu-Natal kill Thirty, and Marikana will be pushed 
onto the backburner.” 

Javier nodded in agreement. 
“How many times have we seen this kind of thing in the past? I mean, not 

necessarily something like the Marikana massacre, but something similar? 
People will be outraged for a while and it will dominate the news, but then it 
disappears. South Africans are notorious sensationalists. They live from one 
disaster to the next, but they never resolve anything.” 

“You are being too cynical,” Sybil objected. 
“No, he is not,” Frank said. “Remember the ten-year-old girl that got 

raped and killed? Who is talking about it now? It happened only two weeks ago 
and that was a tragedy. It’s forgotten, nobody talks about it anymore.” 

Susan nodded her head. “There are other tragedies, like our murder rate. 
Every year crime statistics get released indicating a murder rate of 21 000 
people plus per year. For a few days everyone is furious and demand major 
changes, but as quickly as tempers rise, they wane again.” 

“And we are all waiting for the next scandal, like Zuma’s homestead 
being renovated for 200 Million Rand, paid with tax payers’ money,” Rudi 
added. “How long did South Africans dwell on that?” 

Sybil nodded her head. She didn’t have a counter argument, because 
deep down she knew her friends were right. South Africans did have a very 
short attention span  
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Sybil’s alarm went off at 05h30. She groaned loudly, fumbled for her 
cellphone and hit the snooze button. Just another five minutes, five tiny little 
minutes. She pulled the duvet over her head and drifted back to sleep. As the 
remnants of her pleasant dream re-appeared behind her closed eyes, the 
irritating buzz of her alarm pulled her back into the real world.  

Damn!  
Her arm snuck out from under her duvet and she pushed the snooze 

button again.  
Why was it morning already? Why did she have to get up?  
The air grew hot under her duvet and she pulled it away from her face, 

taking a deep breath. Slowly Sybil opened first her one eye, then the other. 
Faint light shone through the gaps between her curtains.  

The sun wasn’t even up yet! 
Her alarm went off again. There really wasn’t a choice. This time she 

pressed the off button, silencing the phone for good. 
Sybil swung her legs over the side of the bed and heaved herself onto 

her feet. A huge yawn cracked her jaw as she walked into the bathroom. The 
cold water of the shower finally woke her up. With a soft fluffy towel wrapped 
around her, she made her way into her open-plan kitchen. Taking out a bowl 
from the cupboard, she filled it with Muesli and covered it with cold milk from the 
fridge. Perching on the edge of a kitchen chair, she crunched her breakfast 
slowly, swallowing deliberately, not knowing when she would get her next meal. 
Usually it got so hectic during the day that she didn’t have time to grab a bite for 
lunch. 

Sybil rinsed the empty bowl and left it on the drying rack next to the sink. 
A glance at her kitchen clock made her realise that she had to hurry up. Wiping 
off the last drops of shower water, she dropped the damp towel on the floor, 
slipped on her underwear and looked warily at her open cupboard. By nature, 
Sybil was a jeans and T-shirt girl; easy and comfortable clothes. Unfortunately, 
for her job she was required to wear business attire; long trousers or a knee 
length skirt, blouse, jacket and more often than not, high heels. With a sigh, 
Sybil grabbed a black suit and a blouse off their hangers. Resigning herself to 
her fate, she dressed quickly, her last act stepping into a pair of high-heeled 
sling backs. 

On her way back to the bathroom, Sybil picked up the towel from the 
floor and slung it over the top of the shower door to dry. After dabbing some 
base on her nose and cheeks to cover her freckles, she brushed her lashes with 
mascara and finished off her make-up with a touch of pink lip gloss. 

Another glance around her apartment to make sure that she hadn’t 
forgotten anything and she was out of the door.  

Although it was only a few minutes after six in the morning, the traffic 
was already busy. But this is how it was. If she wanted to get to work on time, 
she had to leave at the crack of dawn. Anything later than six, and she would 
arrive after eight, and that was an absolute no-go. The Monday morning 



meeting usually started at eight o’clock sharp and there was no way she could 
miss it. 

Sybil navigated the back roads, but as she had expected, as soon as she 
hit Jan Smuts Avenue, the traffic slowed down dramatically. Cars literally inched 
down the two-lane wide avenue, and Sybil knew traffic would not let up until she 
reached Rosebank. She turned on the radio and caught the last few sentences 
of a discussion about the e-tolling saga.  

E-tolling my butt, she thought angrily. In her opinion this was just another 
money grabbing government scam. Thank goodness the Opposition to Urban 
Tolling Association was fighting tooth and nail against its implementation. What 
was the government thinking in trying to charge motorists exorbitant amounts of 
money to use the highways around Johannesburg? Sybil didn’t have to use the 
highways to get to work - she used back roads - but what about all the people 
who had to get from Soweto to Sandton, or from the East Rand to Randburg? It 
was absolutely ridiculous. People didn’t have the money to pay e-tolls and 
though it was suggested the monthly charges would be capped at four hundred 
Rand, even that amount was unaffordable to a lot of people. And what would 
happen to the capped amount next year and the following year? Would it stay at 
four hundred Rand per month? Looking at government’s history, the amount 
would most definitely increase. 

The latest statement by one of the ministers was that people either paid 
up or use public transport. It was a bad joke, because there was no public 
transport. Sybil did not consider the 12-seater taxis shooting through traffic 
every day to be suitable public transport, even though government did. Those 
taxis were death traps; many times they were involved in accidents that more 
often than not killed its occupants or left them maimed for life.  

Another issue was that government had promised alternative roads for 
those motorists choosing not to use highways. Unfortunately it had been an 
empty promise. The highways had been upgraded but no other roads had been 
built. That meant, people who had to get to work on the other side of 
Johannesburg and chose not to use the freeways could use back roads. Sybil 
could just imagine thousands upon thousands of cars clogging the roads in 
residential areas, because motorists could either not afford the e-tolls or did not 
want to use the highways. What a mess it was going to be if government 
succeeded in implementing e-tolls. Instead of leaving at six in the morning she 
would have to leave an hour earlier. 

 
Forty-five minutes later, Sybil turned left and drove into an underground 

parking lot. The lot was already three-quarters full, but the firm had assigned 
her a parking bay. It wasn’t the most prestigious parking space - the more 
convenient ones were situated closer to the lifts and staircase, belonging to 
senior partners and other high-ranking staff members of other companies 
occupying the building - but it saved her the trouble of parking in the street or 
further down the block in the public parking garage. Being a Junior Associate 
had its advantages. 

Sybil manoeuvred her Mazda between a pillar and a huge 4 x 4 Toyota 
Hilux, shaking her head in the process. Her colleague was lucky she drove a 
small sports car. If she also drove a huge bakkie, they would have a problem. 

Sybil got out of her car, opened the boot, took out her briefcase and 
handbag, locked the car remotely and walked across the parking lot to the lifts.  



The lift doors opened on the fifth floor and deposited her in front of the 
firm’s solid oak doors. Keanan, Sullivan and Partners was printed in 
understated gold lettering on a plaque mounted on the wall beside the entrance. 
Sybil pushed the door open and stepped onto the plush carpet covering the 
floor of the foyer. Bright light streamed through large windows behind the 
reception desk. A leather seating arrangement and a bronze statue of a buffalo 
mounted on an oak pedestal stood to her right. Glass doors to her left led into a 
wide passage lined with offices.  

“Good morning, Miss Watts,” the receptionist greeted her. 
Sybil smiled at the young woman behind the counter. A slim phone head-

set sat on her intricately woven black hair, like a delicate Alice band. Her black 
suit was immaculate, as was her subtle make-up. Her pronunciation was upper-
class English. 

“Good morning, Mpho,” Sybil said, turning to her left. “Hope you have a 
great day.” 

“You too,” the young woman replied earnestly. 
Sybil pushed the glass door open and entered the passage beyond. 

Muted voices floated through open office doors: colleagues discussing the 
weekend, pending cases or upcoming court appearances. Sybil nodded friendly 
greetings to her fellow employees. The passage ended at a wide and open 
staircase, its sides secured by steel wires as handrails, backed by a wall 
painted in flaming orange and red, leading up to the sixth floor. Sybil turned left 
and walked past the typist pool towards the second last door on her right. The 
very last office belonged to a senior associate. His office had two walls of 
windows, whereby hers had only a single row. 

Sybil dropped her handbag and briefcase on the floor next to her desk 
and pressed the ‘on’ button on her computer. Whilst waiting for the machine to 
run up, she went back into the corridor on a search for a cup of coffee, which 
she found in a small kitchen situated behind the typist pool. She took a mug 
from the glass fronted cupboard, poured in freshly made filter coffee and added 
milk from the fridge. Leaning against the counter, she took a careful sip of the 
hot brew. Now the day could start in earnest. 

Back in her office, Sybil quickly scanned her e-mails and finding nothing 
of utmost importance, grabbed her leather notebook and a pen and made her 
way up the staircase to the conference room on the sixth floor. Every associate 
in the firm - junior and senior - was required to attend the Monday morning 
meeting, which was run by senior and managing partners. Important decisions 
were usually announced and major cases were assigned. The partners believed 
it was important that everyone in the firm was informed and on the same page. 

Sybil stepped into the conference room and realised there was only 
standing room left, the seats at the boardroom table being reserved for the 
higher ranking people. Close to forty attorneys and advocates were already 
crammed into the room, with more arriving after her. She checked her watch, 
noticing that it was only ten to eight. She wondered briefly why everyone had 
arrived so early, but decided with a small shrug she would find out soon 
enough.  

Letting her eyes roam over the assembly, Sybil nodded a friendly 
greeting at her boss who sat at the opposite side of the boardroom table. Sven 
Fisher tugged on his suit jacket trying to hide his ever growing bulge. He 
seemed to be losing his battle with food for good. But that was the only battle he 



was losing. He was a veteran labour advocate and her mentor. Sybil respected 
the man deeply. His sharp mind kept her on her toes, but he also had a heart, 
having been a pillar of support during her break up with Matt. 

Next to him sat another senior partner, Albert Rawson, head of the 
contract division for mergers and acquisitions. He always reminded Sybil of a 
dried prune; his wrinkles seemed to grow deeper by the day. Behind him stood 
three associates from the divorce division. Sybil mouthed a greeting in the 
direction of John Myers, the skinny whiz kid from communication law. Catching 
her eye, Samantha Hollow from the constitutional law division waved a greeting.  

Sybil squeezed herself between Ian Bird from the criminal division and a 
young man, with broad shoulders and blond hair, a head taller than herself. 

“Morning, Gary,” she greeted her colleague. 
Looking down, he said, “Morning to you too, Sybil. How’s it going?” 
“Fine,” she smiled.  
Scanning the crowded room, she asked, “Do you know why everyone is 

so early?” 
He crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall. “Marikana.” 
Sybil squinted up at him. 
“I think everyone is speculating if the firm is taking on the Lonmin Mining 

management disaster. Maybe we are even going to head the commission on 
the Marikana enquiry. Huge job. Lots of money. Lots of prestige.” 

“Yes, I know.” Sybil had been wondering the same. As a labour advocate 
it would be a massive scoop if she was involved in either case. It would add 
nicely to her résumé. 

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Gary whispered, as another senior partner 
walked into the conference room and took a seat at the table. 

Very quickly all other senior members of the firm arrived and took their 
respective seats. The last person to walk into the room was the Managing 
Partner, Paul Keanan, a distinguished tall man with thick grey hair, dressed in 
an impeccably double-breasted tailored suit. Half-focals perched on his straight 
nose, emphasising his piercing blue eyes as they wandered from one person to 
the next. He seemed to know everyone and he missed nothing, nodding at one 
person, smiling at another and frowning at the next.  

He remained standing, as was his custom and cleared his throat. “Good 
morning everyone. Thank you for coming.” 

Sybil had to smile at his display of gratitude. As if they had a choice in 
not attending. Should one not arrive, on time or even miss the meeting without a 
very good excuse, like a hospital admission or death, the offender would be 
called immediately into the inner sanctum. Not that it had happened to her, but 
Sybil had heard enough stories and it seemed to be a very unpleasant 
experience, to make sure she was never late and never absent during the 
Monday morning meeting. 

Keanan’s voice was well modulated and everyone could hear him clearly, 
even in the furthest corner of the conference room.  

“Firstly,” he began, “I would like to give you an update on our current 
major cases ....” 

Sybil sighed inaudibly. Although the cases were of importance, they only 
had a minor impact on the actual job she was doing at the firm. All the major 
stuff was handled by her boss, Mr Fisher, and he would usually sift out the 



crucial bits and discuss them with her in a one-on-one meeting later during the 
morning.  

Finally, twenty minutes later, the Managing Partner got to the issue she 
was waiting to hear about. 

“You must all be wondering if we have been asked to get involved in the 
Lonmin case or even preside over the Marikana commission,” Keanan said. 

The room held its breath collectively, waiting in anticipation for his next 
words. 

The Managing Partner tapped his pen on the table a few times. 
“Unfortunately, not,” he said quietly. “Our competition got the honour.” 
Soft groans and moans were heard all over the room. What an 

opportunity to be missed! Sybil’s face dropped with disappointment. What a 
great pity. It would have been the experience of a lifetime.  

“Damn,” Gary whispered. “I would have loved to get my fingers on that 
case.” 

“Me, too,” Sybil said quietly. “I wonder why they chose another firm? We 
are the biggest, have the most experience and the best reputation.” 

Gary shook his head. “Who knows? Maybe politics is involved.” 
“Yeah. You’re right. Who are we to question?” 
Keanan looked up. “This does not mean that we are out of the running.” 

He pursed his lips into a half smile. “If our esteemed colleagues run into trouble 
and ask us for help, we will gladly step in without hesitation.” 

Sybil lifted a corner of her mouth. She had to admire the man’s 
shrewdness. On the one hand he had given hope to everyone in the room that 
they might still get a piece of the action and on the other hand he had indicated 
subtly that he had no confidence in the abilities of their competitors and was just 
waiting for them to screw up. But, until that happened, they all had to sit back 
and watch the drama unfold from a distance. 

“Before we all get back to what we do best, I have one final 
announcement,” Keanan continued. 

Heads tilted to the side, eyebrows rose, and people paid renewed 
attention. 

“As you all know, we have a special relationship with the Human Rights 
Commission.” 

A few people nodded a confirmation. 
“We are committed to offering our services, pro bono of course, 

whenever they request our help.” 
This was news to Sybil. Although a passionate believer in human rights, 

she had never heard one of her colleague’s mention that the firm did work for 
the Human Rights Commission.  

“The time has come again when the Commission has asked us to assist 
in their assessment of prison conditions in South Africa.” 

A few groans rose from the far end of the room. Sybil risked a look in 
their direction and saw some unhappy faces. 

“All prisons in South Africa have to be visited during the next six months 
and a comprehensive report has to be compiled. This has to happen, of course, 
in addition to the person’s ordinary work load.” 

Ohhh, now she understood the groans coming from the back. Obviously 
these people had already made the experience. 



“As most of you know, this particular task falls to our junior associates 
not necessarily connected to the criminal division of this firm. The two 
associates selected by our Senior Partners this time are Tsholofelo Pinto and 
Sybil Watts.” 

Sybil’s head jerked up. Did she just hear her name?  
She stared at Keanan, who in turn nodded and smiled at her.  
Oh shit! He did say her name.  
All eyes were on her. Sybil managed a weak smile in his direction before 

she blushed a deep crimson red.  
The Managing Partner turned and nodded at a tall, slim black woman 

standing behind Mr Fisher.  
To Sybil’s consternation the young woman kept her composure. She 

stood with her back against the wall, her shoulders straight, her long neck 
gracefully holding her head up high. Her thick black hair swung in a ponytail 
down to the middle of her back. For a moment, Sybil wondered if this woman 
was actually born in South Africa; she was just too beautiful to be a Zulu, Xhosa 
or Pedi.  

Tsholofelo Pinto’s eyes found Sybil’s and she nodded gracefully, without 
smiling, in her direction. Sybil swallowed hard and returned the 
acknowledgment. 

“Tough luck.” Gary elbowed her softly on her arm. 
“Thanks a mil. I need this like a pile of elephant dung. As if I haven’t got 

enough work.” 
“Don’t be sour. See it as an opportunity. You are going to visit all the 

beautifully maintained incarceration facilities in South Africa. You are going to 
meet our esteemed criminals who appreciate our justice system.” 

Sybil rolled her eyes. “Don’t mock me.” 
Hand on her lower back, Gary pushed her steadily out of the conference 

room, filing out together with their colleagues into the corridor. 
“I wonder why they picked me? Why not you or any of the other junior 

associates?” 
Gary smirked. “Maybe you’ve come to someone’s attention.” 
Sybil stopped in her tracks. “What are you implying? I haven’t done 

anything wrong.” Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, my God. Maybe I’ve screwed 
up and don’t even know about it.” 

Gary put his hand on her shoulder. “Relax,” he said soothingly. “I’m just 
pulling your leg. You’ve done nothing wrong. This is just how it is. The 
Commission asks for help and they pick someone. This time it was you and this 
Tsholofelo woman.” 

Still gnawing on her bottom lip, Sybil looked past Gary, watching the tall 
black woman walk toward the staircase. “Do you know who she is? I’ve never 
noticed her before.” 

Gary looked over his shoulder. “I’ve seen her around. They say she’s 
quite stuck up. Keeps to herself, but apparently does a splendid job. Very 
respected.” 

“Which division does she work in?” 
“Patent law.” 
Sybil sighed heavily. “Great. A junior associate from patent law and a 

junior associate from labour law are going to visit South African prisons. What 



on earth do we know about prisons? I wouldn’t even know where to start! And 
what in heaven’s name does Ms Pinto and I have in common?” 

“Told you it would be good,” Gary laughed. Noticing her gloomy 
expression, he turned serious. 

“Hey,” he said. “It won’t be that bad. And if you are worried about your 
cases, I am more than willing to help.” 

A small smile appeared on Sybil’s face. “Thanks. Apart from visiting 
prisons, this was my greatest concern. What if I don’t have time to focus on my 
cases? Who will talk to my clients and who will replace me in court?” 

“You’ll be fine,” Gary assured her. 
“I sincerely hope so,” Sybil mumbled as she watched Ms Pinto disappear 

down the stairs. 
 
The door banged shut again and now there were only three of them left 

in the holding cell on Monday morning. Although alleged perpetrators had filled 
the cell to the brim all of Saturday night, everything had stayed reasonably 
quiet. Most of the men were too drunk to cause any harm. They were pushed 
into the cell, stumbled a few steps forward, found a place on the floor with their 
backs against the edge of the benches, and fell asleep. Others slurred 
occasional words, but soon succumbed to a drink induced slumber. 
Unfortunately one youngster threw up right in the middle of cell. Those who 
were still aware of their surroundings howled with disgust, kicked the man in the 
legs and the back, until he crawled into a corner close to the door. Even though 
the stench in the cell became almost unbearable, Thomas conditioned his mind 
and nose to the stink. Breathing through his mouth helped a bit.  

He had also practised his death stare during the night as several 
detainees tried to relieve him of his precious place on the bench. There was 
definitely something in his look and body language that told them it would not be 
a good idea to challenge him, because they left him alone. Even though the cell 
was overcrowded, Thomas did not for one minute relinquish his place on the 
bench, just far enough away from the reeking toilet and the door, slamming 
open against the wall at the most unexpected moments. Should anyone have 
tried to take his place by force, he would have broken their arms. The only time 
Thomas left the bench was when he needed a pee. He bribed the man next to 
him with one of his precious cigarettes, young Conrad Tsele had left him and to 
his amazement the bribe actually worked.  

Many of the detainees incarcerated during the night were released on 
Sunday morning, soon after the pitiful breakfast of bread and insipid coffee was 
served. But the steady stream of men joining him in the cell never let up. 

The faces varied between old and young, wrinkled and smooth, black, 
coloured and white, but mostly black. Thomas tried to keep his mind busy by 
observing the men’s interactions, but wasn’t succeeding too well. Apart from the 
fact that he couldn’t understand what they were saying to each other in their 
mother languages - Zulu, Xhosa, Pedi or whatever - he was on an emotional 
rollercoaster, veering from rational thoughts, to despair, to soaring hope and 
back again. Every minute he spent in the cell took its toll on him. Thomas tried 
to stay calm and focussed, convincing himself he would survive the ordeal until 
Monday morning, until he could make his rescue phone call, but as time went 
by his hopes dwindled more than they soared.  



What if he couldn’t get hold of his boss? What if Bienert was in a meeting 
and couldn’t take his call? What if his boss was not prepared to help him?  

The thoughts went round and round in his head. Every time he became 
too depressed, his sensei’s mantra saved him from going down into a dark hole: 
breathe in slowly, breathe out slowly, centre yourself and the rational thoughts 
would take over. 

He convinced himself that Bienert would take his call! His boss liked him, 
and Bienert had shown his compassionate side with other employees. His boss 
would help him! He would contact a lawyer and he would lend Thomas the 
money to pay for the lawyer’s service.  

There was no other option! 
Thomas could not see himself spending one day more than necessary in 

the holding cell. His nerves were frayed and his temper ran short. If he spent 
any more time amongst these criminals, he would surely turn into one, as he 
had almost done late Sunday afternoon.  

The door had banged open and a guard had appeared in the doorway, 
backed by another two uniformed men keeping a watchful eye on the prisoners. 
The first guard was holding a hosepipe in his hands. Thomas was a bit 
confused at the incongruent sight of a man in uniform with a hosepipe. Usually 
they swung a baton or pushed another detainee into the cell. The guard barked 
a few words Thomas didn’t understand, but noticed the men in the cell shuffling 
closer to the benches, pushing against the legs of the men sitting down, eliciting 
angry shouts and some hard shoves. Suddenly a stream of cold water spurted 
from the hosepipe. The guard squeezed the end of the hosepipe with his thumb 
and pointed the stream onto the concrete floor. Soon the cell was flooded with 
water. Thomas raised his feet to avoid the stream of water. The guard rinsed 
the floor of all the crap that had accumulated during the last two days. Dried 
vomit and urine flushed down the drain covered by a solidly mounted grid at the 
back of the room. The guard walked further into the cell and sprayed water over 
the filthy basin and the stinking toilet.  

Bile rose in Thomas’s throat as the stench rose from the ablutions. 
Having the arse of the man standing in front of him close to his face did not help 
very much and he fought hard not to throw up.  

A couple of minutes later the water stopped and the guards left the cell. 
The men sitting on the benches immediately started pushing at those who were 
cramping their space. Somehow, one detainee was shoved too hard. He slipped 
and fell onto his knees. His dirty jeans got wet and the tails of his red, open shirt 
trailed on the damp floor.  

Thomas did not understand what the man shouted, but he heard the 
anger in his voice. Red Shirt jumped to his feet and spun towards a short fat 
man sitting on the bench. Hands rose in the air and before Thomas could blink, 
Red Shirt had smashed his fist into Fatty’s face. Red Shirt tried to follow up with 
another punch, but was stopped by a burly guy sitting next to Fatty. Burly 
blocked the assault with his arm and swung a punch of his own, connecting with 
Red Shirt’s midriff. Red Shirt doubled over, but did not give up. He lifted his leg 
and kicked Burly sharply in the shin. Burly howled with pain. A moment later 
more fists and legs swung through the air. A punch caught Thomas on the 
cheekbone. For a moment he saw stars. As he shook his head to clear his 
vision, he saw another fist coming. Before it could connect with his face, 
Thomas was on his feet.  



There was no way to see who was hitting whom. The whole cell was a 
roiling mass of bodies. Thomas dished out punches, connected with jaws, 
noses and chests. He felt fists on his back and shoulders. Men were shouting, 
grunting and yelling. Suddenly, an arm was slung around Thomas’s neck. The 
man behind him pulled him backwards, cutting off his oxygen in the process. 

Ohhh no! This wasn’t going to happen. 
Thomas whipped his head back with full force, smashing it into the face 

of his opponent. He heard a soft crunch, a loud moan, and the pressure across 
his throat decreased. Thomas spun around and in turn put his arm around his 
assailant’s neck. He pulled his forearm against the man’s throat, effectively 
shutting off his air supply. The guy’s elbow rammed into Thomas’s ribs, making 
him grunt with pain. Red hot anger raged through Thomas.  

“You are not going to kill me, you bastard!” he panted. “We’ll see who’ll 
be alive at the end of this.” 

Thomas squeezed even harder, restraining the man in a classic strangle 
hold. 

The man kicked backwards, his heel connecting with Thomas’s shin. 
Searing pain shot up his leg. 

“Arsehole!” Thomas shouted, increasing the pressure around the guy’s 
throat. The man wriggled, bucked, kicked and jumped to get rid of his opponent, 
but Thomas held fast.  

Blood roared in Thomas’s ears and his vision clouded as he focussed on 
applying maximum pressure to the man’s throat. The guy clawed at Thomas’s 
forearm, desperately trying to free himself. Soon, the man’s arms started to flail 
and his legs buckled. 

Red, hot pain crossed Thomas’s shoulders. A baton danced across his 
back and hit his head. The pain was intense. To protect his body, he let go of 
the strangle hold and spun away from his foe.  

“Break it up!” a guard screamed, his baton flying from one man to the 
next. A total of five guards had entered the cell and were indiscriminately 
beating the detainees. 

“Break it up!” another guard shouted, hitting a man on the head. The skin 
broke and immediately blood spurted from the head wound. 

Thomas elbowed his way to the back of the cell, successfully avoiding 
most of the beatings. Men stood pressed against the benches, holding their 
arms above their heads, trying to hide behind other detainees figured to be 
taller or burlier, avoiding the vicious blows.  

The fight was over quickly.  
A couple of men were lying on the floor, groaning pitifully. Others were 

rubbing their ribs and arms to ease the pain. A few men tried to stench the 
blood flowing from their noses or from cuts above their eyes. 

With peace restored, the guards retreated from the cell and the 
detainees settled down. His death stare let Thomas reclaim his seat on the 
bench. 

Watching his fellow detainees through half-closed eyes, Thomas’s mind 
was in turmoil. Although he had been aware of the tension in the cell the entire 
time he had been locked up, he was stunned by the volatility of the atmosphere. 
The smallest incident sparked a full-on war. This hadn’t only been a brawl. He 
had the distinct impression the detainees had been out to kill each other. The 



men had attacked each other like animals, with a viciousness that bordered on 
out-of-control rage.  

It had been kill or be killed.  
And what about his own actions? Thomas hung his head in shame. He 

had been so caught up in the fight that he had lost control of himself.  
Did he really mean to kill the man who had attacked him?  
Thomas closed his eyes briefly, shaking his head. He could not believe 

his behaviour. These were not the actions of a mature, rational adult. He was 
supposed to stay calm and controlled, using reason and whit to defuse 
situations. He wasn’t an animal! He was not supposed to kill another human 
being!  

 
Thomas rubbed his tired eyes. He was worn out, having slept with only 

one eye closed, knowing very well that the slightest snarl could spark an 
explosion and he did not want to get caught in the middle again, being forced to 
make choices that would have dire consequences.  

The cell door opened and a guard appeared. Thomas lifted his head 
expectantly. This morning he had informed the first guard he had seen about his 
outstanding phone call. The guard had assured him he would pass on his 
request, but it was now mid-morning and nothing had happened so far. The 
guards had appeared at regular intervals to release detainees, but nobody had 
called his name.  

“Pearson! Thomas Pearson!” the guard barked. 
Thomas jumped to his feet. “Yes!” 
“Come with me.” 
Thomas rushed forward and made to step through the door when the tip 

of a baton stopped his journey short. 
“Not so fast,” a broad-shouldered guard commanded. 
In his haste Thomas had forgotten all about the procedures that had to 

be followed. 
He stepped slowly into the passage and meekly held up his hands. The 

guard snapped a pair of handcuffs around his wrists and only then was Thomas 
allowed to walk down the corridor towards the locked doors. 

As they passed the outside counter, Thomas noticed that it was very 
quiet. Only two people manned the desks and only one cop held a man by his 
arm. It looked like the weekend rush was over. 

The guard led Thomas back into the small, grimy room next to the 
counter. Thomas slumped down onto the plastic chair and grabbed the 
telephone receiver eagerly.  

Finally! Finally he could make his call! Finally he would get out of here! 
A wave of relief washed over him, almost making him faint.  
Freedom was just a few hours away. 
Holding the receiver tightly, his finger hovered over the keypad as he 

tried to remember the company’s switchboard number. Panic rose in him and 
his hands began to sweat. The receiver felt slippery and he almost dropped it 
on the table. 

Concentrate, he told himself silently. Concentrate! You’ve dialled it 
thousands of times. 

Thomas closed his eyes and to his relief the numbers appeared behind 
his lids like little white ghosts. 



Carefully, he punched the key pad on the telephone set. He didn’t want 
to make a mistake and lose his chance to regain his freedom. 

Pressing the receiver to his ear, Thomas heard the dial tone and after a 
few rings the line was picked up. 

“Steel Manufacturing Industries, good morning,” he was greeted chirpily. 
A smile spread across Thomas’s face. He recognised the receptionist’s 

voice instantly. 
“Good morning, Aimee. Thomas Pearson here,” he replied, keeping his 

voice even, not wanting to give her any hint of what this call was about. If she 
knew he was in dire straits, she would only want to know everything about it. 
This in turn would prolong the conversation unnecessarily and within a matter of 
hours the whole company would know about his misadventure. He did not want 
to spend the next few days answering questions from his colleagues. 

“Hello, Mr Pearson,” Aimee sang. “What can I do for you?” 
“I need to speak to Mr Bienert urgently,” he told her. 
Always efficient, she said, “One moment, please. I’ll put you through.” 
Thomas knew very well she could not connect the call to Bienert directly, 

but that it would end up with his secretary and he was right: a few moments 
later Sabine picked up. 

“Mr Bienert’s office, good morning,” he heard. 
“Good morning, Sabine,” Thomas greeted her. “It’s Thomas Pearson. I 

need to speak to Mr Bienert urgently.” 
“Let me see if he is available,” she replied. 
Before she could put him on hold, Thomas shouted, “Please, Sabine. He 

needs to take my call. It’s a matter of life and death.” 
He could almost see her perplexed expression. “A matter of life and 

death?” 
“Yes,” he pressed. “Please make sure he takes my call.” 
She hesitated for a brief moment. “Let me see what I can do.” 
The line went on hold.  
Thomas pressed the receiver against his ear, praying fervently for 

Bienert to pick up the call. Seconds ticked by and his mind went into overdrive.  
What if Bienert told Sabine he should call back? What if his boss was in 

an important meeting? What if the line was disconnected unintentionally? 
Thomas had no idea if it had taken seconds or minutes, but all of a 

sudden Sabine was back on the phone. 
“I’ll put you through.” 
Thomas breathed in deeply. “Thank you, Sabine.” 
“Enjoy your day,” she smiled and he heard the familiar clicks of the 

connection being transferred. 
“Bienert,” his boss barked into the phone. 
Thomas cringed at the harshness of Bienert’s tone. All at once he felt 

awkward.  
What was he doing calling his boss for help?  
Thomas blinked a few times nervously. What choice did he have? There 

was no one else. 
Taking his heart into both his hands, he said, “Good morning, Mr Bienert. 

It’s Thomas Pearson here.” 
“Yes, I know. What can I do for you?” 
“I am in a bit of a predicament,” Thomas stammered. 



“What kind of predicament?” 
Thomas pictured his boss sitting in his leather swivel chair behind his 

mahogany desk, keeping one eye on his computer screen while listening to 
Thomas. 

“You see ...,” he stumbled along. How was he supposed to explain what 
he wanted? 

“Mr Pearson,” he boss snapped. “I don’t have all day.” 
Thomas got a grip. “Sir, I need your help.” 
“Yes?” 
Thomas closed his eyes and the words started to spill out of his mouth. 

“I’ve been arrested and have spent the whole weekend in jail. I need a lawyer to 
bail me out, but I don’t have any money. I would like you to assist me.” 

There was a pregnant pause on the other end. 
“You have been arrested?” Disbelief resonated in Bienert’s voice. 
Thomas pushed the receiver against his ear so much it hurt. “Yes, sir.” 
“What for?” 
Here came the tricky part. Thomas’s eyes travelled along the walls of the 

dingy room looking for inspiration. How was he supposed to explain his 
situation?  

“Pearson?” 
The graffiti on the walls did not help him find an answer.  
Thomas took a deep breath. “I’ve been falsely accused of murder.” 
There was another pause. 
“And you need what from me?” 
“I would like you to lend me money and contact a lawyer so that I can get 

out of here. I assure you Mr Bienert, the accusations are totally false.” 
Thomas felt heat rising in his cheeks. This was so embarrassing and 

humiliating. 
“Please, sir,” he begged. “I’ve been stuck in here since Friday. I have no 

one else to contact.” 
There was another pause, a very long pause. 
“Mr Bienert? Are you still there?” 
Bienert cleared his throat. “Mr Pearson, I don’t think the company can 

help you.” 
Thomas thought his heart would stop. “What are you saying?” he 

stammered. 
“I am saying that the company will not be able to assist you,” Bienert 

replied. 
“But, Sir ...” 
“I don’t think you understand your situation,” Bienert continued. “If we 

help you, then we have to help every other one of our employees who finds 
himself in such situation. And as you know, people talk. We would like very 
much to avoid being involved in such incidents. Our reputation in the market 
place is very important to us.” 

Thomas grew ice cold. Bienert had refused to help him! His hope of 
getting out of jail was flying out of the door.  

He tried once more. “Mr Bienert, I do understand what you are saying, 
but I am not like every other employee of your company. I’ve been loyal to you 
and your company. I would never tell another soul that you helped me. I also 



would pay you back every cent that you lend me. Please, sir. None of this is my 
fault. I’ve got no one else to turn to.” 

Thomas heard a heavy sigh. “I am sorry, Mr Pearson, but I can’t help 
you. Good luck and good bye.” 

The line went dead. Thomas stared blindly at the wall opposite him.  
His boss wasn’t going to help him! Bienert had declined his request! His 

boss had turned his back on him!  
A low groan escaped his throat. What was he going to do? What on earth 

was he going to do? 
“Hey,” the guard called. “Are you finished?” 
Thomas looked up at the man standing next to him. 
“He’s not going to help me,” he mumbled. 
The guard raised an eyebrow. “Happens.” 
Slowly, Thomas replaced the receiver. “What am I going to do now?” 

Thomas put his elbows on the table and clasped his face tiredly. 
“Hey, man. You can always get an appointed lawyer,” the guard offered. 
Thomas turned his head. “What do you mean?” 
The guard shrugged. “If you don’t have money, the court appoints a 

lawyer for you.” 
Hope raised its head. “You mean there is still a chance that I can get out 

of here?” 
“I didn’t say that,” the guard replied cautiously. “I only said that the court 

appoints a lawyer.” 
Thomas nodded. He understood. There was no guarantee he would 

leave this place soon, but he would be entitled to legal assistance. 
“How do I get a court appointed lawyer?” 
The guard pursed his lips. “I can get someone to make the call for you.” 
“And you would do that for me?” 
“Sure.” 
A wave of relief surged through Thomas. Slowly, he got up from his chair 

and a small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. 
“What’s your name?” Thomas asked.  
“Officer Mngomezulu,” the guard replied. 
“Officer Mngomezulu. Would you please arrange for a court appointed 

lawyer?”  
The guard nodded. Thomas held out his shackled hands. “Let’s shake on 

it.” 
Officer Mngomezulu shook his hand. 
“When will I hear from this lawyer?” 
“Don’t know. They take their time. Overworked and all that.” 
“But you will make the call?” Thomas asked apprehensively. 
Officer Mngomezulu nodded. “Yeah. I’ll ask someone to make the call.” 
 



06 
  

 
 
 

Sybil switched on her computer and while waiting for it to run up, she 
walked to the kitchen behind the typist pool to get herself a cup of coffee. The 
last two days had been extremely hectic, squeezing three new clients in 
between six meetings and two court appearances. Her schedule was so busy 
that she hardly had time to breathe. As a result, she had left the office late every 
evening, only to take bundles of paperwork home. 

Back in her office Sybil slumped into her chair and clicked on her e-mail 
inbox. In rapid succession the messages scrolled down the screen. As number 
thirty slid past, Sybil groaned softly, but the e-mails kept on coming. She took a 
sip of coffee waiting for the avalanche to stop. Hopefully, more than half of the 
messages were spam and she could delete them immediately. Although the 
firm’s IT department had installed various filters, spam e-mails still slipped 
through. Senders had become very creative, being specific in their subject 
headers and using a different address every time they sent out one of their e-
mails, so that one couldn’t block a subject line or sender universally. 

Putting her cup on the desk, Sybil leaned forward and began scanning 
her messages, prioritising them according to urgency, importance and issue. 
Three quarters up, she saw an e-mail with the title, “Correctional Facilities 
Visits”. 

What on earth was that about? 
Curious, Sybil double-clicked on the mail and scanned the text, which 

turned out to be an invitation to a meeting with her colleague Tsholofelo Pinto 
regarding the assigned prison visits. 

Oh my God! She’d totally forgotten about the prisons. She’d been so 
busy that the assignment had totally slipped her mind. 

Damn! 
She scrolled further down, checking when she was supposed to meet Ms 

Pinto. Wednesday at 15h00 in her office.  
Oh Lord! Today was Wednesday! 
Sybil checked her calendar for pending appointments. There was a 

meeting scheduled for 10h00 with a new client, and another one at 13h30 for a 
follow-up session with another client. She looked at the mountains of papers on 
her desk trying to discern which one needed her immediate attention, and which 
pile could wait for another day.  

Damn!  
She really didn’t have time for that stupid assignment. There was so 

much work to do! Why on earth had they picked her? What had she done wrong 
that she’d been chosen? 

Sybil closed her eyes in frustration, her head spinning. 
Wasn’t there any way she could duck this one? 
A moment later, she shook her head despondently. 
There was no way out. The Managing Partner had spoken her name and 

everyone in the boardroom had heard it. There was no chance she could plead 
inexperience, because he’d pointed out that it was the junior members of the 
firm who handled this task. Begging for mercy because she had too much on 



her plate would also not work – everyone in the firm had lots of cases to attend 
to. And, anyway, who was she to defy an assignment handed out by the 
Managing Partner of the firm?  

Sybil took a deep breath, drumming her fingers on her desk. 
She had absolutely no idea what she was supposed to accomplish. Yes, 

she knew they had to visit the prisons, but how was she to go about it? Where 
would she start? Who would she contact? How did it all work?  

This was such nonsense. 
After pondering her plight for a few more minutes, Sybil finally came up 

with an idea. 
When in doubt, ask someone! The person who would know more about 

these prison visits was in all likelihood her boss. 
Resolutely, she picked up her notepad and pen, got up from her chair 

and walked out of her office. 
 
Sybil knocked on the open door. “Morning, Sven. Do you have a few 

minutes?” 
Sven Fisher looked up, let go of his mouse and leaned back in his black 

leather chair when he saw Sybil standing in his doorway 
“Come in,” he said. “Have a seat.” 
Sybil walked into his carpeted office and sat down in front of his huge 

desk, which was loaded with papers and books. 
Fisher scrutinised her for a few moments. “Why so miserable?” he 

eventually asked. 
Sybil dropped her notepad on his desk. “You know this assignment I’m 

supposed to do?” 
Fisher frowned at her. “Which one? Masinga’s retrenchment or 

Moodley’s discrimination case?” 
She shook her head. “No, none of those. The prison one.” 
“Aahh,” he breathed. “What about it?” 
“I’m not really sure what it is all about. I have no idea where to start or 

who to go to, and now Ms Pinto has invited me to a meeting.” Sybil took a deep 
breath. “Who is Ms Pinto anyway that the upper echelon has decided that we 
should work together?” 

Fisher raised an eyebrow at her question. 
“Alright,” he said after a moment. “Let me tell you what little I know about 

Ms Pinto.” He paused, a small frown creasing his forehead. “She started with 
the firm about the same time as you did. Her colleagues respect her. Apparently 
she works very hard, keeps to herself, has excellent knowledge of patent law 
and is more than willing to learn. As far as I can remember, she had one of the 
highest bar exam pass marks. She interned with one of our biggest competitors 
and quite a few other firms were very interested in her, but she chose us.” 

Sybil instinctively got her back up, not liking it at all that another junior 
member of the firm was regarded this highly.  

She had finished her bar exam within the top ten percent of all 
candidates. She also worked hard and was very well liked by her colleagues. 
Her expertise was growing day by day, and her case load, entrusted to her by 
her boss proved that point. What was patent law anyway? She dealt with real 
people and real issues every day and did not shuffle paperwork. 

Her expression must have betrayed her, because Fisher smiled. 



“I know what you are thinking,” he said, “but Ms Pinto deserves your 
respect. Just because she works in patent law doesn’t mean she is a lesser 
advocate.” 

“I didn’t say anything,” Sybil said sulkily.  
Fisher’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “I know you are very 

competitive, but there is space for both of you in this firm.“ 
Sybil brushed an imaginary piece of fluff off her blouse. Her boss was 

right. Ms Pinto was no real competition. Her colleague worked in the patent law 
division and Sybil was a labour advocate. There was space for both of them. 

She forced a small smile. “It’s just that I am totally annoyed by this 
assignment. My desk is flooded with work. I can’t squeeze in another 
appointment because my diary is so full, and now I have to participate in these 
prison visits. I really don’t have the time.” 

Fisher steepled his fingers. “Unfortunately for you, you will have to make 
time. There is no way around it. The gods have spoken.” 

Sybil pulled on her bottom lip. So this was it. No mercy from her boss.  
“It’s not that bad,” Fisher consoled her. “And it will be an experience.” 
“But I don’t even know where to start,” Sybil complained. 
Fisher grinned broadly. “How about you meet Miss Pinto this afternoon 

and maybe together you can come up with a plan?” 
Sybil scowled. “I thought you might give me some hints on how to go 

about this whole thing, instead of me having to attend this meeting.” 
Fisher laughed out loud. “I can’t help you, my girl.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because I’ve never been tasked with this particular assignment.” 
Sybil groaned loudly. “So you’ve never visited the prisons?” 
“No,” Fisher chuckled. “I’ve never been that lucky. I wouldn’t have the 

foggiest idea where to start, same as you.” His expression became serious. “I 
suggest you really go to this meeting and see what Ms Pinto has come up with. 
Maybe she has found someone who gave her some pointers.” 

Doubt was written all over Sybil’s face. “You think so?” 
“It’s worth a try.” 
Sybil spun her pen between her fingers. “I’ll really look the fool when I get 

there. I have no information whatsoever. I have no clue where to begin, who to 
contact, what to ask ...” 

“Stop being so proud,” Fisher scolded her gently. “You can’t know 
everything and sometimes it does no harm to ask questions and listen.” 

 
At 14h45 Sybil made her way to the patent division. Seeing that she had 

no information to provide, at least she wasn’t going to be late. She found Ms 
Pinto’s office easily enough. Her door was open and Sybil quickly checked out 
the decor. With satisfaction she noted that Ms Pinto’s office was not one bit 
better appointed than her own. There was a desk and a high backed swivel 
chair, two visitor’s chairs, no fancy paintings on the walls, and only one window.  

Sybil knocked on the doorframe. “Ms Pinto?” 
Tsholofelo Pinto lifted her head and looked at Sybil with a slightly 

puzzled expression. 
“Sybil Watts. You asked for a meeting at 15h00.” 
“Ohh, yes.” There was no welcoming smile, but she waved her hand. 

“Please come in and have a seat.” 



Sybil walked into Pinto’s office and sat down on one of the visitor chairs, 
placing her notepad on her lap. 

She studied the other woman from under half closed eyelids. Even sitting 
down, Sybil noticed that Pinto was very tall and slender. Today, her hair was 
braided in a complicated pattern, pulled back from her finely featured face. She 
was dressed impeccably in a dark pant suit and white blouse, and as was 
required by the firm, no jewellery on her fingers. 

“Thank you for coming,” Pinto said. 
Sybil gave her a nod. 
Pinto pulled a folder from under a pile of paper and handed it across the 

desk. Sybil took it cautiously. 
“I’ve done some research,” Pinto explained, all business. “I also had the 

opportunity to talk to someone who’s done this assignment before.” 
Sybil’s expression darkened. 
Damn! This woman was one step ahead of her. 
A moment later she mentally shrugged her shoulders. 
So what! If she’d had the time, she would have also found out about their 

assignment. Now Pinto had done all the work for her. 
“If you want to go through the folder,” Pinto suggested with raised 

eyebrows. 
Sybil opened the file, finding several bundles of paper stapled together. 
Pinto opened her own binder. “As you can see, I’ve requested and 

received the questionnaire from the Human Rights Commission. They indicated 
that a similar sample of prisoners, meaning similar age, Black, White, Coloured, 
Indian, is to be requested at each facility and that the same questions must be 
asked in order to get a complete picture.” 

Sybil cleared her throat. “What ratio are we talking about?” 
“I guess you mean race ratio?” Pinto asked coldly. 
Sybil did not look up from her papers, forcing Pinto to answer her own 

question. 
“I assume they want the same ratio as represented in each Province, 

which means six Blacks, two Coloureds, one Indian and one White. I’ve printed 
out the latest demographics from the South African Statistics web site, if you 
want to have a look.”  

Sybil shuffled through the folder until she found the respective sheet.  
“Who selects the candidates?” she wanted to know. 
Pinto folded her hands. “That’s up to the warden. As you know, we don’t 

know who is incarcerated and he is the best person to choose.” 
Sybil scribbled a note on her document. 
“So they want us to interview men and women?” 
“Yes,” Pinto replied tersely. 
“How big is the sample?” 
“Ten men and five women for each correctional facility.” 
Sybil let out a groan. “Christ! This means we have to spend the whole 

day at the prison.” 
Pinto did not comment, only shoving the statistic back in between her 

other papers. 
Sybil scanned some of the questions the HRC wanted them to ask: date 

of birth; place last lived; siblings, parents; crime committed; when last seen by a 
lawyer, private or court appointed representation, how many times visited, 



quality of advice given; cell conditions, bed, mattress, sheet, pillow; bathroom 
facilities including how many times the prisoner was allowed to shower; food 
quantity, quality and frequency; treatment by warden; visitors, friends, family, 
acquaintances, and so on. 

“The next sheet lists the correctional facilities in the various provinces,” 
Pinto said. 

Sybil paged over and found a long list of prison names, including 
physical addresses and contact details. A number of the institutions’ names 
rang a bell, like Ebongweni in Kokstad, Pretoria Central, Baviaanspoort, Bethal 
and Pollsmoor, but others she couldn’t place. 

Sybil’s eyes widened considerably as she turned over the page. “How 
many correctional facilities are there?” 

“If I counted correctly, there are eighty-three prisons we have to visit,” 
Pinto replied smugly. 

Sybil looked up sharply. She started hating this woman’s attitude. 
“I’ve also made a suggestion about the order in which we should visit the 

correctional facilities. I think it’s best that we start in Gauteng and work our way 
around the country.” 

Sybil stared at the next sheet. Krugersdorp prison was right on top, then 
Leeuwkop, and after that Johannesburg Medium Correctional Facility. The list 
carried on and on. 

Sybil looked up with utter dismay. “How on earth are we going to manage 
to visit them all?” 

There was still no smile on Pinto’s gorgeous black face. “I drew up a time 
line. We can see two correctional facilities a week and then when we travel to 
the other provinces, we can make it three, so as not to waste any time.” 

“Whoa,” Sybil raised her hand. “Hang on here. I don’t have that much 
time available. I can’t visit two or three prisons a week. What about all my other 
work?” 

Pinto raised an eyebrow. “What else are we going to do? We have to see 
them all in the time period specified.” She dropped her folder on her desk: her 
first sign of being human. “I also don’t have the time and it throws me out totally, 
but there is no other way.” 

Sybil rolled her eyes.  
“Believe me,” Pinto scowled, “I do not have a great desire to see the 

inside of a prison.” 
Sybil’s ears pricked up. 
“Bad experience?” she probed carefully.  
Pinto’s eyes became cold. “Sort of.” 
Sybil tilted her head, waiting for Pinto to continue, but her face closed off. 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Her tone did not allow any further enquiry. 
Sybil got the message, but her interest was piqued.  
So, in spite of her cool and collected manner, this woman was 

harbouring secrets. Sybil promised herself she would find out what Pinto was 
hiding in due time, but for the moment she let the issue go. Instead she asked, 
“When do you want to start?” 

Pinto drew a breath. “The sooner the better. I really want to get this over 
and done with so that I can carry on with my work.” 

Sybil nodded. Pinto had expressed her exact sentiments. 



“I thought we could start next week. Does Tuesday suit you? We can 
meet up at the Krugersdorp correctional facility in the morning. I’ll make the 
necessary calls.” 

Sybil thought for a moment, mentally running through her busy schedule, 
but there was no way around it. They had to start sometime and Tuesday was 
as good a day as any other. 

“That’s fine by me. I’ll meet you at 08h00 at the prison.” Gathering her 
folder and notepad, she got up from her chair. 

“Thanks for organising everything,” she said graciously. “If there is a 
change in plan, please let me know.” 

Pinto nodded in return. “See you next week.” 
 
Thomas opened his eyes. He’d nodded off for a little while. Leaning 

forward, wrists on his knees and head bowed, he tried not to despair. He was 
the only one left in the cell. Every time the door had been opened over the last 
three days, he had looked up with hope, expecting to be called out to meet a 
court appointed lawyer, but nothing had happened. He had asked the guards - 
and there always seemed to be a new one - to make sure that he was going to 
meet up with a lawyer. Every time they had assured him they would take care of 
it, but nothing had materialised.  

Thomas lifted his hand to his face, feeling thick stubble on his cheeks. 
He was still wearing the same clothes he’d worn when he was arrested. His 
shirt was stained, his pants shone with grime, and he stank. Although he had 
washed his face over the basin and rubbed a finger across his teeth, he wished 
for a hot shower and a toothbrush more than anything else. He looked and 
smelled like a homeless man down in the gutter. 

A ray of sunshine tickled his skin and he moved further along the wooden 
bench. There was nothing to do in the cell; nothing to pass the time, no one to 
talk to, and nobody to share his plight. He’d read all the graffiti written, smeared 
and scratched into and onto the walls. He’d counted the names and dates of 
detainees who’d been held in the cell. He’d grouped them into patterns; he’d 
tried to discern what race group they belonged to; were there more Blacks than 
Coloureds? He’d sorted them alphabetically, he’d tried to visualise their families 
outside these four walls, and he’d created imaginary life stories for them.  

When his mind started to spin into a dark hole, he had started to 
exercise. He measured time by watching the shadows cast by the metal bars on 
the window. Whenever a shadow reached a particular point, he would get up 
and start walking: fifty times from one end of the cell to the other with deliberate 
steps. Next came push-ups. Fifty of them, slow and restrained. In the beginning 
he was reluctant to place his hands on the dirty floor, but his sanity was more 
important to him and he relented. He sat on the cold concrete, hooked his 
calves on the bench and did one hundred sit-ups, clenching his stomach 
muscles and feeling the strain in his belly. Finally, he recalled the slow 
controlled moves of his martial arts training. Standing with his knees bent and 
his feet slightly apart, he reconstructed the classic positions with his hands and 
arms. He was very rusty, but the more he tried, the more he remembered.  

Thomas was so engrossed in one of his exercises that he didn’t hear the 
bolt slide back on the door, and he jumped with fright as it banged against the 
wall.  

“Pearson,” the guard bellowed. 



Thomas looked the man over, but did not recognise him. Another new 
one. 

“Pearson,” the guard shouted again. “Come here.” 
Thomas took a cautious step toward the door. 
“Hold your hands out.” 
Sudden hope surged through Thomas. “Am I going to see my lawyer?” 

he asked breathlessly. 
The guard pulled out a pair of handcuffs. 
“Is my lawyer here to see me?” 
The guard did not reply; instead, he snapped on the cuffs and pulled 

them tight.  
“Get moving.”  
Thomas walked eagerly to the door and into the passage, turning 

towards the exit doors, but the guard pulled him back. 
“We are not going out there.” 
Bewildered, Thomas looked at the guard. “I thought I’m going to see my 

lawyer.” 
The guard shook his head. 
No lawyer! Once again no lawyer. Disappointment flooded Thomas, 

threatening to crush him. Was he destined to spend the rest of his life in the 
holding cell? He took a few deep breaths to steady himself. He couldn’t give up, 
he couldn’t let go. There was always hope and didn’t the guard ask him to leave 
the cell? 

Thomas straightened his shoulders. “If you are not taking me to see a 
lawyer, then where are you taking me?” 

“To Sun City,” the guard replied curtly. 
“Sun City?” Thomas asked in disbelief. Sun City was a casino resort 

situated past Hartebeespoort Dam in the Rustenburg area, about a two hour 
drive from Johannesburg. 

The guard cackled loudly. 
Thomas became instantly suspicious. Something was fishy here. Why 

would the guard take him from a holding cell at the Johannesburg police station 
to Sun City, a casino resort?  

Thomas slowed his steps. “Where exactly are you taking me?” 
The guard pushed him from behind. “I told you, you are going to Sun 

City.” 
Thomas resisted the shove. “Sun City is a casino resort, with hotels, a 

golf course and the famous Valley of the Waves.” 
This time it was the guard’s turn to slow down. “Not that Sun City,” he 

replied. 
“What Sun City are you referring to?” 
The guard shrugged his shoulders. “Johannesburg Medium Correctional 

Facility, of course.” 
Thomas planted his feet firmly on the concrete, refusing to move one 

more metre. “You are taking me to Johannesburg prison?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Why?” Thomas stuttered. 
The guard gave him a hard shove. “We need to clear the cells. Can’t 

have anyone in here.” 
Thomas tried to resist the pushes which came in rapid succession. 



“You can’t take me to Johannesburg prison,” he protested. “I haven’t 
even been charged yet. I haven’t been interviewed properly and I haven’t seen 
a lawyer since you locked me up.” 

The guard shrugged his shoulders. “You can complain at the other side. 
I’ve got my orders. You are to be transferred to Sun City today.” 

“You can’t do that,” Thomas shouted. “I’ve got rights.” 
The guard gave him another shove and Thomas saw red.  
He wasn’t going anywhere and especially, not to Johannesburg prison. 

The holding cell was bad enough, but being incarcerated in a real prison was 
out of the question. 

He slammed his elbow into the guard’s gut, making the man groan 
loudly. Turning his body sideways, he readied himself to swing his cuffed hands 
up into a perfect upper cut, but before he could execute the punch, he felt a 
searing pain across his shoulders.  

“You are assaulting an officer!” someone shouted. 
The baton hit Thomas’s kidneys and he arched his back, only to feel the 

baton across his shoulders again.  
His guard had recovered from the elbow jab and lifted his hand. There 

was nothing Thomas could do to avoid the oncoming fist, and it ended up on his 
nose. Burning pain shot into his brain and he saw stars for the moment. 
Staggering back, he held his face in his hands, feeling the blood run over his 
lips and down his chin. He was sure the guard had broken his nose.  

Bloody bastards! His eyes swimming with tears, he glared from one man 
to the next.  

They’d surprised him. If he had seen the other guard, he would have 
been able to take them both out. 

“Are you coming voluntarily, or must we carry you out? Your choice,” his 
guard offered maliciously. 

Thomas looked at the second guard, a chubby short man, who slapped 
his baton into the palm of his hand.  

He quickly assessed the situation.  
What chance did he have against these two? His hands were cuffed and 

he had no weapons. If he were to attack them, they would make mince meat out 
of him within a few minutes and he would still end up in Sun City. The better 
option was to walk out of there and to keep his wits about him. 

Thomas spat some blood onto the floor. “I’ll go voluntarily.” 
His guard nodded, but kept his distance. “Good choice.” 
Flanking him, they marched him to the end of the hallway where they 

unlocked a metal door. Thomas stepped into an indistinguishable passage. 
Before they continued their walk, Chubby locked the door behind them. After 
the three men had passed another four sets of doors, they approached an 
enclosed platform. On the one side was a booth, its windows protected by 
burglar bars. On the other side it opened up on to a loading bay, closed off by a 
sturdy set of metal sliding gates. Down below, in the loading bay stood a police 
van, its rear parked close to the concrete steps, with its doors wide open. 

Thomas walked onto the platform and breathed in deeply.  
Air! Fresh air, smelling of grease and petrol exhaust, but it was air and 

not the stench of the holding cell. He lifted his face and caught the sunshine on 
his bearded skin. Half closing his eyes, he revelled in its warmth, not wanting to 
lose the feeling. 



Out of the corner of his eye, Thomas watched his guard walk towards the 
booth and press a red button. The sound of a shrill bell shattered the silence. A 
window slid open and the gaunt face of another guard appeared. 

“Is this the last one?” 
Thomas’s guard nodded. “Yep. All cells are cleared.” 
“Don’t forget his paperwork,” Gaunt Face said, shoving a brown folder 

through the bars. 
Thomas’s guard opened the folder and quickly flipped through its pages. 

“Seems to be all here.”  
“Why shouldn’t it be?” Gaunt Face snapped. 
“Just saying.” 
The guard turned and walked over to the gate. “Come on, Joseph,” he 

shouted over his shoulder. “Open the gate. Let’s get this over with. I’m missing 
lunch.” 

Thomas heard a buzzing sound, but the gate didn’t open.  
“What’s wrong?” his guard called. “Is it broken again?” 
Thomas prayed silently, hoping the gate was stuck so that they wouldn’t 

be able to get out. Then they would have to take him back to the holding cell 
and goodbye to Sun City.  

Gaunt Face activated the locking system again, but the gate didn’t 
budge. “For fuck’s sake,” his guard shouted. “When will they fix this damn 
thing?” 

“You know it worked before,” Gaunt Face shouted back. “Just move it 
with your hands.” 

Disappointed, Thomas watched as his guard unhooked a latch and 
manhandled the heavy gate. He moved it to one side so that there was enough 
space for them to get through.  

Damn! Damn! Was there no reprieve for him? Was he really going to 
prison? 

Before he could muster another serious bout of resistance, his guard 
pushed Thomas through the gap and further onto the platform. 

“Get moving,” he growled.  
Thomas reluctantly took another few steps forward.  
“Do you have to be so difficult?” the guard snarled. “You’re not going to 

your execution.” 
Thomas pulled a sour face. That’s what the guard believed. But he felt as 

if he was being executed. His life was slipping away from him. Once he was 
locked up in the Johannesburg prison, what chances were there for him to 
regain his freedom? 

Losing his patience, the guard prodded him painfully in his already 
bruised kidneys. “Get going. I don’t have all day!” 

To avoid any more painful stabs, Thomas climbed down the concrete 
steps. He walked towards the open police van, past a skinny black officer who 
grinned gleefully. 

The baton on his back prevented Thomas from wiping the grin off the 
skinny man’s face. 

“Get in,” his guard told him. 
Resigning himself to his fate, Thomas held onto a panel and pulled 

himself up into the semi-dark van. To his surprise, it was already occupied by 



four other men. Hesitating slightly, he slumped onto a bench mounted against 
the inside of the van.  

“This is the last one,” his guard announced. “They are all yours.” 
The skinny driver gave him a mock salute. “We’ll deliver them safely.” 
His guard grinned slimily. “Enjoy.” 
The driver slammed the doors closed and locked them from the outside. 

A moment later, the engine started and the van moved forward. 
Thomas checked out the four men in the back of the van. Next to him sat 

a middle-aged black man. His cuffed hands were folded on his knees and his 
head was bowed. On the opposite bench were three more prisoners: two black 
men and a coloured guy.  

The van stopped abruptly and Thomas was thrown hard against his 
neighbour. 

“Sorry,” he mumbled, but the man did not react. 
Finding his balance again, he looked up. The coloured guy grinned 

cheerfully at him, revealing a huge gap where his two front teeth were missing.  
The van turned a corner and Thomas almost slid off the bench, catching 

himself at the last second. 
For crying out loud! Didn’t the driver know how to drive? 
The van once again came to a sudden halt. Thomas bumped again into 

the man sitting next to him on the bench. 
A sudden cackle made Thomas look up at the coloured guy. 
“It’s fun, isn’t it?” the man grinned toothlessly. 
Thomas grimaced. The guy was obviously on drugs. There was no fun 

sitting in this dark hole and being knocked around. 
“They always do that,” the coloured guy cackled. “It’s almost as good as 

a rollercoaster.” 
“Shut the fuck up!” the black man on Thomas’s right snarled, punching 

the coloured guy hard in the chest. 
He groaned loudly and the grin disappeared from his face. It seemed as 

if he shrunk into himself. 
Thomas looked at the black guy more carefully. His head was shaven 

and shone in the semi-darkness like a billiard ball. Menacing little eyes glared 
across the divide and his full lips were pressed tightly together. His dirty T-shirt 
stretched over broad shoulders and a barrel chest.  

Thomas decided that this guy was definitely not to be messed with.  
The van lurched forward and Thomas lost his balance again, involuntarily 

touching the knees of the second black man. 
“Yoh,” the guy snarled. “Keep your fucking hands to yourself.” 
Thomas shuffled his backside back onto the bench, angrily looking for a 

handhold in the interior.  
How the hell did these guys manage to stay in their seats? Only their 

upper bodies moved when the van swerved around corners or came to a 
sudden halt.  

Thomas squinted at their positions and then he saw why. They had their 
ankles hooked around the crossbars mounted on the floor that held up the 
benches. 

Seemed like these guys weren’t taking this ride for the first time. 
Quickly Thomas wedged his feet behind a steel rod on either side of him, 

sharing the middle one with the black man sitting next to him. As the van raced 



around another corner, Thomas grunted loudly, but held his place. 
Unintentionally he glanced at the black guy opposite him, who gave him a 
begrudging nod. Thomas did not acknowledge his approval. 

Bloody hell! He didn’t need praise from a convict.  
The torturous ride soon came to end. The van stopped for the last time 

and the engine was turned off. He heard bolts slide back and the doors opened. 
“Out,” the skinny driver shouted. 
All five men stepped out of the van and lined up on the tarmac behind the 

vehicle. Thomas craned his neck to see where they were. 
On two sides high concrete walls, adorned with barbed wire, cut him off 

from the outside world, and a huge gate closed off the rear. All that was visible 
was a patch of blue sky above him.  

Two guards appeared on either side of the van, their faces grim and their 
batons at the ready. 

“Move,” Skinny shouted. 
The first man shuffled forward past the van and the rest followed meekly. 

They were herded towards a wide metal door set in a solid concrete wall. One 
of the guards pressed a button and the door clicked open. One after the other 
they stepped into the brightly lit building. As they stopped in front of another 
metal gate, the guard behind them pulled the outside door closed. Another 
buzzer sounded and the metal gate rolled back. Walking forward they found 
themselves in a wide corridor. Several guards watched them approach, their 
alert eyes never leaving the new arrivals. The five men were marched through 
another gate and along a short passage. Yet another guard unlocked a metal 
gate from the inside, stepping aside to let the small group enter the processing 
area. 

A counter ran along the one side of the room and cheap plastic chairs 
were lined up against the opposite wall. Fluorescent light flickered from the 
ceiling and the air was stale. 

Skinny stepped up to the counter and slapped five folders onto its 
scratched surface. 

“They are all yours,” he announced 
As the guard on duty approached the counter, his enormous body 

wobbled and swayed like jelly in a bowl. Huge sweat stains circled his armpits 
and the waistband disappeared beneath the thick fold of fat hanging over his 
trousers. 

Mammoth Jelly wiped beads of sweat from his fleshy upper lip. “I guess 
your job’s done.” 

Skinny nodded happily. “Yep. Until next week.”  
“Lucky bastard.” 
“Don’t be jealous,” Skinny taunted.  
“Get out of here,” Mammoth Jelly said, waving his hand dismissively. 
Skinny did not have to be told twice. Swiftly he walked to the door, where 

a guard unlocked the gates from the other side. Thomas’s eyes followed 
Skinny’s exit longingly. 

His attention was drawn back to Mammoth Jelly behind the counter, who 
was thumping through the folders. 

“Hey, Sekhaolela,” he called. “You can take these three. They’ve been 
here before.” 



A guard, his uniform crisply ironed, walked up to the counter and took the 
folders from his colleague. 

Mammoth Jelly skimmed through the remaining two files. 
“Malete,” he said. “You can have this one to process. I’ll take the whitey.” 
Leaving one folder on the counter, Mammoth Jelly waved Thomas 

forward. 
“Come with me,” he ordered, his huge body wobbling past the counter. 
Thomas stood rooted to the spot. “Where are we going?” 
With a huff, Mammoth Jelly stopped and turned around. “I’m going to 

process you.” 
Thomas shook his head. 
Mammoth Jelly tilted his head, the folds around his neck squishing from 

his shirt collar.  
Staring defiantly at the guard, Thomas did not move. 
Mammoth Jelly took a few steps forward, until he was face-to-face with 

Thomas. 
“You don’t want any trouble, do you?” 
Breathing in a cloud of sweaty odour, Thomas squinted at Mammoth 

Jelly. His eyes travelled further down and stopped at a badge pinned to the 
man’s uniform. Mammoth Jelly’s name was Kabelo Masoga. 

Thomas shook his head. “No,” he said quietly. “I don’t want any trouble, 
but I don’t belong here.” 

Masoga’s head snapped back and he bellowed a laugh. “That’s what 
they all say.” 

Thomas raised his hands pleadingly. “Officer Masoga. I really don’t 
belong here. I haven’t been interviewed properly; I haven’t been charged with 
anything; I haven’t even seen a lawyer ...” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Masoga interrupted him. 
Momentarily stumped, Thomas just stared at the guard. 
“I’m not here to decide if you belong or not,” Masoga said soothingly, as 

if talking to a child throwing a temper tantrum. “I’m here to process you.” 
Thomas shook his head vigorously. “But you can’t do that. I haven’t done 

anything.” 
Masoga raised an eyebrow. “Your file says you are here for murder.” 
“But I haven’t killed anyone.” 
“It says so in the file.” 
Thomas took a deep breath. “I want to see a lawyer.” 
Taking a step back, Masoga smiled at him depreciatingly. “I’ll put in a 

request.” 
“A request is not good enough,” Thomas complained. “I want to see a 

lawyer, now.” 
The guard lowered his head. “So, you are going to make trouble?”  
Masoga flicked his wrist and in an instant two more guards were standing 

next to him, batons at their sides. 
Thomas looked from one man to the next, taking in their broad shoulders 

and blank faces. Could he fight them? His eyes came to rest on Masoga and his 
huge form. The officer’s eyes glinted with anticipation. Thomas guessed he 
would be squashed to death just by Masoga falling on him. The massive man 
only had to let go and Thomas would be flat as a flounder, and if he read the 



guard’s expression correctly, Masoga was only waiting for him to make a wrong 
move. 

Thomas’s shoulders slumped. 
So this is how it was to be. Masoga was not going to call a lawyer and if 

he tried to resist the guards, they would beat him to a pulp. It looked like he had 
no way to get himself out of there. Was there no hope for him? 

Disappointed he looked at Masoga. “Will you at least put a request in for 
me?” 

Masoga shrugged. “Sure. It’s nothing to me.” 
Thomas nodded, but he was not convinced the officer would follow 

through.  
Sensing Thomas’s capitulation, Masoga stepped to the side and waved 

at his two colleagues, who turned and positioned themselves once again 
against the wall opposite the counter. 

Masoga stretched out an arm, pointing in the direction of a room situated 
at the other end of the processing area.  

Thomas followed the wobbling body and stepped through the open door. 
The spacious, but windowless room held a wooden table stacked with plastic 
baskets containing official looking forms and an oversized inkpad. A row of 
cheap plastic chairs was placed against one wall and a camera mounted on a 
tripod faced the other wall. 

Certain that Thomas wasn’t going anywhere, Masoga rummaged through 
various baskets. Eventually he found the form he was looking for and placed it 
on the table. To Thomas’s surprise, while checking the contents of his folders 
occasionally, Masoga completed the top part of the form very quickly. 

The officer opened the lid of the inkpad. “First we are going to fingerprint 
you,” he said. 

Not having much of a choice, Thomas held out his shackled hands. 
Masoga started with his right thumb, pressing it into the soft cushion filled with 
ink. With the liquid covering his thumb’s surface entirely, Masoga pushed 
Thomas’s finger onto a card, leaving Thomas’s print as a permanent mark in its 
designated space. 

Masoga repeated the process with all of Thomas’s fingers. Thomas’s 
heart sank, because each time he left a print on the card, his freedom slipped 
further away. It felt like a death sentence and when Masoga reached the ring 
finger on his left hand, Thomas tried to pull away.  

Enough he screamed silently. Enough! But Masoga held his hands tightly 
and finished inking his last two fingers. 

Wordlessly, Masoga handed him a rough paper towel to wipe his fingers. 
“Don’t get the stuff on your clothes,” he warned. “It won’t come out.” 
Thomas squinted at the huge man sadly. As if he needed to worry about 

his clothes at this point in his life. 
Masoga wobbled towards the camera. “Now we are going to take 

photos.” 
Reluctantly, Thomas stepped against the wall. Masoga handed him an 

A4 size piece of blackboard with his name and number scribbled on it in chalk. 
Masoga had his face pressed against the camera, looking through the 

view finder. “Put your back against the wall,” he directed.  
Thomas complied. 



“Yeah, that’s right,” Masoga grunted. “Lift your head and hold the board 
against your chest.” 

Thomas lifted the black board and a flash illuminated the room. 
“Turn to your right side. Shoulder against the wall and hold up your 

number.” 
Thomas did as he was told. Quiet despair filled him. With each 

completed step he felt more and more like a criminal, sucked up in the system 
never to be spat out again. 

Another flash lit up the room. 
“Now turn to the other side,” Masoga ordered. “Hold up the number and 

look straight ahead.” 
Thomas turned around. He clenched his jaws, trying to hold back his 

impending tears. His life was being stripped away and there was nothing he 
could do about it. Hopelessness invaded his core, leaving a dark, empty space 
within him.  
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The five new arrivals assembled once again in the processing area. 
Everyone was strangely quiet. A guard unlocked a metal gate from the other 
side and, like sheep, they followed him single file out of the hall into a broad 
passage. After a few minutes of turning left and right, they stopped in a room, its 
large window at the back covered with wire mesh.  

“Morning, Sylvester,” their guide greeted the man behind the mesh. 
A guard with a droopy eye looked up. 
“Morning, Sipho.” He scanned the five men. “Is this the last lot for this 

morning?” 
Sipho nodded a confirmation. 
Sylvester called over his shoulder, “Hey, we’ve got the last five. Get the 

stuff together.” 
He addressed the five men standing in front of his cage. “You can start 

stripping now.” 
Thomas thought he hadn’t heard right. Stripping? Why was he supposed 

to strip? 
The men around him muttered under their breath, but began slowly 

pulling at their tops. 
Thomas looked around for a change room, but there was none. They 

were standing in an open area.  
“What’s your problem, whitey?” Sipho asked. “Don’t you want to strip?” 
Thomas stared at him defiantly. He was not going to take his clothes off 

in front of all these men. It wasn’t as if he was shy or uncomfortable with his 
body; his dignity just would not allow it.  

The guard took a step forward. “Get on with it.” 
Thomas did not make a move, although his fellow prisoners were already 

unbuttoning their pants. 
The guard raised an eyebrow. “We can always help you with it.” 
Thomas heard a chuckle behind him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw 

the toothless coloured guy grinning from ear to ear as he dropped his pants on 
the floor. 

“You a faggot or what?” Toothless taunted. 
Thomas felt the heat rise in his cheeks. How dare the moron call him a 

faggot.  
The guard took another step forward, pulling his baton from his belt. “Are 

you getting on with it, or ...?”, he left the rest of the threat unspoken. 
Thomas glanced at the other men. They were already standing in their 

underpants, having had no problem taking off their clothes. 
He heaved a sigh. There seemed to be no choice if he didn’t want to 

receive another beating. Slowly he unbuttoned his shirt, letting it drop on the 
floor. He stepped out of his leather loafers, unzipped his pants, and let them fall 
down.  

“Don’t forget the skivvies,” the guard shouted. 



This was taking it too far! Thomas glowered at the guard, daring him to 
come any closer. He could threaten all he wanted; Thomas would not take off 
his underpants. 

The guard shot him an impatient look. “Skivvies,” he shouted again. 
Thomas clenched his jaw and crossed his arms. He could not make him. 
The strike came out of nowhere. The baton hit him across his shoulders 

and he winced with pain.  
Thomas had totally forgotten about the guard who brought up the rear.  
The baton hit him again, this time in his already bruised kidneys. The 

strike wasn’t particularly hard, but his battered body wasn’t handling pain that 
well any more. Involuntary tears sprung to his eyes. 

“Take off your skivvies,” the guard bellowed. 
Momentarily defeated, Thomas complied and slipped his jocks down his 

legs. His cheeks burned with humiliation. He clasped his hands in front of his 
genitals, trying to conserve some dignity, but the ordeal was not over yet. 

“Hold out your arms and spread your legs,” the guard demanded. 
Thomas looked at his fellow inmates, who were obviously familiar with 

the process. Without hesitation they moved their arms and legs into the required 
position. 

Thomas clenched his hands into fists. Did this degradation never end? 
The guard tilted his head and lifted his baton slightly.  
Thomas did not need another whipping, so he held out his arms and 

spread his legs, standing like a jumping jack in the middle of an open area. 
The guards disappeared from Thomas’s view. He heard their steps and 

muttering, but could not understand what they were talking about. Suddenly, he 
felt something cold touching the inside of his legs.  

“Hey,” he shouted and turned around. “What the hell are you doing?” 
Both guards had their batons up, glaring at him. “Step back into line,” the 

one on the left demanded. 
Thomas did not move. “What the hell are you doing?” he repeated. 
“What does it look like?” 
The guard on his right poked him hard with the baton. “Get back into 

line!” 
Toothless chuckled. “They are inspecting you, man.” 
Thomas stared at him wide eyed. What on earth? 
“They’re checking if you’ve hidden a knife or some dagga between your 

cheeks.” 
Thomas blinked a few times. Knife? Dagga? Where? 
“Better get back into line,” Toothless advised. “These guys can get really 

ugly.” 
Thomas looked at the guards, who smirked in anticipation. 
What were they going to do? Beat him up some more? Then it dawned 

on him. They had batons and he was naked. With a bit of help from the guards 
behind the wire mesh, they could hold him down and inspect his anus any way 
they liked.  

Thomas shivered involuntarily. Oh shit! That was definitely not going to 
happen. 

Quickly, he stepped alongside the tattooed man, turned his back, spread 
his legs and lifted his arms. 



“Good for you,” he heard one of the guards say. “Unfortunately, bad for 
us. We would have enjoyed the show.”  

Thomas held his tongue. He even tried not to flinch when he felt the cold 
piece of wood touch his buttocks. 

The guards came around to face the detainees. Thomas watched them 
out of the corner of his eye. Commenting to each other, the taller of the two 
guards took his baton and lifted the genitals of the older man. The black man 
held absolutely still, his gaze directed at the opposite wall. Next came the 
tattooed guy. As big and mean as he looked, as meekly he behaved when the 
guards inspected him. 

Thomas was the next prisoner to be examined. He shook with outrage 
when the baton touched his scrotum, and pushed it aside.  

How dare they! How dare they treat him like an animal?  
Thomas ground his teeth, but held absolutely still. His position was too 

vulnerable to offer any resistance. 
Finally it was over.  
“Get your new outfits,” the guard ordered. 
Thomas dropped his arms, his whole body shaking with fury. He looked 

at the other men, but they seemed unaffected by the ordeal, their blank 
expressions giving nothing away. 

For an instance Thomas wished he could be like them; taking everything 
that was dished out without complaining or getting angry. 

Taking a few deep breaths to calm himself, he stepped into the queue, 
lining up in front of the wire mesh cage. 

Toothless was first. He approached the hatch and received a bundle of 
clothes: one orange overall, a pair of grey boxer shorts and a brown T-shirt. 

Checking Toothless feet, the dispenser said, “You can keep your shoes.” 
The old black man was next, and he accepted his assortment of 

garments. Soon it was Thomas’s turn. He held out his hands and the guard 
placed the clothes into his arms. Walking away, he made space for Tattoo 
behind him.  

Shaking out the various items and inspecting them for their relative 
cleanliness, Thomas quickly stepped into the boxers, pulled the T-shirt over his 
head and climbed into the strangely marked orange overall. Lastly he slipped on 
his own shoes. There were no socks and no second set of clothes. 

Toothless again was the first in front of the wire mesh hatch. A folded 
blanket, a pillow without its case, a thin grey towel, and a chunk of soap was 
shoved into his hands. One after the other, the prisoners stepped up to the 
hatch and accepted the few items. 

Thomas held the meagre supply in his arms and tears burned his eyes. 
This is what he had been reduced to. One set of clothes, a blanket and a thin 
pillow. He tried hard to keep his despair at bay, but darkness spread through his 
body like a cancer which couldn’t be stopped. 

After checking that each man had received the required provisions, the 
guards herded the five men to the next set of metal gates. The doors were 
unlocked from the other side and the inmates stepped into another passage. 
They walked for several minutes, from one quiet grey passage into the next, the 
only sounds coming from their shuffling feet and soft breathing. Thomas 
followed Toothless, without taking in his surroundings.  

What was the point? He would never get out of here again. 



Suddenly he heard a faint hum. With each step the noise level increased 
until it became a crescendo of voices; shouting, bellowing and screaming.  

Thomas lifted his head curiously.  
They had arrived at the main facility. Rows of cell doors lined the 

passage. Men in orange overalls peered out from behind metal bars, calling out 
across the hallways, hurling insults and threatening each other. 

Thomas was horrified. He slowed his steps, reluctant to enter this mad 
house, but was pushed forward by Tattoo.  

The guard stopped at one of the gates and another guard unlocked the 
door. 

He turned and pointed to Toothless. “You,” he bellowed. “You are in 
here.” 

Toothless grinned unashamedly, clutched his supplies tighter and 
marched into the cell. 

As he stepped into the cell, a loud, cheerful whoop raced through the air.  
Before Thomas had any chance to wonder about the reception Toothless 

was getting, they were ordered forward again. The older black man was the 
next one to be deposited into a cell. He entered quietly, without a glance 
backwards.  

A few doors further down, it was Thomas’s turn. The gate was unlocked 
and he was pushed into the cell. He scanned the room, which was longer than 
wide. Metal bunk beds, white paint peeling off the legs, were stacked almost to 
the ceiling. There was hardly any space between the beds. Everywhere men 
were lying or sitting on the contraptions. Some of them had their overalls pulled 
down to their waists; others were wearing only their boxer shorts. The windows 
were open, the bars covered with wet overalls and shorts hung out to dry, but 
the stench was incredible; sweat and sewage mingled with the sour smell of 
vomit.  

Thomas heard the clank of the gate shut behind him and all hope drained 
from him. This was it. This was now his life. Imprisoned for something he didn’t 
do; swallowed up in the prison system without any chance of reprieve.  

Tentatively Thomas took a step away from the door and the cramped 
room suddenly became deadly quiet. A sea of black and coloured faces stared 
at him. Cautiously, Thomas let his eyes wander from one man to the next. Men 
in their early twenties, with smooth faces and thick chests; men in their thirties, 
their arms skinny, their necks tattooed and their heads shaved; and older men 
with short curly grey hair and wrinkles, all stared back at him.  

A cold shiver ran down Thomas’s back. His eyes darted into the far 
corners of the cell, trying to find a white face, but to his consternation there was 
none. He was imprisoned with men who had a deep seated suspicion of, if not 
hatred for anyone with a white skin.  

How was he supposed to survive in here?  
There were almost a hundred men in the cell and every single one of 

them was either Black or Coloured.  
They would not let him live to see the next day!  
Fear gripped him, quickly followed by resignation.  
So be it. If he was going to die today, then there was nothing he could do 

about it. If the men in the cell decided his life had to come to an end today, then 
he had to accept it. He couldn’t fight them all!  

Taking a deep breath, he steadied his trembling hands.  



He couldn’t stand by the door forever. The least he could do was hide 
from their direct line of sight: out of sight out of mind. That way he might just 
increase his chances of survival for a few hours.  

Avoiding any eye contact, Thomas moved further into the cell, looking for 
an empty bunk. Walking ever so slowly past the first row of bunks, he spotted 
an empty bed. Right in the middle of the third row! Open on both sides, 
vulnerable to a swift attack.  

Thomas wanted to cry. Was there not a tiny bit of clemency for him? Did 
everything have to go against him? Why couldn’t there be an empty bunk at the 
end of room, against the wall?  

Swallowing his anguish, he entered the narrow space between the bunk 
beds. Cold stares followed him down the narrow aisle. He could feel the men’s 
animosity burning into his back. Holding his shoulders straight, without looking 
at anyone directly, he warily made his way towards the bunk. He climbed over 
outstretched legs, painstakingly avoiding to even accidentally touching any of 
the inmates. Nobody spoke a word and no one accosted him, but the inmates’ 
hostility surrounded him like a thick cloud. It seemed like hours, but finally he 
arrived at his destination.  

A thin stained mattress covered the metal slats, but Thomas did not care 
any longer: his only goal was to hide from sight. He dumped his blanket and 
pillow on the bunk and climbed in after them. The mattress sagged under his 
weight and the metal slats from the bunk above hung dangerously low. Curling 
himself into a ball, he crossed his arms and waited for the inevitable to happen. 

 
Sybil’s low heels clicked loudly on the floor as she walked next to her 

boss down the hallway at the Gauteng South High Court. 
“Shuh,” she said. “Judge Mynhardt really gave us a hard time in there.” 
Her boss nodded absent minded. 
“I don’t understand why he is so difficult today. This case is dragging on 

and on. Our evidence is solid,” Sybil continued. “I just don’t see why he won’t 
rule in our favour.” 

Their case involved an unfair retrenchment of thirty-five employees. They 
were let go before the merger between two companies had taken place. In 
terms of South African labour law that was unacceptable. In a merger, all 
employees from the selling company had to be taken over by the buyer, 
including their existing employment contracts and their benefits. The multi-
national IT company - the buyer - thought it could get away with flouting the law. 
The company only wanted the ‘brains’ of the selling company and not the 
administrative staff, therefore they had made a deal with the smaller selling 
company, stipulating they lay off the so-called excess staff due to operational 
requirements, before the merger happened. Fortunately for the staff of the 
selling company, someone had gotten wind of the rotten deal. The retrenchment 
had still gone ahead, but important documents had been copied beforehand, 
and after the employees had been laid off, a case of unfair retrenchment had 
been opened. 

The complainants’ case had gone very well. The evidence had been 
submitted, numerous witnesses had testified and arguments had been heard, 
but today, Judge Mynhardt seemed to have a bee in his bonnet. All of a sudden, 
he wanted more evidence.  



Sybil shook her head. What more could the judge want? They had 
submitted the documents indicating the impending merger, stating the exact 
date when the deal would go through. The merger contract between the two 
companies was equally damning. Witnesses had testified to conversations 
between members of the two parties regarding the merger. The actual 
retrenchment documents showed a date before the merger had taken place, 
making it abundantly clear that the thirty-five employees had been retrenched 
illegally.  

Obviously the multi-national IT company wanted to save costs and avoid 
the lengthy process of retrenching the ‘excess’ staff members after they had 
taken over the smaller company, which Sybil admitted, wasn’t an easy 
undertaking. Staff had to be informed, suggestions regarding the possible 
avoidance of a retrenchment had to be considered, employees had to be 
consulted more than once, the correct selection measures had to be decided on 
for the retrenchment of staff, voluntary offers had to be made, salaries and 
benefits had to be calculated taking into account the total time of employment 
and so on. It was not something that was handled within a few days. Often the 
process took several months and from a rational point of view, Sybil understood 
that the multi-national company did not want to deal with the issues. In her 
opinion, however, they could have gone about it in a different way, and the 
company had so much money, it was unnecessary to be sneaky. 

“What are you thinking?” Sybil asked her boss. 
Sven Fisher shrugged his shoulders. “At the moment I am not too sure.” 
Sybil glanced at him. This was unusual for Fisher. Normally he knew 

exactly what was going on. 
After walking down another flight of stairs, they stepped into the 

underground parking garage. Sybil slipped her black gown from her shoulders 
and slung it over her arm.  

“Let’s get a quick bite to eat before we have to get back in,” her boss 
suggested.  

They made their way to where Fisher was parked, dropped their gowns 
and heavy briefcases into the boot and got into his car.  

Fisher reversed out of the parking lot, drove up the ramp and turned into 
the busy street. They had about an hour and a half, maximum, before they had 
to be back in court. There were no restaurants nearby, and if they wanted to eat 
something, they had to drive all the way to Main Street, which was no small feat 
during lunch time traffic. They made it in fifteen minutes due to Fisher’s expert 
weaving past double-parked trucks, maniacal taxis, and arrogant busses. 
Finding parking close to the Brazilian coffee shop was a bitch and they had to 
park almost a block away. Walking through the dusty midday heat in downtown 
Johannesburg was not Sybil’s favourite exercise, but if they wanted to eat, they 
had to put up with it.  

They were lucky enough to get a small table at the back of the shop, the 
lunch time crowd already occupying all other tables. Sitting down, a waitress 
approached and they ordered coffee and muffins. They wouldn’t have time for 
much more.  

A soft hum hung in the dimly lit room and the air smelled of freshly 
brewed coffee. Spoons clinked softly against cups, and chairs scraped 
discreetly back and forth on the wooden floor.  

Sybil faced her boss. “So what are your thoughts?” 



Fisher pushed out his bottom lip. “I heard rumours.” 
“What rumours?” 
Fisher wagged a finger. “This stays strictly between us.” 
“Of course!” Sybil replied. 
In spite of her reassurance, Fisher hesitated for a moment longer.  
“Come on Sven,” she coaxed. “If it has to do with our case, you better tell 

me.” 
Crossing his arms, Fisher nodded. “I heard some politicians have put 

pressure on Mynhardt. As you know, the economy is not doing too well and we 
need all the foreign investment we can get.” 

Sybil raised an eyebrow. 
Fisher sighed heavily. “It wouldn’t be the first time a politician receives a 

back hand from an investor to ensure the smooth operation of the company.” 
Sybil rolled her eyes. “So, for a bribe, the particular politician gives a 

certain judge a discreet telephone call to remind him that he has to act in the 
best interests of the country’s economy.” 

“You got it.” 
“Do you really think this is happening with our case?” 
Before Fisher could reply, their coffee and muffins arrived. Hungrily, Sybil 

dug into her chocolate chip cake, savouring the sweet moist mixture, letting it 
melt in her mouth and swallowing the gooey mess down with a sip of hot, 
aromatic coffee. Immediately, her spirits lifted. 

Sybil put down her coffee cup and repeated her question. “Do you think 
Judge Mynhardt received such a call?” 

Fisher glanced at her over the rim of his cup. “I can’t be sure. As I said, I 
heard rumours. Mynhardt has been in a foul mood for the last few days and he’s 
been seen in the company of several politicians over the weekend.” 

Sybil was well aware that judges mingled with politicians. It was 
unavoidable in their professions, but the rule was that judges stayed impartial. 

“If someone is putting pressure on him, and I mean ‘if’,” she mused, 
“what does that mean for our case?” 

A deep frown creased Fisher’s forehead. “I’ve been thinking about it. The 
case is actually not a biggy in terms of the multi-national’s revenue. It’s almost 
like pocket change for them. I guess they just want to flex their muscles, see 
how far they can push their luck. If we can spin it in such a way, that it seems 
like small fry for the company, then Mynhardt might rule easier in our favour. 
We do have a solid case, but you know how it goes with labour cases.” 

Sybil knew very well. The Labour Relations Act was open to 
interpretation and depending on the judge, even solid cases could turn out to be 
duds. 

“So instead of focussing on the illegality of retrenching the employees, 
we should point out that it is a relatively small amount the multi-national would 
have to spend by re-instating the staff?” 

Fisher nodded. 
“Phfff.” 
Sybil mulled over the new direction her boss wanted to take. It didn’t 

really sit well with her. Their case was iron clad and they were supposed to win 
on the facts presented. Politics were not supposed to enter their strategies and 
playing with intangibles was never really a good idea, but on the other hand, 
they had no more documents or witnesses to present. Maybe offering a 



comparison between the re-instatement figures in relation to the multi-national’s 
revenue would sway the judge. 

“Okay,” she said. “I don’t really like it, but let’s play that card. If we are 
going to lose, then at least we have tried all avenues. Obviously, pointing out to 
Mynhardt that he might have been unduly influenced won’t get us anywhere, but 
this might get us a win.” 

“That’s my girl,” Fisher smiled. “I don’t like it either, but as I said, it’s only 
rumours. We can’t confront Mynhardt with what someone might have heard 
somewhere. Proof is needed.” 

Sybil pulled down the corners of her mouth. “Proof? We presented proof 
in our case and it doesn’t seem to get us anywhere.” 

“I know,” Fisher conceded. “But at least we get justice for the defendants 
and that’s what we are employed to do.” 

Sybil frowned at his last comment. Yes, the defendants had hired them to 
get them re-instated, but by which means were they doing it?  

She sighed silently. Justice was a strange animal. And Sybil believed, 
ordinary people obviously guessed more than they knew about this strange 
animal, because otherwise why would anyone hire attorneys to defend them? 

 
Still curled into a ball, Thomas looked around under half-closed lids. His 

ploy seemed to have worked. The other inmates appeared to have forgotten 
about him, because nobody had come near him. The cell was not very large. 
The metal bunk beds were stacked three high, three contraptions next to each 
other, and eleven rows deep. He let his eyes wander cautiously over the 
assembly of men. There seemed to be three distinct groups. Closest to him, 
about two rows down and next to the window, about ten men clustered around 
an older black man with grey curly hair. He listened attentively as an inmate 
gesticulated wildly, raised his fists and shouted some unintelligible words. Not 
fazed in the least, the older man replied and the prisoner calmed down 
immediately.  

Further back in the cell, around row seven, a black brute with a thick 
chest and bald head was holding court. He was surrounded by a group of about 
thirty young men. Three inmates were positioned with their backs to the leader, 
watching the cell alertly. Suddenly, raucous laughter rose from the centre of the 
group. Thomas assumed the brute had said something funny. Not that he could 
understand a word, because they were talking in an African language.  

At the back of the cell was another large group. They were huddled 
together tightly and were relatively quiet. Thomas wondered anxiously what 
they were up to. The group parted as one man made his way out of the circle 
and Thomas caught a glimpse of their leader. The black inmate was maybe half 
a head shorter than himself, with hair stylishly cut short. He wasn’t very 
muscular, but well built. His arms were sinuous rather than bulky. As he lifted 
his head, his intelligent eyes darted quickly around the room, assessing the 
atmosphere within seconds.  

Thomas drew a quiet breath and the stench of sewage rose up into his 
nose.  

Damn! Where was that coming from? 
Carefully, so as not to draw attention, he turned his head. Looking past 

the two rows of beds closest to the cell door, he discovered another opening. 
Sniffing the air, he determined that the awful smell originated from the door 



situated inside the cell. If his senses had not left him entirely, it smelled like an 
overflowing toilet. The stink wafted in irregular intervals through the cell and 
unfortunately, he was right in the middle of the airflow between window and 
bathroom door. 

Thomas groaned softly. Could it get any worse?  
Before he could gripe some more, an alarm shrieked through the cell. 

Thomas flinched and curled himself back into a ball.  
What the hell was that about? 
The ear splitting noise continued for a few seconds, then stopped 

abruptly. Feet slapped on the bare concrete floor, beds creaked, and the 
contraption he was lying on swayed dangerously. Quickly the inmates pulled up 
their overalls, rolled down their sleeves and gathered near the cell door. 
Thomas watched cautiously as the men formed a semi-orderly line along the 
wall. 

The cell door opened and all conversation stopped. The first man 
stepped into the passage, followed slowly by the next inmate and the one after 
him. One by one, the men left the cell.  

Where on earth were they going? Was he supposed to follow them?  
Fewer and fewer inmates remained in the cell.  
He’d better get into the line and find out what was going on. 
Trying to make himself invisible, Thomas rolled from his bed into a 

crouch and waited until the last man stepped past his row of bunks. Swiftly, he 
stood up and positioned himself behind the man, towering more than a head 
above him.  

So much for being inconspicuous! 
Trailing the inmates, Thomas shuffled into the passage, passing a guard 

who glared at him with open hostility. Thomas lowered his eyes, not wanting to 
provoke the uniformed man unnecessarily. His body was still sore from all the 
beating he’d received that morning. He didn’t need another blow from a baton. 

The line of men snaked along the passage. A metal gate had buzzed 
open and rolled shut as soon as Thomas stepped past it. Thomas noticed the 
strategically positioned guards in front and behind the gate. The men made their 
way around a corner and into another passage. Their feet slapped in unison on 
the grey concrete. None of the inmates uttered a word. A second gate rolled 
open, a guard stationed on either side. The human chain snaked silently past 
the uniforms and made it down a flight of metal stairs. 

Thomas shook his head. He would never find his way back to the cell 
alone.  

But why would he want to go back into that hellhole anyway? 
The human chain wound down another set of metal stairs, past a third 

set of metal gates, guarded by burly men in prison uniform. Thomas sniffed the 
air. 

Was that food he smelled?  
He drew another deep breath. 
It was definitely food: not discernible what kind of fare, but it smelled like 

something was cooking. 
The men marched through a set of large open double doors and 

disappeared inside. Thomas followed eagerly. The smell of food was irresistible. 
He stepped into a huge room and glanced around unobtrusively.  



They were in a mess hall. Rectangular metal tables surrounded by metal 
benches stood in neat rows, all securely bolted to the floor. Several guards 
were positioned on a balcony running on three sides of the room. Two sets of 
metal stairs, on either side of the mess hall, led the way up.  

Thomas doubted the inmates were welcome to join the guards on their 
gallery.  

To his left was a long counter. Men dressed in white aprons, spattered 
with food, served lunch to the inmates. 

Thomas’s stomach growled in anticipation of a warm meal. Straightening 
his shoulders, he watched the men in front of him make their way along the 
counter, walking away with their trays to the tables in the centre of the mess 
hall. As soon as the men reached the seating arrangements, they sat down and 
began to eat. In between bites, and loud scrapes from their trays, shouted 
taunts flew through the air, the prattle reaching an almost deafening level. 

Thomas turned his attention back to the man in front of him, and 
mimicked his movements. First take a grey-tinged plastic tray. He inspected it 
briefly. It had indentations as if made for various sizes of plates and bowls. 
Next, grab a spoon. With disappointment he noticed that it was also made from 
plastic. 

What did he expect? This wasn’t a five star restaurant, this was prison for 
crying out loud. 

He looked around for a plate, but there was none. With no time to 
wonder about the missing dishes, Thomas approached the first man with an 
apron. He watched as the cook dipped his ladle into a large pot and began 
scraping the bottom. Finally, the cook seemed to have gathered enough food 
because he pulled up the ladle, turned it upside down and slapped something 
yellow directly onto Thomas’s plastic tray. Eyeing the heap sceptically, Thomas 
thought it resembled either slop pap or thin mashed potatoes.  

He wasn’t too sure though.  
Thomas sighed deeply. Never mind how it looked, it was food and he just 

had to get on with it. 
Walking further along the counter, the next cook dipped his big spoon 

into a huge pot, his arm disappearing up to his elbow. Once again, Thomas 
heard the cook scratch the bottom of the vessel. 

Shit! It looked like he was getting the last little bit of everything. He 
pursed his lips annoyed. This wasn’t on. Next time he would make sure he was 
first or at least in the middle of the line. He wasn’t in the mood to eat scraps at 
every meal. 

The cook lifted his spoon and let something green and brown drop onto 
the tray. It reminded Thomas of some kind of stew, but again he couldn’t identify 
the mixture. At the end of the counter, the last cook repeated the procedure. 
The bottom was scoured with a ladle and something yellow was slapped next to 
the greenish-brown concoction. As deserts go, Thomas guessed it was custard.  

Trying to get a better understanding of what he was about to eat, he lifted 
his tray to his nose and sniffed the food. 

“What the fuck!” the last cook screamed. 
Thomas looked up startled. 
“You motherfucker! Don’t you sniff my food like a dog!” 
Thomas dropped the tray a few inches.  
“Get the fuck out of here before I fuck you up, you fucking pig!” 



Thomas narrowed his eyes. What the hell? Why was the idiot screaming 
at him? 

Waving his ladle in the air, splattering custard all over the show, the cook 
shouted at the top of his lungs. “Didn’t you hear me, you fucking moffie? Stop 
sniffing my food! Fuck off!”  

The hair on Thomas’s nape rose, as rage built up inside him.  
Did this piece of shit think he could intimidate him? How dare he scream 

and wave the spoon in his face. 
Thomas stared at the slight black man and pressed his lips into a thin 

line. He had just about had enough.  
As if his life hadn’t been turned upside down already, now he had to be 

insulted by this shitty little worm, who was more than likely a convicted killer 
imprisoned for the next twenty years! The arsehole just had to say one more 
word and he would jump over the counter and beat him to death with his bare 
hands. 

The cook sensed Thomas’s murderous intentions, because he took a 
step back from the counter, a flicker of fear crossing his face. At once silent, he 
pointed the serving spoon to the middle of the room. 

Thomas gave him one last stare, turned around and made his way to the 
tables. As he crossed the open space from counter to the centre of the mess 
hall, he felt a heavy silence. All conversation had ceased. The hall was deadly 
quiet. Looking from one table to the next, he saw the inmates staring at him.  

What now? Couldn’t they just let him be! 
He stiffened his back and stared coldly back at them.  
If they wanted to take him on, they were welcome to it. He would fight 

them, one by one, and he would break every single bone in their pathetic 
bodies. 

Sensing his rage, the men chose to turn back to their food, scraping their 
trays noisily and continuing their disrupted conversations. 

Thomas found an empty space at one of the tables at the back of the 
hall. He stared icily at the men occupying the seats. Slowly, a fat black man 
nearest to the edge moved a few inches to the side, giving him more room. 
Thomas slid onto the cold metal bench and placed his tray on the table. With 
one last cold stare at the inmates, he dipped his spoon into the food. 

Chewing slowly he tried to figure out what on earth he was eating. 
Suddenly he heard an extended, loud fart. The men at the table burst into 
roaring laughter. The foul odour rose up in the air, the cloud slowly engulfing 
Thomas. Utterly disgusted, he stopped chewing and narrowed his brows. Bile 
rose in his throat, making him want to throw up. Exerting extreme self-control, 
Thomas swallowed what was in his mouth. Slowly his neck turned red with 
suppressed fury. 

These fucking imbeciles! They had no idea with whom they were dealing. 
His lips pulled back into a vicious snarl and Thomas stared from one 

inmate to the next, silently warning them not to mess with him. The small man 
sitting opposite him averted his eyes quickly, getting the message. The man 
whose right side of his face was disfigured by a scar, held his glare a bit longer. 
Poking his fingernail between his front teeth, he hinted that he was not 
intimidated by anything Thomas had to offer. Thomas looked coldly at the guy 
next to him. His smooth round baby face merged perfectly with his shaven 
head. Baby Face grinned broadly and nodded happily, tapping his spoon 



repeatedly on the table. Thomas quickly determined that he wasn’t quite right in 
the head. Leaning forward, Thomas glared at the man at the end of his side of 
the table. The youngster kept on eating from his tray as if nothing out of the 
ordinary had happened. Turning to the fat man next to him, Thomas eyed him 
from shaven head to his bulging belly. The guy had his lips pressed into a thin 
line and his arms crossed over his flabby chest. 

Hoping his glare had been warning enough, Thomas returned to his food. 
He pushed a spoonful into his mouth and chewed. It tasted like saw dust mixed 
with sponge and salt. He wasn’t sure if the rank fart had messed up his smell 
and taste buds, or if the food was really that bad, because it didn’t matter which 
heap he tried, the flavour, if one could call it that, was the same, only the colour 
changed.  

The conversation around the table resumed. Half-sentences, insults, 
‘bros’ and fuckers were exchanged in rapid succession. Thomas didn’t 
understand what was going on; some of it was said in Afrikaans, some of it in 
English, other words were in an African language and other expressions 
sounded like prison slang. 

Still eating, Thomas lifted his head, regretting it instantly. The inmate 
sitting opposite him pushed spoons of food into his mouth in quick progression, 
without chewing. Yellow slop dripped down his chin and greenish-brown stew 
fell from his lips, dropping onto the table. His mouth remained open and more 
food and salvia dripped down onto his overall.  

Again Thomas was ready to throw up. Quickly he lowered his head and 
squeezed his eyes shut, trying to banish the disgusting picture from his mind. 
Breathing in through his nose and out of his mouth, he kept his stomach under 
control. The sour taste in his mouth receded, but a fine film of sweat remained 
on his hairline. 

It appeared that the food itself was not dangerous, because none of the 
other inmates had keeled over during the lunch feast. Thomas forced himself to 
finish the concoctions on his tray, knowing full well that he had to sustain 
himself.  

As he pushed the last spoonful of food in his mouth, the siren shrilled 
loudly.  
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The inmates rose as one, picked up their trays and walked to the exit 
door at the back of the mess hall. Thomas joined the crowd and dropped his 
empty tray onto the growing stack. The men assembled in a rough line waiting 
for the doors to open. This time around, Thomas positioned himself close to the 
middle of the line. It did not matter any longer if he stood out or not. Everyone 
had had a good look at him during his fall out with the cook earlier on. He also 
hoped the prison guards would come to his rescue, should anything happen to 
him in the line. 

The double doors opened with a loud clang and the men moved forward. 
They entered a dull corridor and shuffled along. Turning several corners and 
walking through various gates, guarded on the in- and outside by uniformed 
men, Thomas saw sunlight streaming into the passage on the other end. His 
spirits lifted instantly and he couldn’t get to the door fast enough. 

The inmates clambered down a broad flight of steps into a huge 
courtyard. Thomas stopped on the stairs and closed his eyes for a moment, 
letting the warm sun tickle his skin. His joy didn’t last long. The man behind him 
shoved him hard.  

“Get moving, arsehole.” 
Thomas stumbled down a few steps before he regained his balance. 

Remaining on the stairs, he took a look around. A few hundred inmates dressed 
in orange overalls milled around the large enclosed space. Cracked concrete 
covered the ground and massive walls finished off with barbed wire rose into 
the pale blue sky. Several guards paraded on top of the walls behind the rolls of 
wire, keeping a close eye on the prisoners below. Concrete bleachers had been 
built on one side of the courtyard and a few concrete benches stood on the 
ground on the opposite side of the square. Every available space to sit on was 
occupied. Inmates congregated in groups of ten or fifteen men. Blacks stuck to 
Blacks and Coloureds to Coloureds. There was no racial integration here.  

In a far corner Thomas spotted some white faces. Briefly he wondered if 
he should make his way over to them, seeing that he had the same skin colour, 
but decided to first watch them for a few minutes, remembering the racist white 
youngster who had dragged a black man behind his bakkie. White skin or no 
white skin, he didn’t want to be associated with those kind people. 

Standing on the steps, he saw various black and coloured inmates 
moving between several groups in an ever-flowing stream. They exchanged 
quick words, backslaps and strange handshakes. Thomas wondered what they 
were talking about, because there was no life he knew of in here.  

After a while, a white middle-aged inmate made his way across the yard 
towards the men standing in the far corner. His hair was neatly cut and he held 
himself with a certain amount of confidence, similar to people one would see in 
the day-to-day business world. Thomas suspected the man hadn’t been 
imprisoned for very long. The group watched the inmate approach. Very subtly 
the circle closed tightly, the men’s shoulders rubbing against each other’s and 
arms were crossed in front of bulging chests. Thomas glimpsed several large 
tattoos from under rolled up sleeves.  



The business man stopped on the outer perimeter of the group and 
raised his hand in greeting. Thomas was too far away to hear the exchange, but 
the words couldn’t have been encouraging, because the man’s face fell with 
disappointment. One inmate, with short cropped blond hair, broke away from 
the circle and stood close to the business man. Suddenly Business Man’s face 
turned beetroot red. He lifted his hands, put them against Crew Cut’s thick chest 
and shoved hard. Business Man did not stand a chance. Crew Cut raised his 
own hand, shoved back, and Business Man ended up on his arse. Without 
another word or look, Crew Cut turned around and the circle of fellow inmates 
closed behind him. 

Thomas sighed. That was that. So much for finding someone to 
associate with. 

Scanning the crowd below him, Thomas saw a few other white inmates 
huddled together in tight groups of four and five. But, observing them from a 
distance, he had the distinct feeling that they were not keen to have a new 
member join their groups.   

Thomas shook his head despondently. It looked like he was going to 
spend his time alone. 

Moving a few steps to the left, he sat down on the concrete stairs. It 
would be a waste of his time to make it down into the yard. Nobody would want 
him near them. Watching from his elevated vantage point, his suspicion was 
confirmed. All inmates had affiliated themselves with established groups - 
Black, Coloured and White - and they only allowed certain individual inmates 
into their vicinity.  

Although there were hundreds of inmates congregated in the yard, 
Thomas was totally isolated on his step. Nobody approached him. Nobody 
talked to him. Nobody looked at him. Nobody even made a snide remark. It was 
as if he wasn’t there. 

A deep sadness seeped through him. Here he was in the midst of a 
crowd, hearing the hum of their conversations, could even smell their sweat, 
and he was totally alone.  

He put his head in his hands, as tears began brimming in his eyes.  
This is what he had become: a total nothingness, cut off from civilisation, 

cut off from everything he knew; his job, his colleagues, his home; reduced to a 
number wearing an orange overall.  

This was all so unfair. He hadn’t committed any crime. He’d been falsely 
accused and incarcerated. He had played along, had stayed patient, believing 
in the system, believing this nightmare would come to an end sooner rather 
than later. He’d been betrayed by his boss who had refused to help him. He’d 
been let down by the justice system which hadn’t appointed a lawyer for him. 

Despair washed in thick waves over him. He was totally on his own. 
There was nobody on his side. The guards weren’t interested in helping him 
and the other inmates wanted nothing to do with him. It would have been easier 
to be left naked in the wilderness to be eaten by hyenas, than to be reduced to 
a nothingness in this prison.  

Maybe he should just kill himself right now, before he died an old lonely 
death, forgotten in prison forever, or before his black fellow inmates 
remembered their hatred for white people and ripped him to pieces. 



Through blurry eyes Thomas looked at the high walls. Maybe, if he 
caused a ruckus, hit a few inmates and jumped at the walls, the guards would 
shoot him. At least this life would be over quickly.  

He let his eyes drift over the inmates in front of the wall, catching a 
glimpse of an old black man hunched over on a bench, surrounded by a handful 
of youngsters. 

Something about the grizzled man touched him deep down. Was it 
because he was old? Or was it because the youngsters sat all around him?  

A slow smile spread across the old man’s face as he listened intently to 
something a youngster was saying.  

Thomas took a deep breath.  
Why was he feeling sorry for himself? Here was an old man imprisoned 

in this concrete fortress and he was smiling. Who knew how much time he’d 
already spent incarcerated. Judging from his bent back, it must have been quite 
a long time.  

And how long had he been he imprisoned? Not even a week and a half.  
Thomas straightened his shoulders. He couldn’t just give up! His father 

hadn’t taught him to be a quitter. There was always hope. He just needed to 
hang on. Maybe the guard had passed on his request for a lawyer. Maybe not 
everyone was mean and out for themselves. He just needed to be a bit more 
patient. He would get out of prison! He would be declared innocent of the crime 
they accused him of and he would resume his life in the real world, outside 
these horrible walls.  

In the meantime, he had to watch, learn and keep his mouth shut. 
 
Thomas’s time in the sun didn’t last long enough. Soon they were 

marched back to the cell and the door was locked behind them. Thomas lay on 
his bed, observing his fellow inmates’ interactions, when his stomach began to 
grumble.  

Oh shit! 
A cramp gripped his insides. Thomas pulled his legs up to stem the pain, 

but another cramp followed instantly. He felt his insides turn to liquid. If he didn’t 
make it to the toilet fast, he would crap in his pants. 

Sliding off the bunk bed, Thomas stood bent over for a moment, another 
cramp disabling him for a second or two. As soon as the pain subsided, he 
made his way carefully, but quickly past the bunks, climbing over outstretched 
legs and ignoring impatient stares. At the end of the row, he turned left, praying 
feverishly that the door led to a toilet as indicated by the smell wafting towards 
him. 

He stepped through the doorway and orientated himself. To his left was a 
window, wide open, and to his right were several cubicles, if one could call them 
that. The walls were waist-high, the plaster cracked and the paint peeling off in 
places. He walked quickly to the first stall and peered inside. The stench hit his 
face as if someone had punched him. The foul odour almost overwhelmed him 
and he started to gag. The toilet bowl was overflowing with faeces. Water, urine 
and wet paper floated on the floor. Swallowing hard, he kept the bile down and 
opened his mouth to take big gulps of breath.  

Another cramp shot through his intestines. He needed to get to a toilet 
now! Right now! Otherwise the shit would be running down his legs. 



Thomas stepped to the next cubicle and looked inside. This one looked 
slightly better, but there was no toilet paper! 

Quickly he checked the next stall. Once again no toilet paper. Thomas 
raced from one cubicle to the next, chased by stabbing pains in his stomach. 
Finally, he found a stall that had half a roll of paper. The cracked floor tiles were 
wet with urine and water, but he didn’t care. He ripped down the zipper of his 
overall, dropped it around his knees, pulled down his boxers and pushed his 
butt onto the rim of the toilet bowl.  

A hot flush of liquid burst out of his body, followed by one cramp after the 
other. Beads of sweat gathered on his forehead and under his armpits. His body 
rid itself of the mess in short gushes, splashing loudly against the porcelain, 
emitting a stink that made him dizzy. 

An inmate came into the room, walking past the cubicles until he reached 
the one next to Thomas’s.  

“Hey, man,” the black man called out cheerfully. “Having the shits?” 
Thomas lifted his head and glared at the big man. 
Unfazed the inmate pulled down the zipper of his overall. “Takes a while 

to get used to the chow in here.” 
Thomas heard urine splash against the sides of the toilet bowl as the 

man relieved himself.  
“Just drink some water to hydrate,” the man advised cordially, 

pronouncing it he-trate. 
Finishing his business, the inmate pulled up his zipper and flushed the 

toilet. 
Leaving the bathroom, he called over his shoulder. “Hang in there.” 
Thomas groaned softly in reply, because a severe cramp racked his 

body and another hot flush of liquid was squirting from his body. 
Clenching his overall with his fists, Thomas let the pain roll over him, 

grunting loudly with each gush. He had never in his life experienced anything 
like this. 

What on earth were they feeding the inmates?  
He remembered reading about dangerous bacteria, like vicious strands 

of salmonella. Maybe this was a way of saving the state money. If the inmates 
could be killed off with poisoned food, why not try it? 

Eventually, the cramps subsided as Thomas’s body ran out of 
excrement. Reaching for the toilet paper, he gently wiped his raw butt clean. He 
stood up carefully, his legs wobbly and his head swimming. His intestines were 
still in turmoil and his stomach felt tender. After a few seconds, he pulled up his 
boxers and overalls, zipping it up to his chest. Turning around he stared at the 
mess he’d made. There was no toilet brush to clean the bowl. Thomas pressed 
the lever to flush the toilet, hoping the water would get rid of the nightmare. To 
his dismay only a small amount of water spurted into the bowl. He pressed the 
button again and again, until finally most of the mess was flushed down the 
drain.  

Gingerly, Thomas made his way back to his bunk, feeling grey and 
hollowed out. Lying on his bed, he pulled up his legs to his chest, trying to 
recover from his ordeal. 

Damn! This was hell on earth. What was he going to do? If this is what 
the food was doing to him, then he had to simply stop eating. He couldn’t die of 



food poisoning. He sincerely doubted the prison authorities would care about 
his runny tummy. They would probably laugh and tell him to get on with it. 

Thomas looked over at his fellow inmates. None of them showed any 
signs of food poisoning. All of them were either sitting or lying on their beds, 
surrounded by other inmates. Conversations were in full swing and raucous 
laughter reached his ears. 

The food couldn’t be that bad if none of the other men was showing any 
signs of upset stomachs. Maybe the guy in the bathroom was right. Maybe he 
just had to get used to the fare. As a matter of fact, he had only gotten the last 
bit from the bottom of the pots during lunch time.  

Thomas clenched his jaw. Next time he would make damn sure he was 
at least in the middle of the line. There was no way he could avoid the food. He 
couldn’t just stop eating. He needed the sustenance! He needed to stay strong!  

It was only his first day in actual prison and who knew how long he had 
to stay in here? 

He wouldn’t let his body dictate to him how he was going to handle 
prison! He wouldn’t give up just because he’d had a bad turn of the shits. He 
would not only survive, but he would also become stronger! 

 
Sybil unlocked the door to her townhouse. Kicking off her high-heels and 

dropping her bags onto the floor, she shouldered the door shut, all in one 
smooth move. The last of the setting sun shone into her flat, flooding the walls 
with orange and red. Sybil walked into her small kitchen and switched on the 
kettle. A nice cup of hot coffee was what was called for. 

The afternoon in court had been tough. Fisher had argued well and Sybil 
had seen the frown on the judge’s forehead deepen. Opposition council had 
tried to invalidate their argument, but Sybil was sure their presentation had had 
the desired effect on the judge. Truly speaking, it was a weak shot, but it was all 
they had left. If Judge Mynhardt had really been put under pressure by a few 
wheeling and dealing politicians, then there was nothing much they could do 
about it except appeal to the judge’s human side, and that’s exactly what they 
had done. If Judge Mynhardt couldn’t be convinced of the righteousness of their 
case with facts, then he might be convinced by comparing human lives to 
money.  

Back in the office, Sybil and Fisher had gone over the afternoon’s 
proceedings and they both agreed that they had done their best. Now it was up 
to Judge Mynhardt. They both knew they couldn’t pursue the rumours about the 
judge being pressured, because they were only rumours. It would be a futile 
endeavour and it would only damage theirs and their firm’s reputation. It wasn’t 
worth it. They needed Judge Mynhardt in the future and it was no use alienating 
him, Sybil and Fisher had concluded; they could only hope the judge would 
make the right decision.  

The water boiled and the kettle’s safety switch flipped up. Sybil took a 
mug from the cupboard, spooned some coffee granules into the mug and 
poured water over them. Carrying the mug over to the couch, she slumped 
down tiredly. As she took her fist sip of the hot brew, she heard her cellphone 
ring.  

Sybil really didn’t feel like answering. She was tired, her feet hurt and she 
really didn’t want to talk to anyone.  

The phone continued to ring. 



Maybe it was better to pick up the call. Maybe there’d been a 
development in the court case or there was an emergency.  

Sybil put her mug on the coffee table, got up and made her way to her 
handbag, which was lying on the floor next to the front door. Digging deep in her 
bag, she found her cellphone. 

“Hello.” 
“I thought you would never answer your phone,” her mother chided. 
Sybil rolled her eyes. “Hey mom. How are you doing?” 
Ignoring her greeting, Sybil’s mom continued, “I tried twice already this 

afternoon. Why do you have a cellphone if I can never get hold of you?” 
Slowly, Sybil walked back to the couch and sat down. As much as she 

loved her mother, she found her infuriating. Her mom believed all her children 
had to drop everything they were doing when she decided to call. 

Sybil put her feet on the coffee table, suppressing a groan. She had 
explained it to her mother countless times, but she would explain again.  

“Mom,” she said. “I was in court all afternoon and as you well know, I 
have to switch my phone off, if I don’t want to risk being thrown out by the 
judge.” 

There was a moment of silence. “Oh,” her mother replied. “I didn’t know 
you were in court.” 

Sybil sighed deeply. “Shall we start again? How are you mom?” 
“Fine. I’m fine. How are you?” 
“Tired and hungry,” Sybil chirped.  
“Ah, well. Then you better eat something.” 
A smile played around Sybil’s lips. This was so typical of her mother. 

Always practical. 
“I will, as soon as you tell me what it is you are calling about.” 
Sybil heard the clattering of pots in the background and her stomach 

grumbled at the thought of one of her mother’s delicious suppers. 
“I just wanted to remind you about Saturday.” 
Saturday? Saturday? What was happening on Saturday? 
The pot clattering stopped abruptly. “You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?” 
“No,” Sybil replied, trying to remember what her mother had told her 

about the coming Saturday. 
Her mother chuckled quietly. “Don’t lie. You have forgotten.” 
Briefly, Sybil chewed on her bottom lip. “Okay,” she conceded. “I’ve 

forgotten. What’s happening on Saturday?” 
“You are supposed to come home for a braai. Your brother and sister will 

be here.” 
Oops. That’s what it was.  
Sybil glanced at her calendar mounted on the kitchen wall. Once a 

month, every month, all the kids were required to meet at their parents’ house. It 
was her mother’s way of keeping the family together, and secretly Sybil 
admitted she enjoyed spending time with her parents, her siblings, nieces and 
nephew. But, scanning the dates, she was confused. 

“Mom, it’s not this Saturday, it’s next weekend.” 
“No, No. It’s this Saturday. Remember I told you James and Anthea 

won’t be here next weekend. They are going overseas and they won’t be back 
before the end of the month.” 



Oh, right. Now, she remembered. Her mother had indeed told her about 
the braai. 

“You are going to be here, aren’t you?” 
Sybil rubbed her forehead tiredly. She had planned to catch up on her 

work and in fact didn’t have the time to spare, especially with the additional 
workload coming in the following week when she had to start visiting prisons. 

“Sybil,” her mother said quietly. “You’ll be here?” 
Stuff work, Sybil thought resolutely. Her family was important and she 

loved seeing her brother and sister and their kids. She worked hard enough and 
one Saturday afternoon would not make a big dent in her workload. 

Sybil nodded. “Yes, mom. I’ll be there.” 
“Well,” her mother’s tone sounded satisfied. “I’m looking forward to giving 

you a kiss.” 
Sybil smiled. “The usual time?” she asked. 
“Of course. And don’t bring anything. Everything is sorted.” 
As if Sybil had ever brought anything - food or beverages - to her 

parents’ house. Her mother would be mortified if she pitched up with a bottle of 
wine or some extra meat. The only time she was allowed to bring anything was 
on a family member’s birthday and even then it was appreciated more if she 
brought a present on which she had spent some thought, rather than a bottle of 
wine. 

“Ok,” Sybil said. “I’ll see you Saturday. Love you mom.” 
“See you then,” her mother chirped happily. “Love you.” 
Sybil put the cellphone on the coffee table. Her stomach grumbled 

hungrily and she got up from the couch to hunt for dinner in her house. Opening 
the freezer door, she rummaged in the middle basket, pulling out pre-packed 
frozen meals. She looked briefly at the various labels, deciding on a chicken á-
la-king dish. Peeling off the lid, Sybil slid the aluminium foil container into the 
microwave and nuked the meal for a few minutes. She wrapped a towel around 
the hot box, took a fork from the drawer and wandered back to the couch, all the 
while spooning food into her mouth. 

 
The fluorescent ceiling lights flickered on, although the sun had not 

completely set, yet. The cell was bathed in double light, the triple bunks casting 
deep shadows into the aisles. The siren shrilled loudly. Thomas lifted his head 
in anticipation. As soon as he saw the first man make his way to the door, he 
got to his feet, making sure he filed quickly into the forming line. He counted 
heads and noted with satisfaction that there were only twenty-three men in front 
of him. This meant he was standing closer to the beginning of the line than to 
the middle. And he was definitely not at the end! Wherever they were going, 
and whatever they were going to do, he was not going to be the last one. 

The door was unlocked and the men marched forward, past the guard, 
into the passage, through open metal gates and more guards. Thomas realised 
they were taking the same route as they had during lunch time. Judging by the 
time of day, they were probably on their way to get dinner. A few minutes later 
he was proven right. The inmates entered the mess hall, lined up next to the 
counter, grabbed trays and moved slowly forward.  

Looking over the heads of the men in front of him, Thomas saw that 
dinner consisted of a stack of sandwiches and a plastic cup of liquid. Briefly he 
considered declining dinner - his stomach still felt very tender - but then he 



decided he needed to eat. What could go wrong with sandwiches? It was only 
bread with something smeared on it. 

A few steps later, it was Thomas’s turn and he let the cook pile several 
sandwiches on his tray and hand him a plastic cup. Balancing the cup 
precariously on his tray, Thomas walked over to a table, having the pick of the 
seats. He chose to sit with his back to the serving counter, because it gave him 
a better view of the rest of the mess hall. Thomas placed his tray on the table 
and sat down. He lifted a sandwich and opened it up. Something was definitely 
pasted on the bread, but he had no idea what it could be.  

Thomas shrugged his shoulders. Whatever it was, it could only give him 
the runs.  

Biting into the bread, he chewed slowly, soaking the dry bread with a sip 
of extremely sweet black tea from his plastic cup. 

One by one, the other inmates walked to the tables and sat down. 
Suddenly, Thomas heard raised voices behind him. Everyone in the mess hall 
fell deadly silent. Thomas turned his head, looking for the fools who were 
shouting insults at each other. 

Two groups of inmates faced each other, having positioned themselves 
in semi circles behind their leaders. The one to his left was controlled by the 
ugly brute, Thomas had noticed earlier in the afternoon. Two men, standing 
either side of him gesticulated wildly.  

“Sons of whores,” one shouted. 
“Faggots,” the other one screamed. 
Not to be outdone, three men from the other group led by the young man 

with the neat, stylish haircut, yelled back at them. 
“Pussies!” 
“Motherfuckers!” 
“Dick Suckers!” 
Black heads bobbed up and down and fists were raised, both groups a 

swirling cacophony of angry men. Insults in Xhosa, Pedi, Zulu, Afrikaans and 
English were hurled back and forth. Eventually, the Brute raised his hand. The 
flow of insults stopped abruptly, but the rivals glared at each other with 
unfeigned hatred.  

“You better watch your back, Manuel,” The Brute snarled, pointing an 
outstretched finger at him. 

The other man crossed his arms calmly. “And why would I do that?” 
The Brute’s eyes spewed fire. “I will get you, sooner or later.” 
Manuel shrugged his shoulders. 
“You are not safe,” The Brute hissed. “Watch out when you go to the 

showers.” 
Manuel raised his eyebrows. “Don’t threaten me, Tafari. I’ve got more 

men on my side than you.” 
Tafari lifted his arm as if he was going to strike his opponent. Spittle flew 

from his lips. “You are dead, man! You are dead!” 
Manuel did not flinch, nor did he take a step back. 
“I’m going to kill you, you bastard son of a whore!” 
Manuel’s eyes narrowed, but before he could retaliate, several guards 

appeared in the mess hall, their batons raised, ready to strike. 
“Break it up!” a short guard with a paunch shouted. “Break it up, or you’re 

going to solitary.” 



Manuel dropped his arms and Tafari immediately stepped back. Both 
men glared at each other: hatred towards Manuel emanating from every fibre of 
Tafari’s body. The guards stepped between the two groups of inmates and 
pushed them apart. 

“Get your food,” another uniformed man ordered. “And don’t cause any 
more shit.” 

Without resistance, Tafari turned around. He knew when to retreat. There 
was no way he would take on the guards. Chances were he would end up in 
solitary. The semi-circle of his men closed around him. The gaggle of inmates 
moved with deliberate slowness to the counter, throwing glances full of anger 
and hate over their shoulders, but no longer challenging the other group 
verbally. The guards watched both groups vigilantly, ready to douse the 
slightest spark igniting an altercation.  

A movement above him caught Thomas’s attention and he looked up to 
the balcony. To his surprise he saw several more guards standing at the rails.  

Where the hell did they come from? They couldn’t have appeared out of 
thin air. 

Thomas scanned the gallery and noticed several doors set into the wall 
behind the guards. There must have been a silent alarm alerting the uniforms to 
the development of the situation and they obviously had come through those 
rear doors. 

Shit! They were damn organised. 
Thomas retuned his attention to the second group of inmates. Manuel 

had waited until Tafari had picked up his food and was on his way to a table, 
before he approached the serving counter. Although Manuel’s face was blank, 
Thomas thought he detected a slight tick next to his left eye, suggesting that he 
was more worried than he was letting on. Manuel took his tray and walked to 
the opposite end of the mess hall, far away from the troublesome Tafari. Placing 
his tray on the table, he sat down slowly, safely ensconced by his men. 

With the hostilities resolved, Thomas turned back to his sandwiches. 
Chewing slowly, he watched the two groups from a safe distance.  

There was obviously bad blood between those two. What could they 
possibly have done to each other so that the one called Tafari was ready to kill 
the guy named Manuel? Did Manuel claim Tafari’s seat at one of the tables? Or 
did Manuel spit into Tafari’s lunch? 

Thomas smiled at the thought. Lunch had been bad enough, so it was a 
distinct possibility. 

What else could Manuel have done to Tafari?  
This was prison for crying out loud! he admonished himself silently. 

There was nothing to do in here, but to sit or lie on a bunk and stare at the 
ceiling all day long. 

The opposing groups kept glaring at each other across the room, but no 
more words were exchanged. Thomas could almost physically feel the tension 
and danger in the mess hall. He decided then and there to stay far away from 
either group. 

As Thomas finished his last sandwich, the siren shrilled again and they 
were herded back into the cell. 

 
Back on his bed, Thomas waited for his stomach to play up again. After a 

considerable amount of time, he concluded that the sandwiches had not done 



any harm. His intestines behaved admirably. There was the occasional 
grumble, but overall, he stomach stayed calm.  

Without his body giving him any trouble, he quickly became bored. There 
was nothing in the cell to occupy him. His plan to watch the inmates and learn 
from them was stalled, because as soon as they had come back to the cell, the 
men had either settled down on their bunks or with their respective groups and 
nothing much was happening.  

He also didn’t dare get up from his bunk to practice his martial arts – at 
least not yet. Drawing attention to himself did not seem a good idea at this point 
in time. They should get used to him and his white face first. Once he had 
become part of the landscape, then there was hopefully still time enough to 
hone his skills further. 

An hour later, Thomas was bored out of his mind. Lying on his back, he 
stared up at the wire mesh - ripped in several places - supporting the thin 
mattress on the bunk above him. With nothing else to do, he began counting the 
cross sections. Once finished, he estimated the distance between each joint. 
Taking into account the number of beds stacked in the cell, he calculated the 
total amount of cross sections in the room.  

Suddenly, a tinkling of glass penetrated the hum of conversation. 
Thomas stopped his mental exercise and pricked up his ears. A moment later 
he heard the distinct sound of glass clinking against glass. 

What the hell was going on? It couldn’t be glass he’d heard. Or could it? 
Thomas turned onto his side, his eyes roaming across the room. Manuel 

and his group were sitting against the far wall, occasional laughter rising from 
the circle. Several smaller groups had claimed the windowsills, taking 
advantage of the light breeze drifting into the cell. Some men were lying on their 
beds talking to the next man across the aisle. Tafari and his supporters were 
sitting in the same spot they had occupied during the day. 

Thomas heard the tinkling sound again. It was definitely coming from 
Tafari’s group. He scanned the men one by one, until he saw what had made 
the sound. His eyes became as big as saucers. A short man, his bald head 
shining with sweat, lifted a bottle into the air, held it to his mouth and drank with 
big gulps. Even from a distance, Thomas recognised the label. The guy was 
drinking whiskey! And not just any whiskey! It was Jack Daniel’s Black Label. 

For crying out loud! Where the hell did they get a bottle of whiskey from?  
Thomas looked furtively to the locked cell door.  
And how the hell did they get the bottle into the cell? 
The short inmate lowered the whiskey bottle, wiped his mouth with the 

back of his hand, and handed the bottle to his neighbour, a bulky man with 
numerous tattoos stencilled on his arms. Tattoo held the bottle by its neck, gave 
a mock toast and lifted it to his mouth. 

Thomas swallowed hard. This wasn’t possible. He must be mistaken. 
Maybe there wasn’t any alcohol in the bottle? Maybe the men were pretending. 
Maybe they had filled the bottle with tea so it would look like whiskey? But 
somehow he had his doubts. These men would not pretend. They were 
criminals and the word ‘pretence’ wasn’t in their vocabulary. 

As Thomas watched the inmate drink the whiskey, a second bottle 
appeared from the centre of the circle.  

Thomas rubbed his eyes with disbelief. But when he looked again, he 
saw the second bottle making the rounds. The brown liquid disappeared down 



the inmates’ throats faster than Thomas could blink. The bottles were passed 
around in quick succession, and very soon, they were empty. 

Raucous laughter broke out and Thomas’s doubts about the liquid not 
having been whiskey disappeared in a flash. The inmates slapped each other 
on their backs, and as one stepped away from the circle, he stumbled, ending 
up on his arse. Several other men could hardly stand straight, swaying like trees 
in the wind. The conversation got louder and louder and the laughter sounded 
like the braying of a bunch of donkeys. Three inmates started to dance, if one 
could call it that. Lifting their knees high, they stamped their feet on the floor, 
clapping their hands in some kind of rhythm only known to them, occasionally 
swirling around like ballerinas on a stage. 

The men were drunk! They were definitely drunk. 
Thomas pulled his knees to his chest. As if it wasn’t bad enough that he 

was locked up with almost a hundred black criminals who all loathed his white 
skin, now he also had to contend with a large group of inmates who were pissed 
out of their skulls.  

Could it get any worse? Thomas prayed they wouldn’t take any notice of 
him.  

He looked at the rest of the inmates. To his surprise they seemed to 
ignore the drunken men. Some inmates had moved closer to the windows, but 
overall, they weren’t paying any attention to the rowdy group. 

Thomas checked his position and saw that he was actually a safe 
distance away from the drunken crowd. Slowly he uncurled his legs and sat up 
on his bed.  

If the other inmates did not feel threatened by the drunken men, why 
should he? And it looked like the inmates were keeping within their circle. But 
that could change in an instant, as Thomas knew well from experience. Drunk 
people were unpredictable. Some just fell asleep, others wanted to cry on your 
shoulder confessing their past sins, and others again would pick a fight, the 
brawl usually ending with broken noses and bloodied knuckles. 

Thomas did not know how much time had gone by, but one by one the 
inmates became quiet, passing out on the bunks closest to them, or simply lying 
on the floor and falling asleep. Very soon, no one in Tafari’s group was awake 
any longer. Even Tafari was lying cross-wise on his bed, the empty bottle still 
clutched in his hand. 

Thomas breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t expected this. Who would 
have thought one was able to get piss drunk in prison? And what surprised him 
even more, during the whole episode there was no sign of a guard. The door 
wasn’t opened once. It was as if the guards had disappeared from the prison 
altogether.  

Thomas looked up at the ceiling. He couldn’t believe there was no 
monitoring system in place. His eyes travelled along the walls.  

There it was! A camera! And a bit further along there was another one.  
His face fell when he saw the cameras’ condition. The devices hung 

loosely on wires, the ‘eyes’ looking down to the floor.  
Thomas snorted with disgust. Obviously the inmates had made sure the 

guards sitting in the control room could not see what was happening in the cell.  
Thomas shook his head. Was this slack maintenance or had the prison 

authorities given up fixing the cameras? And if they couldn’t see what was 
happening in the cell at all times, what else were the inmates up to? What if 



there was a serious fight? How would they know about it? And what if the 
inmates had enough of the white intruder and turned on him? Where would the 
guards be? 

A shiver ran down Thomas’s spine. 
Shit! He was totally vulnerable in this damn cell. He wouldn’t stand a 

chance if the men came for him. 
His eyes jumped furtively from one man to the next. Nobody looked in his 

direction. Not one of his fellow inmates made eye contact. 
Thomas inhaled deeply. 
He’d better stay out of everyone’s way. He’d better make himself 

invisible. He’d never survive an attack. 
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A sharp pain shot up Sybil’s calf and woke her. She opened her eyes 
slowly. The cramp did not ease, so she sat up, stretched her leg and reached 
out to massage the offending muscle. Her neck was stiff and her mouth felt as if 
she’d eaten sandpaper. Soft yellow moonlight shone into her lounge. It was very 
quiet. No car engines, squealing tyres, or whining police sirens disturbed the 
warm night.  

Squinting at the small clock standing on the kitchen counter, Sybil made 
out the time. It was after 11 p.m. It was late, very late. Rubbing her sore neck 
with one hand, she stood up. She must have been more tired than she’d 
thought because she’d fallen asleep on the couch, still dressed in her work 
clothes.  

Taking wobbly steps, she made it into her bedroom, taking off her pants 
and shirt on the way, leaving both behind her on the floor. Before climbing into 
bed, she made a detour into the bathroom. Without switching on the light, she 
ran the tap, washed her face and brushed her teeth.  

Sybil set the alarm on her cellphone, turned down the bed cover and 
lowered herself onto the smooth, cool sheet. Bliss. Absolute bliss. Her head hit 
the pillow and within seconds she was fast asleep again. 

 
The lights had been turned down a while ago, but the sounds never 

stopped: men groaning in their sleep, whispered conversations, inmates making 
their way to the bathroom, flushing toilets, squeaking bed springs, wailing and 
screams from far away cells.  

Although he was dead tired, Thomas couldn’t sleep. His mind did not 
want to rest. Thoughts raced through his mind like greyhounds chasing a rabbit. 
Even if he was able to get to sleep, his sleeping arrangements weren’t very 
comfortable. The mattress was hard and lumpy, the scratchy blanket stank, and 
the thin pillow did nothing to elevate his head. He turned this way and that, 
rolled on his stomach, bunched up the pillow, rolled back on his back, doubled 
up the pillow, but nothing helped. His body ached, his neck pained and his eyes 
burned with fatigue. The wire mesh holding up the mattress of the man in the 
bunk above him split wider every time the inmate rolled to the other side and the 
whole contraption seemed to move lower by the minute.  

Thomas eyed the descending wire mesh suspiciously. If the guy flung 
himself around a few more times, the whole thing would collapse and he would 
be squashed.  

Thomas heard the soft click of a door being unlocked. He squinted 
through half opened eyelids into the semi darkness of the cell. 

The hinges of the cell door squealed softly.  
Suddenly, he was wide awake.  
What the hell was going on? Why were they opening the door? 
All other sounds in the cell ceased; no more whispered conversations, no 

more groaning in their sleep. Blankets were pulled up under chins and inmates 
curled into balls. A breathless tension permeated the air.  



Thomas stared past the bunks towards the cell door, his eyes trying to 
pierce the heavy shadows.  

His ears pricked up. Soft footsteps approached his row of bunks. Out of 
the semi-darkness two figures dressed in prison uniforms appeared, treading 
lightly, walking past his row and further into the cell. One guard was tall and 
skinny, a hawkish nose protruding ungainly from his face. The other was slightly 
shorter, with a pot belly hanging over the waistband of his uniform trousers. 
Hawk Nose turned into the aisle, three down from Thomas, and Potbelly took 
the next turn. Quietly they made their way past the triple-stacked bunk beds 
until they had almost reached the window. They stopped on either side of the 
bunks. Hawk Nose pulled the blanket off the inmate lying on the thin mattress, 
while Potbelly reached out, clamping his hand over the man’s mouth. 

“Ssshh,” he whispered. “Don’t make a sound or you will regret it.” 
The inmate sat up suddenly and shook Potbelly’s hand off. 
“No,” he screamed swinging his legs over the edge of his bunk, ready to 

bolt. “No!” 
Hawk Nose was prepared for the inmate’s resistance. He put his arm 

around the man’s neck and gripped him into a chokehold. The youngster 
clutched the guard’s forearm and started pulling frantically. 

“Ssshh,” Hawk Nose whispered. “You know you have no choice.” 
Potbelly pulled one of the inmate’s arms behind his back and twisted it 

up. The young man groaned with pain. Potbelly had almost dislocated his 
shoulder! 

Hawk Nose pulled the youngster off the bunk bed, clamping his hand 
over the inmate’s mouth. 

Thomas watched with wide eyes. What on earth was going on? Why did 
the guards come into the cell in the middle of the night? Why were they 
attacking the inmate? 

“Not one sound,” Hawk Nose warned, pushing the young man forward. 
Holding him tight, he marched the inmate down the aisle towards the cell 

door. His arm still twisted behind his back, the youngster stumbled along, his 
face contorted with pain and fear. 

Where were they taking him? What were they doing?  
Thomas wanted to call out, but not one of the other inmates had risen up 

to help. His instinct warned him to keep quiet.  
The three men reached the end of the cell and stepped out of view. The 

soft click indicated the door was locked again.  
After a few minutes, Thomas and his cell mates released a collective 

breath. The sounds resumed; whispered conversations continued, bedsprings 
squeaked and two men shuffled past to go to the toilets. The inmates acted as if 
nothing out of the ordinary had happened. 

Thomas rubbed his eyes tiredly, glancing at his fellow prisoners rolling 
around on their bunks. 

Did he really see what he thought he’d seen? Did the guards really 
abduct the youngster? Did they really drag him off his bunk and march him out 
of the cell? 

Thomas looked at the bunk close to the window. The bed was empty and 
the blanket lay bunched up at the foot of the bunk.  

Thomas sighed deeply. He was too tired to make any sense of it.  



His adrenalin depleted and his body aching, his mind shut down, and he 
fell into a dreamless sleep.  

 
Thomas’s rest didn’t last long, when the wail of the siren pulled him back 

to reality. Looking towards the window, he noticed that the sun wasn’t up yet. 
Groggily, he sat up on his bunk and with bleary eyes he observed the enfolding 
prison routine. The first few men walked towards the door, holding their small 
towels and a piece of soap in their hands. 

Thomas blinked and looked again. Towel? Soap? Did this mean they 
were going to shower? 

Quickly, he shook off the remnants of sleep. Grabbing his own towel and 
soap, he made his way to the line forming against the wall. The door opened 
and the inmates stepped forward, but were stopped after about twenty men had 
made it into the passage. Nobody grumbled on being left behind, so Thomas 
also remained patient.  

After a surprisingly short time, the door opened again and the inmates 
were waved forward. This time Thomas was in the group who made it into the 
passage. The men turned right and without much enthusiasm shuffled along, 
not quite awake yet. A few turns later they were led into a locker room. A thick 
fog hung in the air. It smelled of stale sweat, old socks and disinfectant. 
Benches, the wood cracked and discoloured, lined both sides of the room and 
two guards were positioned next to a door on the far side.  

The inmates made their way to the benches where they began to strip. 
Thomas found a place on the right side of the room. The prospect of a hot 
shower made him lose all his inhibitions. Quickly he discarded his shoes, 
orange overall, T-shirt and boxer shorts. Holding his towel modestly in front of 
his genitals and with the soap in his other hand, he made his way to the door on 
the other side of the room. 

One by one the inmates stepped forward, each one dipping a hand into a 
plastic bowl placed by the door, before disappearing behind a tiled wall. When it 
was Thomas’s turn, he looked curiously into the bowl. To his delight it contained 
plastic razors: not fancy triple bladed ones, but razors, nonetheless. 

He was going to be able to shave. A grin spread over his face. He felt 
like a kid receiving a Christmas present. 

Eagerly Thomas picked a razor and followed his cellmates into the 
shower room.  

Ten old-fashioned showerheads were mounted high on the wall, on 
either side of the room. The once white tiles were grimy and cracked, black 
mould sitting in the grooves. At the opposite side of the door was a set of barred 
windows, supposedly to ventilate the room. Running down the middle of the 
room were two rows of basins. Chipped mirrors were mounted in metal frames 
above them.  

The inmates dropped their towels over the rims of the basins and 
stepped under the shower heads. Thomas found his place on the left, six down 
from the door. He glanced at the man to his right. There wasn’t a gram of fat on 
the guy’s lean body. As the man placed his hand against the tiled wall, Thomas 
saw the muscles bulging on his upper arm. An impressive dragon tattoo ran 
down the man’s neck, ending on his shoulder blade.  

Thomas looked to his left at the same time as the young man turned his 
face towards him. The youngster’s eyes were swollen and bloodshot. With 



surprise, Thomas realized that it was the young man who had been abducted 
from the cell the previous night. Thomas almost asked him what happened to 
him, when he noticed the youngster’s hunched-over body. The young man’s 
face was contorted with pain and he could hardly keep himself standing upright. 
A thin watery stream of blood ran down his leg. 

Realisation hit Thomas like a sledgehammer. 
Oh no! Ohhh noooo! Thomas screamed silently. This couldn’t be true! 

This wasn’t possible! This didn’t happen! 
He looked again at the youngster’s face, seeing it filled with agony.  
The young man had been seized to be raped! The guards had snuck into 

the cell in the middle of the night to take him to another cell. They had taken him 
to be the bitch of some other inmate. 

Rage rose in Thomas. He clenched his teeth and balled his fists.  
How dare they? How dare they do this to a man?  
He looked around wildly, ready to beat the living daylights out of the 

animals guarding the inmates about to have a shower.  
Those swine! Those pigs! They were less than dog shit!  
His arms trembled with suppressed fury.  
As he took a step away from the wall, water began spurting from the 

showerhead. Thomas stopped short. Water splashed on to his arms and it felt 
really good.  

Was he prepared to forgo his shower, which he’d been dreaming about 
for a week and a half, in order to avenge another inmate?  

Thomas glanced at the youngster next to him expecting an indication that 
he was going to do the right thing by beating up the guards on his behalf, but 
the young man had turned his back to him, letting the water run down his 
bruised and battered body. 

Alright! Clearly the youngster wasn’t that interested in being avenged. 
Thomas reigned in his rage, unclenched his fists and stepped back under 

the showerhead. 
He could deal with the guards later, but for now the shower was more 

important. 
Without wasting another second, Thomas soaped his body from top to 

bottom. Due to the lack of shampoo, he rubbed his hair with soap and softened 
his week old beard. Although the water was only lukewarm and it only 
spluttered from the shower head instead of gushing out, he revelled in the 
luxury, rinsing away the accumulated grime and sweat.  

Unfortunately his joy didn’t last long. The water stopped and everyone 
was ordered away from the walls. Thomas took his thin towel and tried to dry 
himself off, but it was impossible. Within seconds the towel was soaked, not 
absorbing another drop. Instead he wrapped the thin terry cloth around his hips 
and tucked the corners in.  

Claiming his place at the basins, Thomas dared a look into the damaged 
mirror. He almost did not recognise himself. An unruly stubble covered his face 
and a bluish bruise shone on his cheekbone. He touched the bruise trying to 
remember when and where he had received it, but could not recall the exact 
moment. There’d been too many altercations with the guards.  

Judging by the short time they’d been granted under the shower, 
Thomas quickly opened the hot water tap. Lacking shaving cream, he held his 
soap under the warm water, creating a thin foam with which he covered his 



beard. The first swipe with the razor elicited no result. Thomas checked the 
blade with his thumb.  

Bloody hell! It was almost blunt.  
Thomas shook his head with disappointment, but what did he expect?  
Grinding his teeth, he scraped the razor forcefully across his stubble. His 

skin pulled painfully and immediately turned an angry red.  
This bordered on torture!  
Annoyed he looked over to the guards standing by the door, ready to 

complain, but quickly thought better of it when he saw their vicious expressions. 
They were probably just waiting for the smallest transgression in order to use 
their batons. 

Thomas sighed heavily. He had a choice: continue to live with the beard 
or scrape it off and look like a human being. 

Looking and feeling like himself won out.  
Lifting the razor to his face, Thomas began scraping the stubble off his 

face. His skin burned like hell and occasionally tears gathered in the corners of 
his eyes. He swallowed them down very quickly. It didn’t seem to be a wise idea 
to show any weakness, even if this shave was killing him. 

Eventually Thomas was finished. Splashing warm water on to his face 
alleviated the burning sensation somewhat, but he knew it would take a few 
hours before the pain subsided. 

Their time in the shower was up. On their way back, the inmates had to 
drop their blunt razors into the plastic bowl by the door. The guards checked 
carefully, making sure no inmate tried to smuggle a razor into the general 
population cells.  

Standing in front of the wooden bench, Thomas eyed his boxer shorts 
and overall with disdain.  

For crying out loud! Why did he have a shower when he had to put on his 
dirty clothes! It was bad enough not having a comb or deodorant, but it was 
absolutely disgusting that he had to wear his sweaty, smelly clothes again. 

Eyeing his fellow inmates he realised he had no choice. He only had one 
set of clothes! He could either stay naked or put on his dirty clothes. Sincerely 
doubting the guards would let him stay naked, he climbed into his boxers, pulled 
the T-shirt over his head, stepped into his overalls and slipped on his loafers. 
His only hope was that they were allowed another shower the next morning.  

Back in the cell, Thomas sat on his bunk and stared out of the window, 
waiting for the sun to come up. He didn’t have to wait very long. The sky soon 
turned from lapis lazuli to a fine sapphire blue. Gradually, the colour lightened to 
aquamarine. Then the first rays snuck past the top of the walls, caressing the 
window frame. Finally the fiery ball appeared in all its glory, growing by the 
minute until the cell was flooded with bright, warm sunlight. 

Another morning locked up. Another day behind cell doors. Another day 
to survive this hell.  

Thomas hunched his shoulders despondently. 
Why was he in here? What had happened to justice? What had 

happened to his rights? Where was his court appointed lawyer? 
Questions which Thomas had asked himself a thousand times raced 

around in his head. As he had done so many times before, Thomas once again 
recalled the night on which his nightmare had begun, which was exactly Friday 
a week ago.  



Thomas had locked his office door and had walked down the passage 
checking his watch. For once, it was earlier than 20h00. Not that he had 
anything planned for the evening; he was just glad to get home at a reasonable 
hour. He was tired and looked forward to putting his feet on the coffee table and 
watching a good movie.  

His car was parked next to the building’s entrance. As one of the first 
ones to arrive every morning, he usually had the pick of a parking space. 
Thomas eyed his Chevy Captiva with unconcealed pride. The car was a 
relatively new acquisition and had set him back a few Rand, but it was worth 
every cent. He’d waited a long time before he bought the white, four-door, with 
the 3 l V6 engine, but he’d recently been promoted and with his salary increase 
he could afford it.  

Thomas climbed into the car, started the engine and made his way 
towards the highway and home. The roads were clogged with evening traffic, 
but he was too tired to get impatient and angry. The commute from the East 
Rand to his small house in Forest Town took him more than an hour. It was 
dark when he turned into his tree-lined road. The thick, green-leafed branches 
of the oak trees spanned the distance between pavements like a canopy. 
Streetlamps cast their weak glow onto empty sidewalks. Reaching his house, 
Thomas slowed down, let the car roll a few metres and stopped. Shifting the 
gear lever, he reversed into his driveway and stopped in front of his closed gate.  

Thomas opened the car door, letting the engine idle. The house was old 
and he hadn’t gotten around to installing an electric motor for the gate, yet. As 
he put his foot onto the driveway, a young black man, wearing jeans and a non-
descript T-shirt, approached him. Thomas hadn’t noticed him on his drive down 
the road and wondered where he came from so suddenly.  

His guard went up immediately.  
Cautiously Thomas exited the Chevy, holding on to the door with one 

hand. Looking the guy over as he walked towards him, Thomas concluded he 
looked harmless enough. He was a slight fellow, several years younger than 
Thomas and at least a head shorter. His hands were pushed into his jeans 
pockets and he was smiling amicably at Thomas. Thomas let go of the car door 
and smiled back at the youngster.  

Suddenly he felt an object pushed hard against his ribs.  
Thomas froze. 
“Step back from the car,” a voice growled close to his ear. 
Carjack! shot though Thomas’s mind. This is a freaking carjacking! How 

stupid could he be? Everyone in South Africa knew to be careful when getting 
out of the car in front of one’s house. What an idiot he was. 

“In case you wonder,” the voice hissed, “this is a gun. Make one wrong 
move and I pull the trigger.” 

Thomas lifted his hands slowly, as he’d been told numerous times during 
hijack prevention courses. Apparently it was the best way how not to antagonise 
any attacker and a sure thing to avoid getting hurt. 

Although having been taught differently, Thomas turned his head slightly 
to get a better look at his attacker. Making eye contact with a hijacker wasn’t the 
best idea, but maybe he could negotiate with the attacker to let him go in 
exchange for his car. 

“Keep your eyes to the front,” the voice ordered. 
So much for trying to establish a rapport. 



Thomas thought it wiser to obey than to argue and looked straight ahead. 
It was no use losing his life over a car, even though he loved his Chevy. A car 
could be replaced, but there was only one life for him. 

The man with the gun grabbed Thomas’s shirt and began pulling him 
backwards to the rear of the Chevy. Thomas stumbled a bit, but followed 
compliantly.  

The man who had first approached him stepped forward and climbed into 
the car and onto the front seat. 

“We get what we want and you won’t be hurt,” the man behind him said. 
Thomas nodded, watching the youngster going over the interior of his 

Chevy. A moment later, he stuck his head over the roof of the car. 
“I can’t see it,” the youngster said. 
Thomas frowned. What couldn’t he see? His wallet? It was in the back 

pocket of his pants. His keys to the house? They were innocently lying in a 
compartment by the console. The guy would have to be virtually blind not to 
spot them. 

Suddenly the man with the gun slapped Thomas’s head.  
It stung. “Hey,” Thomas cried out. 
“Where is it?” the man snarled and hit him again. 
“Stop hitting me,” Thomas demanded. “Take the car and let me go.” 
Instead the man slapped him again.  
Anger rose up in Thomas. Couldn’t they just take the car? The thug had 

a gun pressed to his ribs for crying out loud! Wasn’t that enough? Did he have 
to smack him as well? 

“Where is it?” the man behind him asked again. This time his hand 
slapped Thomas’s ear.  

Thomas’s anger boiled over. Twisting to his right and lifting his elbow, he 
managed to unbalance the man behind him. Swiftly turning into the thug’s body, 
he followed up with a punch to the man’s ribs. His attacker’s arm came up 
involuntarily and the gun went off. The blast was deafening. Thomas’s ears rang 
painfully. The man opened his mouth and roared. Pushing Thomas with his one 
hand, he positioned the gun with lightning speed. Thomas twisted away from his 
attacker, desperate to avoid getting shot. As he spun around, ready to run, a 
searing pain hit the back of his head and Thomas blacked out. 

 
It had been an extremely busy week and Sybil looked forward to visiting 

her parents: being pampered a bit, enjoying her father’s braai, and overall, just 
being engulfed in the warmth and love of her family.  

She locked her front door, got into her car, drove out of the townhouse 
complex and made it into the busy Saturday lunch time traffic. As usual, the 
traffic was especially bad around the Fourways Mall intersection, but eventually 
Sybil turned into Main Road and drove north, leaving Lonehill behind her left 
shoulder. Soon the traffic thinned and she could finally enjoy the drive. Her 
window was half rolled down and the warm breeze tickled her skin. Long before 
she reached the T-junction of Main and Pitts Avenue, she turned right into 
Zinnia Road.  

It was an old area and very quiet. She hardly encountered any cars and 
those driving past her were German luxury vehicles. A while later she stopped 
at the gate of her parents’ estate.  

Sybil chuckled quietly. 



Nowadays her parent’s property was called an estate, but when they 
initially bought it - more than thirty-five years ago - it was a plot of land in the 
middle of nowhere. Today it was worth several million Rand, but back then, 
there’d been nothing on the plot, except weeds, long dry grass and windblown 
thorn trees.  

Whenever her father had money, or whenever there had been a need, he 
had built on to the house, making sure that every addition and renovation was 
practical, but also aesthetically pleasing to the eye.  

Today, the once small three-bedroom house was a white painted 
mansion with a grey slated roof and wooden frame bay windows, consisting of 
six bedrooms with en-suite bathrooms, two lounges, two reception areas, a 
games room, a family room, a huge modern kitchen, pantry, laundry room and 
domestic worker’s accommodation the size of a cottage.  

Growing up in the house brought back warm memories. Sybil recalled 
running down the wood-floor passage to her parents’ bedroom on a Sunday 
morning, fighting with her older brother in the games room over the Play Station 
remote, and spying on her sister and one of her beaux on a Saturday night.  

Both, her brother and sister were several years older than her. Sybil had 
arrived at a time when her siblings, at the age of ten and eight, had no time for a 
baby in their lives. Especially when Sybil got older, they had often treated her as 
a nuisance, sending her harshly away or teasing her until she left voluntarily, 
but they were also very protective and supportive. On several occasions, her 
brother had threatened to beat a guy to a pulp, because he had broken Sybil’s 
heart and nobody, but absolutely nobody, was allowed to look at his little sister 
without his permission.  

Sybil’s older sister helped her through the awkward teenage years, 
boosting her self-confidence and helping her with school work when she 
struggled, because her mind drifted into a thousand different directions instead 
of sticking with algebra. In spite of their squabbles and differences, deep down, 
Sybil was convinced she could not wish for better siblings. 

Sybil pressed the button on the intercom, announcing her arrival. The 
huge ornate bronze gate swung open and she followed the tarred driveway past 
manicured flower beds and immaculately trimmed bushes.  

It looked like her mother had finally found a gardener who understood 
what she wanted. 

Sybil reached the covered parking next to the house and got out of her 
car. Two more vehicles, a red BMW X5 and a beige Land Rover Discovery, 
stood under the roof, indicating her siblings and their families had already 
arrived.   

Instead of approaching the finely carved wooden front door, Sybil 
stepped into the sun and walked past the closed garage, holding her dad’s 
Mercedes Benz, her mother’s Volvo, and two other cars.  

She entered through a small gate and stepped onto a narrow moss-
covered garden path leading along the side of the house. Rounding the last 
corner, Sybil made her way onto the spacious covered terracotta-tiled patio, 
bordering a blue sparkling infinity pool. Beyond the pool the green, short-cut 
lawn sloped downwards for almost a hundred metres, ending in a wall of huge 
conifers, closing the property off from the neighbours.  

Her mother spotted her immediately and jumped up from the thick, soft 
cushion of her cast-iron lounge chair and walked briskly towards Sybil. 



“My darling,” she called out. “You are here.” 
She put her arms around her daughter, embracing her tightly. Sybil 

hugged her back, a smile spreading across her face. 
“Hello mom.” It was good to be home. 
Her father waved his braai fork in the air. “Come here, little one, and give 

your old father a kiss.” 
Sybil walked past the enormous glass-topped patio table and tip toed to 

reach her father’s cheek. She planted a wet smooch on his barely wrinkled skin. 
“That’s my girl,” he cooed. 
Sybil felt a tug on her T-shirt and looked down. “Hello, Aunt Sybil.” 
Sybil dropped onto her haunches and hugged the little girl. “Hello Lizzy. 

How are you?” 
“I’m fine,” she replied. 
Not wanting to be left out, her brother Ryan chirped in, “Hello, Aunt 

Sybil.” But instead of giving her a hug, he held out his hand. It wouldn’t do to be 
hugged by a woman, even if it was his aunt. 

Sybil laughed out aloud. She didn’t shake his hand, but ruffled his dark 
short hair with genuine affection.  

“It’s good to see you Ryan. You are growing up much too fast.” 
Having paid their dues, her niece and nephew disappeared into the 

house to watch cartoons or to cause havoc in the games room. Sybil watched 
them go. Such nice kids. 

Turning back to the braai, she looked at her older brother James, who 
towered over their father. Her dad was no midget, but James was an imposing 
man with stern features. Nobody would dare try to pull the wool over his eyes. 
Next to him stood his wife Anthea obviously adoring her husband. She hardly 
ever left his side, holding his hand or putting her arm around his waist, and even 
though they knew each other for an eternity, Anthea still seemed to have a 
schoolgirl-like crush on James, nodding admiringly whenever he opened his 
mouth. Sybil had no such hero worship notions. She’d grown up with James 
and she knew all his weaknesses – not that she would ever tell on him.  

Sybil looked her sister-in-law over. Like always, though she was casually 
dressed, Anthea’s appearance was flawless. Her hair was neatly styled, her 
make-up understated, and her figure was to die for. Even after giving birth to 
two children, she was still a slim and athletic woman. On the other hand, Anthea 
didn’t work and could spend a lot of time in the gym. 

“Hey James, hello Anthea,” Sybil greeted them both. 
Anthea smiled back warmly and her brother grunted something 

unintelligible. 
Typical older brother. But she wasn’t bothered by his gruff manner. After 

all, he was her brother. 
Sybil walked over to the table and sat down on one of the luxuriously 

covered chairs, next to her older sister Grace.  
“Hello you,” she said. 
“Hey Freckles,” Grace replied. 
As Sybil bent forward to give her sister a hug, she spotted a small face 

peeking out from behind Grace’s chair. The delicate little face was framed by 
fine blonde hair and long lashes fluttered nervously. 

“Hello Melanie,” Sybil said softy. “Nice seeing you.” 
In an instant, the little girl’s head disappeared behind the chair. 



Sybil waited a moment and Melanie, too curious to stay hidden for long, 
poked her head around the chair again. 

“Say hello to your aunt,” Grace ordered gently. 
Overcoming her shyness, Melanie took a tentative step forward. Sybil 

smiled warmly and held out her hands. 
“How are you doing my angel?” 
Melanie took another step and another until she stood right in front of 

Sybil. Checking first with her mother, who gave her an encouraging nod, she 
finally managed a greeting. “Hello Aunt Sybil.” 

Sybil laughed with delight. What a beautiful little creature.  
Emboldened by her aunt’s laughter, Melanie stepped closer and held her 

arms up. 
“Ohh,” Sybil said. “Am I being given a treat? Am I allowed to pick you 

up?” 
Looking again for confirmation to Grace, Melanie nodded tentatively. 
Sybil didn’t wait a second longer. This was indeed a rare treat. Melanie 

was usually too shy to even come close to her. Quickly Sybil reached out, put 
her hands under the little girl’s arms and pulled her onto her lap. Feeling really 
comfortable with her aunt today, Melanie leaned her head against Sybil’s chest 
and snuggled up. 

Sybil looked at her older sister. “What’s happening here?” she asked 
surprised. 

Smiling, Grace shrugged her shoulders. “No idea. Maybe she is getting 
older or maybe she just likes your perfume.” 

Before they could continue their banter, Sybil felt a hand on her shoulder. 
“Hello Sybil,” Mark said. 
Her brother-in-law was a medical doctor and an extremely handsome 

man. His green eyes radiated warmth and compassion. A chiselled chin 
rounded off his rugged features. Tall and broad shouldered, he was all muscle 
and sinew.  

Mark squeezed her shoulder lightly and Sybil blushed like a teenager.  
If he weren’t married to Grace, she would have made a pass at him.  
Banning the traitorous thoughts immediately from her mind, she greeted 

him warmly. 
“Hey Mark. How have you been doing?” 
Mark walked past the backs of their chairs and sat down next to his wife. 

Grace pushed a strand of her long dark hair behind her ear and looked 
expectantly at her husband. 

“Same old,” he replied. “Same old. Sick patients all day long, but they 
keep the bills paid.” 

Before Sybil could continue asking questions, her mother called her. 
“Sybil, come help me with the salads.” 

Sybil rolled her eyes. Why couldn’t she ask Grace or Anthea? She had 
just succeeded in the first ever snuggle up with Melanie. Did her mother have to 
ruin it? 

“Sybil,” her mother called again. “Come with me to the kitchen.” 
Grace smiled at her, commiserating. It wasn’t too long ago her sister had 

received the same orders. Only when she had gotten married and had Melanie 
did her mother lay off her. 



Sybil pulled a face. Who could defy her mother? Nobody in the family 
would dare kindle her wrath. Her mother was much too strong willed and wily to 
be disobeyed by one of her children, or for that matter, by her husband. She 
ruled the roost and if necessary, with an iron fist. 

With a sigh Sybil handed Melanie to Grace and got up from her chair. 
Being the youngest in the family, and unmarried, had definite disadvantages. 

Stepping back onto the patio, carrying two large bowls of salads in her 
hands, Sybil heard James comment on his upcoming overseas trip. 

“I am really looking forward to Italy,” he said. 
Anthea nodded excitedly. “I can’t wait to see Rome. We arranged for a 

three-day sight-seeing tour.” 
Sybil placed the bowls on the table, silently wondering how her niece and 

nephew felt about the trip. Sybil knew from experience that overseas trips were 
fraught with delays and empty promises made by tour operators. A seven and a 
five-year-old would definitely not be too accommodating if a flight was delayed 
by several hours and they had to sit quietly on hard airport chairs.  

Sybil hid a smile as she imagined her niece and nephew being interested 
and having a serious discussion about the ancient amphitheatre in Rome. At 
this stage in their lives, it was all about the Cartoon Channel, Sony Play Station 
and Barbie dolls, but she knew better than to comment. Her brother was as 
stubborn as a mule. What he set his mind to, he got, and there was no way 
around it. Sybil assumed this was also one of the reasons why he was so 
successful in their father’s business. 

Her father placed a huge oven pan filled to the rim with fried meat on the 
table, the delicious smell making Sybil’s mouth water.  

“Come, everyone,” he called out. “Sit down and have something to eat.” 
Every family member found their respective place. Sybil, being the 

youngest of the adults, sat next to her father and her sister Grace. Plates were 
handed out, her father opened two bottles and poured the wine into crystal 
glasses. Her mother dished up potato and green salads. Grace cut the garlic 
bread and James placed pieces of tender fillet and rump steak on everyone’s 
plate. 

Between clinking cutlery and bites of food, the conversation bubbled 
along.  

“How’s business?” Mark inquired politely. 
Sybil’s father waved his steak knife in the air. “Tough, young man. 

Tough. The recession is hitting the industry quite hard.” 
Her father owned a construction business, employing over three hundred 

people. He was involved in the development of residential properties and the 
construction of commercial buildings, like shopping malls. He’d done extremely 
well for himself and after her brother had finished his BCom degree, he’d joined 
the family business. The company had gone from strength to strength. Her 
father’s ethics and sound business practice provided the company with an 
excellent reputation in the industry, and they were called upon time and time 
again.  

“Several of the smaller companies are suffering,” her father continued. 
“They are struggling to keep their heads above water. It’s a pity.” He scratched 
his chin thoughtfully. “If they go down, a lot of people will lose their jobs and 
there’s nothing else out there for them.” 

“That’s how the cookie crumbles,” James said dryly. 



Her father shot him a sharp look. “Don’t be so heartless. Those people 
have families and if there is no income, then they can’t feed them.” 

James shrugged his shoulders. “It’s the economy and there’s nothing we 
can do about it. We have to look after ourselves.” 

And with that a heated discussion ensued, about the economy, the 
government, the people in South Africa, global politics, the exchange rate, crime 
and poverty. 

Sybil revelled in the lively conversation, the arguments presented and the 
varying opinions. She looked from one family member to the next and nodded 
proudly. This was her family and she was part of it. 

Eventually the plates were empty and their stomachs full. The 
conversation dwindled and everyone leaned back in their chairs, satisfied. 
Unfortunately the peace lasted only for a few minutes. Sybil’s mother could just 
not sit still. Leaning forward, she started stacking empty dishes on top of each 
other. 

“Sybil,” she said. “Will you help me clean up?” 
Not daring to roll her eyes in case her mother saw it, Sybil got up 

obediently, but couldn’t resist throwing a cold glare in her sister’s direction. To 
her surprise, Grace also got up from her chair. 

“I need to move around a bit,” she explained. “I think I’ve eaten too 
much.” 

Together they cleaned up the table and took everything into the kitchen 
where the dirty dishes were placed into the dishwasher and the leftovers, 
covered with cellophane, disappeared into the fridge. 
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Grace sat down at the kitchen table and looked at her younger sister. 
“How’s it going in your life?” 

Sybil slumped onto a chair. 
“Is there anyone special in your life?” 
Sybil shook her head. “No,” she replied. “I’ve got too much work to find a 

decent man.” 
Grace laughed good naturedly. “Your turn will come.” 
Sybil waved her hand dismissively. “I’m not too worried. And it’s very 

busy at the firm.” 
“I hope they are not working you to death,” Grace said, a slight frown 

creasing her forehead. 
Sybil sighed. “Sometimes I think I chose the wrong profession.” 
“Why? I thought you loved being an advocate.” 
Sybil pulled her leg onto the chair. “Yeah. I do love being an advocate, 

but I don’t like all the extra projects they are dumping on us juniors.” 
Grace raised her eyebrows. 
Sybil thought for a moment. She didn’t want to give her sister the 

impression she was complaining, but on the other hand, her latest assignment 
was weighing on her. Not so much on what it entailed, but how much time it was 
going to take and how she was going to cope with the rest of her work. Looking 
at Grace’s concerned face, she realised her sister meant well and wouldn’t think 
any less of her if she let off a bit of steam.  

Sybil pulled a face. “The latest assignment requires us to visit all the 
prisons in the country.” 

“Really?” 
Sybil shrugged her shoulders. “Apparently the Human Rights 

Commission in South Africa conducts a survey every few years, looking into 
prison conditions. My firm has been closely involved with the HRC and they 
offered our help.” Sybil pushed her hand through her hair. “Offering help meant 
us juniors doing all the work. We have to visit all South African prisons within 
the next six months to conduct interviews.” 

“Hhmmm.” 
“Well,” Sybil continued. “I’ve made my peace with it. It will take a chunk 

of time out of my already busy schedule, but I’ll manage. I’ll just go there, 
complete the questionnaire, come back and carry on with my work.” 

Grace tilted her head. “You are not really taking this seriously?” 
Sybil looked up at her sister’s slightly scolding tone.  
What did she mean? She just said she would do the interviews. 
“You are supposed to talk to the prisoners and investigate that what they 

are telling you is correct,” Grace said. 
For a moment, Sybil had forgotten that her sister was a sociologist by 

profession. Although she hadn’t worked for the past three years, taking time out 
to focus on being a mother, Grace had ample experience with this type of 
assignment. A casual attitude when it came to her passion wouldn’t do for her 
sister.   



“No, no,” Sybil quickly backpedalled. “Sure, I am going to take it 
seriously.” 

Grace nodded hesitantly, not quite believing Sybil’s reassurance. 
“But what could there be to investigate?” Sybil said. “The prison rules 

and regulations are very clear. The people were convicted of a crime and 
therefore were sent to prison.”  

Grace shook her head. “It’s not that simple.” 
Sybil frowned. “What? Are you telling me I have to listen to their sob 

stories and find out if they are telling the truth?” 
A corner of Grace’s mouth curled up. “Do you know how many people 

are imprisoned, awaiting trial?” 
Sybil shook her head. 
“Do you know the prisons’ conditions?” 
Again Sybil shook her head. 
Grace sighed deeply. “Our justice system is not perfect. Plenty of people 

slip through the cracks. Paperwork gets lost or officers get paid to let dockets 
disappear.” 

Sybil had heard those stories before. “But those who are innocent won’t 
end up in prison.” 

Grace raised an eyebrow. “What gives you that impression? Once you 
are in the system, you are trapped. They can transfer you from the police 
holding cells into a prison and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 

“Surely you get your phone call and you can contact your attorney?” 
“If they let you,” Grace replied. “Remember, now you are in the hands of 

the prison authorities. It’s up to them to grant you your call.” 
Sybil shook her head, not convinced. 
Grace looked at her sister sternly. “Even if you get your call and you are 

able to get hold of a lawyer or someone who is able to help you, the wheels of 
justice grind very slowly in this country. Did you know that it takes between 
three months and two years to get to a trial? Do you realise that those people 
lose their lives during that time, while they wait for their day in court? They lose 
their jobs, which means their income, and often their wives or husbands divorce 
them, meaning they lose their families. They lose their houses and possessions, 
because often they have to sell everything to pay for their defence lawyers.” 

“If they don’t have money, they can ask for a court appointed lawyer or 
Legal Assist,” Sybil interjected. 

“Sure,” Grace confirmed. “But the court lawyers are few and far between. 
They are so overworked it’ll take weeks before they can attend to any request. 
They are also often relatively inexperienced which means they are of no great 
help to the one being accused of a crime.” 

Sybil pursed her lips. “But for the majority, prison is justified.” 
Her sister pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Even if justified, do 

you know what prison does to a person?” 
Sybil rolled her eyes. 
“Don’t be so ignorant,” her sister snapped. “I thought you were a bar 

registered advocate and would know about these things.” 
“I am an advocate,” Sybil replied sulkily, “but I am dealing mostly with 

civil cases, not criminal ones. We usually don’t send people to prison. Most of 
the time the convicted party has to pay a hefty fine or compensation.” 



Grace placed her hand on the table. “I didn’t mean to step on your toes, 
but let me give you a small example to show you what prison is about.” 

Not really placated, Sybil crossed her arms.  
Grace ignored her sister’s attitude. Although she had been involved more 

with children in her line of work, she also had to deal with their parents. Sadly, 
she had come into contact with many released prisoners. She’d seen first hand 
what prison did to families, and especially, to their kids. It wasn’t easy to 
understand and it was really difficult to give help to those broken families. While 
she worked with them, she’d listened to ex-prisoners accounts, something she 
would rather have not dealt with, but which were essential to helping their kids; 
answering questions why mommy or daddy is so withdrawn or outright rude and 
aggressive. 

Grace took a deep breath. “Earlier you mentioned rules and regulations.” 
She looked questioningly at her sister. 

Sybil nodded.  
“And I agree with you. There are strict rules in place, but reality is 

different. Although regulation states only thirty inmates are to be held in each 
cell, our prisons are so overcrowded, the authorities are cramming up to a 
hundred men into a single cell.” 

“That can’t be true,” Sybil protested. 
Grace nodded firmly. “Do you know what it means to share a space 

designed for thirty men with another sixty-nine? There are strict hierarchies in 
place and these often cause fights between gangs. Beatings are used to force 
new inmates into submission and rapes are offered as favours or used to 
punish fellow prisoners.” 

“You are exaggerating. There are guards and the prisons are monitored 
...” 

“No, I am not exaggerating,” Grace interrupted heatedly. “A lot of guards 
are corrupt and for a bit of extra cash they’ll assist in illegal activities like 
smuggling cellphones, alcohol or drugs into the prisons. They have been known 
to abduct men during the night to be abused by fellow inmates.” 

Sybil’s eyes widened with horror. 
“These are facts,” Grace said. “Many atrocities committed in prisons are 

not reported for fear of retaliation from fellow inmates or guards, but it is 
happening.” 

Sybil rubbed her brow wistfully. 
“Do you know what a slow punch is?” Grace asked gently. 
Sybil shook her head. 
“That’s one of the punishments dished out for ratting on another inmate. 

A prisoner will be raped by another inmate who is HIV positive. The HIV positive 
man passes on his virus intentionally, effectively sentencing the other prisoner 
to death.” 

“You are lying,” Sybil gasped. 
Grace shook her head sadly. “And you know what? There is not enough 

medical care in our prison facilities to take care of the sick. Anti-retrovirals are 
hardly available.” 

Sybil stared at her sister, at a loss for words. 
“That’s why you have to ask the questions,” she said quietly. “That’s why 

you have to probe and investigate.” Grace touched her sister’s hand gently. 
“Don’t take everything you are told at face value. Dig deeper. What is 



happening in our prisons is horrible. With these visits you can shed light on the 
atrocities and we’ll be able to make changes.” 

Sybil’s mind raced in all directions. This couldn’t be true. She’d heard 
about gangs and she’d heard about rapes, but South African prisons couldn’t be 
that bad. There were maybe isolated incidents, but surely this kind of situation 
wasn’t the daily norm. 

“I heard about the gangs, “Sybil conceded. “But they can’t be that bad.” 
Grace bit at her bottom lip. “We are not talking about a social club here,” 

she said. “If you don’t join a gang, you are ostracised. You are beaten up and I 
mean broken bones and damaged eyes. The gangs rule the prisons. They 
decide where you sleep, how much food you get and when you can go to the 
bathroom. If you don’t join the one, another gang will claim you and the process 
starts all over again.” 

“What about the guards?” 
“The guards align themselves with the gangs. Ultimately, the gangs help 

them to keep the peace. Should there be any problems, the gangs sort it out 
amongst themselves. Remember, the prisons are understaffed and only a 
handful of guards have to deal with hundreds of prisoners.” 

Sybil mulled over her sister’s account. In a perverse way, it made sense. 
Let the gangs sort out the trouble makers. It couldn’t be easy to deal with 
hundreds of criminals who could be very inventive when it came to committing 
crimes. Better to let their peers deal with them, than giving the prison authorities 
a hard time. However, there was still one issue she couldn’t quite get her head 
around. 

“What about the rapes?” she asked tentatively. “They aren’t happening 
every day?” 

Grace shook her head sadly. “Unfortunately, this is what’s happening 
every day. And, to the disgrace of the prison guards, they are involved. It might 
not happen to every single prisoner, but even one case of rape is one too 
many.” 

Sybil took a deep breath. It was a lot to take in. She was still very 
sceptical about what her sister had told her, but it made her think. If what Grace 
had said really was the case, then she’d better be careful about how she 
handled the interviews. Maybe she would have to dig deeper. Maybe she would 
have to ask more questions than those that were printed on the questionnaire. 

Sybil took a deep breath. “Ok,” she said. “Ok. I get the point.” 
Grace smiled. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “The people in there are not 

animals, they are human beings. It’s bad enough being locked up, but they don’t 
have to lose their dignity and humanity by being strip searched, beaten, given 
minimum food rations, no proper sanitation or losing their prospect of living a 
healthy life once they are released.” 

Sybil smiled at sister. “I’ll make sure to probe and investigate,” she said. 
“I’ll promise to take this assignment seriously.” 

 
Time went by slowly. Every minute became an hour and every hour 

stretched into a day. There was nothing to do, nobody to talk to, and Thomas 
was alone with his thoughts. He observed the other inmates, trying to stay 
under their radar and adapted to the prison schedule: showering in the morning, 
going to breakfast, coming back, waiting for whatever wasn’t happening, going 
to lunch, being herded into the yard, waiting for nothing, going back to the cell, 



waiting for eternity to pass, going for supper, coming back, waiting for time to 
speed up, trying to sleep, but being kept awake by screams from neighbouring 
cells.  

A few times Thomas had tried to engage his fellow inmates in 
conversation, but had been unsuccessful. They glared at him with open hostility, 
rolled onto the other side with their backs to him or ignored him completely, 
making it very clear they did not want to have anything to do with him. In 
general they treated him either as someone who suffered from leprosy or didn’t 
exist at all. 

Thomas’s mouth was permanently dry and his lips stuck together, 
because he hadn’t spoken to anyone in such a long time. He wondered 
occasionally if he could still form physical words or if he had lost the ability to 
speak altogether. Sometimes he talked quietly to himself just to hear some 
sound coming out of his mouth, but he worried the other inmates might take 
offence or even think him insane. He wouldn’t risk antagonising his fellow 
prisoners. Who knew what they would do to him. 

Eventually Thomas decided he couldn’t lie on his hard bunk anymore. He 
had to do something. Getting up, he positioned himself in the narrow space 
between the bunk beds. Bending his legs slightly and lifting his arms in a typical 
first karate position, he began to exercise. Starting with simple moves, he 
watched carefully out of the corner of his eye, if he would draw any attention. 
After a few minutes, seeing that nobody even glanced in his direction, he 
became bolder. He was surprised how easily all the moves were coming back 
to him – it was like bicycle riding. Once one knew how, one never forgot.  

His sensei’s voice whispered encouragement in his ear and Thomas 
heard his disapproval clearly when he messed up. Despite the limited space, he 
managed to complete four sets of exercises, feeling his focus strengthening. As 
he started another set of exercises, he heard a cellphone chirp.  

A cellphone?   
He heard the sound again and raised his head slowly.  
It was definitely a cellphone! Someone in this hell hole had a cellphone! 

How in God’s name did they get a cellphone in here? 
Thomas stood still and looked around. 
The phone chirped again, the sound coming from the wall adjacent to the 

door, not far from him. A small group of five men was huddled together, their 
eyes darting furtively around. Suddenly, one of the inmates, a small man with 
squint eyes, was slapped on the back of his head. 

“I told you to put it on vibrate,” his fellow inmate hissed. 
Squint Eye grinned meekly at the man rolling up the sleeves of his 

orange overall. 
“You’re getting us all into shit,” Sleeves complained. 
Ignoring the man, Squint Eye put the cellphone against his ear and 

answered softly. “Hello?” 
Listening attentively, Squint Eye’s smile became huge. After nodding a 

few more times, he ended the call, handing the phone to Sleeves. 
“It was my missus,” Squint Eye beamed. “She’s coming to visit today.” 
Sleeves grimaced. “Good for you. Hope she brings the rations.” 
Squint Eye bounced his head up and down. “She said she will.” 
Sleeves let the phone disappear into his overall pocket. “Get ready, 

then.” 



Thomas watched the men from a safe distance, still amazed at the 
availability of a cellphone in prison.  

How on earth did they get hold of a cellphone? There was no chance 
they could have smuggled it in themselves. He remembered the strip search on 
his arrival much too clearly. There was no way someone could have hidden a 
cellphone anywhere on his body or amongst his clothes. It would have definitely 
been discovered and immediately been confiscated.  

Thomas’s eyes travelled over the men who looked around nervously. 
They were all in their twenties and were relatively slightly built. He imagined 
them in business suits and realised that if he met them in a shopping mall he 
could mistake them for young professionals. They did not fit the stereotypical 
description of criminals, but Thomas wasn’t fooled. It took all kinds of people to 
be criminals and one should never judge a book by its cover. 

He wondered again how they could have gotten hold of a cellphone. The 
only other possibility coming to mind was that they had bribed a guard. 

Thomas stared hard in their direction, his brain working overtime. He had 
two options. One, he could rat on them and tell the guards. Maybe it would earn 
him a few brownie points. On the other hand, if they had bribed a guard then the 
guard would not necessarily be pleased with having been found out. Thomas 
pulled a sour face. He didn’t want to think of the repercussions.  

The other option was to approach those youngsters and ask them to 
share their cellphone with him. He still needed to find a lawyer to represent him 
seeing that nothing was happening with a court appointed attorney. Having the 
use of a cellphone would improve his chances of getting a lawyer a thousand 
fold.  

Thomas nodded excitedly. Yes! He would ask the young men to give him 
access to the phone. 

Eagerly he walked down the narrow aisle and approached the inmates 
huddled against the wall. 

“Hello. How are you all doing?” he greeted them politely. 
Sleeves turned around and looked at him with total surprise. 
“How are you?” Thomas said again. 
Squint Eye stared at him in disbelief and the other three group members’ 

eyes became wide as saucers. 
Sleeves was the first one to regain his composure. He cleared his throat 

noisily.  
“What do you want?” he asked rudely. 
Thomas plastered his best smile on his face. “I don’t mean to intrude ...” 
“Then fuck off,” Sleeves snarled. 
Shit! This was obviously not going to be as easy as he had thought, but 

he wanted access to their phone, so he took a deep breath, keeping his smile in 
place.  

“I would like to use your cellphone,” he said firmly. 
Sleeves barked a laugh. “Cellphone? What cellphone?” 
He pointed to Sleeves’s overall. “The cellphone in your pocket.” 
“There’s no cellphone in my pocket.” 
Thomas stood his ground. “Yes, there is. I saw you putting it in there.” 
Sleeves crossed his arms over his chest. “You must’ve been mistaken. I 

don’t have a cellphone.” 
“Yes, you do,” Thomas insisted, the smile disappearing from his face. 



Sleeves shook his head. “I don’t and you better fuck off.” 
Thomas narrowed his brows.  
He needed that cellphone! He needed to make calls! He had to contact a 

lawyer! He couldn’t stay in prison forever! 
“You have to let me have that phone,” Thomas said, becoming angry.  
“There is no cellphone,” Sleeves spoke very slowly, as if talking to an 

errant child. 
Why was the guy so obstinate? He didn’t want the phone forever. He 

only wanted to make a few calls. 
Thomas pursed his lips. If the guy didn’t want to give him the phone 

voluntarily, then he would take it by force.  
Thomas leaned forward, towering a head above Sleeves and balled his 

fists. 
Before he could take a step closer, he felt a hand grip his shoulder. 
“Is there a problem here?” a deep voice asked. 
Thomas tried to shake off the hand, but the man had an iron grip. Instead 

of fighting, he turned his head slowly, looking at the inmate holding him in place. 
The man was about his own height, but double his size. Muscles bulged on his 
arms and his chest was huge, stretching his orange overall at its seams. The 
inmate’s fingers dug deeper into Thomas’s shoulder and he winced 
involuntarily. 

“I asked, is there a problem?” Muscle droned. 
Sleeves pointed at Thomas. “He claims we are hiding a cellphone.” 
Muscle eyed Thomas without letting go of his shoulder. “Why do you 

think they have a cellphone?” 
“Because I saw them taking a call,” Thomas said through gritted teeth. 
Muscle shook his head. “I don’t think you saw them taking a call.” 
Thomas squinted at Muscle angrily. “I know what I saw.” 
Muscle placed his other hand on Thomas’s shoulder and squeezed hard. 

“I don’t think so.” 
Thomas was becoming more and more annoyed.  
What was their case? Why didn’t they want to share the phone? Weren’t 

they all in the same boat? Why were they so difficult and why the hell was this 
guy squeezing so hard? 

Thomas rolled his shoulders trying to rid himself of the hands, but Muscle 
held on tight. 

Who did this guy think he was? How dare he pin him down!  
Thomas calculated his odds. Unfortunately, he was standing a little too 

close to make an effective move. He could chop into Muscle’s ribs, but there 
would not be enough force behind his attack and he doubted Muscle would let 
go that easily. He could try to slam his knee into the man’s groin, but Muscle 
might see the attack coming and if he turned just slightly, Thomas’s knee would 
only hit his leg. He could ram his forehead into Muscle’s nose, but being almost 
the same height, he would have to reach up and being held this tight would 
make a head slam impossible. 

“Don’t even think about it,” Muscle growled, as if he had read Thomas’s 
thoughts. 

Suddenly, he let go and took a step back, opening up the view behind 
him. Thomas glanced past Muscle’s shoulders. 

Shit! Shit! Now he was really in trouble. 



A large crowd had gathered around them. Hostility wafted towards him in 
thick waves. Thomas scanned the men’s faces and realised he was at a huge 
disadvantage. He was surrounded by about twenty inmates. All had their hands 
balled into fists and judging by their expressions were ready to rip him into 
pieces. His eyes travelled back to Muscle, who nodded at him. 

“You agree you were mistaken? You didn’t see no cellphone?” he asked 
almost kindly. 

Thomas admitted defeat. There was no way, come heaven or hell, he 
would be able to fight these men. There were just too many. 

He took a long, slow breath. “I was mistaken. There was no phone.” 
Muscle smirked at him. “I thought you would say that.” 
Thomas gritted his teeth. Wasn’t it enough that they had him by the short 

and curlies? Couldn’t they just let it go? 
Once again, as if reading his thoughts, Muscle stepped back and a gap 

opened amongst the tight crowd. Taking the hint, Thomas straightened his 
shoulders and walked past the men. They let him pass unhindered until he 
reached his bunk where he slumped down despondently. Watching him retreat 
without a fight, the crowd dispersed quickly, leaving him alone in his misery. 

This was so unfair. There he was in close proximity to a cellphone; his 
line to a life beyond the prison walls, and the inmates would not share it with 
him, denying flat out that there even was a cellphone.  

Thomas pressed his lips into a thin line. Maybe he should just rat on 
them. Maybe he should tell the guards regardless of the consequences. If he 
couldn’t use the phone, then they couldn’t have it either. 

His thoughts were interrupted by a voice calling from the open cell door.  
“91186312, 46901445, 35272254! Visitors!” a guard shouted. 
Squint Eye and two other inmates made their way to the door with huge 

grins splashed across their faces. 
Thomas groaned miserably. Visitors! These bloody criminals had people 

visiting them. Criminals were supposed to be alone, abandoned and rejected by 
everyone in society. Why did they have people who cared about them? Why did 
they have contact with the outside world? Why were they still loved?  

He wasn’t a criminal, he didn’t commit a crime and he had nobody. 
Hot tears stung his eyes and Thomas quickly turned his face into his 

pillow. He would not let anyone see him being weak. There was no place for 
sentimentality or softness in this place. But despite his best efforts, one or two 
tears escaped from each corner of his eyes. 

 
Loud laughter and the clanking of metal tore him out of his self-pity and 

back into reality. Thomas’s head came up and he looked around curiously, 
spotting two men carrying metal buckets from the bathroom. Water sloshed 
over the rims and onto the floor, creating small wet puddles. The inmates 
continued their walk past the first row of bunk beds and stopped under the 
window. They put the buckets down and began to strip off their overalls. 

A frown creased Thomas’s forehead. Where the hell did they get buckets 
from and what were they up to? 

The first man, hunching down in his grey boxer shorts, took his overall 
and unceremoniously shoved it into the bucket. Grabbing a cake of soap from 
the bunk in front of him, he started scrubbing the garment. 

Thomas swallowed hard. Were they actually washing their overalls? 



The second inmate crouched on the floor and imitated the actions of his 
fellow prisoner. Both were laughing and yakking away, dunking their clothes into 
the bucket, scrubbing and rinsing them and eventually wringing them dry. They 
shook the overalls out, opened the window as wide as possible and hung their 
overalls over the bars. Having completed their tasks, the two men walked back 
to the bathroom, shouting something good-naturedly to a second set of men 
who got up from their bunks to take charge of the two metal buckets. 

Thomas watched with fascination. If nothing else, these inmates were 
organised. First he witnessed his fellow prisoners getting drunk on Jack Daniel’s 
whiskey, then he heard them answer a cellphone and now they were washing 
their clothes in metal buckets.  

What else did they have in here? He wouldn’t be surprised if one of them 
pulled a flat screen TV from under his bunk and hung it on the wall so that 
everyone could watch the Saturday afternoon soccer game between Pirates 
and Kaizer Chiefs. 

How in heaven’s name did they manage to get all this stuff into the cell? 
Were the guards bribed that easily? Surely the guards were not that short of 
money. The inmates must have another channel by which to smuggle the items 
into the cell. There was no way every guard was corrupt. 

His thoughts were interrupted when the cell door opened again. 
“69184510, 17345690, 33762389! Visitors!” the guard shouted from the 

door. 
Three more inmates left their respective groups, receiving backslaps and 

whistles from their fellow prisoners. All three made their way quickly out of the 
cell. 

Thomas sighed heavily. How he wished someone would visit him. How 
he longed for a familiar face. How desperate he was for normal human 
interaction, to feel he still belonged in society. He was so tired of looking over 
his shoulder, watching out for every inmate’s move.  

Up to now everyone had left him alone, but he was too aware of being 
one of the only few white faces in this sea of dark skinned men. He didn’t know 
if all of the inmates were murderers or rapists. Maybe some were petty 
criminals, who had stolen a handbag or a cellphone. Maybe some inmates were 
fraudsters or had broken into a house.  

Unfortunately, he couldn’t be sure, and he could not allow himself to 
relax. As soon as he let his guard down, danger would sneak up on him and in 
here, he could not leave his flank open to attack.  

But the continuous tension was getting to him. He hadn’t slept properly 
since his arrival. One eye and one ear were always open and on the alert during 
the night, and the screams from the neighbouring cells did not help ease his 
mind. Thomas’s imagination was running rampant, visualising the barbaric acts 
committed on young men. Rage and helplessness wore him down slowly, like a 
drop of water hitting a stone in an endless drip. 

The door opened and Squint Eye, together with the other two inmates 
returned to the cell. Squint Eye hurried alongside the wall and joined his 
buddies. They closed around him in a tight circle, but Thomas could still see 
and hear them.  

Sleeves nudged Squint Eye on the shoulder. “Did you get it?” 
Squint Eye nodded enthusiastically. “I told you she would not let us 

down.” 



“Get on with it,” Sleeves demanded. “Show us.” 
Squint Eye’s brows narrowed. “We still have a deal?” 
“Yeah, yeah,” Sleeves replied impatiently.  
“You promise?” 
Sleeves crossed his heart in Boy Scout fashion and grinned. “Don’t 

worry. I won’t let you down.” 
Squint Eye relaxed and finally pushed his hand into his pocket. With a 

big grin, he held up an object. 
Thomas twisted his neck to get a closer look and gasped with surprise.  
It was another cellphone! Another freaking cellphone!    
He slumped back on his bunk and clenched his fists with anger. His 

lifeline was so tantalising close and yet so far. He doubted he would ever get 
hold of this life saver. They would rather beat him to death before they would let 
him make just one phone call. Thomas wanted to scream with frustration.  

Calming down after a few minutes, he sat up on his bunk, deep in 
thought, wondering again how the hell they were able to get all these items into 
the cell.  

And then it finally dawned on him. The visitors! Their visitors were 
smuggling the stuff into the prison. The inmates were classified as prisoners 
awaiting trial, therefore, security wasn’t that tight. Not one of his fellow 
prisoners, including himself, was convicted of a crime yet. They were all alleged 
criminals.  

Thomas chewed on his bottom lip. But surely the visitors’ bags were 
searched? 

He shook his head at his own naivety. The visitors would not put the 
contraband into hand- or shopping bags. A woman could easily shove a 
cellphone down her bra, especially the small phones one could get nowadays. 
No guard would dare strip search a woman visiting her husband, fiancée, 
boyfriend or lover.  

Wouldn’t a cellphone set off a metal detector?  
Thomas pursed his lips. 
Not necessarily. In general, cellphones were made out of plastic. There 

were hardly any metal parts on them and the visitor could always claim it was 
the chain around the neck, the belt buckle or the keys in their pockets setting off 
the alarm. Thomas doubted the guards had the inclination or time to verify every 
single visitor’s story. 

Hah! So, this is how they did it.  
For a minute he was pleased with himself of having solved the riddle 

when another puzzle presented itself. 
Cellphones obviously weren’t a problem, but how on earth did they 

smuggle Jack Daniel’s whiskey into the prison? A bottle hardly fitted into a bra. 
Thomas sighed heavily, rubbing his face tiredly.  
Why was he actually worried about how they got the stuff into prison? 

The fact remained they were doing it and he had no means of following suit. He 
had no outside contacts to help him and his fellow inmates did not intend 
sharing their prized possessions with him. 

Thomas let himself fall back on the bunk and closed his eyes 
despondently. 

 



Sybil stretched her cramping legs, causing a thick pile of documents to 
slip off the couch and onto the floor, landing up with hundreds of already spread 
out sheets. 

Sybil groaned loudly. This just had to happen! Now she had to spend 
valuable time sorting through the pages, trying to figure out what belonged 
where. It would not do to have case papers mixed up when she presented her 
arguments. 

Sybil rubbed her temples, feeling the pounding of an impending 
headache.  

It was Sunday afternoon for Christ’s sakes. The weather was gorgeous 
and she was supposed to relax, spend time with her friends and not sit at home 
preparing for a Monday morning meeting.  

This damn prison assignment really screwed with her social life. Why did 
the Managing Partners have to pick her? Why couldn’t they have chosen 
someone else? Had she done something wrong? 

Sybil racked her brain trying to remember a step she might have taken in 
the wrong direction, but couldn’t recall a single incident where she might have 
messed up or might have offended a senior staff member. All her cases were 
up to date. She worked well with her boss and she was always polite and 
friendly to the other staff members. There was no reason to pick on her. 

It was unbelievable.  
There were plenty of junior advocates in the firm. Why her? 
With a sigh, Sybil slid from the couch, knelt on the floor and began 

sorting through the papers. 
At least she wasn’t the only one the Managing Partners were picking on. 

The young black woman, Tsholofelo Pinto, from upstairs in the Patent Division 
had to suffer with her.  

Why had they chosen her?  
Sybil tried to remember Ms Pinto from her brief meeting a few days ago. 

The woman was absolutely stunning, tall and regal. Obviously she had a brain 
otherwise she wouldn’t be working at the firm and her boss had confirmed that.  

Sybil wondered about her history. Was she married or have a boyfriend? 
Did she have any children? Where did she live? What car did she drive? What 
did she do on weekends? 

She remembered not seeing any pictures on Ms Pinto’s walls that might 
indicate a family. She had also not seen any car keys lying on her desk. Ms 
Pinto’s cool, almost aloof manner had not invited any personal questions and 
Sybil had been too annoyed about the assignment to actually show any interest 
in Ms Pinto apart from their shared task. 

Sybil cringed at the thought. This wasn’t really like her. Usually she was 
an amicable person. In general she made an effort to get to know people, 
drawing them out, building a relationship with them. She had no idea why she 
had not been more open.  

Was it because she’d been pre-occupied with other work, or was it that 
Ms Pinto had built an instant barrier between them? 

Sybil stared thoughtfully out of the window. She had to rectify the 
situation. It would do no good to work with someone and only be friendly and 
polite to each other. She had to get to know Ms Pinto. They would be busy with 
the assignment for at least six months. They would see each other at least twice 
a week, if not more. They had to cooperate and collate their data.  



Yes, they were professionals and they would treat each other cordially. 
But colleagues who knew something about each other’s lives usually worked 
better together than those who only exchanged a greeting and a few words 
during the day. She resolved to make a concerted effort to get to know Ms 
Pinto. 

Sybil pushed the scattered documents into piles, picked them up and 
stacked them on her coffee table. Frowning at the various papers, she decided 
that she’d worked enough for the day. Sybil got to her feet and although it was 
already late in the afternoon, she picked up her cellphone to call her friend 
Monica, hoping she would still be prepared to meet her for a drink or a cup of 
coffee somewhere. 
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Thomas heaved himself off his bunk bed. Another day of more boredom 
was in progress. Once again there was nothing to do and nobody to talk to. The 
only way he was able to break the mind-numbing monotony was by practising 
karate.  

His fellow inmates continued to either ignore him or glare at him with 
hostility, but in general, they left him alone. He felt like an island in a stormy 
sea. All around him conversations took place and occasional laughter wafted 
through the air. Every single prisoner seemed to be affiliated to a group or a 
least another inmate, except for him.  

Several fights had broken out during the weekend over small issues. The 
prisoners were bored stiff and being locked up with ninety men in a cell 
intended for thirty inmates was not conducive to a tranquil environment. 
Tempers flared, insults were thrown and soon blows were exchanged. More 
level-headed inmates intervened, because nobody wanted the guards to appear 
in the cell. All fights ended as quickly as they had started. Nevertheless, 
afterwards, men held their broken noses, pressed dirty pieces of clothes against 
the cuts above their eyes and nursed their bruises.  

The worst altercation had taken place between the two major factions: 
the one led by Manuel and the other one by Tafari. Both leaders had kept 
themselves in the background, not getting their hands dirty, but glaring at each 
other over the heads of their fighting men with undisguised hatred. The fight had 
continued for a long time with no in- or outside intervention. Eventually, the 
parties retreated into their respective corners, neither faction a clear winner.  

Thomas had kept out of the way, making himself as inconspicuous as 
possible. Apart from not wanting to get hurt, he had no intention of getting 
involved with either party, although deep down he rooted for Manuel’s gang. 
The leader just seemed that bit more educated and sophisticated, keeping his 
people disciplined and out of trouble, in comparison to the raw, brutish Tafari 
who encouraged his gang members to look for and cause fights, picking on 
smaller groups and pairs of inmates. 

Thomas had no idea why the two groups hated each other so much, and 
he wasn’t really interested in finding out while they were beating each other’s 
heads in. His main aim was to survive and not to cause any ripples. Although 
Thomas was lonely and craved decent human interaction, he was not interested 
in scoring points from either group by receiving a beating. He was still hoping 
his days in this hellhole were numbered, that he would get out sooner or later. 

Positioning himself between the bunk beds, Thomas prepared to 
exercise his karate moves. The first step was to clear his mind and to focus, but 
that was impossible in the cell. There was no way he could ever relax 
completely. Thomas went as far as he dared, but a small portion of his senses 
was always tuned into his surroundings. He heard the conversation of the men 
standing two windows down. He saw two men making their way to the 
bathroom. He noticed several inmates lying on their beds. He was aware of 
Tafari’s group huddled in their corner, up to no good, and he observed Manuel’s 
group resting at the far wall of the cell. Everything was relatively calm, as calm 



as it could be in a prison cell. Thomas took a deep breath, lifted his arms and 
began his workout. 

A while later the prison’s siren screamed. Judging by the sun’s rays 
slanting into the cell, it was about lunch time. The inmates moved towards the 
wall, waiting for the door to open. Thomas only managed to place himself in the 
last third of the line. Somehow several of Tafari’s men were now standing in 
front of Thomas, although usually they were behind him.  

Thomas frowned with annoyance. Earlier on he had figured out that there 
was a certain order in the line and everyone knew where their place was. First 
came a few very eager men who were permitted to lead the inmates. They were 
affiliated with one or two other prisoners. Then it was Manuel’s group. His men 
spread evenly down the line, keeping Manuel in the middle. After that came 
several other smaller groups of men and Thomas was allowed to join them. 
Behind him were ordinarily another few inmates who were not associated with 
the two major factions. Tafari’s group made up the majority of the third part of 
the line, with a few stragglers bringing up the rear. 

Now the brutish Tafari was standing directly in front of Thomas. How that 
had happened Thomas had no idea, and he didn’t like it one bit. Although Tafari 
was shorter than him, the thug was a dangerous man, especially with the 
support of his men.  

Thomas looked down the line and frowned again. What the hell was 
going on? 

Tafari’s men had positioned themselves amongst the smaller groups, 
either in front or immediately behind them, effectively enclosing Manuel’s group. 
Thomas looked over his shoulder. Not one of Tafari’s men was to be found in 
the last third of the line.  

The cell door opened and the inmates moved forward. Thomas kept a 
close eye on Tafari and his men, but they behaved admirably. Not one of them 
stepped out of line. They kept their eyes straight ahead and did not try to cause 
a fight by agitating the other inmates. The prisoners walked down the passage, 
made their turns, passed guards at the various gates, climbed down stairs and 
reached the mess hall without incident. 

Thomas kept in step, but he could not shake an uneasy feeling. 
Something was up. 

The men entered the mess hall and the smell of food wafted towards 
him. Although Thomas did hardly any mental or physical labour during the day, 
except for his karate exercises, his stomach grumbled. He seemed to be 
perpetually hungry. Thomas put it down to boredom. The less active he was, 
the more his body and mind focussed on food.  

The first men took their trays and walked alongside the counter, receiving 
their respective rations. Standing so far back, Thomas could not see what they 
were being served for lunch, but it also didn’t really matter. Almost everything 
looked and tasted the same.  

Tafari stepped forward and picked a tray from the stack. Thomas was 
next. He looked down at the trays and out of the corner of his eye he saw Tafari 
push his hand into his pocket. As Thomas took his tray, Tafari pulled his hand 
out of his overall, clenched it into a fist and hid it under his tray. For a brief 
moment Tafari’s hand was open and a chill raced up Thomas’s spine. 



What the hell? What the freaking hell? Is that a knife? Was that a 
freaking knife in his hand? A knife for God’s sake! A bloody knife! What was 
Tafari going to do? Who did he want to hurt?  

Thomas shuddered involuntarily. 
And what was he going to do? Should he shout to the guards? Should he 

just ignore it? Had he actually seen a knife?  
Thomas narrowed his brows. The object was definitely shaped like a 

knife, with a longish handle and a sharp edge. 
Thomas stepped slightly out of line and looked over Tafari’s shoulder. 

Fact was, Tafari balanced the tray awkwardly. His left hand held the tray and 
the right was hidden beneath it, but Thomas could not see clearly what was in 
his fist and did not know why it was under the tray. 

Maybe he was mistaken. Maybe he had not seen what he had seen. 
Maybe it was a figment of his imagination. 

Why should he put himself out, only to find out that he had been 
mistaken? The wrath of the other inmates would not be pleasant to endure if he 
called out to the guards and they were locked down for nothing.  

The line shuffled forward slowly. Inmates received their food and made 
their way past the waiting men at the counter to the tables and the bolted-down 
chairs in the middle of the room. Everything appeared as it had every time they 
came in here for food, but somehow the air crackled with tension. 

Tafari lifted up his tray, his fist still held beneath the tray and received a 
spoonful of potato mash. Thomas saw him glance around furtively. Further 
down the line, Manuel stepped away from the counter and made his way along 
the men standing in the line for food. 

As he walked past Thomas, there was a commotion at the other end of 
the mess hall. Two inmates from Tafari’s group were shouting at a member of 
Manuel’s group, and another of Tafari’s men intentionally bumped one of 
Manuel’s men, causing him to stumble. 

Distracted Manuel turned around, trying to find out what was going on. 
As he turned his back, Tafari dropped his tray. It clattered loudly and food 
spilled on the floor, splattering Thomas’s shoes. Tafari took a step forward, 
opened his fist, revealing a sharp metal object protruding between his fingers. 
As Tafari took another step his arm shot out. He took another small step, ready 
to stab Manuel in the kidneys.  

Thomas’s brain reacted without prompting. He dropped his tray. His arm 
came down and the edge of his hand slashed Tafari’s forearm. As his hand 
connected, he felt the bone of Tafari’s arm break like a dry twig. Tafari howled 
at the sudden pain. He let go of the metal object and dropped to his knees. 

Manuel spun around, took in the scene before him and quickly scurried 
backwards. 

A siren shrilled in the mess hall and guards swarmed the room. 
“Get down! Get down!” they screamed, swinging their batons and hitting 

inmates on their backs and shoulders. “Get on the floor!”  
Thomas looked around bewildered. All over the mess hall inmates 

dropped down onto their stomachs, lacing their hands behind their heads. 
Those sitting at the tables slid off their chairs and followed the drill.  

A baton hit Thomas across the shoulders. The pain was excruciating. 
“Get down on the ground,” a guard screamed. 



Avoiding another strike, Thomas quickly dropped onto his knees and let 
himself fall forward onto his stomach, mirroring the other prisoners’ position. His 
cheek was pressed to the cold floor, small grains of dirt grinding into his skin, 
and the sharp smell of disinfectant rose in his nose. The feet of another prisoner 
touched his shoulders and he could feel his own feet looking for space amongst 
the bodies on the floor. 

The siren continued to scream. 
Guards paced amongst the prone inmates, using their batons 

indiscriminately, hitting one man on the back, the next on the legs and another 
on the head, all the while shouting at the top of their lungs. 

The inmates did not move so much as a muscle, lying absolutely still, not 
daring to even twitch an eyelid. 

Shit! This was bad. What on earth had he done?  
A baton came down on his back and Thomas hardly suppressed a groan.  
This was not how it was supposed to go down.  
His mind reeled.  
He’d seen the knife and reacted. What was he supposed to do? Just 

keep quiet and let another inmate get hurt? 
Thomas clenched his teeth. There was no way in heaven or on earth he 

would have let that happen. Who knew what kind of damage the knife would 
have done. That thing could rip the guts out of a man. It definitely had looked 
vicious enough. 

Soft groans reached his ears. 
Thomas lifted his head a few centimetres. Tafari was lying two bodies 

over, holding his broken arm behind his head.  
An ugly snarl curled around Thomas’s lips. Serves the bastard right.  
The more he thought about it, the more he was convinced Tafari had 

intended to kill Manuel. He hadn’t been about to do just damage. No, Tafari 
wanted Manuel dead. 

The siren stopped and a sudden silence settled over the mess hall.  
“On your feet,” a guard shouted. 
What now? First they had to lie down, now they wanted them to get up? 
“Move your arses!” another guard bellowed. 
Thomas looked around him cautiously. Seeing his fellow inmates get to 

their feet, he decided it was safe to follow their example. 
The inmates stood scattered throughout the mess hall with their fingers 

linked behind their necks. Most had their heads bowed, but those who were 
looking up, had fear written across their faces. 

“Get moving,” a guard shouted. 
The first inmate walked towards the door, followed quickly by another 

one. Prisoner after prisoner joined the long line.  
They made their way out of the mess hall, up the stairs, along the 

passages, back to their prison block, but they were stopped before they could 
enter the cell. With their backs to the wall, the guards positioned themselves in 
front of the inmates. 

“Strip!” a guard shouted from the back of the line. 
Thomas’s head snapped back. What? What did the guard say? 
“Strip!” he heard again. 
Were they out of their minds? What the hell were they up to? 
“Get going!” came the order. 



Thomas watched as the first inmate pulled down the zipper of his 
overalls. 

What the hell was going on? 
The inmates slipped off their shoes, shrugged out of their overalls and 

dropped them to the floor. Next came their T-Shirts and the last item to be 
pulled down was their boxer shorts. 

Thomas looked around bewildered.  
Not every inmate complied and regretted it soon. Several guards stepped 

forward, swinging their batons. The hard wood rained down on shoulders and 
heads amidst shouts of, “Start stripping you bastards!” 

A baton hit Thomas on his head and for a second he saw stars.  
A moment later his vision cleared and his immediate reaction was to 

sock the guard, but the baton was swung again and Thomas only narrowly 
avoided another strike. 

“Strip, you arsehole!” the guard in front of him screamed. 
Spittle flew from his lips and his face turned an unhealthy purple. 
Reluctantly Thomas lifted his hand. 
“Hurry up, you motherfucker!” 
Not in the mood for another beating, Thomas pulled down the zipper and 

stepped out of his overall.  
“Don’t forget the T-shirt and the skivvies”, the guard shouted, 

rhythmically slapping his baton into his hand. 
Thomas obeyed, letting the T-shirt fall onto the floor and stepping out of 

his boxers. 
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his fellow inmates standing stark 

naked against the wall, their hands covering their genitals, trying to hang on to 
some form of dignity. 

“On the floor,” a guard shouted. 
What the ....? Before Thomas could complete his thought, a baton 

smashed into the back of his legs. The pain was agonizing and he dropped to 
his knees. 

“Face down! Spread your arms and legs!” 
Thomas lay on the dirty, cold floor, spreading his arms and legs as 

ordered. 
“Move forward!” 
Thomas frowned. Forward? Where to, forward? 
A baton hit his back and he grunted loudly. 
“Move your face up his arse!” shouted the guard standing above him. 
Thomas lifted his head with disbelief.  
The baton swung threateningly through the air. 
Thomas moved a few centimetres, but he would be damned if he was 

going to put his nose up the next man’s butt. 
“Closer!” 
Thomas refused to move.  
The baton came down and a hail of strikes hailed down onto his back 

and legs. Intense pain shot through his body. It felt as if the guard was intent on 
breaking every single bone. He writhed this way and that, but the guard was 
persistent and the baton connected every time it came down. 

“Move closer!” the guard screamed. 



Thomas realised he didn’t have much of a choice. This guard would 
relish beating him to death. 

He wiggled forward on his stomach until his forehead touched the inner 
thighs of the inmate in front of him. 

“Closer!” the guard ordered. 
In spite of the pain coursing through his body, Thomas looked up angrily. 

How much closer did he want him to go? 
His unasked question was answered quickly enough. 
The baton came down again. “Put your nose up his arse!” 
Thomas closed his eyes and wiggled another few centimetres forward, 

until his face was pressed against the inmate’s warm butt. 
The smell of the unwashed body shot into his nose. His stomach heaved 

and he swallowed hard. Throwing up in this position was not a good idea. Who 
knew how long they had to remain like this. 

All of a sudden, Thomas felt his balls being squeezed. Instinctively he 
tried to roll to his side, but his spread-eagled legs made that impossible. The 
head of the inmate behind him pushed into his butt crack, the same way his 
own face was locked into the arse of the man in front. 

This wasn’t happening! This was just not happening! How dare they? 
They were human beings. This wasn’t even done to the vilest of animals! 

Tightly locked between two bodies, Thomas was unable to move. He 
breathed in the stench of the man in front of him and desperately tried to ignore 
the face pressed against his butt from the man behind him. 

Thomas closed his eyes with rage and humiliation.  
Fuck! Fuck! He needed to get out of here! He had to get out of this 

hellhole! He was going to die if he had to spend another minute in this place. 
With enormous effort he held on to his sanity, knowing very well that 

putting up a fight would earn him only broken bones. 
Clattering and ripping sounds reached his ears. Although he wasn’t able 

to lift his head, he could imagine the guards. They were probably tearing the cell 
apart, turning mattresses, slashing pillow cases and overturning bunk beds. 
Glass broke and an excited shout drifted from the cell. 

Thomas’s lip curled into a cynical snarl. Sure, they had actually found the 
stash of whiskey bottles. 

More destructive sounds came from the cell. The guards didn’t leave any 
corner unsearched. 

Thomas had no idea how long he had been lying on the floor, but it 
seemed to be an eternity. 

All at once there was a moment of silence. 
Thomas tightened his muscles, expecting another beating, but instead a 

guard shouted, “On your feet!” 
Thomas and the other inmates did not have to be told twice. He curled 

his body and rolled further into the corridor, painstakingly avoiding looking at his 
fellow inmates. The degradation he’d endured was just too much. Quickly he 
got to his feet and moved towards the wall, reaching for his overalls. In record 
time he pulled up his boxer shorts, stepped into his overalls, shoved the T-shirt 
over his head and zipped himself up. 

Studiously he stared at the floor, his rage close to boiling point. The 
guards had better stay away from him. He was ready to die. If one of them just 



as much as demanded he look at him, he would beat him to death, even though 
he would not stand a chance to get out of that fight alive. 

“Get into the cell!” a guard ordered. 
Meekly and quietly the inmates shuffled along the wall to the open door. 

One by one they stepped into the disaster zone. 
The cell looked as if a tornado had hit it. Beds were overturned, 

mattresses were lying on the floor, the meagre stuffing ripped from the covers. 
Pillows were slashed, their foam flakes littering the floor.  

Without being prompted, the first set of inmates lifted the heavy bunk 
beds and righted them. Other men picked up mattresses, distributing them on 
the beds. Thomas helped put a triple bunk back together. 

The inmates did not look at each other, too humiliated by what they had 
experienced just a few minutes before. They worked in almost complete silence. 
There were only a few grunts and moans, but no conversation took place. 
Rather quickly, everything was back in its place and Thomas made his way to 
his bunk. Slowly he sunk onto the slashed mattress, holding his head in his 
hands.  

 
A body blocked the sunlight, casting a shadow across Thomas’s bunk. 

The inmate stopped next to his bed and was quickly joined by a second man.  
What the hell now? 
Thomas sat up, and although in an awkward position, he tightened his 

muscles and lifted his hands slightly, ready to defend himself.  
He eyed the two men from under narrowed brows. Both were short, of 

slight build, maybe in their early twenties, with short cropped hair, dark brown 
eyes and no distinguishing features. They could have been brothers. Holding 
their arms loosely by their sides, they did not look like an immediate threat. 

Brother One, who stood to Thomas’s right, lifted a hand in greeting. 
“Hey.” 

Silently, Thomas stared back at him. 
Smiling tentatively, Brother Two tried his luck. “Hey there.” 
Turning his head, Thomas only glared him. 
What the hell did they want? Since his arrival, nobody had even wanted 

to return a simple greeting. Why the fuck did they want to strike up a 
conversation now? They could wait a long time, if not forever. 

Brother One cleared his throat noisily, his eyes flickering with uncertainty. 
“Are you doing alright?” 

Thomas raised an eyebrow. Why would the guy care? What was his 
sudden interest in his well-being? Nobody in here gave a god damn about him 
and he definitely didn’t need the concern of a twenty-year old youngster now. 

Brother Two nervously rubbed his palms on his overall. “We saw what 
you did in the mess hall.” 

So what? Was he now a hero all of a sudden? He did what he did and 
had come to regret it sorely. If he had to make the choice again, knowing what 
would follow, he would have let it happen. 

Brother One wiped his hand across his nose. “It was cool.” 
Thomas rolled his eyes. What the fuck did they want from him? Couldn’t 

they leave him alone? He did not want any company and especially not from 
these two youngsters. 



Getting no reaction whatsoever from Thomas, Brother Two drew a deep 
breath. 

Aha, now they were finally getting to it. About bloody time. 
“Our boss wants to see you.” 
Thomas’s lip curled into a snarl. And who the hell was their boss? 
Brother One saw his expression. “Manuel wants to see you.” 
Ohhh. So Manuel wanted to see him.  
Thomas shrugged his shoulders.  
Manuel could wait until hell froze over. It was Manuel’s fault he had had 

to endure the degradation dished out by the guards. Manuel could want 
whatever he wanted; he wasn’t about to move one muscle for the gangster.  

Brother Two shifted uneasily on his feet. “Manuel would really like to see 
you. Won’t you come with us?” 

Thomas only glared at the youngster. 
Brother one raised his hands. “Please. Do come with us.” 
If Manuel wanted something from him, why didn’t he move his arse and 

come over to see him? He wasn’t royalty and he wasn’t God. So why should he 
move for a lowlife in prison? 

Thomas looked up at Brother Two and thought he saw tears glistening in 
the youngster’s eyes. 

Was the guy crying? For fuck’s sake! Why was the guy crying? 
“You saved his life,” Brother Two said, wiping his palm across his eyes. 
Thomas stopped short. Loyalty in prison? Open admiration for another 

inmate? Tears for someone who might have murdered or raped? This prison 
was definitely a weird place. How could an inmate care for another lowlife? 

“Please come with us,” Brother One said. “We really would appreciate it.” 
Thomas squinted up at the two youngsters and saw no malice or trickery 

in their faces. He took another closer look. Their skins were smooth and there 
was hardly any stubble on their cheeks. Their faces almost radiated innocence. 
Maybe they weren’t even twenty years old.  

Thomas’s heart softened. Who knew why they were in here? They 
seemed too young to have committed a serious crime, but he immediately 
stopped himself. Looks were deceiving. He remembered his encounter with 
Conrad Tsele, the young self-declared assassin in the holding cell. That guy 
had also looked innocent, but was prepared to kill anyone for the right amount 
of money. 

Brother One looked at him hopefully. “Please,” he said again. 
Thomas drew a deep breath, looked around him and silently relented. 

What harm could it do? There was nothing better to do in here anyway. 
He swung his legs off the bunk and got to his feet.  
Brothers One and Two grinned happily. Thomas waved his hand and the 

two youngsters led the way.  
Although Manuel’s group was only a few metres away on the other side 

of the cell, it was still a semi-dangerous undertaking, because they had to 
traverse past Tafari’s gang. 

Brother One positioned himself in front of Thomas and Brother Two 
stayed close behind him. Staying as far away from Tafari’s followers as the 
rows of bunk beds allowed, they walked past the inmates. Tafari was nowhere 
to be seen. Thomas boldly looked into their faces, noticing anger, rage and 



hostility reflected in the upturned corners of their mouths and their eyes. He was 
convinced they would rip him to pieces if he ventured too close to them. 

The three men made it past Tafari’s gang unmolested and except for the 
hostile stares that followed them, not one gangster raised his fist or tried to stop 
them in any other way. 

They approached Manuel’s group. The men encircling him made way 
respectfully as Thomas took his last few steps. Manuel immediately got to his 
feet, a smile spreading across his handsome face. 

Thomas looked him up and down. Manuel’s hair was cut stylishly short. 
No razor blade had chopped his hair. His cheeks were smooth, free of any 
stubble. An even row of pearly white teeth shone between a set of full lips. 
Intelligent eyes watched Thomas, assessing him. Although half a head shorter 
than Thomas and slightly built, the man exuded a quiet authority.  

Thomas crossed his arms with a bored expression. 
Ignoring the slight, Manuel gestured with his hand towards the bunk 

opposite him.  
”Thank you for coming. Won’t you sit down?” 
Manuel’s English was clear, his pronunciation accent-free. 
Thomas looked from Manuel to the bunk and back again, reluctant to 

lose his advantage should this be a trap and he had to fight his way out of this 
row of bunk beds. 

Sensing his hesitation, Manuel pointed again. “We are no threat to you. 
There are no ulterior motives. You can leave any time you want. Please have a 
seat.” 

Thomas acquiesced. Slowly he lowered himself onto the bunk, but 
making sure his arms and legs were not boxed in. 

Manuel sat down on the other bed, leaned forward and let his hands 
dangle between his knees. 

“You know who I am?” 
Thomas narrowed his brows. Should he answer or should he stay quiet. 

His resentment towards the gang leader was still smouldering within him. After 
all it was this guy’s fault that he’d been ordered to strip naked and ordered to 
push his nose up another inmate’s arse. 

“My name is Emmanuel Mdluli, but I prefer Manuel.” 
He looked expectantly at Thomas. 
Thomas pursed his lips and inhaled deeply.  
This was his first human interaction since he’d been locked up. What 

harm could it do to be a bit courteous? 
“Thomas Pearson,” he said. 
Manuel grinned from ear to ear. “Nice to make your acquaintance, 

Thomas. May I call you Thomas?” 
Thomas shrugged indifferently. 
“I wanted to thank you,” Manuel said. “My men told me what you did and 

it was a brave thing indeed.” His expression became serious. “Obviously it was 
a set-up and we weren’t vigilant enough. Tafari’s men caught us off guard. If 
you hadn’t reacted so swiftly, Tafari would have surely stabbed me in the 
kidneys with the shiv and I would have been dead.” 

Shiv? What is a shiv? 
Slowly it dawned on Thomas. A shiv was obviously a homemade knife or 

sharp object used to cause serious damage. A new prison term to remember. 



Manuel continued. “I wanted to thank you for saving my life. I am in your 
debt.” Manuel pursed his lips. ”I also wanted to warn you.” 

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Warn me?” 
Manuel nodded eagerly. “About what is going to happen next.” 
Thomas lifted his palm. “Before you carry on, I’ve got a few questions.” 
“Sure.” 
“Why is there such animosity between you and that guy? Why does he 

want to kill you?” 
Manuel sighed heavily. “It’s actually very simple. It’s called turf war. I 

stepped on his toes, made him lose face and he resents it. He has lost valuable 
prestige and he can get it back only when he kills me.” 

“But that’s childish!” 
“Yes, it’s childish, but this is prison and different rules apply. In here it’s 

about who survives and it’s only the strongest who survive. There is no logic or 
reason. We are back to the cave men’s days. Everything is about turf, authority 
and power. There is no mercy and there is no ‘we are all in the same boat so 
let’s make the best of it’ sentiment. Everyone is on his own and has to watch his 
own back.” 

Thomas scratched his chin thoughtfully. Although Manuel’s explanation 
wouldn’t make any sense outside the prison walls, in here it made perfect 
sense. Normal rules, as adhered to in the civilised world, did not apply in here. 
The guards exerted their authority as they saw fit, using their batons 
indiscriminately, humiliating and degrading the inmates and ruling by fear. 
Within the cell, the inmates were on their own, having to fight their battles 
without any assistance from the outside, without the rule of ordinary law. 

“Tell me,” Thomas said hesitantly. “The stripping earlier on. Is that 
normal?” 

Manuel clenched his teeth. White spots appeared on his jawbone. 
“Unfortunately,” he growled.  
Thomas stared at him, waiting for more. 
Manuel unlocked his jaw. “It doesn’t happen on a daily basis, but this 

particular incident was very serious. An inmate was in possession of a shiv, 
which, as you can imagine is absolutely against prison regulations. The guards 
also believe they have the inmates under such control so that it is absolutely 
impossible to fashion such a device, which is nonsense. It’s no problem to 
create a shiv in here, but most inmates are wise enough not to go in that 
direction. So when the prison authorities are proven wrong, meaning someone 
manages to make a shiv, the repercussions are severe.” 

“But what they did, demanding we strip naked and lining us up on the 
floor is so wrong, it’s inhumane.” 

Manuel raised an eyebrow. “You may not have realised it, but in here you 
are less than an animal. You are a nothing. You have no rights, you have no 
privileges, you are not a man, but a thing that can be mistreated, forgotten or 
discarded as it pleases the guards.” 

Thomas clenched his fists. “That’s a harsh statement ...” 
“... and it is the truth.” 
“But there are rules! Why does no one complain to the warden?” 
Manuel bellowed a laugh. “The warden? The warden wants to have as 

few hassles as possible. If we kill each other in here, then it’s one less inmate to 
worry about. If the guards want to rule us by humiliation, then the warden 



agrees with it. As long as this prison is run in an orderly fashion, without any 
hiccups that could cause the warden embarrassment, then it’s fine by him.” 

Thomas swallowed hard. He’d believed it was only his imagination, but 
Manuel had confirmed his suspicions. This was lawless territory.  

Manuel lifted a finger. “That’s the other reason I wanted to see you.” 
Thomas focused on the man opposite him 
“The warden.” 
“What about him?” 
“This incident with the shiv will be investigated in detail. It wasn’t only my 

men who observed the attack, but the guards also saw it, and it was all 
recorded on CCTV cameras.” 

Thomas shrugged his shoulders. He had nothing to hide. 
“The warden will want to talk to you. You will be called into his office and 

he will ask you about what happened.” 
“So what?” 
A smile tugged on Manuel’s mouth. “He will want to know who was 

involved and what you knew about it beforehand.” 
Thomas frowned. “I knew nothing. The only time I became aware of 

something going on is when I saw the knife.” 
“Shiv,” Manuel corrected him. “It’s not a knife in here, it’s called a shiv.” 
Thomas rolled his eyes. “Whatever.” 
“The warden will put sugar in your mouth by promising you privileges, 

extra visiting time, early release, whatever you can think of.” 
“But I knew nothing about it,” Thomas replied exasperated. 
“That’s what you claim, but the warden won’t believe you. He wants a 

guilty party. He wants to punish someone. He’s got Tafari, but he won’t talk, 
therefore he’ll pick on you.” 

Thomas pursed his lips. 
“If you don’t come up with some explanation or someone’s name, if his 

promises don’t make you confess, then he will start to threaten you.” 
“With what? Refusing to feed me?” 
Manuel chuckled quietly. “If only it was that easy. No, he will threaten you 

with solitary confinement. He’ll throw you into a single cell without light and 
leave you there for days on end.” 

Briefly Thomas imagined being locked up in a dark cell and his eyes 
widened with horror. There was no way he would survive even an hour in such 
a place. His mind would go insane. 

“No, no! He can’t do that,” Thomas burst out. 
Manuel wagged his finger. “Remember what I said earlier on? The 

warden can do whatever he wants to. There is nobody who can stop him.” 
“Then it’s better to come up with a story,” Thomas suggested. 
Manuel shook his head. “No way. Remember, even if the warden 

believes you, you will be sent back into this cell. There are about ninety men in 
here. Just imagine what they will do to you if they find out that you gave one of 
them up without him being guilty? And they will find out, trust me. There are no 
secrets in prison.” 

Thomas’s mind reeled. He knew what they would do to him. They would 
collude with the guards and offer him up as a bitch to one of the gang leaders in 
another cell. 



He closed his eyes with frustration. This was a no-win situation. 
Whichever way he turned, he was screwed. 

“The best way to handle the issue is to keep quiet,” Manuel advised. 
“Just be polite, courteous and say nothing. Make the warden believe you acted 
in self-defence or out of a humanitarian instinct.” 

Thomas squinted at Manuel. “Have you been in this situation before?” 
Manuel pressed his lips together. Eventually he nodded. 
“What happened?” 
He shrugged. “Similar to you, except the warden locked me into a solitary 

cell.” 
“Shit!” 
“I made it out, didn’t I?” 
Thomas licked his lips. “And that’s why you’re telling me? So that I can 

avoid the same fate?” 
“I owe you,” Manuel smirked. “I don’t want to hear the warden locked you 

in solitary just because you saved my life.” 
“Thank you,” Thomas said, but he did not sound grateful. 
Manuel turned sideways and reached behind him. “As I said, I owe you 

big time, but there is not much I can do at the moment to show you my 
gratitude.” He pulled an object from under his pillow. “The guards have raided 
the cell and have found most of our stuff, but I can lend you this in the 
meantime.” 

He held out a black object, about twenty centimetres long, twelve 
centimetres wide and a centimetre and a half thick. Thomas took it from him 
and looked at it curiously. 

“It’s a Walka,” Manuel said. “You know, the portable TV that was brought 
out recently?” 

“A Walka?” Thomas repeated astonished. He’d heard about the device, 
but hadn’t actually seen one yet. 

“It has eight channels, from movies, to sport, to series and news.” 
Thomas stared at the Walka in absolute awe. A Walka! A TV! A 

connection to the outside world! 
Gently, Manuel prised the device from Thomas’s hands. He turned it 

around and pushed a button. A few seconds later, the Walka’s logo appeared 
on the screen. He handed the device back to Thomas. 

“It has about four hours viewing time, then it needs to be charged,” 
Manuel explained. 

Thomas stared at the screen, recognising the familiar logo of a major TV 
station. He tilted the device, found some buttons and pressed them. The 
channels changed with each push. The picture and sound were crystal clear. 

He looked up at Manuel, who smiled at him, amused. 
“How on earth did you get this thing in here? And why did the guards not 

find it when they raided the cell?” 
Manual laughed delightedly. “I am not going to answer your questions. I 

can’t give all our secrets away. But be rest assured, we can get anything we 
want.“ 

Thomas cradled the portable TV in his arms as if it were a baby. “You 
said it has four hours viewing time?”  

Manuel nodded. 
“How do you charge it?” 



Manual winked at him. “Let’s say, we have made arrangements.” 
Thomas shook his head. What did he care? He held a Walka in his 

hands – a connection to the outside world. He would be able to watch the news. 
He would be able to see what was going on in the world. He would be able to 
forget for a few hours where he was! 

Manuel touched his arm lightly. “Don’t let anyone steal it from you. I 
really would like it back.” 

Thomas nodded. “Of course.” His heart sang and he could not help but 
grin from ear to ear.  

“Unfortunately, that’s all I can offer you at this moment, but let me know 
what else I can do for you. We will be stocking up again soon.” 

Thomas eyebrows rose a couple of centimetres. His mind somersaulted. 
Was it possible? 

“Could you get me a cellphone?” he asked breathlessly. 
Manuel looked at him in surprise. “Sure. If that’s what you want. It’s no 

big deal.” 
No big deal? It was the biggest deal ever. If he had a cellphone then he 

would be able to make phone calls. It would be possible to contact a lawyer, to 
get legal advice and ultimately, he would be able to leave this place. 

“It will take a few days though. We have to make arrangements first.” 
Thomas nodded, pretending to understand, concealing his excitement 

carefully. Whatever it took. As long as he would get a cellphone. 
“In the meantime, enjoy the Walka,” Manuel said. 
Thomas smiled like a kid at Christmas and got to his feet. Quickly he 

switched off the portable device – he didn’t want to waste any viewing time – 
and shoved it down the front of his overall.  

“I will,” he replied, already walking down the rows of bunks. 
This place was looking up, however slightly. 
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Thomas sat down on his bunk bed, crossed his legs and checked on the 
prisoners closest to him. Two inmates at the window were smoking their usual 
joints, slowly getting high. Several men were lying on their bunks sleeping. 
Three other youngsters further down were engaged in some kind of game and 
Tafari’s group congregated at the far wall, up to their normal mischief. Everyone 
was where they were supposed to be. 

Carefully Thomas slipped the Walka from his overall and pressed the ‘on’ 
button. To his utter delight, the product’s logo appeared a few seconds later. It 
hadn’t been a figment of his imagination. The device really worked. Quickly he 
scrolled down to the news channels. First came the international one and then 
eNCA appeared on the screen. Thomas wanted to shout with joy when he saw 
the familiar faces of the presenters.  

This was heaven!  
Carefully he increased the volume and listened intently. 
The Marikana shooting was still on top of the agenda. The government 

had established a commission of enquiry and people were being hauled before 
the commission to testify. 

Thomas shook his head. They were never going to get to the bottom of 
this. Lonmin management would blame the workers, the workers would blame 
the police, and the police would blame the workers. It would go around in circles 
forever. In a few years’ time, and millions of Rands later, no one would be any 
the wiser and the whole thing would be brushed under the carpet.  

Thomas felt sincerely sorry for the families who had lost loved ones, but 
on the other hand, they shouldn’t have occupied the hill carrying dangerous 
weapons. 

The next insert presented various economic figures. The All Share Index 
had climbed another few points, gold was up and so was platinum, the Rand 
was stable against the Dollar and the Euro, and Brent Crude was keeping 
steady. All this meant the South African economy was holding on. Petrol prices 
wouldn’t increase in the next few weeks, food prices would remain the same 
and therefore, inflation was within government’s target. 

Thomas soaked up insert after insert, feeling at least for the moment as if 
he was part of society as a whole. Only after about an hour and a half, once the 
news reports began to be repeated, did he scroll to the comedy channel. He just 
caught the start of a Two And Half Men rerun with Charlie Sheen. It wasn’t a 
show he watched normally, but listening to the funny exchanges between the 
two men and their teenager made him grin from ear to ear.  

Thomas looked up, his smile quickly fading. How he missed his relatively 
mundane life on the outside. What had he been doing day after day, except for 
eating, sleeping and working? In here it was about survival. Making sure one 
got enough food and didn’t get stabbed to death. 

Deciding he needed to forget his circumstances a bit longer, he scrolled 
to the movie channel and absorbed himself in a comedy romance. It wasn’t 
really his cup of tea - he felt it was too far-fetched from reality - but in his current 



situation it relieved him from the perpetual tension created by the prison 
conditions - at least for a few hours. 

Too soon, the screen began to dim and the sound became softer and 
softer. The battery was running flat. Thomas held the Walka closer and closer to 
his face, but finally the screen went dark.  

With a sigh, he pressed the button to switch off the device. Caressing the 
screen with his thumb, a small smile creased the skin around his eyes.  

This had been a treat, a real treat, but it also made him realise even 
more how dire his situation was. Normality was out of reach. Everything that 
had seemed so important on the outside was unattainable within these walls. 

Lying on his back, Thomas slipped the Walka into the front of his overall, 
keeping it safe until he could return it to Manuel later on.  

Sudden hope flooded him. Maybe normality wasn’t too far away. If 
Manuel really had an arrangement to get the device charged up, maybe he 
would lend it to him again. 

Thomas nodded appreciatively. 
Manuel had said he owed him. So, maybe it wasn’t too much to ask to 

keep the Walka for a while. 
 
It took Thomas a long time to become fully awake. Once again he hadn’t 

slept very much during the night. The guards had come into the cell and had 
abducted another man. Everyone in the cell had kept dead quiet and Thomas 
didn’t twitch a muscle until the guards had gone.  

The guards really had free reign within these walls.  
Although outraged by the images running through his mind, ranting 

silently against the vileness of the situation, he didn’t want to be the next bitch 
for a gang leader. 

It was just after breakfast and Thomas contemplated exercising a bit of 
karate when the cell door opened. 

“7804151011,” a guard shouted. 
Thomas sighed heavily. Another visitor for one of his fellow inmates. 
“7804151011,” the guard shouted again, but nobody moved towards the 

door. 
“Damn it!” the guard screamed. “7804151011! Pearson! Get your arse 

over here!” 
Pearson? That was his name! 
Thomas turned towards the door, a frown appearing on his forehead. 
“7804151011, Pearson! Get a move on!” 
Nobody in the cell moved. 
How many Pearsons were there in the cell?  
Slowly, Thomas got up from his bunk and walked to the door. 
The guard, a small rotund man, blinked up at him. “Don’t you know your 

number?” 
Thomas shrugged his shoulders. It was a first for him. Nobody had told 

him he had a number and if he did have one, nobody had told him the digits. 
“Are you Thomas Pearson?” 
Thomas nodded cautiously. 
“Come with me.” 
Thomas tilted his head, but did not move.  
Why the hell did the guard call him and where was he supposed to go? 



“What are you waiting for?” the guard snapped irritably. 
“Where are you taking me?” 
The guard rolled his eyes. “The warden wants to see you.” 
Shit! The warden! The guard was taking him to the warden. Images of 

solitary confinement, being left in the dark for days on end and only fed bread 
and water, flashed through his mind.  

Thomas looked frantically around, but there was no place to hide or to 
escape to. 

“Get your arse moving,” the guard ordered. 
Remembering Manuel’s conversation from the day before, Thomas took 

a deep breath. If he played his cards right, he might avoid the worst. 
He stepped out of the cell into the passage where another guard stood 

waiting. 
“Hold out your hands.” 
Thomas did as he was told and a pair of handcuffs was snapped around 

his wrists. 
Great! Handcuffs again. At least they hadn’t tightened them so much that 

they would chafe off his skin. 
“Let’s go,” the smaller guard barked, and flanking him right and left, they 

began walking down the corridor. 
They made their way past barred cells, up and down stairs, turning 

corners and through gates. Soon Thomas had lost his orientation. Everything 
looked the same. The walls were grimy grey and the fluorescent lights in the 
ceiling flickered on and off. The guards who opened and closed the various 
gates varied only in height or skin colour. His two guards marched him along 
without talking to each other or Thomas.  

It seemed like an eternity, but eventually they arrived at the warden’s 
office. The guards stopped in a small antechamber dominated by a metal desk. 
A thin man wearing glasses sat on a rickety chair, furiously typing on a 
computer keyboard. Thomas was pushed down onto a hard wooden chair. 

“Stay here.” 
Thomas pulled a face. As if he had any choice. 
The rotund guard approached the man behind the desk. “7804151011, 

Pearson is here to see the warden as ordered.” 
Glasses barely looked up from his screen. “Okay. I’ll let him know.” 
The rotund guard shrugged his shoulders, turned around and waved to 

his partner. Both left the antechamber without a backward glance. 
A few minutes later, Glasses stopped typing, got up from his chair and 

moved to the door. 
He knocked gently and on hearing a reply, opened the door a crack. 

“7804151011, Pearson is here.” 
Looking over his shoulder, Glasses waved at Thomas to get up. 
Heart pounding in his throat, Thomas approached the door. Glasses 

stared at him from over his rims. “Remember to address the Warden as Sir.” 
Thomas nodded timidly. 
Glasses opened the door wide and Thomas stepped into the office. He 

quickly inspected the room. A threadbare carpet covered the floor and an old, 
solid mahogany desk stood on the other side of the office. A row of windows let 
in some light, adding to the yellow fluorescent light shining from the ceiling.  



The view from the office wasn’t spectacular. Thomas could see at least 
three massive prison blocks. Every second window had orange overalls 
hanging over the ‘burglar’ bars. He looked from one block to the next, his eyes 
widening as realisation hit him. The prison was huge. The blocks he could see 
from this spot were only a portion of the whole complex. 

Thomas returned his attention to the office. Several framed certificates 
hung on the walls and an overflowing bookcase stood next to the door. His eyes 
travelled to the man standing behind the desk. The Warden didn’t look 
exceptional. He was gaunt, tall and thin, dressed in the inevitable prison 
uniform. Deep lines cut from his nostrils to the corners of his mouth. His hair 
was cut military short and greying. Thomas estimated he was in his mid-fifties.  

With a soft click, the door closed behind Thomas and he was alone with 
the Warden.  

“Thomas Pearson?” 
Thomas nodded. 
The Warden tilted his head. “You should answer when spoken to.” 
Thomas swallowed hard. It wasn’t a good idea to start on the wrong foot. 
Quickly he rectified his mistake. “Yes, Sir.” 
The Warden pointed a bony finger. “Have a seat.” 
Thomas stepped forward and lowered himself into an old-fashioned 

green visitor’s chair. The contraption creaked loudly and wobbled dangerously, 
ready to break apart if he moved a bit too much. 

The Warden sat down behind his desk and opened a brown folder. 
“You are Thomas Pearson?” he asked with a gravelly voice. 
This time he got it right. “Yes, Sir,” he replied. 
“And you are an awaiting trial prisoner?” 
“Yes, Sir.” 
“You allegedly murdered another man?” 
Thomas drew a breath. “Yes, Sir.” 
Thank goodness the Warden had inserted the word ‘allegedly’, otherwise 

he wouldn’t have been able to answer. There was no chance - ever - he would 
agree with anyone who claimed that he had killed another man. 

The Warden looked up and stared at Thomas coldly. Bravely Thomas 
stared back, refusing to be cowed. The silence drew out and soon became 
uncomfortable. Thomas remembered the Warden had the advantage, having 
power over life and death. Thomas thought it better to lower his gaze, just in 
case the Warden thought he might be challenging him.  

The Warden dropped the folder and cleared his throat. “What do you 
know about the incident in the mess hall, yesterday?” 

Thomas straightened his shoulders. “Nothing, Sir.” 
“Nothing?” the Warden’s voice was sarcastic. “So you didn’t break 

another inmate’s arm?” 
Thomas pursed his lips. Unfortunately he couldn’t deny it. Too many 

people had seen him do it and if Manuel was correct, CCTV cameras had 
captured the whole event. 

“I did, Sir.” 
The Warden glared at him. “And why did you do it?” 
Thomas shifted uncomfortably. What was he supposed to say? And if he 

said anything, how much was he supposed to reveal? He remembered 
Manuel’s warning: say as little as possible. 



“I am waiting, prisoner.” 
“Yes, Sir,” Thomas replied. “I was standing in the line for food when I saw 

another inmate holding a dangerous object in his hand.” 
“How do you know it was dangerous?” 
“It glinted in the light and seemed to have a sharp edge.” 
The Warden stroked his chin. “Why didn’t you just call the guards?” 
“It happened too fast,” Thomas said. “The inmate was about to stab 

another man.” 
“How do you know that?” 
For crying out loud! What the hell did the Warden want from him? He 

saw Tafari take a step forward, his hand had shot out and he had been ready to 
stab Manual in the back! What the fuck was he supposed to do? 

“Sir, I don’t know. I just assumed ...” 
“So, you assumed,” the Warden interrupted. “You weren’t sure and you 

just took it upon yourself to break another inmate’s arm?” 
What did he want him to say? Thomas opted for staying silent. 
The Warden leaned forward, placing his elbows on the desk. “Do you 

know the injured prisoner?” 
Thomas shook his head. “No, Sir.” 
The Warden’s eyebrows rose. “You haven’t seen him at all?” 
Thomas squirmed on his chair. For fuck’s sake! Sure he knew who the 

prisoner was. He was living with him twenty-four hours a day. He was one of the 
meanest, ugliest motherfuckers around. 

“Isn’t the inmate locked up with you in your cell?” 
Thomas drew a deep breath. “Yes, Sir,” he admitted reluctantly. 
“What do you know about the attack?” 
“Nothing, Sir,” Thomas replied quickly. 
Something resembling a smile appeared on the Warden’s face. “You 

know, if you come clean we can help you.” 
Oho! Here it comes. This is exactly what Manuel had warned him about. 
“There are certain things which could make life easier for you until your 

trial.” 
Yeah, sure! The only thing which would make life easier for him would be 

to get out of this hellhole, but Thomas sincerely doubted the Warden would 
grant him that wish. 

“Mr Pearson, what do you know about the attack? Who supplied the 
knife? Who made the arrangements in the mess hall? Why did the inmate want 
to attack another man?” 

Thomas stared at the Warden defiantly.  
As if he knew. These were the exact same questions he had asked after 

he had thwarted the attack on Manuel, but nobody had given him any satisfying 
answers, including Manuel. 

Thomas stayed silent and the smile disappeared from the Warden’s face. 
“If you know something, it would be wise to tell me about it now. We have 

other methods to get to the truth.” 
Crap! Now he was trying the other tactic. Visions of dark cells with half 

mad men, curled up on cold concrete floors, raced through Thomas’s mind. He 
couldn’t let that happen. He’d never survive. 



“Sir, I know nothing about the attack,” Thomas said, injecting all the 
sincerity he could muster into his voice. “All I did was react. I saw the knife and I 
did what any decent man would have done.” 

The Warden glowered at him. 
“Sir, I promise. I don’t know the other inmates. I don’t even know their 

names. All I did was the right thing at that particular moment. I am sorry I broke 
the inmate’s arm, but he was about to hurt another man.” 

The Warden looked Thomas up and down. Eventually, he leaned back in 
his chair.  

“Why would the black brothers trust you with an attack like that?” His lips 
twisted into an ugly snarl. “Being a white man and all, you would have to earn 
their trust first and I don’t think you had the chance yet. You’ve only been locked 
up with them for a few days.” 

Thomas felt a glimmer of hope, but he kept his face straight.  
Whatever you say, Warden. Just don’t put me into solitary confinement. 

Just let me go! 
“On the other hand, you might be an excellent liar. Your soft white 

features could be deceiving. Maybe a few days in the hole would trigger your 
memory.” 

Thomas felt the blood drain from his face.  
Fuck! Shit! Fuck! He couldn’t go into solitary confinement. He would die 

in there! 
He lifted his hands pleadingly. “Sir, I promise, I knew nothing about the 

attack.” 
The Warden stared at him, expressionless. Thomas took small, shallow 

breaths. The silence dragged on. Thomas broke out in a cold sweat.  
What else could he say to convince the Warden he had nothing to do 

with the attack. 
The Warden scratched his cheek. “Damako!” he shouted. 
Thomas flinched at the sudden sound. 
The door opened immediately and Glasses appeared in the office. “Yes, 

Sir?” 
“Take the prisoner back to his cell.” 
Thomas’s shoulders dropped. He released a long, silent sigh.  
Without being ordered, he got to his feet and walked on shaky legs to the 

door.  
 
Sybil left early for her appointment at the Krugersdorp prison. The sun 

was just coming up, its rays making the dew on the grass sparkle like a million 
diamonds. The roads were relatively quiet and she made good time. The last 
thing she wanted was to be late. Why she needed to make a good impression 
on Ms Tsholofelo Pinto she had no idea, but she wouldn’t give the young, black 
woman any excuse to look down on her. 

Sybil had worked out that it would take her about ninety minutes to get 
from her place to Krugersdorp, and she was about right. At 07h45 she turned off 
the road and stopped at the prison’s guardhouse.  

A uniformed man walked towards her car and Sybil rolled down her 
window. 

“Identification,” he barked. 



Sybil raised an eyebrow. So much for friendliness, but antagonising the 
guard wouldn’t do, so she dug in her purse and brought out her ID book. 

The guard snatched it from her hand and opened it. Holding it up, he 
squinted several times at the photo and at Sybil sitting in the car. 

“Purpose of visit?” 
Sybil smiled politely. “I’m here to conduct a survey together with my 

colleague Ms Tsholofelo Pinto. We both work for the law firm Keanan, Sullivan 
and Partners. I think we are expected.” 

Unimpressed the guard dropped the ID book into Sybil’s hand and 
walked back to the guardhouse. She could see him referring with another 
guard, who picked up a telephone.  

Thank goodness she was a few minutes early. This could take a while 
before they would let her in. 

To her surprise, the huge gate began to slide open almost immediately. 
The guard walked back to her car and bent down to her window. 

“Turn right after the gate,” he said, now almost friendly. “You’ll see a 
visitors’ parking lot to your left. Someone will come and get you.” 

“Thank you,” Sybil nodded, already revving her engine. 
The guard stepped back and Sybil let go of the clutch.  
She drove slowly, turning right as instructed and found the parking lot. It 

wasn’t full and Sybil was able to park close to the entrance. Switching off the 
engine, she stepped out into the brilliant morning. A warm breeze tickled her 
face and ruffled her blonde hair. She closed her eyes for a moment, revelling in 
the warm sunshine. 

It was too much of a nice day to spend in a prison. A better idea was to 
sit somewhere in a garden under an umbrella, drinking a café latte. 

Her pleasant thoughts were interrupted by heavy footsteps clanking 
down the stairs. 

“Ms Sybil Watts?” a guard asked. 
Sybil nodded. 
“Please come with me. Your colleague has already arrived.” 
Damn! Did this woman always have to have one up on her?  
Sybil took a deep breath. 
So what! She was in time and that is what counted. 
Sybil followed the guard up the stairs and through a set of glass double 

doors. This place didn’t have the feel of a prison. But a few steps later they 
approached a metal detector. Sybil was instructed to put her purse and 
briefcase on the table, to empty her pockets and to step through the metal 
detector. It didn’t beep, but the security staff was not satisfied. A fat black 
woman in uniform asked her to hold out her arms and ran a scanner over her 
body from top to bottom. She even demanded that Sybil take off her shoes.  

Finally content, Sybil was permitted to walk through a two-metre high, 
extremely tight turnstile. Retrieving her purse and briefcase on the other side, 
she waited to be guided further into the prison. 

Taking a look around, she was pleasantly surprised. This was not what 
she had expected. The walls were painted white and the floor was covered with 
smooth vinyl that was spotless. All fluorescent lights worked and the barred 
windows were clean.  

Maybe this was just for show? Maybe this was only to impress visitors? 
Before her suspicions could deepen, another guard approached her.  



“Ms Watts?” 
Sybil nodded. 
“Please follow me.” 
They walked along a corridor, their footsteps squeaking on the shiny 

vinyl. 
“The warden has set you up in the mess hall,” the guard said. “He 

thought it best to have an open environment for your interviews. The inmates 
will feel more comfortable and hopefully will answer your questions truthfully.” 

Sybil pursed her lips. How thoughtful of the warden.  
“Your colleague is already here, but we are still waiting for the 

representatives from the Human Rights Commission.” 
Sybil stopped in her tracks. 
“Representatives from the HRC are coming?” she asked in surprise. 
The guard also stopped and turned towards her. “Yes,” he confirmed. 

Acknowledging her confused expression, he added, “Didn’t you know?” 
Sybil kept her composure. What did it matter? The more the merrier, but 

Ms Pinto could have let her know beforehand. 
“Oh sure,” she replied. “I’d just forgotten.” 
They resumed their walk down long passages, past gates that were 

opened and closed by neatly dressed guards who nodded politely, until they 
eventually arrived at the mess hall. 

Sybil spotted her colleague sitting at one of the tables. 
Quickly she walked over and greeted her cheerfully. “Good morning, Ms 

Pinto.” 
The young woman looked up at her. “Good morning,” she replied. With a 

small grin she continued, “Please call me Tsholo. Ms Pinto makes me sound 
old, and since we’ll be doing this for a while, I think it’s not necessary to be so 
formal.”  

Sybil’s face lit up. So she is not a stuck up bitch. She is actually human. 
Lowering herself onto one of the chairs, she held out her hand. “Sybil,” 

she said. “Looking forward to working with you.” 
Tsholo shook her hand, a pleased smile spreading across her face. 
Sybil took in the mess hall and again was surprised. The huge room was 

neat, the metal tables gleamed, the walls were free of grime and the long 
serving counter was sparkling clean. 

“I didn’t expect this,” she said. 
“What?” 
“It’s so clean in here. I thought it would be a dump, with broken chairs 

and cracked plaster on the walls.” 
Tsholo nodded. “I am also very surprised. It seems the warden runs a 

tight ship.” 
Sybil turned back to her colleague. “By the way, where is the warden and 

what is that about the representatives from HRC?” 
Tsholo sighed. “I also didn’t know about the people from the HRC. The 

warden told me they wanted to be involved. It seems he’s been through this 
before and knows how it works. So I phoned the HRC and they were just too 
eager to assign two representatives. I just hope they don’t drag this whole thing 
out by asking too many questions. Apparently it is a common courtesy to invite 
them along so that they can verify the process and the replies received from the 
inmates.” 



Sybil puffed up her cheeks and let out a long breath. “I presume it’s not a 
bad idea. Not that we would falsify anything, but having a third party confirm our 
findings will make our findings more acceptable.” 

Tsholo crinkled her nose. “Like I said, as long as they don’t draw the 
whole thing out forever. I don’t intend spending my whole life in these prisons.” 

Silently, Sybil agreed with her. Just thinking of the work piled up on the 
desk in her office made her stomach turn. A day away from the firm meant 
working late every other night to catch up.  

Their conversation was interrupted when two men and a woman 
approached their table. The first man stepped forward and held out his hand.  

“Good morning,” he said in a deep baritone. “I’m Warden Jaco Meyers. 
Welcome to our facility.” 

Sybil and Tsholo got up from their chairs and shook the warden’s hand.  
The man was in his late fifties, with greying hair, a small potbelly and a 

cheery disposition. His eyes twinkled as he turned and pointed to the two other 
people standing next to him. 

“These are the representatives from the HRC. Mr Ntokozo Ramajoe and 
Mrs Pertunia Bhengu.” 

Ramajoe’s handshake was as limp as a wet facecloth. His head was bald 
and a pair of rimless glasses sat on his fleshy nose. He was about as tall as 
Sybil, and his weight strained the seams of his dark suit.  

Sybil wondered what qualified this man to work for the HRC. He seemed 
as interested as she was in watching paint dry. 

Mrs Bhengu was short. She wore no make-up and her hair was left in an 
unfashionable Afro. Sybil thought her bright pink jacket and skirt were 
unsuitable for a prison visit, but who was she to judge?  

They shook hands and Sybil cringed at Mrs Bhengu’s high pitched 
greeting. Hopefully the woman would not open her mouth too many times: she 
would frighten the inmates to death. 

The warden waved his hand. “Seeing that we don’t know how long this 
will take, I’ve instructed the staff to let you have the mess hall for the whole day. 
The only time I’ll ask you to vacate the hall is when we serve lunch. During that 
time we will take you to our staff room where we will serve you your own lunch.” 

Tsholo smiled politely. “That’s very kind of you, warden.” 
The warden smiled back. “It’s our pleasure.” 
Sybil narrowed her brows. Was this man for real? He was the warden of 

a prison, but was acting as if he was the concierge of a hotel. 
“We have selected the inmates for you,” the warden continued, pulling 

two sheets of paper from his pocket. “Here are their names. They were 
informed of their role and are waiting for you. It is up to you in which order you 
want to interview them. Just give the guard at the door the names, and we will 
bring them to you.” 

Sybil and Tsholo nodded with appreciation. This was going better by the 
minute. 

“Would you like coffee or tea while you wait for your first set of inmates?” 
Sybil almost chuckled. Tea? Coffee? What’s next? Cupcakes or muffins? 
Before she could break into loud laughter, the warden said, “We can also 

offer you muffins if you want.” 
Sybil swallowed down her mirth and looked at Tsholo who stared back at 

her with utter disbelief.  



Tsholo was the first one to recover. “Warden,” she said gently. “Thank 
you for the kind offer, but I don’t think it’s appropriate for us to eat muffins in 
front of the inmates while we interview them. A glass of water is more than 
sufficient.” 

The warden nodded with understanding. “Good. We will get you a few 
bottles of sparkling water.” 

He turned to go. “If there is anything you need, please let the guard 
know.” 

Sybil and Tsholo thanked him and watched him leave the mess hall. 
Their attention turned to the two HRC representatives. 

“Mr Ramajoe, Mrs Bhengu, have you decided with whom you would like 
to sit during the survey?” Tsholo asked. 

“I’ll sit with you, if you don’t mind,” Mrs Bhengu replied in her high pitched 
voice. 

Sybil glanced at Tsholo, silently relieved that she was not going to be 
stuck with Mrs Bhengu. She wasn’t sure she would be able to endure the pink 
creature for a whole day. 

Sybil scanned the list of names. They were categorised into race and 
gender. She counted eight Blacks, four Coloureds, two Indians and one White. 
They were split into ten men and five women. 

Tsholo looked at Sybil. “Shall we take them from the top and work our 
way down?” 

Sybil nodded. They had to get through all of them and it didn’t matter in 
which order they were interviewed. Neither Sybil nor Tsholo knew any one of 
them personally, so it didn’t matter who came first, or who went last. 

“You can take the first one and I’ll take the second one,” she suggested. 
“Alright.” 
Tsholo made her way to the door to inform the guard and Sybil walked 

over to the opposite side of the mess hall, trailed by Ramajoe. 
She sat down at a table, placed her purse on the floor, opened her 

briefcase and took out a stack of blank questionnaires. Ramajoe sat down next 
to her, but did not prepare anything.  

Oh well, he was only there to observe. As long as he did not interfere. 
A few minutes later the first inmates were brought in. The guards 

escorted them to the respective tables where they were told to sit down. Sybil 
was faced with a middle-aged, short, black man. His curly hair was cut short 
and his orange overall was clean and neat. He folded his small, wrinkled hands 
in his lap and lowered his head demurely. 

“This is Mr Able Kunene,” the guard introduced him. 
“Thank you,” Sybil replied politely. 
She wasn’t quite sure how to conduct the interviews. She’d depositioned 

plenty of defendants in her career as a labour advocate, but this was slightly 
different. In her line of work she knew exactly what to search for, where to dig 
and what questions to ask to get to the truth, but with these prisoners she was 
in unchartered territory. 

What was she actually looking for? Was she supposed to prove the 
system didn’t work? Was she supposed to uncover mistreatment and human 
rights violations? Was she supposed to confirm the correctness of the system? 
She also remembered her sister Grace’s instructions not to take every answer 
at face value, but to probe deeper.  



Sybil decided her best bet was to ask the questions as indicated on the 
questionnaire and let her gut guide her. 

Smiling politely, Sybil leaned forward. “Good morning, Mr Kunene. I am 
Sybil Watts.” 

Kunene looked up at her shyly. “Morning, ma’am.” 
Sybil glanced at the HRC representative, but Ramajoe made no move to 

introduce himself. 
Oh well. If he didn’t want to be involved, then he could stay out of it. 
Sybil returned her attention to the inmate. “Mr Kunene, do you know why 

you are talking to me?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
Sybil raised an eyebrow. Was that all she would get from this inmate? 

Only yes ma’am, or no ma’am? She exhaled softly. So be it. She could only try 
her best. 

“Let’s get through a few preliminary questions.” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
“When is your birthday?” 
“16 December 1956. 
Wow, that made him fifty-six years old. What was a man of his age doing 

in prison? 
“Where is your home?” 
Kunene looked at her puzzled. 
Sybil realised her mistake immediately. Home could be anywhere in 

South Africa, the Eastern or Western Cape, Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal, or any of 
the other provinces. Where someone lived meant their last known address. 

“Sorry, Mr Kunene, I meant where did you stay last?” 
Kunene nodded with understanding and replied, “Alexandra Township, 

ma’am.” 
“Do you live in a house or a shack?” 
“In a house, ma’am.” 
Sybil ticked the appropriate boxes. 
“Do you own the house or do you rent?” 
“I own the house,” Kunene replied proudly. 
“Do you have any sisters and brothers?” 
“Yes, ma’am. But they are not living with me.” 
Sybil hid a smile. At his age, she would hope they weren’t living with him. 
“What are their names?” 
“Simon, he’s the oldest, Sibongile, she’s next, then it’s me, the last one is 

Reuben.” 
“Are your parents still alive?” 
Kunene shook his head. “No, ma’am.” 
“What do you stand accused of?” 
Kunene looked at her with a confused expression. 
Sybil rephrased her questions. “What is your crime?” 
Kunene scratched his chin. “They say I killed another man.” 
Sybil looked at Kunene with surprise. The man was so small and 

appeared to be so gentle. How could he have killed someone? 
“But I didn’t do it, ma’am,” he added quickly.  
Sybil raised an eyebrow. 



“It wasn’t my fault,” Kunene said, lifting his hands pleadingly. “He came 
into my yard and wanted to steal. I only hit him twice with my knobkerrie. It 
wasn’t my fault.” 

Sybil revised her opinion. The man had just admitted he had killed 
someone.  

After a second or two, Sybil took a deep breath. She wasn’t there to act 
as judge and jury. She was there to ask questions about prison conditions, not 
to determine if an inmate was guilty or not. 

Sybil returned to the questionnaire. “Have you seen a lawyer?” 
Kunene lowered his eyes. “Yes, ma’am.” 
“Did you or your family pay for the lawyer, or was the lawyer appointed 

by the court?” 
“Oh, no, ma’am,” Kunene replied, his eyes wide. “We don’t have the 

money to pay for a lawyer. The go’nerment pays for it.” 
“Did the lawyer give you advice? Did the lawyer tell you about the 

proceedings?” 
“Yes, ma’am, but I didn’t really understand.” 
Sybil frowned. “What didn’t you understand?” 
Kunene shrugged. “He visited once and told me that I must say I am 

guilty.” Kunene shook his head. “But I am not guilty and I said so.” 
“What happened then?” 
Kunene pouted. “A few days later, they took me in the van and we went 

to the judge. The judge asked if I was guilty and I said no. Then they took me 
back here.” 

Sybil tapped her pen on the table. “Did you see the lawyer again?” 
“Yes, ma’am. He came again. He said something about a trial, but that 

was all.” 
Sybil sighed quietly. It was obvious that Kunene had no idea what was 

going on around him. Should she tell him?  
Sybil shook her head. No way. She wasn’t there to enlighten him. It 

wasn’t her job to clarify and explain procedures to him. She was only there to 
ask questions. 

But she was curious. “How long have you been waiting for your trial to 
start?” 

Kunene lowered his head. “Fifteen weeks and two days,” he said quietly. 
Sybil looked in disbelief at the small man in front of her. Fifteen weeks 

and two days, he’d said. That meant he had been imprisoned for four months 
and he hadn’t had his trial yet.  

Her sister’s words came back to her: it could take anything between 
three months and two years before an awaiting-trial prisoner finally had his day 
in court.  

The system definitely sucked. 
Returning to her questionnaire, Sybil smiled kindly. “Let’s get to the 

prison questions, shall we?” 
“Yes, ma’am,” Kunene replied meekly. 
“Do you have a bed?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
“Do you have a mattress, blankets, a pillow and a sheet?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 



Sybil looked up sharply. The answers were coming too quickly. Had 
Kunene been coached? 

“Are you sure you have all those things?” 
Kunene nodded firmly. “Yes, ma’am. I have all of that. We all have that 

and if it’s dirty or old, then we tell the guards and they give us new stuff.” 
Really? Sybil didn’t quite trust Kunene’s reply. This was almost too good 

to be true. 
“What about the bathroom. Are there showers? Do they let you shower?” 
“Yes, ma’am. We have a shower every day and there is warm water.” 

Kunene chuckled quietly. “I like to shower longer, but it’s okay.” 
“How is the food?” 
“We get breakfast, lunch and supper,” Kunene said.  
“Do you like it?” 
“It’s fine. Sometimes I think I like some chicken feet or tripe, but they 

don’t do that. They give us lots of stews and the meat is sometimes tough. We 
also get pasta and cheese macaroni. I like the roast potatoes though.” 

Sybil almost choked. Kunene was complaining that he didn’t get chicken 
feet or tripe? The food seemed to be almost as good as in a hotel. What was he 
asking? 

“How about the warden? Is he very strict?” 
Kunene seemed to have warmed up to her. “Yes, ma’am. He is very 

strict.” 
Oho, here it comes. Finally something that wasn’t right. 
“We are not allowed to make a mess. We have to make our beds every 

morning. He also makes us wash the floors in the cell and the passages. He 
says we have to keep clean and neat to keep our dignity and self-respect. He 
makes us change our overalls every two days. You can’t skip a shower. He 
doesn’t like any stink.” 

Sybil smiled amused. “What happens if you skip a shower?” 
Kunene wagged his finger. “You’d better not. The warden will not allow 

you to go to the programme or he will cancel the movie evening.” 
“What programme?” 
“The program,” Kunene smiled broadly. “Every Saturday, some people 

come from the outside and teach us about how to deal with our anger and how 
to be proud of ourselves. They make us lie on the floor and tell us how to 
breathe in and out. We have to close our eyes and we have to think of good 
things. It is very nice and the people are very nice.” 

Sybil was impressed. It appeared the Warden took the terms 
‘rehabilitation’ and ‘re-integration into society’ seriously. 

“Is your family allowed to visit you?” 
“Yes, ma’am,” Kunene bobbed his head excitedly. “My wife comes every 

week and she brings me sweets and cigarettes. Sometimes soap and special 
lotion.” 

“And they give those things to you?” Sybil asked, taken aback. 
“Why not?” Kunene replied slightly put off. “It’s just some chocolates and 

cigarettes.” 
Sybil waved her hand in the air. “Never mind. I was just surprised.” 
“What about your fellow inmates. How are you getting on with them?” 
Kunene shrugged his shoulders. “They are fine. They respect their elders 

and the programme helps.” 



“Are there fights?” 
“No, ma’am. We are not allowed to fight.” 
“What happens when you fight?” 
“They get into major trouble. They are not allowed into the programme 

and they get extra duties.” 
“So, most of the time everyone behaves?” 
“Yes,” Kunene replied firmly. “The warden says we must live good with 

each other. We can’t become animals and behave like gangsters. We must stay 
decent, because we want to go back to our families. The warden says our time 
in prison is not forever and we must stay an example.” 

Sybil smiled broadly. If everything Kunene told her was the truth, then the 
warden was an exceptional person. This is what it was supposed to be like. 
Pleased with the answers she’d received, she thanked Kunene and said good-
bye to him. 

Kunene left the mess hall and Sybil turned to the HRC representative 
who had not uttered a single word. 

“What do you think, Mr Ramajoe? Did this sound truthful?” 
Ramajoe inclined his head. “I think he told us as it is. I am very 

impressed with how the warden runs this facility. You know, it’s not my first time 
sitting in on this kind of survey and I’ve heard some very different things.” His 
voice was dark and well-modulated. Although his handshake resembled a wet 
facecloth, his speech indicated a well-educated man. 

“I agree with you,” Sybil replied. “Shall we interview the next inmate?” 
“Yes. Let’s see if they all say the same.” 
Sybil waved to the guard standing by the door and asked for the next 

prisoner to be brought in. 
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The guard escorted a young, black man to Sybil’s table. She guessed he 
was in his early twenties. 

“This is Samsung Ngwato,” the guard said, as he pushed the inmate into 
the chair. 

Immediately Sybil noticed that he was a different kettle of fish. Ngwato 
leaned back, stretched his legs out and smiled insolently. 

“Good morning, Mr Ngwato,” Sybil greeted him earnestly. “I am Sybil 
Watts and this is Mr Ramajoe from the Human Rights Commission.” 

Ngwato shrugged his shoulders. 
“Do you know why you are here?” 
Ngwato sighed theatrically. “Some stupid survey.” 
Sybil tightened her lips. It appeared this young man wasn’t ready to 

corporate. Well, if he didn’t want to be part of the survey, she could live with 
that. She definitely wasn’t going to go out of her way for him. 

With an indifferent expression she leaned back in her chair. “You 
obviously don’t want to be here, so let’s get on with it.” 

This got the young man’s attention. “No, no,” he said quickly. “I want to 
be here.” 

“And why is that?” 
Ngwato straightened his shoulders. “The Warden said it’s important.” 
Sybil smelled a rat. Maybe all the prisoners selected for the survey had 

been coached, or had been promised some kind of benefit. 
“Why do you think it is important?” 
Ngwato scratched his cheek. “The Warden said it will help people in 

other prisons and it’s good for us. It shows we care about others and that helps 
with our self-respect.” 

Sybil raised an eyebrow. There it was again: self-respect. The warden 
really took his job seriously. 

Sybil picked up her pen and drew the questionnaire closer, reading out 
the first question. 

“When is your birthday?” 
Ngwato smiled. “26 February 1991.” 
My goodness. The guy was just twenty-one and already in prison. 
Quickly she put her thoughts aside and continued with her questions: 

where he stayed last, if he had any brothers or sisters and if his parents were 
around. 

“What crime did you allegedly commit?” 
“Carjacking,” came the quick reply. 
Sybil looked at him sharply. Carjacking was one of the meanest crimes. 

One never knew when it would happen, and when it did happen, it was when 
one least expected it.  

A mother who had just dropped off her children at school could be 
waiting in broad daylight at a red traffic light, or a stop street, and a carjacker 
could appear holding a gun against her window. Or a father could arrive home 



after a long day’s work, park his vehicle in front of the gate and a carjacker 
could pull him out of the car.  

Resistance was useless. Anti-hijack courses taught that to put up any 
defence was dangerous. The trainers advised that one should simply raise 
one’s hands slowly and walk away. Many times, if a motorist resisted, the car 
thief turned violent and the motorist ended up dead.  

Sybil kept her thoughts to herself. She would not ask why he hijacked 
cars, how many cars he’d stolen or if he had ever hurt a motorist. Deep down, 
she was glad the cops had caught at least one carjacker, and regardless of his 
age, she hoped Ngwato would spend many years behind bars. 

Sybil continued with her standard questions about a lawyer, how many 
times his legal advisor had visited, if he was paid for by the defendant or was 
court appointed, and if Ngwato had been to court yet. 

“My bail application was turned down. I am waiting for the last twenty-
nine weeks for my trial date,” he said. 

That meant Ngwato had already spent seven months in prison. Any time 
spent in prison awaiting trial would be deducted from the final sentence. She 
hoped his sentence would amount to a few years, because statistics had shown 
that carjackers often went back to committing the same crime after they were 
released. 

Once again Sybil did not voice her opinion and went back to her 
questionnaire. She received the same answers as she had from Kunene. The 
inmates had pillows, blankets, went for showers every day, had food three times 
a day and were allowed to receive visitors. 

Finally she asked Ngwato about the warden. 
“He’s sharp.” 
Sybil tilted her head. 
“No, I mean it,” Ngwato said. “If we behave and stick to the rules, then 

every Saturday he lets us attend the programme. He also makes sure that we 
learn something. During the week I work in the shop and they teach me how to 
work with wood.” 

“You mean they teach you to be a carpenter?” 
Ngwato shrugged his shoulders. “We work with wood. Sawing it, putting 

nails into planks and gluing the pieces together. I can already build a chair.” 
“You are saying the Warden lets you work with sharp tools?” 
“Why not?” Ngwato asked. “It’s not that I’m going to kill someone.” 
Sybil wasn’t too sure about that, but she let it go.  
“They also count all the tools when we leave the shop and you are only 

allowed to take one tool at a time.” 
As if that would help. If an inmate really wanted to hurt another man, he 

would make a plan. In her opinion, it was easy to let a tool disappear into a 
sleeve or up the front of an overall, but who was she to judge? If the Warden 
thought it appropriate, and if it helped this young man to find his feet in a world 
without crime, then so be it. 

Sybil wound up the survey, thanked Ngwato and asked for the next 
prisoner. 

 
By lunchtime they had interviewed all fifteen people. It had gone faster 

than she had anticipated. Sybil got up from her chair and walked over to Tsholo 
who was sitting on the opposite side of the mess hall. 



“How did it go?” she asked her colleague. 
Tsholo puffed out her cheeks. “Actually, alright.” She shuffled through her 

stack of completed questionnaires. “Did you also hear about the various 
programmes?” 

Sybil nodded. “I wasn’t sure at first, but all my candidates confirmed they 
attended a programme in one way or another.” 

“Here as well,” Tsholo said. “At first I thought they were lying, but they all 
said more or less the same thing.” 

“Looks like this is a model facility,” Sybil commented. 
“The Warden seems to take ‘rehabilitation’ very seriously,” Tsholo 

confirmed. “Let’s hope all the inmates become decent citizens once they have 
finished their sentence.” 

Sybil sighed. Unfortunately, reality painted a different picture. Even with 
rehabilitation programmes in place, the majority of offenders returned to crime 
shortly after they were released. Society wasn’t as forgiving as everyone made 
it out to be. Although no employer was permitted to discriminate against 
someone who had spent time in prison, companies usually did not employ ex-
convicts. Having no job and therefore, no money, and having their new-found 
self-esteem quickly crushed, ex-convicts often returned to what they knew best, 
committing crime. 

Thanking the warden for his hospitality and congratulating him on a well-
run facility, Sybil and Tsholo also said good-bye to the two HRC 
representatives. 

Walking down the front steps of the prison, Sybil remarked, “Let’s hope 
the other prisons are equally well run.” 

“That would be great, but I think we were lucky today,” Tsholo replied. 
“Let’s keep our fingers crossed.” 
 
Manuel had lent Thomas the Walka for the last few days, and life was 

almost bearable. This connection to the outside world was his life saver. Most of 
the time Thomas tuned into the news channels, soaking up what was 
happening outside the prison walls, silently ranting and raving about stupid 
comments politicians were making and revelling in the positive stories about the 
country. He absorbed every single news items, no matter how trivial, because 
his sanity depended on it. Unfortunately, the Walka had to be charged every 
four hours and it had just run low again. 

Sighing heavily with disappointment, Thomas pressed the tiny button and 
switched off the device. Swinging his legs off his bunk, he stretched his back 
and got to his feet. Looking at his neighbours, he carefully scanned the area 
between his bunk and Manuel’s.  

Tafari had arrived back in the cell the day before and was holding court 
again. His right arm was in a cast from shoulder to fingertips, making it pretty 
much immobile. Thomas appreciated the thoughtfulness of the doctor who had 
tended to him. It would have posed a serious problem, if Tafari had had only his 
forearm in a cast. He would most certainly have used the encased forearm as a 
weapon. Now he was unable to cause any havoc. 

Thomas navigated his way out of his aisle, cautiously approaching 
Tafari’s group. A thick cloud of smoke hung over the men, the sweat smell of 
marijuana sickening. Tafari spotted Thomas soon enough and shot him dirty 
looks, but refrained from making any verbal threats. Somehow Thomas had 



gained immunity, which he attributed to his association with Manuel. Tafari 
seemed to think Thomas was a member of Manuel’s gang, which made him, at 
least for the moment, untouchable. 

Thomas squeezed past Tafari’s men and walked up to Manuel, who was 
lounging on his bunk. As they saw him approach, the young men surrounding 
their leader opened up a gap and nodded at him respectfully. Manuel swung his 
legs off the bunk and sat up. 

“Thomas,” he said in greeting. 
“Manuel,” Thomas replied as he sat down on the opposite bunk. 
Thomas pulled the Walka from his overall and held it across the divide. 
Manuel took it and smiled. “You are really enjoying this thing?” 
Thomas nodded tentatively. Every time he came to Manuel’s corner, he 

worried the inmate would rescind on his promise of lending him the Walka. 
Thomas did not know what he would do without this connection to the outside 
world. 

Manuel placed the device on the bed. “I’ll let you know when it’s fully 
charged again.” 

Thomas let out a silent breath. Manuel was continuing their arrangement. 
About to get up to move back to his bunk on the other side of the cell, Manuel 
stopped him short. 

“How are you doing in here?” he asked. 
Thomas sat back down slowly and looked at him sharply. What did 

Manuel want from him? Why was he asking this question? What was his 
motive? Was it time to return the favour for the Walka?  

Thomas squinted at Manuel suspiciously. Or did the man actually want to 
have a conversation with him? This was the first time Manuel had asked him a 
personal question. Previously, it was all about: the Walka’s battery is flat, can 
you charge it? Of course, it just takes a few hours. 

Manuel waved his hand. “You keep all to yourself and I was just 
wondering.” 

Thomas could detect no malice in Manuel’s face.  
A deep yearning for a decent conversation with another human being 

rose in him. What harm could it do to talk to the man?  
On the other hand, he still remembered how he’d been fooled by young 

Conrad Tsele, the assassin. Should he take a chance or shouldn’t he?  
Manuel continued to smile at him expectantly. 
Thomas decided to take the plunge, but to be cautious in what he 

revealed about himself. He didn’t need to let Manuel see how taxing prison was 
on his spirit. This was a place of survival; vulnerability was a dangerous 
weakness that could cost him his life. 

“I’m holding up,” he said, keeping his voice strong.  
Manuel nodded. “It’s quite tough in here. I must admit, it saps my energy 

the longer I’m in here.” 
Thomas looked at him with surprise. Manuel admitted to having a hard 

time? In front of his men? What was wrong with him? 
Manuel noticed his expression. “I am only human,“ he said. “I am not a 

career criminal used to these conditions.” He gestured at the young men sitting 
further away. “None of these guys are hardened criminals. For all of us, it’s our 
first time.” 



Thomas glanced briefly at the other inmates, quickly turning back to 
Manuel. 

“Is that the reason why they joined you?”  
Manuel shrugged. “No idea. Someone decided I had exceptional survival 

skills and word spread.” 
Thomas remembered Manuel mentioning his time in solitary 

confinement. He wondered how he had endured those days, because Thomas 
knew for sure, if it happened to him, he’d have gone insane after a few hours. 
Thomas also recalled Manuel’s ability to organise contraband, like the Walka, 
cellphones, cigarettes and whatever else one’s heart desired. It was really no 
surprise the other inmates had aligned themselves with Manuel. He was 
definitely the man to know in this cell. 

A small frown appeared on Thomas’s forehead. The contraband. It still 
puzzled him how Manuel managed to get all of the stuff into the cell. He wished 
he knew the trick, because he would have liked to get his own items.  

Thomas decided if he wanted to find out, then he had to ask.  
“As you know I am relatively new here,” he ventured.  
Manuel nodded a confirmation.  
Thomas had to handle his next question delicately.  
“Well, how does one go about getting a particular item smuggled into the 

prison?” 
Manuel looked at him from under hooded lids. Eventually he replied 

curtly, “Money.” 
“Money?” 
“Yes, Thomas, money. And lots of it. Money talks. It greases palms and 

makes life in here easier.” 
Thomas tilted his head. “Do you have lots of money?” 
Manuel laughed out loud. “Let’s say I have enough to keep me going 

comfortably for a while.” 
Thomas’s mind spun in all directions. What did he mean by that? Where 

did he get the money from?  
He looked Manuel up and down. The guy did not look like a common 

criminal. He was well groomed, his eyes sparkled with intelligence and he was 
well spoken. Was Manuel a fraudster like J Arthur Brown, who had allegedly 
stolen millions from people’s pension funds, or was he a drug dealer, organising 
the passage of drugs into the country and distributing them it? Maybe Manuel 
had contacts in the government and had made his money by being a 
tenderpreneur; favoured with contracts worth millions of Rands due to his skin 
colour. 

As if Manuel could read his mind, he said, “None of those you are 
thinking about.” 

Caught off guard, Thomas lowered his eyes. “Then how do you make 
your money?” he asked quietly. 

Manuel smirked. “Are you asking me for my life story?” 
Thomas shrugged. “Why not?” 
Manuel leaned back on his bunk, eyeing Thomas for a few moments. 
Finally he sighed. “If you really want to know, I am a labour broker.” 
Thomas sneered involuntarily. This was almost as bad as being a drug 

dealer. Labour Brokers had no conscience. Basically, they provided temporary 
workers for big construction projects. The workers were paid a pittance and at 



the end of the project they had no jobs. There was no continuity in their lives, no 
steady income and they had to fight to be employed for the next big project. 
Their families suffered, because of the lack of a permanent income. They could 
not make any long term plans, could not take out home loans and were more 
often than not unable to save any money for the future. They lived from hand to 
mouth, and most of them owed short-term loan sharks, because they had to 
make ends meet. The construction companies and labour brokers were the 
ones who made the big money. In Thomas’s eyes, it was modern day slavery. 

His thoughts must have shown on his face, because Manuel said, “It is a 
necessity of business.” 

Thomas raised an eyebrow. 
Manuel leaned forward. “Imagine you have a big construction project 

going, but you know that it will only last for twenty-four months.” 
“So?” 
“You need to have a certain amount of labourers, like brick layers and 

welders. If you employ those people on a permanent basis, what do you do with 
them after the project is finished?” 

Thomas pursed his lips. What indeed would a company do with them? 
“Unfortunately, our labour laws are very strict. If you employ someone 

permanently and you have to let them go at the end of the project, you will have 
to first negotiate with their respective unions, which can take forever, and 
secondly, you will have to pay them a retrenchment package. No business has 
either the time or the money to deal with these issues. As you know, every 
project is run to a tight budget and the less it costs, the better for the investors.” 

Reluctantly, Thomas conceded Manuel’s point.  
“And is labour broking really that different to what highly skilled people, 

like project managers and engineers do, who are only being paid for the 
duration of their contracts? Once the project comes to an end, they also have to 
look for the next job.” 

“Still ...” 
Manuel waved his hand. “I’ve heard about the unions’ demands that 

labour broking needs to be abolished, but it is not feasible in this country. 
Project houses can’t employ every single worker permanently.” 

“But labour brokers are only out for themselves,” Thomas objected. 
“From what I’ve heard they treat the workers like shit.” 

Manuel shot him an annoyed look. “Don’t believe everything you read in 
the newspapers.” He took a deep breath. “Yes, we run our brokerages like 
businesses, but do you have any idea what is involved to run them 
successfully? We have to comply with all the laws. We have to deduct 
employees’ tax and pay the Unemployment Insurance contributions. We have to 
make sure they get their annual- and sick leave. We have to contribute to the 
Workman’s Compensation Fund. We have to give them all the rights a 
permanently employed worker would enjoy. The onus is on us, not the project 
house to adhere to the labour laws.” 

“Remember, we deal with mostly uneducated and unskilled people. They 
have no clue what is going on in business. All they are interested in is how 
much money they will take home and how little they have to work for it. They 
call in sick without reason, they don’t pitch up for work, they fight, they mobilise 
themselves, they gang together, they cause damage to property, they are 



insolent, I could go on forever and we as labour brokers have to deal with the 
fallout, because we provide the workers.” 

“It is a continuous balancing act. We have to keep the project house and 
the workers happy. If we don’t, we lose the contract and are out of business.”  

Thomas had never heard it from the horse’s mouth and it made him re-
evaluate his opinion. Would he want to deal every day with a bunch of people 
who were really not that interested in working? He only had to look at the labour 
force in the company he worked for. How many times did the production line 
stand still because key workers had called in sick, or were attending an 
impromptu union meeting? How many disciplinary hearings were held because 
of continuous late coming, theft, drunkenness on the job, or some other issue?  

Thomas shook his head. Thank goodness that was the Operations 
Manager’s problem.  

He looked at Manuel with growing respect. If the guy was successful in 
this line of business, he must be very good. 

“How many workers do you have on your books?” he asked. 
“About twelve hundred.” 
“Twelve hundred?” Thomas repeated.  
“Yep. And we are not even the biggest.” 
“Where do you provide the labourers to? What I mean, what projects are 

you busy with?” 
Manuel sighed. “Our biggest one at the moment is Medupi Power 

Station.” 
“The one that’s having so much trouble? Isn’t it running well over 

budget?” 
Manuel nodded. “There is nothing but problems. The suppliers are 

blaming the labour brokers, the project house is blaming the suppliers and the 
labour brokers, but nothing gets resolved. Productivity is down to twenty percent 
and it’s costing the tax payer more and more money.” 

“You are saying everyone is blaming everyone else. But whose fault is 
it?” 

Manuel shrugged his shoulders. “It’s a combination of lots of factors. Bad 
planning by the project house, bad quality control from the suppliers, the unions 
stirring amongst the workers, and government poking its nose in it. There is no 
one single entity to blame.” 

Manuel sat back. “But enough of me. What are you doing? Where do you 
work?” 

Thomas chewed his bottom lip. “I am a mechanical engineer.” 
“Who do you work for?” 
“A company called SMI, Steel Manufacturing Industries.” 
Manuel’s face lit up. “I know them. We occasionally provide them with 

workers.” 
“Really?” 
Manuel nodded. “The company is owned by an old, cranky German, isn’t 

it?” 
Thomas laughed out loud. “He’s not that bad.” 
“What’s his name again?” 
“Horst Bienert.” 
“Yeah. I remember him. You guys manufacture steel items for all sorts of 

industries?” 



“That’s correct.” 
“And what exactly do you do?” 
“I design the items according to customer specification.” 
Manuel nodded appreciatively. “Not bad.” Suddenly his eyes narrowed. 

“What the hell is a mechanical engineer, working for a cranky German, doing in 
jail?” 

Thomas’s head snapped back. So much for a pleasant conversation.  
Manuel waved his hand. “I won’t hold it against you, but this really 

puzzles me.” 
Thomas scratched his cheek. What the heck. He might as well tell him. 
“They say I shot a man,” he said quietly. 
“And did you?” 
Thomas shook his head. “No. I didn’t.” 
A deep frown appeared on Manuel’s forehead. “Don’t get me wrong, but 

most men in here claim they haven’t done what they are accused of.” 
“I really didn’t do it,” Thomas replied tiredly. 
“So what happened? Where you framed? Did the cops just pick you up? 

What?” 
Thomas looked at Manuel sadly. “Do you really want to know or are you 

just humouring me?” 
“I really want to know. Spit it out.” 
Thomas decided to give him the short version. “I got home late because 

of work and as I parked in front of my gate, a young black man walked up to my 
car. I got out because I thought he needed directions and he looked harmless 
enough. Before I could ask him anything, I felt a gun in my back. There must 
have been another man hiding somewhere. At least I hadn’t seen him. I thought 
they were carjackers but the guy with the gun kept on saying, “give it to me”. I 
have no clue what they were after. Then the guy with the gun started slapping 
me around the head. I got annoyed and decided to take him on, but as I turned 
around the gun went off. I tried to run away, but the guy hit me on the head and 
I blacked out. When I woke up the cops were all over me, saying I had killed the 
other guy. They found the gun lying next to me and there was no sign of the 
shooter. The cops took me downtown, but they never interviewed me properly. 
They left me in the holding cell over the weekend. Unfortunately, I have no 
money and no lawyer. I tried to get help from the company on Monday morning, 
but my boss turned me down. Two days later they transferred me here.” 

Manuel tapped his fingernail against his tooth. “No money, no lawyer and 
your boss turned you down?” 

Thomas nodded miserably. 
“We can always come to an arrangement,” Manuel smiled. “I might just 

be able to help you.” 
Thomas’s head shot up, hope rushing through him. But before he could 

ask questions about how and when, Manuel stopped him. 
“We can talk about that later. For the moment I am intrigued about 

something else. They didn’t want your car or your wallet?”  
“No. My car was still in my driveway and my wallet was still in my pocket 

when I woke up. The guy with the gun kept on demanding I should give them 
‘it’.” 

“And you don’t know what ‘it’ is?” 



“Trust me, I’ve been over that evening a million times. I haven’t got the 
faintest.” 

Manuel rubbed his forefinger across his eyebrows. “What else was in 
your car?” 

“Nothing.” 
Manuel looked at him sceptically. 
“I don’t do drugs, I don’t have a gun, I don’t store gold in my car and I 

don’t have any cash. There was nothing.” 
Manuel chuckled. “I wasn’t necessarily thinking about those things.” He 

became serious once more. “What about your briefcase?” 
Thomas grew thoughtful. “Yes,” he conceded. “Yes. My briefcase was in 

my car. But what would they want with my briefcase? There’s only work stuff in 
there.” 

Manuel shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. It’s just a thought. If they 
didn’t want your car or your wallet, there must have been something else they 
wanted. It’s for you to figure out.” 

Thomas glanced at Manuel, his mind spinning in all directions. The only 
other item in his car was his briefcase, but why would anyone want it? It 
contained only a bunch of CDs with drawings, several paper drawings and 
some correspondence; work which he wanted to carry on with over the 
weekend.  

Thomas stopped his thought process. At the moment it didn’t make any 
sense at all. He would come back to it later, when he had some quiet time. 

Thomas tilted his head. Now that he had spilled his beans, he was 
curious about Manuel’s story. 

“What about you? Why are you in here?” 
Manuel’s face became blank. “I killed a man.” 
Thomas frowned at him. “What? No denial?” 
Manuel shook his head. “No. I did it.” 
Thomas took a deep breath. “I ask you the same question that you asked 

me. How come an intelligent, young, successful business man like you kills a 
man?” 

Manuel’s hand reached up to the zip of his overall, playing with it for a 
few moments.  

“Because he tried to rape my sister,” he said quietly. 
Thomas raised an eyebrow. 
“I guess you would have done the same.” 
“Maybe,” Thomas replied. “I don’t know. I don’t have a sister.” 
“Believe me, if you had a sister, you would have done the same.” 
Thomas lifted his hand. “I am not judging you. Tell me what happened.” 
Manuel took a deep breath. “My sister came back late from work, like 

you,” he smiled. ”But she got a flat tyre on the way. She called me to help her 
out. When I got to her car, she was nowhere to be seen, but another car was 
parked behind hers. I heard her scream in the bushes next to the road. A guy 
had stopped for her and finding her alone, he decided to rape her. I took a rock 
and beat him over the head. I guess I hit him too hard because I seemed to 
have smashed in his skull. He died at the scene. Unfortunately, a Metro cop 
drove past, a general patrol, and they stopped. Putting one and one together, 
they arrested me.” 

“But doesn’t that fall into self-defence or something?” Thomas wondered. 



Manuel shook his head. “Not according to the prosecutor. He wants to 
put me away for murder.” 

Thomas blew out some air. “That’s harsh. What about your sister? Will 
she testify?” 

“Sure. But I am still waiting for my trial.” 
“How long have you been in here?” 
Manuel smiled sadly. “Two hundred sixteen days.” 
Thomas’s eyes grew wide. “That’s just over seven months. How the hell 

do you manage? Why is it taking so long?” 
“As I told you at the beginning of our little chat, survival skills and money, 

but this place is taking its toll on me.” Manuel became pensive. “Seriously, 
between you and me, I need to get out of here. If I don’t get back into the 
civilised world very soon, I am going to get mad.” 

Thomas nodded. “I get you. It’s rough in here.” He leaned forward on his 
elbows. “But you have money and I guess a lawyer. Why are you still in here?” 

“You have to ask my lawyer,” Manuel replied through clenched teeth. 
“Apparently the prosecutor wants to set an example.” 

Thomas frowned. “An example? I don’t understand.” 
“I don’t know,” Manuel lifted his hands with exasperation. “Every time I 

see my lawyer and ask him when my case will get to trial, I always get the same 
answer: soon.” 

“Is there nothing else you can do?” 
“I tried,” he sighed heavily. “I even offered money to speed up the 

process, but nothing helps.” 
Thomas tilted his head. “You tried to bribe the officials?” 
Manuel waved his hand dismissively. “I wouldn’t call it a bribe, just an 

incentive to grease the wheels, but it didn’t work.” 
His gaze became intense as he looked at Thomas. “I am ready to use 

other means to get out of here.” 
Thomas looked at him perplexed. What was Manuel implying?  
Manuel watched him keenly as Thomas started to figure it out.  
If Manuel couldn’t get out of prison the legal way, then he would try it the 

illegal way. What was the man going to do? Did he want to break out of prison? 
How on earth would he accomplish that? Would he try to smuggle a gun into 
this place? Would he try to take hostages? What the hell? 

Thomas raised his hands in protest. “Whoa! If you mean what I think you 
are meaning, then I don’t want to know about it.” 

Manuel lowered his eyes. “Forget about it,” he said quietly.  
“How can I forget about it?” 
Manuel’s head snapped up. “Just leave it alone,” he hissed. “Forget that I 

ever mentioned it to you.” 
Thomas took a deep breath. “Think about it, man. You could get 

seriously hurt or even die.” 
Manuel’s eyes turned to ice. “I said, forget about it.” 
Thomas nodded. “Alright, alright. I’ll forget it. Just don’t do anything 

stupid.” 
Manuel raised an eyebrow. “I think you should leave. Get back to your 

bunk.” 
Thomas caught the hint. It appeared he had stepped over the line.  



Slowly he rose to his feet. He opened his mouth to rectify the situation, 
but Manuel lifted his hand. “Leave it alone.” 

Thomas smiled sadly. There went the Walka and his chance of obtaining 
a cellphone. Why couldn’t he have kept his mouth shut?  

With one last glance into Manuel’s cold eyes, Thomas turned around and 
made his way back to his bunk. Lying down, he kept on berating himself. Why 
couldn’t he have just listened? The man wanted to trust him. He had tried to 
confide in him! Even though what Manuel was trying to do was absolutely 
reckless, he could have just gone along with whatever Manuel tried to share. 
Maybe Manuel’s intention wasn’t even to break out of prison. Maybe he only 
wanted to test the waters, bouncing some ideas off him.  

Damn! How could he have screwed up this badly? Why did he have to 
assume the worst? Now the frail friendship was down the drain. He’d lost his 
connection to the outside world and the possibility of access to a cellphone.  

“7804151011,” a voice shouted from the cell door. 
Thomas stopped his recriminations and listened carefully.  
“7804151011, get your backside to the door.” 
Thomas realised the guard was calling his number. Why was the guard 

calling him? Did he have a visitor? Wishful thinking. There was nobody out 
there in the world who would be visiting him. He was most likely going to be 
taken to the warden again. 

“7804151011,” the guard shouted again. 
Slowly Thomas got to his feet and made his way to the door. 
The guard looked him up and down. “You 7804151011, Pearson?“ 
Thomas nodded tentatively. 
“You better get moving, your lawyer is here.” 
Thomas froze for a moment. A lawyer? A lawyer was here to see him? 
“I don’t have all day,” the guard growled. “And I don’t think your lawyer 

does either.” 
Thomas pulled himself together, straightened his shoulders and stepped 

out of the cell. The second guard snapped handcuffs around his wrists and the 
two guards quickly led him down the corridor. 

Their steps echoed off the grimy walls and fluorescent light flickered from 
the ceiling as they marched through one empty passage after another. Fellow 
guards were greeted, keys were pushed into locks and gates were opened and 
closed. After several minutes, they entered an area lined with doors on one side 
only. Several additional guards were watching over handcuffed prisoners, who 
were leaning with their backs against the wall.  

Thomas’s guard opened one of the doors and pushed him into a narrow 
room. Opposite the door, high up in the wall, was a barred window. A scarred 
wooden table and two chairs stood in the middle of the room. 

“Sit,” his guard ordered. 
Thomas lowered himself into a chair and put his handcuffed wrists on the 

edge of the table. 
“Can you take these off?” he asked. 
The guard shook his head. “No.” 
Thomas sighed. What did he expect?  
The guard turned on his heel, walked out of the room and slammed the 

door shut.  



Thomas took a closer look around the room. It was déjà vu. The cell was 
almost the same length and width as the interrogation room at the police station 
on the evening the cops had first arrested him. There was nothing different, 
except for wire mesh covering a small window cut into the door, and a button 
next to the doorframe. 

Thomas sat back in his chair and made himself comfortable, settling in 
for an indeterminate wait. 
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Thomas had no idea how much time had passed when the door opened. 
He looked up expectantly as a young black woman rushed into the room. She 
was dressed in a black trouser suit and a white blouse. The low heels of her 
patent leather shoes clicked noisily on the grimy vinyl floor. Her hair was 
braided tightly to her head and her face was bare of make-up, except for 
brightly coloured lips. She dropped a yellow file and a legal pad on the table, 
pulled out the other chair and sat down.  

Scribbling on her note pad, she said without lifting her head, “Good 
morning. I am Madge Mzimanze. I am your appointed lawyer. Are you Mr 
Thomas Pearson?” 

Thomas eyed her curiously. 
After a few moments of silence, the lawyer looked up. Although her skin 

was dark brown, Thomas noticed the even darker circles under her red-rimmed 
eyes.  

“Are you Thomas Pearson?” Mzimanze asked again. 
As happy as he was to finally see a lawyer, her indifferent manner did not 

inspire any confidence.  
Thomas nodded cautiously. 
“Thank you for taking the time to confirm who you are,” she snapped. 
Thomas raised an eyebrow. What was her case? First she ignored him 

and then she bit his head off? Maybe something or somebody had rubbed her 
up the wrong way, but that didn’t mean he had to be on the receiving end of her 
bad mood. 

Mzimanze sat up straight and crossed her arms. “To be clear. I am your 
appointed lawyer. I would appreciate your total co-operation, as I have plenty of 
other cases to attend to.” 

Thomas tilted his head and slit his eyes. He was getting more and more 
annoyed by the second and was ready to hurl a snide remark at her, but 
common sense prevailed. He needed her like a man drowning in the sea and he 
could not afford to alienate her.  

Playing along, Thomas put a tentative smile on his face and forced 
himself to be polite. 

“Are you from Legal Assist?” 
Mzimanze clucked her tongue. “Where else do you think I am from?” 
Thomas lifted his handcuffed wrists angrily. “I am sorry if I irritate you,” 

he retorted. “I was just wondering.” 
The lawyer dropped her pen on the table. “Just so we understand each 

other. I am currently handling twenty-three cases. However, all my other cases 
involve people who genuinely can’t afford the fees of an independent lawyer. In 
terms of our rules, you can afford to pay for an attorney. You earn more than 
five thousand Rand a month and you have sufficient valuable assets, therefore 
you are not entitled to be represented by Legal Assist.” 

“Whoa! Stop right there!” Thomas interrupted. “Who says I can afford a 
lawyer? I might live in a house and drive a car, but both are owned by the bank. 



I have no savings and I have no cash flow. As a matter of fact, I am as broke as 
a church mouse.” 

Mzimanze rolled her eyes. “Legal Assist is aware of your situation. We 
know that even if you sell your assets, the proceeds would not cancel out your 
loans with the banks. That is one of the reasons why we took your case.” 

Thomas breathed a quiet sigh of relief. That had been a tight corner to 
turn. For a few seconds he’d thought she would drop his case. Thank you God 
for caring! A moment later he frowned. The lawyer also said it was only one of 
the reasons why they were representing him. 

He eyed her carefully. “What are the other reasons you are prepared to 
defend me?” 

“You are one of the few white people who applied for help.” 
“What do you mean?” His expression was puzzled. 
Mzimanze picked up her pen and tapped it on the table. “Most people 

who need our help are poor and come from the previously disadvantaged 
population.” She looked at him questioningly. 

“I know what previously disadvantaged means: Black, Coloured, Indian 
and Asian.” 

Mzimanze smiled condescendingly. “Very good. Normally white people 
do not apply for Legal Assist. This means our agency under-represents the 
white population. You are one of the very few who applied for assistance. We 
took your case because it will bump up our statistics.” 

Thomas swallowed hard. They were prepared to help him because he 
looked good on their profile? Apart from his hurt pride, this was humiliating. He 
was only good enough to be represented because Legal Assist wanted to show 
they also cared about white people? He was just a charity case? How bloody 
cynical could you get? 

“Let’s get started,” Mzimanze said and opened the yellow file.  
Thomas drew a deep breath and with some effort, he managed to ignore 

her contemptuous remarks. 
As Mzimanze pulled the file closer, Thomas strained his eyes to peer at 

the contents of the document holder. Although everything was upside down, he 
could see several sheets of paper, as well as a black and white mug shot of 
himself attached to the inside of the cover.  

Taking her time, Mzimanze scanned the first report, turned it over and 
read from another sheet of paper.  

“It says here, you are accused of murdering a man,” she said, squinting 
up at him. 

Thomas stared back at her. What was he supposed to say? She was 
stating the obvious and unfortunately, that’s what the cops accused him of. It 
wouldn’t say in the file if he was guilty or not, and the lawyer hadn’t asked him if 
he had done the deed.  

He’d better make sure she understood that he was not guilty. 
Thomas cleared his throat. “Yes,” he replied quietly. But ...” 
Mzimanze held up her hand. “Your bail hearing is in two days’ time. I 

suggest you ...” 
“I’m going to a bail hearing?” Thomas interrupted excitedly. 
A frown appeared on Mzimanze forehead. “Yes, of course. Everyone 

gets a bail hearing.” 



A big smile spread across Thomas’s face. He was going to a bail 
hearing! He would soon be getting out of this hell hole! Freedom was waiting! 
And it was in two days’ time. 

“I would suggest,” Mzimanze continued, “you dress in a suit and tie. Your 
profession states that you are an engineer and we want to make a good 
impression. You do own a suit?” 

Thomas nodded happily. 
“Get one of your relatives or friends to drop it off. You will get a chance to 

get dressed before we go into court.” 
“But ...” 
“What?” Mzimanze asked irritably. 
Thomas scratched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t have anyone to fetch 

and drop off clothes for me.” 
Mzimanze narrowed her brows. ”You have no family and no friends?” 
Thomas shook his head. 
“There is nobody who can help you out?” 
“No, unfortunately not.” 
Mzimanze exhaled loudly. “I really don’t have any time for this,” she 

muttered. 
This time it was Thomas who narrowed his brows.  
The lawyer picked up her pen and began making notes on her legal pad, 

dismissing Thomas as if he were invisible. 
After a few minutes of silence, Thomas had had enough. “Ms 

Mzimanze?” She looked up from her note pad. “What are we going to do about 
the suit?” 

“For all I care, you can appear in your orange overall,” she snapped. 
Thomas looked at her aghast. So this is how it was going to be. He 

would look good on their profile, but his lawyer wasn’t about to go out of her 
way to help him be presentable. He was a charity case! His neck coloured red 
with suppressed anger. Mzimanze could think what she liked, but he wouldn’t 
stand for second rate treatment. Either she was on his side, giving her best, or 
she could get lost. He wouldn’t just roll over and let her dictate to him what she 
would or wouldn’t do for him. This wasn’t a charade. This was his life, for fuck’s 
sake! 

Thomas leaned forward, placing his handcuffed wrists on the table. “We 
better make a plan to get me dressed decently before I go into court. I will not 
be seen by the judge in this outfit,” he said sharply. 

“And what do you suggest we do?” Mzimanze asked, her voice dripping 
with sarcasm. 

“What is stopping you from going to my place and getting me a suit?” 
Mzimanze closed her eyes tiredly. “I knew you would say that.” 
“So?” 
Mzimanze pushed her legal pad to one side. “Let me tell you something, 

Mr Pearson. As I explained to you earlier, you are not my only case. I do not 
have the time to run around and collect clothes for people. I am swamped as it 
is ...” 

“You are my lawyer,” Thomas interrupted her angrily. “Aren’t you?” 
Mzimanze nodded tentatively. 



“Even though you believe I am only going to be an improvement to Legal 
Assist’s statistics, I believe differently. You have been appointed as my lawyer 
and therefore you are supposed to have my best interests at heart, not so?” 

“Yes.” 
“So there is nothing stopping you from getting me in front of the judge as 

a decently dressed person, is there?” 
Mzimanze drew a deep breath. 
Before she could answer, Thomas continued decisively. “The cops took 

all my stuff, including my house keys when they arrested me. Just get the keys 
and bring me a suit and tie.” 

Mzimanze stared at him for a few moments. He could see her mind 
racing. Once again Thomas leaned forward, his eyes glittering with hardly 
suppressed rage. If she hadn’t gotten his point yet, he would make sure she 
knew where he stood. 

Quickly, Mzimanze lifted a hand. “Alright, alright. No need to get angry. 
I’ll see what I can do.” 

Thomas shook his head vigorously. “Not good enough. You make sure I 
get my suit and tie. If you can’t go yourself, send someone else, but I want 
decent clothes.” 

“I heard you loud and clear, Mr Pearson,” she replied. “I’ll get you your 
clothes.” 

Satisfied with her semi-promise, Thomas sat back in his chair. 
Mzimanze watched him from under hooded lids. “Can we get back to 

your case now?” 
“Sure,” Thomas said, waving his hand in the air. 
Mzimanze pulled at the yellow file. “This is what I suggest: in order to 

speed up the process, you will plead guilty.” 
Thomas’s head snapped back. “What?” he shouted, thinking he hadn’t 

heard her properly. 
Mzimanze looked at him startled. 
“What do you want me to do?” Thomas asked again with shocked 

disbelief. 
“I want you to plead guilty,” she replied evenly. 
Thomas slammed his fist on the table. “You must be out of your mind! 

There is no chance in heaven or hell I will plead guilty!” 
Mzimanze glanced at the file. “It states here you have murdered a man. 

That’s a Schedule Three offence and carries a life sentence. If you plead guilty, 
I might be able to get you a deal. Maybe you’ll only spend twenty years in prison 
instead of twenty-five or thirty.” 

“I don’t want a deal,” Thomas roared. ”I want to get out of this hellhole! I 
am not pleading guilty!” 

Mzimanze lifted her hand. “Mr Pearson, calm down,” she said. “The 
evidence is overwhelming. They found you at the scene of the crime and they 
found the murder weapon right next to you.” 

Thomas clenched his fists. “I know what they saw, but I didn’t do it.” 
Mzimanze raised an eyebrow.  
“You didn’t even ask me what happened,” Thomas shouted. “You simply 

read a file and assumed I am guilty! Aren’t you supposed to defend me?” 
“It doesn’t really matter what your story is,” she said quietly. “The 

evidence points directly at you.” 



Thomas’s head spun. This wasn’t happening! This wasn’t real! This 
lawyer believed the cops. She believed what was written in the file! What 
happened to innocent until proven guilty? What happened to his side of the 
story?  

“But I didn’t shoot anybody,” Thomas said exasperated.  
“This file says you did.” 
“I didn’t do it,” Thomas bellowed. “And I will not plead guilty.” 
Mzimanze sighed. “You are only drawing out the inevitable.” 
Thomas shook his head. “No way!” 
“Let me help you,” Mzimanze pleaded, reaching out her hand. “Plead 

guilty and I might get a deal for you. You are still a young man. In twenty years 
you’ll still be young enough to have a life.” 

Thomas pushed back his chair. “You must be crazy! I am not going to 
spend twenty years in prison. I am innocent and you better help me prove it.” 

Mzimanze shook her head. “As I said before, the evidence is 
overwhelming. How do you want me to prove you didn’t do it? Did anyone see 
you arriving at home? Did anybody see what happened?” 

Thomas shook his head. 
“So how do you want me to prove you are innocent?” 
“Isn’t the onus on the state to prove that I am guilty?” he asked, his voice 

icy. “Since when does the accused have to prove that he is innocent?” 
“But that is what I am pointing out to you,” Mzimanze replied frustrated. 

“The prosecutors have so much evidence that it will be easy for them to convict 
you.” 

Thomas shook his head. “Just because they found me at the scene and 
the gun next to me, does not mean I shot a man.” 

Mzimanze stared at him silently. 
Thomas stared back. Eventually he said, “Does it mention anywhere in 

the reports that they found me unconscious when they arrived?” 
Mzimanze hesitated for a moment. “No,” she replied. “No, it doesn’t.” 
“I thought so,” Thomas nodded savagely. “Can you explain why I would 

be lying unconscious on the ground after I shot a man? Wouldn’t any normal 
person try to flee the scene?” 

“I presume so,” Mzimanze conceded. 
“It would be pretty stupid of someone who just murdered a person to 

patiently wait for the cops to arrive, not so?” 
Mzimanze nodded tentatively. 
“Do I look stupid to you?” 
“No, of course not.” 
“Thought so,” Thomas mumbled. 
“But,” Mzimanze interjected. “There is still the evidence and you have no 

witnesses to corroborate your story.” 
“Isn’t that your job?” Thomas said through clenched teeth. “To disprove 

the prosecutor’s case?” 
“In theory, yes,” Mzimanze replied. “But we don’t have the man power to 

investigate every case in depth. In most situations the perpetrator committed 
the crime and is guilty as charged, especially when the evidence is so clear.” 

“I am not most cases!” Thomas shouted. “Don’t you get it? I didn’t do 
this!” 



Mzimanze did not reply and Thomas took some time to calm down. He 
needed this woman’s help if he wanted to get out of prison. It was no use 
shouting at her, but he needed to get his point across.  

He tilted his head. “So that we are clear,” he snapped. “When the judge 
asks me, I will plead not guilty.” 

Mzimanze nodded slowly. “I understand.” She took a deep breath. “There 
is one other thing I have to mention to you.” 

Thomas drummed his fingers on the table. 
“You have to realize that your bail will be denied. There is no chance the 

judge will grant you bail.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because of the type of offence.” 
“But I am not a flight risk,” Thomas complained. “I don’t have any money 

to go anywhere.” 
“It doesn’t matter. This is a murder charge, not a petty theft crime and no 

bail will be granted.” 
Thomas’s world turned dark at the thought of spending more time in 

prison. 
“How long?” He waved his hand. “I mean how long will it take until my 

trial?” 
Mzimanze shrugged her shoulders. “I have no idea. We obviously need 

to investigate this further and that can take weeks, if not months.” She lifted a 
finger. “And then we have to wait for a trial date.” 

Thomas closed his eyes in despair. He would become one of the 
awaiting trail prisoners, like Manuel and his buddies, waiting for months on end 
for justice to be served. His life would be down the drain. He would lose his job, 
he would lose his house because he couldn’t make the bond re-payments, his 
car would be re-possessed and he would rot away in prison, vegetating in a 
slow and forgotten life. After all of that, it wouldn’t really matter if he was found 
innocent. There would be nothing left for him. 

“Mr Pearson?” 
Thomas opened his eyes and looked at the young woman sitting 

opposite him. How he envied her. She was going to walk out of this place, get 
into her car, drive back to her office or home, meet with her friends or family, 
breathe fresh air and probably forget about him. 

“Mr Pearson,” Mzimanze said again. “Are you sure you want to plead not 
guilty?” 

What difference did it really make? If he pleaded guilty he would spend a 
minimum of twenty years in prison and once he got out, there was no life for him 
to go to. If he pleaded not guilty and spent month after month in prison, he 
would maybe be found innocent, but he would also have no life to go back to. 
Either way, he was screwed. 

Mzimanze tapped her pen on the table impatiently. What the hell was 
she getting annoyed for? He was the one innocently accused. It was her job to 
defend him. And what was the matter with him? Why was he losing all hope? 
Why had he become so gloomy? His life was not over yet. He wasn’t convicted 
of anything and if there was the tiniest chance of being found innocent, he was 
going to fight for it. 

Thomas sat up straighter and looked her in the eye. “I am going to plead 
not guilty. You just remember that. I didn’t do this and you better make sure my 



case gets investigated quickly. I don’t intend to spend the rest of my life in 
prison.” 

Mzimanze sighed deeply. “As you wish, Mr Pearson.” 
“Yes. I do wish so,” he said coldly. “And you better make sure I have my 

suit and tie before we get to court. I will not look like a convicted prisoner.” 
“I heard you loud and clear,” she replied resignedly. 
 
It was another beautiful spring morning. The gentle, early sunrays 

slanted through her windscreen as Sybil drove up Main Road, fighting for her 
place in the endless stream of cars making their way towards Kyalami.  

Thank goodness she’d left early enough. She’d known it would be busy 
like hell, having travelled this road to her parents’ house many times before. 

Approaching a familiar intersection, she yearned to turn right. Her 
parents were early risers, and they would welcome her with open arms. Her 
mother would offer her breakfast and Sybil could almost smell the freshly 
brewed coffee.  

She shook her head sadly. No breakfast for her. It was prison time, 
again. 

A moment later, her mood lightened. If the interviews went well, and they 
got away early, maybe she could stop at her parents’ place on her way back to 
the office.  

As Sybil fantasised about a sumptuous lunch in her mom’s kitchen, she 
almost missed the turn for Leeuwkop prison. Quickly she checked her rear view 
mirror, set her indicator and swerved into the right lane, earning an angry 
honking from a motorist behind her. Sybil lifted her hand apologetically, but the 
very next moment she saw a gap in the oncoming traffic and raced across the 
intersection.  

Following the two-lane road, meandering through open veld and stunted 
trees, Sybil eventually turned left and stopped in front of the correctional 
facility’s gate. Remembering the procedure from her last prison visit, Sybil dug 
her ID book out of her handbag. A guard in uniform approached her car and 
Sybil rolled down her window. 

“Morning,” he said. 
“Good morning,” she replied, handing him her ID. “I am Sybil Watts and I 

am expected.” 
The guard walked back into the booth set into a huge stone pillar.  
Sybil saw him lift a telephone and talk for a few moments. He sauntered 

back to her car and handed her the ID book. 
“Turn left after the gate and follow the road past the main building,” he 

instructed. “Parking space has been assigned next to the administration block.” 
Sybil nodded, rolled up her window and drove through the gate. The 

single lane road was bordered by low slung buildings with barred windows. The 
sun was not high enough yet to reach the tarred surface of the road. It was very 
quiet and the alley was devoid of movement. No vehicles followed her and not 
one civilian or prisoner, wearing an orange overall walked across the lane.  

Although Sybil was only a visitor, the prison complex gave her an eerie 
feeling. What if they refused to let her leave? What if she got stuck in this 
prison? 

With effort, she shook off the uneasiness. 



Soon enough though, Sybil reached the parking lot next to the 
administration building. A variety of vehicles were parked in neat rows and Sybil 
found a space at the end of the second row. Slinging her handbag over her 
shoulder and hefting her briefcase, she locked her car doors and walked 
towards the entrance of the two-story building.  

As Sybil climbed the stairs to the front entrance, she heard her name 
called: “Ms Watts! Ms Watts!” 

Surprised Sybil stopped in her tracks and turned around.  
A black man waved at her from across the parking lot.  
“Ms Watts!” he called again. 
Slowly Sybil made her way back down the stairs, squinting at the man 

walking towards her. 
He was almost standing in front of her before she recognised him. 
“Mr Ramajoe,” she said. “Good morning. Nice seeing you again.” 
Ramajoe shook her hand heartily. “Likewise,” he replied. 
The HRC representative took her elbow and gently guided her to the 

building opposite the administration block. 
Puzzled, Sybil looked at him. 
“The Warden told us he made room for us in the recreation room,” he 

explained. 
“Ahh,” Sybil replied. 
Ramajoe nodded vigorously. “Mrs Bhengu and I were waiting for you. Ms 

Pinto has not arrived yet.” 
A mischievous smile curled around Sybil’s lips. Ta! She was first. She’d 

beaten Tsholo this time around. Sybil immediately reprimanded herself. She 
shouldn’t gloat. This wasn’t a competition! But the smile did not leave her face 
for several more seconds. 

Ramajoe and Sybil entered the building through a set of heavy steel 
doors and stepped into a foyer. Two guards stood next to a walk-through metal 
detector enclosed by floor- to ceiling bars. Sybil, remembering the routine, 
placed her handbag and briefcase on the table and stepped through the 
detector. Passing without a beep, she picked up her belongings and waited for 
Ramajoe to complete the same journey. 

As they turned into the passage, they heard the main steel doors 
opening. Looking over her shoulder, Sybil saw Tsholo walking into the foyer. 

“Morning,” she called out gaily. 
“Morning,” her colleague replied. 
Tsholo completed the security procedure and joined them. 
Shifting her briefcase to her other hand, Tsholo greeted Ramajoe. “How 

are you doing, sir?” 
“Very well, my dear,” he replied amicably. 
“I saw you going in here and thought I would follow you.” 
“That’s right,” Ramajoe beamed. “The Warden made the recreation room 

available to us.” 
Tsholo raised an eyebrow. “That’s very kind of him.” 
“Apparently it’s much nicer than the interview cubicles in the other block.” 
Tsholo looked at her colleague questioningly, but Sybil could only shrug 

her shoulders, never having met the Warden and never having been in this 
facility before. 

“Shall we meet the Warden?” Sybil asked. 



“Sure, sure,” Ramajoe said. 
He turned and walked into a passage, his rubber soles squeaking loudly 

on the gleaming vinyl floor. 
Sybil and Tsholo followed close behind. The trio rounded a corner and 

found the Warden and Mrs Bhengu sitting on a wooden bench, engrossed in 
conversation. As soon as they saw the newcomers, they got to their feet. The 
Warden was a tall, painfully skinny man. His dark suit hung on him like rags on 
a garden rake. Deep set blue eyes scrutinized them, but his cheeks creased 
with a myriad of wrinkles when he smiled. Having found the visitors acceptable, 
he shook their hands warmly. 

“I am Warden Timothy Labuschagne,” he introduced himself. “Welcome 
to Leeuwkop Correctional facility.” 

All four visitors nodded. 
“We better don’t waste any time. I don’t think you want to spend more 

time in here than you have to,” he joked. “Please come with me.” 
Sybil nodded in appreciation, because she really didn’t want to be in the 

prison building any longer than necessary. 
Their footsteps echoed off white walls and bright sunlight beamed 

through clean windows. Two prisoners in orange overalls were pushing plastic 
buckets along the floor, their mops swishing across the width of the corridor. 
Both inmates stopped their work as soon as the visitors came close. 
Respectfully they stood aside and bowed their heads. 

Sybil watched them cautiously, but the two men made no attempt to 
approach the small group. 

Leaving the inmates to their work, the visitors arrived at the recreation 
centre. The huge room was well lit and the floor was spotless. A thick pile of 
exercise mats was stacked neatly in one corner and cheap plastic chairs had 
been folded against the opposite wall. Two tables and a number of chairs had 
been arranged to the right and left of the door, a good distance from each other. 

The Warden pointed at the desks. “We set you up here,” he explained. “It 
is more secure than to take the inmates across to the parking lot.” 

All four visitors nodded with understanding. 
Sybil walked to the desk on her right and by some silent agreement, 

Ramajoe followed her. Sybil didn’t mind, as long as he kept to himself and didn’t 
prolong the visit in any way. 

Sybil sat down, pulled a stack of blank questionnaires out of her 
briefcase and poured herself a glass of water from the carafe standing on the 
table. 

The Warden placed a sheet on her table. “I hope you approve. I have 
split the group already.” 

Sybil reached for the list and smiled. “Thank you, Warden. We appreciate 
all the assistance we can get.” 

The Warden pointed to the exit. “If you encounter any problems, just let 
the guards know. They are right outside the door.” 

Sybil raised an eyebrow. “Do you expect any problems?” 
The Warden shook his head vigorously. “No, of course not.” 
Shortly after the Warden had left, the door opened again and two 

inmates dressed in orange overalls entered the recreation centre. Both were 
women. Each one chose a table and sat down. 



“Good morning,” Sybil greeted the female inmate with a smile. “I am Sybil 
Watts and this is Mr Ramajoe from the HRC.” 

The grey-haired white woman’s brightly coloured lips smiled, revealing 
two rows of yellow, uneven teeth. “Good morning, mevrou. Good morning, 
meneer.” 

Sybil tilted her head with concern when she heard the thick Afrikaans 
accent. “Will you be comfortable if we conduct the interview in English?” she 
asked. 

The woman nodded eagerly. “Yes, mevrou. I can understand English 
very good.” 

Sybil had no intention of offending the woman; she only had to ensure 
that the answers she received corresponded to her questions.  

Sybil smiled at her gently. “Please let me know if you don’t understand a 
question. I will try to rephrase it or use simpler words.” 

The woman folded her hands in her lap and replied confidently: “I will 
understand, mevrou.” 

Drawing a quiet breath, Sybil picked up her pen. “Alright then. Let’s get 
started. Do you know why you are being interviewed?” 

“Yes, mevrou. You are here to ask me questions about the prison and 
how they is treating us.” 

Sybil nodded. “That’s correct. If you could answer us honestly, we would 
appreciate it.” 

The inmate’s hand went to her hair, patting it into place. “I will tell the 
truth and nothing but the truth.” 

Sybil’s eyes crinkled with amusement. They weren’t in court. The woman 
did not have to swear on the Bible.  

With effort Sybil suppressed a grin, admonishing herself silently. It would 
not do to disrespect this woman. She should know better. 

Keeping her expression serious, she started with her questionnaire.  
“What is your name?” 
“I am Lisa Meyer,” the woman replied. 
“When is your birthday?” 
“14 August 1977.” 
Although Sybil should have been used to it by now, she was still 

surprised. The woman was only thirty-six years of age, but looked like a 
grandmother.  

“Where did you last live?” 
Lisa’s eyes became sad. “We had a house in Krugersdorp. It had four 

bedrooms, a huge garden and a double garage. We also had five Ridgebacks. 
Really pretty things. I wonder what happened to them.” 

Sybil nodded with sympathy. Obviously the house and the dogs were 
long gone, but the memories would always remain with Lisa.  

Not wanting to linger, she asked her next questions quickly and noted 
down Lisa’s answers. 

“Lisa,” she said. “What crime did you commit?” 
The woman shrugged her shoulders. “I murdered my husband.” 
Sybil barely stifled a gasp. 
Lisa tugged on her overall. “He beat me and my kid. Only, one day I had 

enough. He’d come home drunk again and started on my son. Jonah was only 
six and the sweetest little boy you can imagine. He has blonde hair and blue, 



blue eyes.” Her lips pressed together for a moment. “My husband pushed him 
around and smacked him on the head. Jonah started to cry. My husband told 
him to stop, but Jonah couldn’t stop. He was scared. Didn’t know why his dadda 
was smacking him. He was only a little boy. His dadda took his fist and punched 
him on the mouth. Jonah’s lips breaked and swelled. There was blood 
everywhere. So much blood. It ran down Jonah’s chin and messed up his T-
shirt. I tried to stop my husband, but he was a big man. He was taller than me 
and strong like a bull. He just lifted me up and threw me against the wall. It hurt 
a lot and I conked out.”  

“When I waked up, Jonah was lying on the floor. His face was all cut up. 
His arms and legs were black and blue. He told me his dadda had kicked him all 
over. I saw red. Nobody is hurting my baby. His dadda beat Jonah almost to 
death. You understand? He almost killed my baby!”  

“I could hear him snoring. I checked and Jonah’s dadda was lying on the 
couch sleeping, as if nothing happened.”  

“I was so angry. I went to the kitchen, opened the drawer and grabbed 
the meat axe. He almost killed my son! If I didn’t do nothing about it, I knew he 
would try again. I went back to the lounge and smashed the meat axe into his 
head.” 

Sybil swallowed hard. 
“There was blood everywhere, but I’d done a good job. He couldn’t get 

up and I saw his eyes. He was totally surprised. I told him he would never hurt 
my little boy ever again. It was over quickly. He died.” 

Sybil couldn’t stop staring at the grey-haired woman in front of her, 
images of a little boy being beaten half to death racing through her mind. She 
knew from reports and statistics that child and spousal abuse was alive and well 
in South Africa. It was a desperate situation to which even the authorities could 
not put an end. Battered wives lived far too long in fear and subjugation to step 
away from an abusive relationship, often too scared of the possible 
consequences, believing the threats made by their spouses.  

Often mothers turned a blind eye to the abuse of their children. Beatings, 
broken arms, legs and ribs were covered up because mothers had no recourse, 
no place to escape to.  

In spite of all of this, it was rare that a mother would actually take such 
drastic measures as killing her spouse. Not that Sybil blamed her. There was 
nothing more hideous than a father beating his child half to death. Such an 
animal deserved to die and the slower the death, the better. 

Sybil regained her composure. “They didn’t let you claim self-defence?” 
she asked with sympathy. 

Lisa shook her head. “They tried me for murder. They said it was 
premeditated.” 

“Why?” 
“They said I waited until he was asleep to murder him. They said, if I 

killed him when he was awake, then it was self-defence.” She looked at Sybil 
with sad eyes. “I was blacked out. And I did something as soon as I woked up. I 
was in a rage. Should I have waited until he had slept off his drunkenness?” 

Sybil drew a deep breath, reminding herself that she was not visiting this 
prison to play judge and jury. The judge had found Lisa guilty of murder and 
Sybil was supposed to accept this judgement. But she was still curious. 

“How long is your sentence?” she asked. 



“They gave me fifteen years.” 
Sybil’s eyebrows rose with surprise. Murder usually demanded a life 

sentence. 
“The judge said there was mitigating circumstances, like my husband 

beating me and my son. Many people stood behind me.” 
“How long have you been in here?” 
Lisa scratched her cheek. “Eight years, two months and three days. I am 

working very hard so that I can get an early parole. The Warden and some 
guards are helping me.” 

“How are they helping you?” 
A big smile spread over Lisa’s face. “We have some programmes in here 

and I am the mentor for the younger ones.” 
Sybil waited for Lisa to explain further. 
“You see, when you first get here, you are angry, full of rage. You feel 

your life is finished and the whole world is against you. It takes some time to get 
used to the prison, to accept that you have to serve your time. You have to 
learn to get on with other inmates, keep your feelings in control. The Warden is 
always looking for women who are in here already for a while to take these new 
ones under their arm, to help them along. Almost like a mother and her little 
ones. You are to look out for them, teach them, listen to them and dry their 
tears, but you have to be responsible. You must stay calm and also behave, like 
in sticking to the rules. The Warden made me a mentor. He thinks I am good for 
the new ones.” 

A smile tugged at the corner of Sybil’s mouth, pleased with what she’d 
heard. The Warden used a mentorship approach in keeping the prison in an 
orderly fashion. It gave those inmates who were incarcerated for a lengthy 
period of time a purpose, and it helped the new arrivals to adjust to prison life. 

Sybil scanned the questionnaire for the next set of questions. 
“What about the food? What do they serve and do you like it?” 
Lisa Meyer grinned broadly. “The food is good. We help out in the 

kitchen and make sure it is cooked properly and sometimes we are allowed to 
make a wish.” 

“A wish?” 
The woman nodded eagerly. “We can wish for something special, like 

cheesecake for dessert.” 
While scribbling the answers on her questionnaire, Sybil asked, “How 

about the cell? Do you have a mattress, pillow and sheets?” 
“Ja, mevrou,” Lisa Meyer replied. “The sheets are cleaned every week. 

We have our own Laundromat.” 
Sybil quickly went through the rest of the questions, satisfied with what 

she had been told. Overall the prison was well run and the inmates did not 
seem to have any complaints. 

She thanked Lisa Meyer for her cooperation and said good-bye to her.  
The next prisoner, this time a man, was already waiting and Sybil 

prepared herself for another round of questions and answers. 
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About mid-morning, Sybil got up from her chair and stretched her back. 
The small bones in her neck cracked softly as she rolled her head from side to 
side. She took a few steps away from the table to get the blood circulating in her 
legs. 

Turning to Ramajoe, she asked, “What do you think so far?” 
Ramajoe licked his lips. “Seems Leeuwkop is well run. The inmates look 

neat and clean, the food is reasonable, the cells are tidy and the Warden has 
several programmes in place to help the prisoners re-integrate into society.” 

Sybil nodded. “That’s my impression. There hasn’t been any major 
contradiction in the inmates’ responses.” 

“Leeuwkop is known to be one of the better run prisons.” 
“What do you mean?” 
Ramajoe steepled his fingers. “You’ll see for yourself. This one and the 

Krugersdorp one are model facilities in comparison to the other prisons in the 
country.” 

Sybil sat down on her chair. “Are you saying that I am seeing the best 
right now?” 

Ramajoe smiled depreciatingly. “Don’t be disappointed when you get to 
the rest of the prisons.” 

Before Sybil could ask him another question, the door opened and the 
next two prisoners, a man and a woman, walked into the recreation room. The 
male inmate turned left and made his way confidently to Tsholo’s table. The 
female prisoner hesitated for a few moments, and then walked towards Sybil’s 
makeshift desk. The woman sat down and looked at them shyly. Her huge 
brown eyes shone with moisture. Bright pink lipstick, only permitted for special 
occasions, covered her lips and red blotches of rouge dotted her cheekbones. 
Her dark frizzy hair was gelled down, but here and there strands had escaped, 
sticking up like broken wires. 

“Good morning,” Sybil greeted her. 
“Good morning, Ma’am,” the black woman replied softly. 
“I am Sybil Watts and this is Mr Ramajoe. What’s your name?” 
“Sunshine Azola, ma’am,” she whispered. 
Sybil looked at her with compassion. As pretty as the woman was, she 

definitely did not appear to be a ray of sunshine at the moment. 
“You don’t have to be afraid. We will only be asking you a few questions,” 

Sybil reassured her. 
Sunshine nodded meekly. 
Sybil decided to make it as painless as possible for the woman and went 

quickly through the preliminary questions. Realising the non-threatening nature 
of the interview, the inmate gained more confidence and her answers became 
firmer. 

“How long have you been in prison?” Sybil asked gently. 
“Three hundred and eighty-two days.” 
“And what crime did you commit?” 
Sunshine bowed her head. “I was a drug mule.” 



Sybil squinted at her. A drug mule?  
The woman glanced at her from under her long lashes. “You have to 

understand, I didn’t do it voluntarily.” 
Sybil raised her eyebrows. Not voluntarily? No way would anyone not 

become a drug mule out of their own free will. As far as she understood, being a 
drug mule meant the smuggling of huge amounts of drugs, either by swallowing 
heroin or cocaine filled condoms or having the bags containing drugs packed 
into a suitcase. Nobody could be forced to do that. 

“My boyfriend tricked me into it,” Sunshine said quietly. 
Now Sybil wanted to hear the rest of the story, and she waited for the 

woman to continue. 
Sunshine wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “You see, I didn’t 

know that he was a drug smuggler. When I met him, he’d told me he was a 
business man, an importer and exporter, running several companies in different 
countries. He drove this fancy car, always had money and treated me like a 
queen. He was handsome and charming. He totally swept me off my feet, 
bought me expensive clothes and took me to fancy restaurants. He’d told me I 
was his soul mate and he bought me this big diamond ring.” Sunshine bowed 
her head. “Who would not be in love with someone like that?” 

A cynical smile played around Sybil’s lips. Yes indeed, who in their right 
mind wouldn’t fall in love with someone like that, when it was obviously too good 
to be true. 

“We were going out for a few weeks when he asked me for a favour. He 
said he needed my help, because he was in a bit of a jam. He had arranged to 
meet a business partner in Brazil, but had double booked his appointments, 
because during the same week he had to go to a meeting in France. He asked 
me if I could go to Brazil on his behalf. The meeting was a formality and I only 
had to pick up a suitcase. Of course I would help him. He was my man and why 
wouldn’t I help him? After all, he’d treated me as if I was the most precious 
woman on earth.” 

Sunshine’s eyes became dreamy. “He paid for the flight tickets, gave me 
a lot of spending money and told me to stay a few days longer to enjoy the 
sights. I was ecstatic. I had never been out of the country and here I had a trip 
all for nothing. I got to Rio de Janeiro and everything was just as I had 
imagined. The smells, the sounds, the sights and the people. The hotel was out 
of this world and I had enough money to buy some really nice things.” 

“On my second day, I met my boyfriend’s business partner.” Sunshine 
used her hands to place imaginary commas around the word ‘business partner’. 
“I should have known then that something was fishy, but I was too excited and 
obviously naive. The guy was shifty and did not even introduce himself. He 
dropped off a suitcase and left. I wondered what was in the case, but it had two 
locks on it and I couldn’t open it. Initially I was a bit worried, but then I forgot 
about it. If my boyfriend trusted this guy then who was I to fret? A few days later 
I made my way to the airport, got on a plane and came back to South Africa.” 

Sunshine shook her head. “While I was waiting at the carousel for my 
suitcases, a man arrived holding a cute little dog on a leash. I think they call it a 
Dachshund. It was a little brown thing with a vest on. I thought the dog had 
come on the plane and the man was handing it back to its owners. He unclipped 
the leash and the dog ran back and forth, sniffing the people’s legs and the 
suitcases already standing on the floor. None of the other passengers minded 



and I thought it was quite entertaining. My suitcase arrived and I pulled it off the 
carousel. As soon as I put it on the floor, the little dog came charging and 
barked like mad. Within seconds two uniformed men stood next to me, took my 
luggage and asked me to go with them. They escorted me to a small room and 
broke the locks of the suitcase the guy in Brazil had given me. I was totally 
confused when they told me it contained bags and bags of cocaine.” 

Sunshine looked pleadingly at Sybil. “I really didn’t know the suitcase 
was packed with drugs. I would have never agreed to smuggle drugs. I have 
never taken any drugs and I don’t like people who use them.” 

“But you should have known that something wasn’t right when the guy 
just handed you the suitcase in Rio,” Sybil said. 

“The judge said the same thing,” Sunshine shook her head. “I was simply 
enjoying myself too much and I owed my boyfriend. Remember he’d paid for the 
trip, gave me money and he trusted me with this important business. Why 
should I have suspected anything?” 

Sybil barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. This woman was really 
naive. Everyone knew not to accept any luggage from anybody when overseas. 
Everyone knew how drug smugglers operated.  

Sybil checked herself. Surely everyone knew how drug smugglers 
operated? She looked at the young woman sitting opposite her. Sunshine was 
only twenty-two years old, came from a single parent household, had to help out 
with her three younger siblings, had only scraped through High School, had a 
meagrely paying job as a retail assistant, most likely had no interest in world 
affairs, went out with her friends on weekends to party, wanted only to find a 
man to settle down with and have a few children. Could she have known what 
she let herself in for?  

Sybil pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Obviously Sunshine had 
been the perfect victim: easily flattered and blinded by money and a flashy car. 
On the other hand, she was living in the twenty-first century. Information was 
easy to obtain and Sunshine had a duty and responsibility to inform herself. She 
could only blame herself for getting into this mess. 

“How many years did the judge give you?”  
Sunshine bowed her head. “Five years.” 
Sybil chewed on her bottom lip. Five years didn’t seem too long. 

Sunshine would be twenty-seven when she got out, and she could still have a 
full life. Sybil hoped Sunshine would have learnt her lesson by then. At least 
South African labour law ensured she wouldn’t be discriminated against once 
she was released.  

Sybil wound up Sunshine’s interview and completed the last two 
questionnaires after lunch time. On exiting the prison facility, Sybil shook 
Ramajoe’s hand. 

“That was another decent experience,” she said. 
Ramajoe sighed wistfully. “I agree, but there are more to come.” 
Sybil stopped short. Once again, the HRC representative was suggesting 

something, but declined to elaborate. She decided she would leave it be, 
because sooner or later she would find out what he’d been referring to. Instead 
she bade him and Ms Bhengu farewell, waved to Tsholo and got into her car. 

 



Thomas sat up and rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands. He was 
dead tired. Piercing screams echoing from neighbouring cells during the night 
had again kept him awake.  

How the fuck could the guards turn a blind eye every night? Even worse, 
how the fuck could they be part and parcel of the nightly rape sessions? Were 
they really that short up for money? Or was it a type of punishment for the 
inmates?  

Thomas scratched his stubbled cheek. 
Maybe the guards felt trapped in their jobs and tried to elevate their 

positions by currying favours with gang leaders. On the other hand, maybe they 
just wanted to prove how powerful they were. 

Thomas shook his head tiredly.  
Who the fuck knew why the guards participated in these despicable acts.  
As long as they left him alone. Should they ever come for him, he would 

fight until death. He would rather die than become a bitch for another man. 
Thomas got up from his bunk, only half awake. A shower was the right 

cure for his condition. The cold water would wake him up and make him more 
alert. He shuffled towards the door through the marijuana cloud still hanging in 
the air from the evening before, ignoring the stench wafting from the broken 
toilets and listening with one ear to the grunts and moans of his fellow inmates. 

Escorted by two guards, the small group of bedraggled prisoners made 
their way down the corridor towards the shower facilities. Thomas didn’t even 
look up as they entered the change room. Following the guy in front of him, he 
dragged his feet towards a wooden bench and started undressing. He slipped 
out of his loafers, pulled down the zipper of his overall, shrugged it off his 
shoulders, let it drop to the floor and stepped out of it. As he bent down to pick 
the overall off the floor, he sensed a change in the atmosphere.  

All at once his senses became fully alert. 
Slowly Thomas stood up straight and checked the change room out of 

the corner of his eye. With deliberate movements he folded his overall and 
placed it on the bench. He turned his head slightly in the direction of the 
entrance to the shower stalls.  

The doorway was empty!  
Usually two guards stood next to the entrance and paid close attention to 

the inmates. Before he could turn to look in the other direction, red-hot pain shot 
through his kidneys. Thomas stumbled forward, holding out his hand to steady 
himself against the wall. Another sharp pain stabbed his kidneys. Thomas let 
out a strangled breath. 

Shit! Shit! What the fuck was going on? 
The sound of rapidly exiting footsteps reached his ears. The other 

inmates were leaving the change room, like deer running from a forest fire. 
Despite the throbbing pain, Thomas spun along the wall, facing his 

attacker. 
There were three of them. Big black guys with shaven heads and mean 

tattoos. He’d never seen them before.  
The leader’s gold tooth glinted in the faint bathroom light, as he grinned 

viciously. “With regards from Tafari.” 
Tafari? Fuck! He’d thought that issue had been resolved. 



Gold Tooth’s fist shot forward. Thomas whipped his head to the side, but 
not fast enough. The man’s knuckles grazed his cheekbone, causing Thomas’s 
eyes to water. He didn’t see the next attack and that fist connected with his ribs. 

Fuck! Fuck! He needed to move.  
He seriously doubted his body could take another body punch and it 

wasn’t advisable to go down on the floor. Once they had him prone, they would 
kick the living shit out of him. 

Thomas pushed away from the wall and danced to the right. The men 
mirrored his movement. They still had him pinned down.  

The next attack came from two sides. One punch landed on his upper 
back and the other on his chest.  

That hurt badly! Thomas gasped for breath. 
The man in front of him swung his arm back, ready to deliver another 

blow aimed at Thomas’s head. 
Oh no!  
Thomas dropped into a crouch, spun around, kicked the shin of his 

attacker viciously and heard bone splinter. The man howled in pain and fell to 
the floor holding his leg.  

A kick in Thomas’s side made him almost lose his balance. He jumped to 
his full height and made a half turn. His arm shot forward. His stiffly extended 
fingers burrowed into the throat of the black giant standing before him, crushing 
his windpipe. The man’s hand reached for his neck. He tried to gulp for air, but 
instead went down onto the floor, clasping his throat. 

The last standing prisoner wasn’t deterred. His fist hit Thomas’s already 
bruised kidneys. Tears swam in his eyes. The pain was excruciating and for a 
moment he was immobilised. He saw the attack coming and only barely 
avoided it. Overcoming his agony, Thomas lifted his hands, curled them into 
fists and advanced. The gold tooth in the huge man’s mouth glinted brightly as 
he grinned at him mockingly. 

Thomas danced forward on the balls of his feet. His fists shot out and 
blows rained down on the man in such rapid fashion that the guy didn’t know 
where they were coming from. Thomas hit his jaw, his nose, mouth, chest, 
sternum and moved up again to the man’s face. The gold tooth broke off and 
blood spurted from his split lips. Desperately the inmate tried to defend himself. 
He lifted his arms, but Thomas just kept coming. He hit the guy’s eyes and nose 
again, hearing the crunch of broken cartilage. Finally, the man cried out with 
pain and went down on his knees. Thomas lifted his leg and slammed his foot 
into the side of his head. The inmate’s eyes rolled backwards and his moans 
subsided abruptly. 

Thomas looked over to the other two inmates. Both were still lying on the 
floor. The one on his left clutched his throat, gasping for air, and the other one 
held his leg, tears streaming down his face. Blood soaked his overall.  

Good! That leg was definitely broken and from the looks of it, the 
splintered bone had pierced the skin. May he live in agony for the next few 
weeks. 

Thomas leaned forward, put his hands on his knees and drew deep 
breaths. His cheek burned, his chest throbbed and his kidneys pounded like 
hell. Hopefully his attackers hadn’t caused too much damage. 

Well, he would find out if he started pissing blood. 
Rapid footsteps approached the door.  



Shit! The guards were on their way. How was he supposed to explain 
this? 

Groaning loudly, Thomas stood up straight, his mind racing. 
The first guard rushed through the door and came to a slithering halt. A 

second guard entered the change room and stopped in his tracks. With wide 
eyes they stared at the three men lying on the floor. Their gaze wandered 
towards Thomas, who had remembered Manuel’s advice: never admit to 
anything. Leaning against the wall, he nonchalantly picked at his fingernails. 

The first guard regained his composure. “What the hell happened here?” 
Thomas looked at him and shrugged his shoulders. 
“What have you done?” the second guard shouted. 
Thomas raised his eyebrows and pointed his thumb at his chest. “Me?” 
The first guard took a step closer to Thomas. “Yes, you!” 
Thomas faked innocence. “I’ve done nothing.” He pointed to the three 

men on the floor. “I found them like this.” 
The guard narrowed his brows. “You found them like this,” he repeated. 
Thomas nodded eagerly. 
The guard glanced at the injured prisoners and back at Thomas. After 

another minute of silence, he turned to his colleague. “Call the medics. These 
three need help.” 

He stepped away from Thomas. “You better get back to your cell.” 
Thomas pursed his lips. “What about my shower?” 
The guard glared at him. “Don’t push your luck.” 
Thomas hid a smile. He wasn’t about to push his luck, but he needed to 

make sure he was off the hook. The second guard’s response confirmed he 
was in the clear. They weren’t going to pursue the matter. However the guards 
were going to spin the incident, Thomas was not going to be part of it. 

With his body hurting all over, Thomas pushed himself away from the 
wall, picked up his overall and pulled it on. He slipped on his shoes and exited 
the change room. Followed by guard number two, he made his way down the 
passage back to the cell. Number two unlocked the door and Thomas stepped 
into the crowded room. 

As soon as the first inmate spotted him standing by the door, he fell 
silent. One by one, the prisoners stopped what they were doing. Some stared at 
him open mouthed, others with suspicion. 

Thomas was stony faced. Their reaction told him a whole other story: 
either word had gotten out very fast or they had known beforehand what was 
going to happen. 

Bloody bastards! Fuck them all! 
Thomas stepped further into the cell, his eyes searching for Tafari. He 

saw him sitting amongst his followers in his usual spot by the wall. Anger welled 
up in him, making his ears burn. 

The fucking arsehole had ordered him to be beaten to a pulp.  
Thomas balled his hands into fists and took a step forward. 
He would show the stinking dog what he was capable of. 
His eyes narrowed and he took another step in Tafari’s direction. 
A sudden stir at the back of the cell distracted him for a second. Thomas 

flicked his eyes towards the movement and saw Manuel rounding the corner of 
the three-stacked high bunk beds. 

Thomas grimaced. 



There was another arsehole! Manuel had to have known about the 
attack. He could have warned him! But no, his own skin was more important. 
Rather sacrifice another inmate. 

Thomas’s lips curled into a snarl. As he took another step towards Tafari, 
he saw Manuel shake his head ever so subtly. 

What was the man on about? How dare he shake his head at him. He of 
all people in this God forsaken hellhole was supposed to be on his side. 

Manuel stared at him intently. 
Thomas glared at Tafari.  
The big man had gotten to his feet and a whole lot of his men had gotten 

up with him, their arms crossed and their faces set. 
Thomas pressed his lips into a thin line. Did they think they were a match 

for him? Did they seriously think they could protect their arsehole boss? He 
would take them on, rip the limbs off their bodies one by one and throw them 
out of the window.  

His eyes flicked back to Manuel who shook his head again and lifted his 
hands in an appeasing way. 

Thomas stopped his advance.  
Maybe Manuel hadn’t known about the attack? Maybe he was warning 

him now? 
Thomas stared at the men supporting Tafari. There were about twenty of 

them and he was alone. Would he really stand a chance? And what if they had 
hidden knives? Four or five of them could easily hold him down and only one 
man was needed to stab his kidneys or liver. He would bleed to death before 
anyone could help him. If anyone came to his rescue! This was prison, after all. 

Another minute of contemplation and common sense prevailed. Thomas 
unclenched his jaw and fists. He relaxed his shoulders and took a step back. 
Raising an eyebrow mockingly, he turned towards his row of bunks. But before 
he walked past the first stack of beds, he lifted his left arm high and flipped his 
middle finger at Tafari. 

 
The hours went by slowly, but the activities in the cell never ceased. 

Inmates talked, argued, smoked marijuana and dozed off. Thomas was lying on 
his bed, trying to get reasonably comfortable. His body throbbed and ached. 
Touching his cheek gently with his fingertips, he could feel the swelling growing 
ever bigger. What would he give for a few painkillers.  

Still on high alert, Thomas spotted someone move into his aisle. 
Unfortunately, he could only see the legs of the inmate, making it impossible to 
determine if he was friend or foe.  

Not that he had any friends in this place.  
The man did not stop at a safe distance from Thomas’s bunk, but came 

closer and closer. Thomas tensed his muscles and pulled up his legs, ready to 
jump up and defend himself against another attack. The inmate halted next to 
his bunk and bent down. 

“Hey, Thomas.” 
Thomas was taken aback.  
This was a first!  
Manuel was gracing him with a visit. The guy had never left his place at 

the back of the cell and if he did, he was accompanied by an entourage of 



followers. Thomas looked past Manuel to see if the inmate had brought any 
men with him, but he couldn’t spot anyone who looked vaguely familiar. 

Manuel had come alone! 
Thomas relaxed his arms, straightened his legs and sat up. “Hey, 

Manuel. What’s up?” 
Manuel pointed at the bed. “Can I sit?” 
Reluctantly, Thomas moved to other side of the bunk bed, making space 

for Manuel. 
For a few moments Manuel stared at Thomas silently. “You look like 

shit.” 
“Yeah, well. No thanks to you.” 
Manuel tilted his head. “What do you mean?” 
Thomas snarled at him. “As if you didn’t know Tafari had organized some 

men to finish me off.” 
Manuel shook his head. “No,” he said. “No, I didn’t know. I only heard 

about it afterwards. I would have warned you if I’d known.” 
Thomas glared at Manuel. Who the hell did the guy think he was trying to 

fool? 
“You have to believe me,” Manuel emphasized. 
“Why the fuck would I believe you?” Thomas snapped. “You are 

supposed to be the Man in here. You are supposed to be the guy who knows it 
all. You are supposed to have loyal followers who inform you about attacks and 
things like that.” 

Manuel tensed the muscles in his cheeks. 
“I could have been dead if it hadn’t been for my martial arts training,” 

Thomas hissed. 
Manuel sighed deeply. “I am really sorry and I am glad you came out of 

the attack alive. I assure you, I didn’t know Tafari had anything planned.” 
Thomas stayed silent, watching Manuel intently. The man looked as if he 

was sincere. His face showed remorse and his body language was calm. 
Manuel averted his eyes. “You are right. I should have known about the 

ambush, but I am not omnipotent. My guys hadn’t heard a single whisper. There 
was nothing I could do.” 

Thomas raised an eyebrow. Should he believe him or not?  
Manuel was a proud man. It spoke volumes that Manuel was admitting to 

failure. Thomas had two options: forgive Manuel or hold a grudge forever. 
Holding a grudge wasn’t such a brilliant idea. Manuel might have let him run into 
an ambush, but he was the only inmate with whom Thomas had some kind of a 
rapport, and he was the only man who had regular access to the outside world 
and could get necessities into the prison. 

Thomas inhaled noisily. “Alright. Let’s forget about it.” 
Manuel nodded silently. 
A few moments later, he reached into the front of his overall. Manuel 

pulled out the Walka and placed it on the bed between them.  
Thomas’s heart beat faster. The Walka! His connection to the outside 

world! 
“It’s charged now,” Manuel said quietly. 
Although he was delighted with the peace offering, Thomas remained 

suspicious. He clearly remembered their conversations and he wasn’t too sure 



about accepting the gift, even a temporary one. In prison there was nothing for 
free. It was always give and take. 

Manuel was watching him closely and nodded. “I might still need your 
help.” 

Thomas clenched his jaw. How high would the price be for taking the 
Walka? Was it worth it? Would it cost him his freedom or even his life? 

Thomas looked around the cell. What could Manuel do to escape? They 
were locked up tight on the third floor of the prison. Manuel couldn’t jump out of 
the window without breaking his neck. He could also not escape from the 
exercise courtyard which was surrounded by thick, high walls, manned by 
guards with rifles protected by barbed wire. Thomas didn’t even know where the 
hellhole’s entrance was. Manuel’s plan of escape was certainly doomed. There 
was no reasonable way out of the prison. 

Thomas lifted the Walka off the bed and shoved it under his pillow, tacitly 
agreeing to the bargain, confident the favour Manuel would ask of him would 
not risk his freedom or his life. 

“Thanks,” Manuel said, acknowledging their deal quietly. 
“Just don’t get me killed,” Thomas joked. 
Manuel looked at him from under hooded eyes. “I’ll try not to.” 
A cold shiver ran down Thomas’s spine.  
Crap! Had he just concluded a deal with the devil?  
He glanced at Manuel whose face gave nothing away.  
Damn! He shouldn’t have accepted the Walka.  
Too late now!  
He would have to deal with the consequences when he was confronted 

with them, but he might just get something more out of the bargain. 
Thomas leaned back casually and crossed his arms. “I am having my 

bail hearing tomorrow.” 
A smile spread across Manuel’s face. “That’s great news. Are you going 

to be represented by a good lawyer?” 
Thomas jerked his head back. “You are joking, right?” 
Manuel looked at him, a puzzled frown appearing on his forehead. 
“As I’ve told you before, I don’t have money for a lawyer. I am totally 

overextended financially. My boss won’t help me with a loan. My friends ducked 
overseas a long time ago and I have no family to lean on.” 

“So what did you do?” 
“I asked for help from Legal Assist.” 
“But they don’t accept cases where people earn above a certain income.” 
“Tell me about it,” bitterness stained Thomas’s voice. “She made it very 

clear to me that I am a charity case.” 
Manuel scratched his cheek. “Even though it’s not ideal, it’s still better 

than nothing.” 
Thomas shot him a sharp look. “Not when you are told to plead guilty, 

because they have no inclination to spend either time or money on you.” 
“Wow!” 
“Yeah, wow! Can you imagine what kind of representation I will have 

tomorrow?” 
Manuel leaned forward. “Impress upon your lawyer that she has a duty to 

give you her utmost best.” 



Thomas shook his head. “She was pretty adamant they won’t treat my 
case as a priority. She was of the opinion that it was open and shut.” 

Manuel jutted out his jaw. “But when we talked, we discovered there 
were numerous discrepancies. All of this indicates that there is more to your 
case than a simple shooting.” 

Thomas shrugged his shoulders. “She said they don’t have the money to 
spend on investigators. They are busy with too many other cases, more 
deserving cases.” 

“Phew!” 
Thomas glanced at Manuel out of the corner of his eye. He hoped he had 

embellished his situation enough for Manuel to come to the right conclusion. 
Manuel drummed his fingers on the blanket. “Seems pretty bleak.” 
Thomas kept quiet. 
“You say your bail hearing is tomorrow?” 
“Yep.” 
“It’s a bit late to do anything about that. They won’t move the hearing and 

it’s nearly impossible to get you a decent lawyer.” 
Thomas’s ears pricked up. Manuel was on the right track. 
“You’re obviously pleading ‘not guilty’.” 
“What do you think?” 
Manuel flicked his wrist. “Stupid question.” 
Thomas saw the wheels turning behind Manuel’s eyes. 
“When you get there, demand that she investigates your case. Be really 

persistent.” He sighed. “I don’t think you’ll get bail though.” 
Thomas shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think so either. Not with the lack 

of commitment from the Legal Assist lawyer.” 
Manuel put his hand on Thomas’s arm. “Tell you what. Get through the 

bail hearing tomorrow. Stay calm, look respectable and especially behave 
humbly confident. When you come back we will talk some more.” 

Thomas frowned. “Why would we talk afterwards?” 
“Because I am organising you another lawyer,” he smirked. 
Thomas’s heart jumped with delight, but he kept a straight face. “You 

would do that?” 
Manuel nodded vigorously. “Yeah. I’ll do that. There is more to your case 

than appears on the surface. I don’t believe you shot the guy. You don’t have it 
in you.” 

Thomas pulled a face. 
Quickly Manuel raised his hands. “No offence,” he smiled. “You can 

handle yourself when attacked, but you wouldn’t shoot someone in cold blood.” 
He paused for a moment. “There is also the matter of what the men said to you. 
They were obviously looking for something and we need to find out what that 
was. Once we know, this whole mess might make more sense.” 

Thomas nodded. “I agree with you. There is something very fishy going 
on.” He hesitated. “But how am I going to pay for all of this? A lawyer costs a 
fortune and I would also need an investigator. As I said, I don’t have any 
money.” 

Manuel waved his concern away. “Don’t worry about that. We can sort 
this out once you are cleared and out of here.” 

Thomas couldn’t help it. A huge grin spread across his face. “Thanks, 
man. I don’t know what to say.” 



Manuel turned serious.  
“What?” 
Manuel’s eyes hardened like marbles. “I might still need your help.” 
There it was again. But this time around, Thomas felt the bargain was 

more equally balanced. Whatever Manuel needed him to do would be justified 
with the provision of a decent lawyer and who knew, maybe he would be 
released from prison before Manuel could claim his favour. 

Thomas’s eyes turned equally cold. “That’s understood. I won’t go back 
on my word.” 

Manuel held out his hand and although reluctant to take it, Thomas 
shook it firmly. 

 
Sybil’s cellphone chirped joyfully, startling her out of deep concentration. 

She reached behind, trying to find the offending device.  
Who the hell was phoning her now? 
She pushed aside some couch cushions as the cellphone continued to 

ring happily.  
Where the hell was the damn thing? 
With a groan she got up from the floor where she’d sat cross-legged for 

the last few hours, engrossed in the legal papers of an upcoming big case. 
Pushing a stack of documents aside, she finally found her phone. Sybil 

checked for caller ID, but the screen told her it was anonymous. 
If this was a telesales call, she would tell the person on the other end 

where he or she could shove their product. 
Taking a deep breath, Sybil pressed the answer button. “Hello?” 
“Sybil Watts?” 
“Yeah,” she replied cautiously. 
“Sybil, it’s Tsholo Pinto.” 
Tsholo? Why on earth would her colleague phone her at this time of the 

night? 
“Sybil, are you there?” 
Sybil slumped onto the couch, her back creaking loudly. “Yes, I’m here.” 
“I am sorry to disturb you.” Tsholo hesitated. “Are you busy?” 
Sybil glanced at the papers strewn across her floor and piled on her 

coffee table. Busy was an understatement. She had only a couple of days to 
prepare for this case and she wasn’t even half-way there. Sybil clamped the 
phone under her chin and lifted a folder onto the table. 

She was aware of the sudden silence on the other end.  
“What’s up? Why are you phoning me?” she asked. 
There was an intake of a deep breath. “I need to talk to you,” Tsholo 

said. 
Sybil shrugged her shoulders. “Okay. So talk.” 
“No, you don’t understand. I need to talk to you in person.” 
A frown appeared on Sybil’s forehead. “Why don’t we talk in the office 

tomorrow morning?” 
“No,” came the quick answer. “Not in the office. Can’t you meet me 

now?” 
Sybil’s eyes opened wide. Now? She checked her watch. It was already 

after eight in the evening. It was the middle of the week - a work day - and she 
still had a tremendous amount of reading to get through. 



“Please.” Tsholo’s voice carried a small amount of desperation. 
Sybil sighed quietly. They weren’t best buddies, but her usually reserved 

colleague wouldn’t have contacted her if it wasn’t important. Maybe she should 
give Tsholo the benefit of the doubt. 

“Alright,” she said. “There’s a coffee shop at the Buzz shopping centre on 
Witkoppen Road.” 

“Yes, I know which one you mean,” Tsholo replied eagerly. “I am not 
staying too far from it.” 

Sybil was surprised. Tsholo was living close by? She hadn’t known that. 
But, what did she actually know about her colleague? 

“Can I meet you there in half an hour?”  
Sybil sighed again, staring at the documents in front of her. Best laid 

plans and all that. What the heck. She would just have to manage. 
“Yes, I can meet you there in half an hour.” 
“Thanks.” Genuine gratefulness swung in Tsholo’s voice. “I won’t take 

much of your time.” 
“Never mind,” Sybil replied graciously. “I’ll see you just now.” 
After she pressed the end call button, Sybil got up from her couch and 

went to search for a pair of jeans. She pulled her hair into a ponytail, slipped on 
her pumps, grabbed her keys and hurried out of the door. 

The drive to the Buzz shopping centre didn’t take five minutes. She found 
a parking spot close to the coffee shop and got out of her car. To her surprise, 
Tsholo had already arrived. 

“Have you been here all the time?” Sybil asked. 
Tsholo shook her head. “No, I live up the road in the Dainfern direction.” 
Sybil tilted her head. “You stay in one of the new complexes next to 

Fourways Mall?” 
Tsholo nodded. “Where do you stay?” 
Sybil pointed over her shoulder. “Down the road, a bit further than the 

police station.” 
Tsholo laughed out loud. “We are practically neighbours and we didn’t 

even know it.” 
Sybil shrugged. “The world is a small place.” 
Together they entered the small coffee shop, its gentle lighting 

enveloping them instantly and making them feel comfortable. The place wasn’t 
busy at all and they chose a table for two next to the window. Within moments a 
young waitress arrived and they ordered coffee and muffins. Sybil hadn’t 
realised how hungry she was, having been so absorbed in her work. 

Sybil sat back in her chair and smiled tentatively. “So what is going on?” 
Tsholo leaned her forearms on the table and picked up a sachet of 

sugar. Avoiding Sybil’s eyes, she said quietly. “I can’t go with you to 
Johannesburg Central.” 

Sybil stared at her colleague speechlessly. Is this what Tsholo had 
wanted to tell her? She couldn’t or wouldn’t share in the survey workload?  

Sybil laughed out loud. “Oh no, you are not ducking out. I won’t do all the 
interviews by myself. I am far enough behind in my own work and I don’t need 
the additional tasks.” 

Tsholo put the sachet on the table and pushed it around in a circle. After 
completing several circles, Tsholo still had not said anything. 



Sybil watched her closely, waiting for whatever it was that Tsholo needed 
to say. Placing her hand on the sachet, she stopped Tsholo’s seemingly 
mindless game. 

“What’s going on? Why don’t you want to go to Johannesburg Central?” 
Tsholo sighed deeply. “I need to trust you,” she said. “Can I trust you?” 
Sybil shrugged her shoulders. 
“This has to stay between you and me,” Tsholo implored. 
Before Sybil could reply, the waitress arrived. Expertly, she placed their 

coffees and plates with muffins on the table. 
“Is there anything else?” she asked. 
Both, Sybil and Tsholo, shook their heads and the waitress left with a 

friendly nod. 
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Sybil picked up the tiny jug and poured a few drops of milk into her 
coffee. Stirring slowly, she watched Tsholo from under hooded lids. 

Finally, Tsholo drew a deep breath. “Please promise me that what I’m 
going to tell you will not go any further.” 

Sybil lifted her hand slightly. “As long as you haven’t committed a crime, 
it will stay with me.” 

Tsholo looked up sharply. 
Sybil rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so jumpy. I don’t think you have 

murdered anyone. Why don’t you just tell me why you asked me to meet you so 
urgently.” 

For a moment Tsholo sat silently. “I know the senior partners have 
assigned us as a team to conduct the surveys. As I said before, I can’t go with 
you to Johannesburg Central prison and I need you to cover for me. ” 

“Excuse me?” 
“Nobody needs to know that I wasn’t there,” Tsholo continued quickly. 

“And I’ll make it up to you. I’ll do the next prison by myself and you will have 
time off.” 

Sybil leaned forward. “You know that’s not going to work. It takes us 
almost the whole day at one prison and the work is split between the two of us. I 
will never cope alone.” 

Tears began to brim in Tsholo’s eyes. “But I can’t go.” 
Taken aback by Tsholo’s show of emotion, Sybil took her hand. “You 

better tell me what’s going on. I can’t believe you are so stressed out that you 
are going to burst into tears. You’ve handled the prison visits very well before. 
What’s so different about Johannesburg Central?” 

Tsholo’s smiled sadly. “My career is on the line,” she whispered. 
Sybil shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why would your career be on 

the line? It’s just another day of interviews.” 
Tsholo squeezed her hand and looked down at the table. “My brother is 

in Johannesburg Central.” 
After a few moments it dawned on Sybil. “And you haven’t told anyone at 

the firm that you have a brother in jail.” 
Tsholo shook her head. “You know the rules. We cannot be associated 

with any potential or known criminal, especially family members. We lose our 
jobs immediately. Our records have to be spotlessly clean. What if they find 
out?” 

Sybil puffed up her cheeks.  
Shit! This was a tricky one indeed. 
“Why haven’t they found out already?” she wondered aloud. 
A small, sad smile played around Tsholo’s lips. “I guess, because my 

brother’s surname is different from mine.” 
Sybil raised her eyebrows. 
“I took my mom’s surname, Pinto, and he stuck with our dad’s, which is 

Mdluli.” 
“Why?” 



Tsholo shrugged. “He always preferred our father.”  
Sybil stared at her colleague silently, her mind spinning in all directions. 
Tsholo had asked her to cover for her because her brother was sitting in 

prison. It was an absolute no-go in the firm to have any association with any 
criminal. Should the firm find out about it, the employment contract would be 
terminated immediately. It seemed harsh, but this was how the firm kept its 
reputation.  

Would she want to put herself knowingly in a position whereby her career 
was in jeopardy?  

Hell no! Under no circumstances!  
She worked too damn hard to get where she was today. If the firm found 

out that she had covered for Tsholo, she would be branded a collaborator and 
she would also lose her job immediately.  

Making up her mind quickly, Sybil decided there was no way she would 
be an accomplice to her colleague’s scheme.  

Sybil looked at Tsholo’s hopeful face and instantly felt guilty. 
It wasn’t Tsholo’s fault that her brother was in prison. It wasn’t she who 

had committed the crime. Was it fair of the firm to associate Tsholo with the 
actions of her brother?  

Definitely not!  
Was it justified to terminate her employment contract instantly if they 

found out?  
No way!  
Sybil pursed her lips; her compassionate side was rearing its head. What 

would she do in the same situation? She had two siblings and one day they 
might just get into trouble.  

Thoughtfully Sybil sipped her coffee. 
Leaning back in her chair, she asked, “Without wanting to pry, why is 

your brother in Joburg Central?” 
Tsholo seemed to shrink into herself.  
“Come on, now,” Sybil encouraged her. “You can’t ask me to put my 

career on the line without making a full disclosure.” 
Tsholo glanced at her briefly, then looked back at the table. Picking up 

the sachet of sugar again, she turned it around and around.  
Sybil waited patiently. 
Finally Tsholo drew a deep breath. “It’s not a nice story.” 
Sybil shrugged her shoulders. “Try me.” 
Her colleague dropped the sugar sachet on the table and crossed her 

arms. “I haven’t stayed out here in the north that long,” she began. “Before 
Fourways, I lived in the south of Johannesburg. As you know I’ve been working 
for the firm for about two years and as you also know, we are working very hard 
and very long hours.” A small laugh escaped her mouth. “It was one of those 
very hectic days: we had patents to check and they were piling up on my desk. 
Eventually, I called it quits and left the office around 21h00.” 

Sybil looked at her, wondering why Tsholo was recalling a typical work 
day. 

Tsholo rubbed her arms as if she was cold, although the coffee shop was 
pleasantly warm. 

“Leaving Joburg Central behind, I took a short cut, like I always did. It’s 
one of those little side roads nobody seems to use, but it cut my travel time by 



about fifteen minutes and I wanted to get home. Unfortunately, I didn’t see the 
huge pothole and drove right into it. My tyre burst and I was stranded.” 

Sybil frowned. Stranded? Surely Tsholo knew how to change a tyre? 
“Don’t look at me like that. Yes, I know how to change a tyre, but I can 

never get the nuts undone. The mechanics always tighten them so much that 
even when I stand on the spanner with my full weight, I can’t loosen them.” 

A smile tugged on Sybil’s lips. She knew what Tsholo was talking about. 
She’d been in that situation herself. 

“What did you do?” 
“The only thing I could do: I phoned my brother.” Tsholo drew a deep 

breath. “Although it was late, he was prepared to help me. He is my brother 
after all. He gave me strict instructions: lock the doors and under no 
circumstances leave your car. He said it would take him about twenty minutes 
to get to me.” 

Tsholo glanced at Sybil. “You can imagine how I felt. There was no street 
lighting and no traffic. It was almost ten o’clock and it was pitch black. I tried to 
stay calm, played some music and tried to plan for the day ahead. Eventually, I 
saw headlights appear in my rear view mirror. Greatly relieved that my brother 
had finally arrived, I opened the car door and got out.” 

Tsholo shook her head. “Big mistake. It wasn’t my brother. It was a guy 
who had seen a car standing next to the road. Although frightened, I pulled 
myself together. Not all people who stop for a stranded car are criminals. Not 
so? Maybe this guy could help me change the tyre, seeing that it didn’t look like 
my brother would arrive any time soon. The man seemed very pleasant. We 
chatted for a few minutes and then he asked me to open my boot. As I pushed 
my key into the lock, he wrapped my long braids around his hand and pulled me 
to the side of the road.” 

“Shit!” Sybil exclaimed. 
Tsholo flicked her wrist. “If you ever going to have braids, you will know 

how much it hurts when someone pulls them. It felt as if my whole scalp was 
being torn from my head. I screamed with pain, but there was nothing I could 
have done. The man pushed me down the embankment and threw me in to the 
dirt. As soon as he let go of my hair, I started to fight back; scratching, kicking 
and biting him, but he was too strong. Soon, he had my blouse ripped open and 
my skirt pushed up my thighs.” 

Sybil’s eyes went wide. She anticipated the worst. 
“Suddenly I saw a shadow behind the man. It all happened so fast. One 

second the guy was mauling me, the next second he was lying still.” 
Sybil jerked back her head. “What happened?” 
“Apparently, my brother had arrived, saw the two cars, heard me scream 

and put one and one together. He climbed down the embankment, picked up a 
rock and hit my attacker on the head.” 

Sybil waited for Tsholo to finish her story. 
“Unfortunately, my brother hit him too hard. He smashed in his skull and 

the guy was dead.” 
Understanding dawned on Sybil. “And that’s how he ended up in prison.” 
Tsholo nodded vigorously. “It’s Murphy’s Law. When one thing goes 

wrong, everything else goes pear shaped. The street we were in has no traffic, 
absolutely none. I can count on five fingers how many times I have encountered 
another car. On this particular night, the cops decided to patrol the area. They 



saw the two cars, me dishevelled and crying and my brother standing next to 
me. They stopped, had one look and arrested my brother.” 

Sybil’s shoulders slumped. “Out of the frying pan and into the fire.” 
Tsholo shook her head sadly. “He doesn’t want my help, doesn’t want to 

jeopardise my career. He insists on handling the charges and court case by 
himself. All I was allowed to do was give a statement to the police. He even 
cautioned me not to mention we were brother and sister.” 

“That’s very generous of him.” 
“Yeah. He was always like that. Always looking out for me.” 
Tsholo leaned forward suddenly and grabbed Sybil’s hand. “Now you 

understand why I can’t go to Johannesburg Central. After all he’s endured, after 
what he sacrificed for me so that I can work at the firm, I can’t lose my job 
because someone finds out about his alleged crime.” 

Gently Sybil removed Tsholo’s fingers. “I do sympathise with you, but 
you are putting me in a difficult position.” 

Tsholo looked crestfallen. 
“If I cover for you and someone finds out about your brother, I will be 

guilty by association and I will lose my job alongside you.” 
Tsholo’s eyes brimmed with tears again and Sybil’s heart went out to her.  
“What I don’t understand,” she said quietly. “Why wasn’t he released 

based on self-defence or defending another person’s life?” 
Tsholo shrugged her shoulders. “I have no idea. He hasn’t even had his 

trial yet.” 
Sybil needed time to think. She picked up her coffee cup and took a 

small sip of the now lukewarm brew.  
This was one screwed up situation! She watched Tsholo’s facial 

expressions turn from hopeful to desperate. Was her colleague really asking too 
much?  

Sybil shook her head lightly. She couldn’t and wouldn’t risk her own 
career. Even though it was a heart-wrenching story, she wasn’t putting her own 
life on the line. 

Sybil drummed her fingers on the table. “There must be another way,” 
she mumbled. 

Tsholo looked up, sadness reflected in her dark brown eyes. “I’ve been 
over and over different scenarios and I can’t think of anything else.” 

Sybil narrowed her eyes. “You told me nobody has found out about it, 
yet?” 

Tsholo nodded. 
“How long has you brother been incarcerated?” 
“Just over six months.” 
Sybil’s eyebrows rose. “And nobody has caught on?” 
Tsholo shook her head. 
“Jeez, girl. How do you live with that kind of sword hanging over your 

head?” 
Tsholo pulled on her braids. “What else can I do? If I open my mouth, I 

lose my job. I just keep on going, pretending most of the time it did not happen 
and my brother is running his business like normal.” 

This time it was Sybil’s turn to push a sachet of sugar around the table. 
“If nobody has found out by now, why would you think anyone would find out 
when you go for the interviews?” 



Tsholo kept silent. 
“Let’s be realistic. There are hundreds of prisoners at Johannesburg 

Central. What are the chances your brother would be on the interview list?” 
Tsholo drew back as if stung. “But what if he is on the list?” 
“How could he be? Statistically it’s a no-go. And even if he was, didn’t 

you say your surnames are different?” 
“Are you suggesting I should take a chance?” Tsholo asked 

disbelievingly. 
Sybil nodded her head. “Yes, I think you should take a chance.” 
Tsholo turned pale under her dark skin. “I can’t take that risk.” 
A corner of Sybil’s mouth turned down. “I don’t think you have a choice. 

Even if I covered for you, all questionnaires are signed by the interviewer. Don’t 
you think someone will start asking questions why there is only my name on the 
paper? What are you going to say when they ask you where you were on that 
day?” 

Tsholo looked at Sybil with a sad expression.  
“And what about your HRC shadow, Mrs Bhengu? If you claim you are 

too sick to conduct the interviews, they will just re-schedule them for another 
day.” 

“This is so hopeless,” Tsholo whispered. “My brother is sitting in prison 
and my career is going down the drain, because of a stupid mistake I made.” 

Sybil took Tsholo’s hand. “Hey. It’s not hopeless. Nothing has happened 
yet. We’ll go to Joburg Central together. You’ll see, nobody will connect you to 
your brother. Your career will be safe.” 

Tsholo took a deep breath. “Seems like I really don’t have a choice.” 
 
Today was his big day. Although Manuel had warned him about the 

possible outcome of his bail hearing, Thomas still had high hopes.  
Excitement made his hands shake. He would be seeing his lawyer again 

and he would be able to tell the judge his side of the story. His plan was to 
stand in front of the judge, his expression sincere, but humble. He would look 
him, or her, in the eye and would firmly say that he was wrongfully accused. 
There would be no screaming, shouting or jumping up and down. He was going 
to tell the judge exactly how it had happened, finally setting the record straight. 
Having gone over the events of that fateful night over and over again, he 
decided to stick to the bare facts. He wouldn’t embellish his story, nor would he 
leave anything out. Thomas was convinced the judge would listen to him and 
believe his version of events. The judge would have no other choice but to 
release him immediately.  

His heart beat faster at the thought of going home today. Finally his time 
in this awful place was over. 

Full of pent up energy, Thomas followed his fellow inmates to the 
bathroom. Using the limited time available to its full extent, he scrubbed his 
body until his skin shone red. The razor did a reasonable job, but he couldn’t do 
anything about his hair. It was growing long and he needed a good haircut. At 
breakfast he stuffed himself, although the food was tasteless. Who knew how 
long it was going to take at the courthouse and he didn’t think they would be 
serving him lunch. 

Now he was sitting on his bunk, dressed in his orange overall, waiting for 
the guards to collect him for his trip to court.  



Thomas’s thoughts turned to his lawyer, Ms Mzimanze. That woman had 
better made a plan and gotten his house keys from the cops. He wasn’t going to 
appear in court without wearing one of his good suits.  

There was also an update due from her. She was supposed to have 
investigated the case by talking to people, going over the crime scene and 
checking out the murder weapon. By now Ms Mzimanze should be able to 
persuasively argue that he couldn’t have committed the crime.  

Thomas’s train of thoughts was interrupted when the gate to the cell 
clanked open. The guard called out his, and two other prisoner numbers.  

Eagerly, the three of them got to their feet, walked to the door and 
without hesitation followed their guards along the corridors. They climbed up 
and down stairs, turned corners and passed through various gates. The walk 
seemed to take forever, but eventually they reached the exit area. 

“Stand against the wall,” their guard instructed. 
They did as they were told. 
“Hold out your hands and put your feet together.” 
Another guard approached them and fastened handcuffs around their 

wrists. What Thomas hadn’t expected were the shackles around his ankles. 
“Is this really necessary?” he complained. 
The guard shrugged his shoulders. “Regulations.” 
Thomas let it go. It was no use fighting with the guards when he was so 

close to being released. 
Paperwork was checked at the door and the prisoners were led down a 

flight of stairs into the parking lot.  
Thomas stumbled along, the short chain between his feet making it 

difficult for him to walk. He could only take small steps, hobbling along more 
than he walked. It was absolutely frustrating and he was getting seriously 
annoyed. 

Somehow they all made it into the back of the police van.  
Thank goodness the guards didn’t chain them to the benches. 
The door slammed shut and the engine rumbled to life. Remembering his 

first trip in a police van, Thomas quickly hooked his feet around the strut welded 
from the bench onto the floor. He had no intention of ending up sitting on the 
next guy’s lap. 

As on his previous trip, the driver took a perverse satisfaction from 
accelerating very fast, breaking extremely hard, and rounding the corners 
without consideration for the men sitting in the back. Thomas had to hold on for 
dear life. 

Mercifully, the trip didn’t take too long. He estimated the journey from 
prison to courthouse was only fifteen minutes, but he couldn’t be sure, because 
he had no watch. 

The engine stopped, the rear doors opened, and flickering fluorescent 
light greeted the men.  

“Move!” the guard shouted, slapping his baton into his hand. 
The prisoners didn’t have to be told twice. They scrambled off the 

benches and made their way ungracefully out of the back of the van. Thomas 
almost ended up on his face due to his shackled feet. He hoped with all his 
might the guards would take them off before he entered the courtroom.  

The three men were pushed and prodded into a narrow corridor. Thomas 
had no idea where they were, but hoped to God they were in the basement of 



the courthouse, although the garage and passage gave no indication that he 
was correct. They might as well be in another prison. 

They arrived in an area dominated by a wooden counter. Two guards 
watched the three prisoners, while a third addressed the man behind the 
counter, handing him a stack of paperwork. The official checked the documents 
against something Thomas couldn’t see. After a couple of minutes, he looked 
up. 

“Pearson, Thomas!” he shouted. 
Thomas stood up straighter.  
“Your lawyer has left some clothes for you.” 
Thomas breathed in deeply. Thank God. His lawyer had come through. 
The official flicked his chin towards one of the doors lining the opposite 

wall. “You can change in there.” 
The guard at the counter was handed a plastic shopping bag, one of 

those flimsy ones from a grocery store. 
Thomas frowned. Did Mzimanze actually put his suit into that bag? Did 

that woman have no sense? 
Before he could dwell on her actions, the guard indicated to him to follow. 

Thomas shuffled after the guard, who opened the door to a small room.  
A window high up in the wall was covered with wire-mesh. A once-white 

basin and a cracked mirror were mounted on the wall to his right. The middle of 
the room held a wooden table and two chairs. The rest of the walls were 
scratched and the paint had bubbled from water damage.  

The guard dropped the plastic shopping bag on the table. 
“Hurry up,” he demanded and slumped onto one of the chairs. 
Thomas raised his hands. “Do you mind undoing the cuffs and the 

shackles?” 
The guard sighed theatrically, but pulled out a set of keys from his 

pocket. Still sitting down, he leant forward and unlocked the restraints. 
Gratefully, Thomas rubbed his wrists and ankles.  

The bloody shackles had chafed the skin on his legs, which was red with 
irritation. Thankfully, it was his last day in prison. 

Stepping forward, Thomas took the plastic bag and turned it upside 
down, letting the clothes fall onto the table’s surface. His heart leapt with 
delight. Fresh underwear! Socks! A clean white button-down shirt and a dark 
grey suit. He lifted the jacket and saw it wasn’t creased that badly. Shaking it 
gently, he hung it over the back of the empty chair. Holding up the pants, he 
noticed that they had also survived the plastic bag reasonably well. He opened 
the bag again, looking for the last item, but there was no tie. 

Damn! Give a woman a job to do and she messes it up. How on earth 
was he supposed to appear in front of the judge only half dressed? What 
impression would that make? Why couldn’t the woman have brought him a tie? 
They were all hanging inside his cupboard door. There was no chance she 
could have overlooked them. 

Thomas stopped short. 
Maybe she’d done it on purpose? Maybe this was her way of revenge for 

the way he’d treated her during the interview? 
Thomas pulled a face. Nothing he could do about it now. 
“Are you going to stand there all day?” the guard grumbled. “You better 

get dressed if you want to make it to your bail hearing.” 



Thomas nodded amenably. 
Quickly he pulled down the zipper of his overall and let it drop to the 

floor. Next came the T-shirt, but when he hooked his thumb into the waistband 
of his boxer shorts, he hesitated. 

“Are you going to sit there and watch me get undressed?” 
“Why? Are you shy?” the guard smirked. 
A few choice sentences burned on Thomas’s tongue, but was it worth it 

to antagonise the guard? Thomas decided not to.  
“No, but it would still be nice if you turned around while I change my 

underwear.” 
The guard rolled his eyes. “Another sensitive one. Are you sure you’re 

not a moffie?” 
Thomas sighed. “Yeah. I’m sure, I’m not gay.” 
“Fine,” the guard grumbled as he turned around. “But no funny business.” 
As if he would try anything right now, when he was so close to regaining 

his freedom. 
Before the guard could peep over his shoulder - bloody voyeur! - Thomas 

pulled down the boxers and stepped into his own underpants. A smile played 
around his lips. What a great feeling to wear his own clothes.  

He got dressed one item at a time, feeling more and more human as he 
went along. After one final look in the cracked mirror, he announced himself 
ready to face the judge. 

The guard got up from his chair and picked up the handcuffs. “Hold out 
your wrists.” 

Thomas hesitated. “Do you really have to do this?” 
“Yes. I really have to do this,” the guard growled. “You wouldn’t be the 

first prisoner who is trying to escape from a courthouse.” 
Thomas held out his hands, sighing deeply. He wished he could’ve 

avoided being handcuffed, but also knew the guard wouldn’t allow it. 
The guard moved past the table and opened the door. Thomas followed 

close behind. 
The guard spun around and pushed his hand against Thomas’s chest. 

“Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” 
“To the bail hearing,” Thomas replied. 
The guard shook his head and slumped back into the chair closest to the 

door. 
“Aren’t we going?” Thomas asked puzzled. 
The guard waved his hand in the air. “We wait.” 
Thomas frowned, not understanding. 
“We wait until they call your case number. You are only going upstairs 

once they call your case.” 
“Oh.” 
Thomas had thought they would be going to the courtroom as soon as he 

was dressed appropriately. He had been under the impression he was going to 
wait with all the other bail applicants upstairs. 

“Sit down,” the guard ordered. “It can take a while. No use getting sore 
feet.” 

Thomas did as he was told, lowering himself onto the hard seat of the 
chair. 



Time passed slowly. His butt grew numb and the air in the small room 
became sticky. Thomas was grateful for his suit jacket, because he could feel 
sweat wetting his shirt in the armpit area. Voices drifted past the door, footsteps 
echoed in the passage and doors banged loudly. Women and men in suits 
rushed past, carrying bulging briefcases, stacks of files under their arms and 
calling out names. He assumed they were the lawyers for the other prisoners.  

Thomas addressed his guard. “I guess my lawyer is coming to see me 
before the hearing to update me.” 

His guard shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know.” 
“But aren’t the lawyers supposed to consult with their clients before they 

enter the courtroom?” 
The man shrugged his shoulders again and did not reply. 
Thomas tried another few questions, but the man steadfastly refused to 

participate in the conversation.  
Finally, Thomas gave up. If the guard would not tell him and if his lawyer 

did not pitch to guide him through the impending process, he had to prepare 
himself. Better to use his time wisely. 

In his mind he went over the speech he would give once he was in front 
of the judge. Deleting and adding words, he refined his presentation until he 
was sure it would have the desired effect. 

It felt like an eternity, but eventually an official poked his head into the 
room. “Is he ready?” 

His guard nodded lazily. 
“Ok. Let’s go.” 
Thomas got to his feet eagerly. He was going to see the judge! He was 

going to tell his story and he would be going home! His palms were sweaty and 
a nervous energy pulsed through him. 

The guard led him further along the corridor, past open and closed doors. 
Thomas caught glimpses of lawyers sitting opposite men and women who were 
dressed formally, or in orange overalls, deep in conversation with their clients. 

The guard hurried along and Thomas followed. They turned a corner and 
faced a staircase.  

Before they made their way up into the courtroom, the guard turned to 
Thomas. “Remember, you do not talk unless you are spoken to, especially by 
the judge.” 

Having never in his life been in a courtroom, Thomas had no idea what 
rules applied, so he could only nod his head.  

The guard took the first step and they made their way quickly up the 
stairs. They arrived at the top and Thomas’s head popped into the courtroom. A 
soft hum hung in the air. Curiously he looked around. The room was panelled in 
dark wood. To his right stood long wooden benches which could have come 
straight from a church. Old and young, Black, Coloured, Indian, White, men and 
women sat in the spectators’ section. All were dressed in their Sunday best. 
Their faces were attentive and eager. A black woman wiped her sweaty 
forehead with a handkerchief; two young black men were huddled together, 
their heads almost touching, talking quietly. A white woman held a sheaf of 
documents which she perused intently. An Indian couple was holding hands. 
The anticipation in the air was palpable.  

Thomas turned away. Nobody would be sitting in this section who he 
knew. There was no one who would be supporting him; no family members, no 



friends and especially no colleagues. Did they even know what had happened 
to him? Were they wondering why he was not at work? What did his boss tell 
the rest of the staff about his whereabouts? Would his colleagues actually care? 

The guard stopped in front of a wooden bench directly behind a barrier 
situated to Thomas’s left. 

“Sit,” he ordered. 
Thomas obeyed, his eyes trying to make sense of his surroundings. 
Just behind the barrier were wooden lecterns, one to the right and one to 

the left. Several men and women, wearing black gowns, milled around on either 
side of the lecterns, gesticulating, shuffling paper, digging in their bulky 
briefcases and addressing their colleagues.  

Thomas presumed these were the lawyers for the defence, and the 
prosecutors for the state.  

Directly in front of him, set back against the wall, was a raised platform, 
with a huge swivel chair behind it. Thomas thought this was where the judge 
would be sitting. 

He let his eyes roam over the black-gowned people and spotted his 
lawyer. She stood to his far right, talking to another lawyer. Thomas rose to his 
feet to draw her attention, but was stopped short by the guard standing next to 
him. 

“What do you think you are doing?” 
Thomas pointed at his lawyer. “That’s Ms Mzimanze, my lawyer. She’s 

representing me.” 
“And?” 
“She needs to know that I am here so that she can tell me what’s going 

on.” 
“Sit down,” the guard hissed. “Your lawyer will talk to you when she feels 

it’s necessary.” 
“But I need to talk to her before we start,” Thomas objected. “I need to 

know what she’s going to say.”  
The guard’s face was flushed red with anger. “I don’t care what you 

want,” he growled. “Sit your arse back down or I am taking you out of the 
courtroom.” 

Thomas wanted to argue further, but the fierce look on the guard’s face 
made him reconsider. His guard was ready to make good on his threat and 
Thomas didn’t want to mess up his chance of telling the judge what had really 
happened that fateful night. Reluctantly, Thomas sank back onto the wooden 
bench, but watched with eagle eyes every move his lawyer was making. 

A few minutes later, Mzimanze walked in his direction towards the 
barrier. Eagerly Thomas leaned forward 

She nodded at Thomas. “Good morning, Mr Pearson.” 
“Morning, Ms Mzimanze.” He smiled warmly. “Thank you for organising 

the suit for me. It is really important to me that I make a good impression when I 
tell the judge my story.” 

Mzimanze’s eyebrows rose. “What do you mean by telling your story?” 
Thomas waved his hand. “I am going to tell the judge what happened 

that night.” 
Mzimanze shook her head. “No, Mr Pearson. You will not have the 

opportunity to speak today.” 
Thomas drew back his head as if slapped in the face. 



“Today is a bail hearing. The only people who will talk are the prosecutor 
and I. All you have to say is ‘not guilty’.” 

“But what about the truth? What about what really happened?” Thomas 
stammered. 

Before Mzimanze could reply, the bailiff called Thomas’s case number. 
Mzimanze patted his arm reassuringly and walked to a table positioned to the 
right side of the courtroom. 

Thomas’s head was swimming. Thoughts raced through his head, 
chasing each other like a dog trying to bite its tail. If he couldn’t plead his case, 
how would the judge know that he was innocent?  

Thomas heard the bailiff call out and everyone in the courtroom rose to 
their feet. He thought it prudent to follow their example. 

A slight, black woman in her mid-fifties appeared from a door at the back. 
Her grey hair was cut short, spectacles perched on her nose, and deep lines 
ran next to her mouth. Her black gown flowed behind her as she made her way 
to the podium. She lowered herself into the swivel chair and nodded at the 
bailiff. The man said something Thomas couldn’t hear, but everyone sat down.  

Staring at the judge, Thomas’s mind continued to race. Regardless of 
what Mzimanze had said, somehow he had to get his story out. One way or 
another he needed to tell the judge about what had happened. He didn’t trust 
Mzimanze to defend him properly. She hadn’t even consulted with him! She 
hadn’t even seen fit to look for him downstairs when he was waiting for his case 
to be heard! 

A moment later, his guard pulled him by the arm, indicating that Thomas 
should stand. Thomas complied and got to his feet, lacing his fingers together in 
front of him and bowing his head humbly. 

The bailiff read out the charges, but Thomas wasn’t really listening, his 
mind too occupied on scheming how to address the judge. He heard something 
about a schedule and alleged murder and degree, but it didn’t make any real 
sense. It was all lawyer talk and all he could think about was that he wasn’t 
going to get his chance to tell the judge his side of the events if he didn’t come 
up with a solution very quickly. 

Suddenly, he heard his name called. 
“Mr Pearson, do you understand the charges?” 
Thomas lifted his head trying to figure out who was calling him.  
“Mr Pearson,” the judge said again. “Do you understand the charges?” 
Thomas straightened his shoulders, quickly clearing his head. What 

charges? He hadn’t heard a thing about what the bailiff had read out. 
“Mr Pearson?” Although the judge was small in stature, her voice was 

commanding. She intimidated him. Maybe it was because she held the power of 
life and death, prison or freedom, in her hands? 

Thomas got himself together. “Yes, Your Honour,” he finally squeezed 
out. 

The judge gave him a stern look. “You address me as My Lady, not Your 
Honour.” 

Thomas flushed crimson with embarrassment. “Sorry, Your Ho … My 
Lady.” 

The judge shook her head. 
“How do you plead?” she asked firmly. 
Thomas took a deep breath. “Not guilty.” 



The judge made a note and looked at his lawyer. “Ms Mzimanze?” 
His lawyer stiffened her back and gathered her gown around her. She 

looked straight at the judge, her voice clear and well-articulated.  
“Due to the lack of evidence, we request that the case be dismissed and 

…” 
A deep booming voice interrupted her. “The accused is a flight risk, My 

Lady. The accused has no family and no ties in the community. The accused 
has murdered an innocent young man who was in his prime of life. He killed him 
without any due cause and without mercy. He cut short the life of a contributing 
member of our society. This vicious act cannot be ignored. We request bail be 
denied.” 

Thomas stared with disbelief at the big man standing at the lectern to his 
left. A huge belly bulged under his gown, his thinning hair was combed across 
his balding head, and rosy cheeks wobbled on his fleshy face. 

What the hell was the man talking about? A contributing member of our 
society? Killing him without mercy? The guy was joking, right? The thug had 
tried to rob him. His partner had held a gun to his head, for crying out loud. 

Thomas took a step forward towards the barrier, wanting to shout out in 
his defence, but his guard had anticipated his reaction. Firmly, he pulled on 
Thomas’s arm, holding him in place. 

The judge made another note. 
Desperate, Thomas tried to get his lawyer’s attention. “Ms Mzimanze! Do 

something,” he whispered loudly. “Tell the judge it’s not true.” 
Mzimanze gave him a quick glance over her shoulder. “Sshhh,” she 

hissed. 
The judge banged her wooden gavel. “Bail denied. Next case.” 
Keeping a hand at Thomas’s elbow, the guard tried to push him towards 

the stairs. 
Thomas stood rooted to the spot. Disbelievingly, he stared at the judge. 

This couldn’t be true! This was not happening! He looked over to Mzimanze, but 
his lawyer had turned her back to him and was talking to a colleague.  

What the hell had just happened?  
The guard pulled on his arm. “Come on,” he said, almost kindly. “Time to 

go back to prison.” 
Thomas opened and closed his mouth, like a fish out of water. 
“Don’t make a scene,” his guard warned, pulling on Thomas’s arm again. 
This time, Thomas let the guard lead him out of the courtroom. He was 

too numb to resist any longer. His mind couldn’t comprehend the whole 
situation. All he knew was that he wasn’t being released today. He wasn’t going 
to regain his freedom today. He was going to be thrown back into the prison 
hell! Something had gone terribly wrong. Why hadn’t Mzimanze pushed harder? 
Why had she just given up? Had she even investigated his case? Did she even 
care?  

Thomas shook his head in despair. He remembered her telling him that 
he was only one of many cases she was dealing with, and that he was basically 
being treated as a Public Relations stunt.  

Suddenly, tears swum in Thomas’s eyes. Didn’t she understand that he 
was a human being like everyone else, that he deserved a good defence? He 
was going back to prison with real murderers and rapists. His life was over! But 
he was innocent for crying out loud! 



 
Thomas had no idea how he got back to his prison cell. The trip back 

was a blur, which he experienced through a thick fog, and now he found himself 
sitting on his bunk wearing the hated orange overall. He didn’t know how long 
he’d been staring through the open window, when he heard his name called. 
Slowly, he turned his head to the young man standing at a respectful distance. 

“The boss wants to see you.” 
The man who addressed him was one of Manuel’s young lieutenants.  
A quick flash of anger appeared in his eyes. How dare Manuel summon 

him? He wasn’t one of his lackeys! Manuel was no better than him. He was also 
a prisoner locked up in here for eternity. 

The young man looked at him expectantly, his face innocent, almost 
gullible. 

Thomas closed his eyes and shook his head. The guy didn’t even know 
what affect his address had on Thomas. Would it be of any use to shout at him, 
to point out that Thomas wasn’t someone who could be ordered around, that 
Manuel wasn’t God? 

Thomas opened his eyes. The young man was still waiting, his 
expression now one of concern. He looked like he wasn’t sure what to make of 
Thomas and he obviously didn’t want to get into trouble with his boss because 
Thomas had refused to come with him. 

Thomas sighed deeply. It wasn’t the guy’s fault he was locked up. The 
young man was only doing as he was asked and he surely knew where his 
bread was buttered. Manuel had a lot of influence and he also had contact to 
the outside world. 

Thomas stopped short. Yes, Manuel had a lot of influence and it wasn’t 
such a good idea to defy him. He might just need Manuel’s help in the future. 

Thomas heaved himself off his bunk with a heavy heart. He really didn’t 
want to talk to anyone. There was no reason to let anybody else share in his 
misery. He actually preferred to be alone. His life was over and there was 
nothing anyone could do about it.  

Nevertheless, he followed the young man out of his row of bunk beds 
and they navigated their way past Tafari’s thugs to the back of the cell. 

Observing prison etiquette, Thomas waited until Manuel looked up. 
“Hey, Thomas,” Manuel greeted him cheerfully. 
A corner of Thomas’s mouth turned down. He wasn’t in the mood for 

happiness.  
“You wanted to see me?” 
Manuel pointed to the bunk opposite his own. “Have a seat.” 
Thomas stepped forward and lowered himself onto the worn out bed. 
“I saw you coming back,” Manuel said. “I assume it didn’t go well?” 
Thomas shrugged his shoulders. 
“I told you before you went not to expect too much.” 
“Yeah, well,” Thomas snapped. “It’s always easier to comment 

afterwards.” 
Manuel held up his hand. “Don’t be angry with me. Remember, I went 

through the same thing and I got the same treatment and I was as disappointed 
as you are now.” 

Thomas clenched his teeth. “I don’t think my lawyer has even started the 
investigation. She doesn’t seem to care.” 



“Don’t be too hard on her. Didn’t she tell you that she has plenty of other 
cases?” 

“Why are you defending her? She is not doing her job. She only took my 
case because it looks good on their profile. She wants me to be guilty and she 
had told me to plead ‘guilty’. She is taking the easy way out,” Thomas almost 
shouted. 

Manuel folded his arms across his chest, staring silently at Thomas for a 
few moments.  

“Are you finished now?” 
Thomas wiped his brow. 
“I do understand why you are angry, but being angry doesn’t help you. 

What will help you is a plan, taking the next step.” 
Thomas snarled at Manuel. “What plan? What next step? There’s 

nothing I can do! I am stuck in here until the powers-that-be decide to give me a 
trial date. Maybe then I will have a chance to tell my story.” 

Manuel scratched his cheek thoughtfully. “What about another lawyer?” 
Thomas sighed deeply. “I told you before, I don’t have money for a 

lawyer. I am flat out broke. I don’t have a single cent in cash flow. And,” he took 
a breath, “it is too late now, anyway. The bail hearing was my chance and my 
lawyer blew it.” 

Manuel wagged his finger. “Murder is a capital crime and you weren’t 
going to get bail in the first place. You put your hopes up too high.” 

“I disagree,” Thomas countered. “If Mzimanze had investigated my case 
properly from the beginning, she would have found out that I didn’t shoot 
anyone. She would have found enough evidence to clear me. The cops’ case 
would have fallen flat and they would have released me.” 

Manuel looked at him thoughtfully. “I don’t know the law that well, but I 
think your scenario is highly unlikely. I haven’t heard of anyone who got 
released during a bail hearing.” 

“Maybe,” Thomas conceded. “But it was a chance I had, which my lawyer 
didn’t even attempt to take. She just wanted to get it over and done with. Our 
legal system stinks.” 

Thomas shook his head. “I can’t even go to the Law Society and 
complain about her, because she is from Legal Assist and she took my case pro 
bono.” 

Manuel laughed out loud. “Man, you have strange ideas. Why would you 
go to the Law Society?” 

“Because she didn’t do her job. She didn’t investigate,” Thomas shouted. 
Manuel couldn’t stop grinning from ear to ear. “You are being ridiculous. 

Think about what you are saying.” 
Thomas glared at Manuel, wanting to continue his rant about his useless 

and deceiving lawyer, but Manuel’s words rang in his ear.  
Was he being ridiculous? Did he expect too much from Ms Mzimanze? 

Did the justice system actually work the way he thought it should? 
Slowly, his anger subsided and rationality took over. 
“Alright,” he finally conceded. “Maybe I expected too much.” 
Manuel nodded. 
Thomas rubbed his face tiredly. “But what am I going to do?” He waved 

at the bunk beds around him. “You’ve been in here for over six months without 
a trial. I am going to die if I have to wait so long.” 



This time, Manuel shot him a hard look. “Nobody is going to die. And, 
yes, I’ve been in here for over six months, but I have a plan.” 

Thomas looked up sharply. Manuel waved his unasked question away. 
“Remember, I said I would get you another lawyer.” 
Thomas looked at him cautiously. 
“Don’t look so suspicious. I have contacts on the outside who will 

organise a lawyer.” 
Thomas nodded slowly. “And how am I going to pay you?” 
Manuel became serious. “You said you would pay me in kind.” 
Thomas’s memory flashed back to their previous conversation. “You 

want me to help you with your escape plan.” 
Manuel pursed his lips. “Maybe, maybe not. I still have to think about it.” 

A broad smile appeared on his face. “Let’s not worry about that now. Let’s find 
you a lawyer first.” 
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“Number 7804151011, Pearson; Number 7695140411, Mdluli, and 
Number 7416081210, Masago,” the prison guard called out.  

Thomas got to his feet slowly. What now? What the hell did they want 
from him now? 

As he made his way to the door, he spotted two other men approaching. 
The one was Manuel and the other, a small, elderly black man, had to be 
Masago. All three lined up next to the entrance. 

“Step out and hold your hands out,” the guard instructed. 
The three men walked into the corridor where they were handcuffed. 

Glancing down the passage, Thomas saw several other men being ordered 
from their cells.  

What on earth was going on? Were they in any kind of trouble?  
He couldn’t recall having overstepped any official or unofficial rules. 
Thomas gave Manuel a questioning look, but his fellow inmate only 

shrugged his shoulders. 
“Get going,” the guards shouted. 
The men arranged themselves into a line and began shuffling after the 

guard. As they passed other cells, more men joined the line. Thomas became 
more and more uneasy as they marched up and down flights of stairs, turned 
corners and followed the maze of corridors. It almost felt as if they were being 
led to their executions.  

Several minutes later the inmates were herded into a room. The windows 
set high in the wall were barred, the walls were grimy and the vinyl was peeling 
in patches off the floor.  

“Sit down,” one of the guards ordered. 
Every man took a worn plastic chair and sat down. Guards positioned 

themselves around the room at strategic points. 
Thomas scanned his fellow prisoners and counted: there were fifteen of 

them. They varied in age and race. There was another white man, two Indian 
men, four Coloureds, and the rest were Blacks. None of them made eye contact 
and none of them tried to talk or ask a question. It was as if everyone had lost 
their natural abilities.  

Thomas sighed quietly. This is what prison did to a person. It took away 
every ounce of self-respect, self-esteem and self-confidence. Once a person 
entered the facility, he became an object to the guards. Without the support 
groups formed in the cells, they were exposed and that made them vulnerable. 
As a result the prisoner instinctively went into survival mode. 

Suddenly the door banged open and two officials, a short one and a 
medium-sized one with shifty eyes, entered the room. The guards in the room 
stood to attention.  

Shifty Eye pulled his jacket straight and cleared his throat. “Good 
morning, gentlemen,” he addressed the group. 

Thomas grimaced. Gentlemen, my arse.  
“You have been selected for a survey,” Shifty Eye continued. 
A murmur rose from the prisoners. 



“Every now and then the Human Rights Commission conducts a survey 
on prisons in South Africa. They want to know how you are treated and what the 
general conditions are like.” 

Two or three inmates snickered loudly. 
Shifty Eye looked at them sharply. “Gentlemen, you have been selected 

based on your good behaviour during your time in this facility. We would like 
you to tell the truth. However, remember, your time in this facility is not up, yet. 
You will return to your cells and we will receive copies of all completed 
questionnaires.” 

Thomas shook his head. Tell the truth so that these goons could get a 
copy of what he’d said? If this wasn’t a threat, then he didn’t know what was.  

Shifty Eye continued, “We receive a copy so that we can make the 
necessary improvements to the facilities.” 

Bloody hypocrites! Make improvements? The system as it was suited the 
guards just fine. If it didn’t then they would have made changes a long time ago. 
And if they really cared about the deterioration of the buildings, they would have 
made repairs. 

“As indicated, you will be participating and we sincerely hope you will be 
on your best behaviour. Don’t disappoint us.” 

Thomas raised his eyebrows mockingly. Best behaviour? Meaning keep 
your mouth shut, otherwise deal with the consequences, which would obviously 
not be pleasant. 

Thomas glanced at his fellow inmates and saw a similar reaction on their 
faces.  

Thomas slid down in his chair and stretched out his legs.  
Well, they could bring it on. At least it was a change from the monotony 

of the usual prison routine.  
 
Sybil didn’t know what to expect. Approaching Johannesburg Central 

Correctional Facilities she was astounded by the enormity of the complex. It 
seemed to go on forever. Drab brick buildings, three and four storeys high stood 
in rows one behind the other, but the actual entrance was almost unassuming. 
A signboard fixed to the outside of a guardhouse announced that she had 
arrived at the right place. She drove into a narrow space just wide enough to let 
in a small van and stopped next to the guardhouse. The usual routine followed: 
she showed her ID and explained to the guard why she was there. Eventually, 
Sybil was pointed to a parking lot not far from the entrance. But this time, she 
was not allowed to make her way alone into the facility. A young guard was 
quickly assigned to accompany her to the allocated parking space.  

Driving slowly, Sybil tried to get a clearer picture of the facility, but she 
was surrounded by huge brick buildings, obstructing her view. She parked 
where the young guard told her to stop and got out of the car. There was 
nothing to see but tarred ground and high walls. She felt a bit claustrophobic in 
the enclosed space. 

The young guard was friendly enough. “Please follow me, ma’am.” 
“I’m actually waiting for my colleagues,” she replied 
Her guard smiled kindly. “You can wait inside. We have a waiting room 

for visitors.” 
Sybil had no choice but to follow the young man, who quickly crossed the 

parking lot and entered the building. The door shut behind them and Sybil was 



faced with the familiar security set-up. Pushing through the turnstile, she placed 
her briefcase and handbag on a table, emptied her pockets and made her way 
through the metal detector.  

Retrieving her belongings, Sybil followed the young guard into a 
passage. The walls were painted grey and the tiled floor was worn. Fluorescent 
tubes flickered from the ceiling. No natural light penetrated the gloomy passage. 
They passed several prisoners dressed in orange overalls, shoving buckets and 
mops around. Sybil could feel their eyes on her as they stared at her from under 
hooded eyes. 

A shiver ran down her spine. This place was very different to the 
previous two facilities she had visited. 

They turned a few corners and the guard opened a door. 
He stepped aside to grant her entrance. “You can wait in here. Someone 

will attend to you shortly.” 
Sybil walked into the room and took a deep breath. The large room was 

filled with people sitting on grimy plastic chairs. A sour odour from unwashed 
bodies and stale cigarettes smoke permeated the air. The walls were painted 
the same drab grey as the corridors and the vinyl floor needed a good scrub. 
Narrow windows let in a bit of natural light, but the room had the feel of a 
dungeon. She shuddered involuntarily. This was as bad as she could imagine a 
prison to be.  

“Sybil,” a voice called out quietly. 
She looked around for the caller and saw Tsholo seated against a wall. 

Quickly she made her way over and sat down next to her colleague. 
“Phfft. This place is bad.” 
Tsholo nodded. “Roodepoort and Leeuwkop are a dream compared to 

this.” 
“I wonder what the rest of the facility is like, if the waiting room looks like 

this.” 
“We’ll find out soon enough.” 
The two women sat in silence for a while, observing the people around 

them. Sybil noticed that most of the visitors were women; old, middle aged, and 
young. Some had children sitting next to them. Most of the women were black, 
but she also spotted quite a few Coloured faces.  

The Coloured women were dressed in tight jeans or short skirts, finished 
off with cleavage revealing tops. Their lips were painted bright red and their 
false fingernails looked like they could gouge out someone’s eyes. Their body 
language was nonchalant, as if this was a day out shopping at the mall. They 
seemed to be totally at ease in this place. 

The black women, in contrast, acted intimidated. They kept their hand- 
and shopping bags on their laps, clutching them tightly. Their clothes were 
mainly conservative: skirts reaching to their calves, buttoned-up blouses and 
woollen cardigans. Some of them wore knitted caps or plain scarfs wound 
around their heads. 

Sybil turned to Tsholo. “I am glad you could make it.” 
Tsholo shrugged her shoulders. 
“I was worried you had changed your mind and would not come,” Sybil 

said quietly. 



“Well,” Tsholo replied with a small sigh. “What choice did I really have? 
Calling in sick wasn’t going to work and putting your career on the line wasn’t an 
option either. It’s bad enough that someone might find out about my situation.” 

Sybil patted her arm reassuringly. “Nobody will find out. There are too 
many prisoners here. What are the chances?” 

Before Tsholo could reply, the door opened and a guard called their 
names. The two colleagues got to their feet, gathered their belongings and 
walked into the corridor where they were greeted by the representatives from 
the HRC. 

A short man dressed in a guard’s uniform addressed the small group. 
“Good morning, ladies and gentleman,” he said, his voice squeaking like 

a rusty hinge. “I am Deputy Warden Tshikala of the Johannesburg Central 
Correctional Facility and I am here to assist you with your survey.” 

Sybil looked him quickly up and down. A huge nose protruded from the 
black man’s flat, round face. The corners of his small eyes tilted up, indicating 
possible Asian heritage. His ears seemed to be doing a balancing act, holding 
up his hat, whilst his full lips gave him an almost feminine touch. The Deputy 
Warden’s eyes glinted viciously as if he expected to be ridiculed at any moment. 

Sybil puffed out her cheeks at bit. This was a man who definitely suffered 
from some kind of complex. Better to treat him with respect, even if it was 
pretended. He was someone who could make life very difficult. 

“Please come with me,” Tshikala squeaked. “We have set up the 
interview rooms used by attorneys for you.” 

Waving them on, Tshikala began marching down the corridor and the 
four visitors followed him like eager little ducklings. 

Sybil scanned her surroundings, noticing that the facility did not improve 
at all, but seemed to deteriorate the further they wound their way into the prison 
building.  

Tshikala stopped and the group gathered around him. Digging in the 
inside pocket of his uniform jacket, the Deputy Warden produced a sheaf of 
papers. 

“We have prepared two lists with names for you,” he squealed. “One with 
women and one with men. The inmates are waiting for you down the corridor. 
You can choose them in any sequence you like, just let me know who you want 
to see and we will escort them into the interview room.” 

Tshikala handed one list to Tsholo and one list to Sybil. 
Sybil scanned the names and saw she’d been given the women’s list. 

This was not ideal; a mixture of men and women would have been better, but 
who was she to argue, especially with the Deputy Warden? 

Lowering the piece of paper, she glanced at Tsholo for her reaction.  
To her surprise Tsholo had become pale under her dark skin. Her lips 

trembled and her hand shook. 
What the hell? 
Quickly she stepped next to her colleague. 
“What’s wrong?” she whispered. 
Tsholo lifted her head, a look of panic in her eyes. 
Oh no, no, no! Did Murphy’s Law have to apply now? 
Sybil grabbed the piece of paper from Tsholo’s hand and scanned the 

names. Half-way down the list was a name she thought she recognised: 
Emanuel Mdluli. 



“Is this who I think it is?” she asked quietly. 
Tsholo nodded subtly. 
Shuffling the pages a number of times, as if she was looking or 

comparing something, she eventually handed Tsholo the list with the female 
inmates. 

Giving her an encouraging nod, she declared, “I think this is in order. We 
are ready to proceed.” 

Tsholo glanced at her list and realized Sybil had switched the sheets. 
She looked at Sybil with utter gratefulness and mouthed, “Thank you.” 

Sybil acknowledged her with a nod and a smile. 
Problem solved! Nobody would find out about Tsholo’s relationship with 

Emanuel Mdluli. Tsholo’s job was safe.  
Sybil shook her head. But what were the odds? She’d never believed 

Tsholo’s brother’s name would end up on the survey list. 
“Very well,” the Deputy Warden squeaked. He opened the first door and 

held his arm out. “If you please.” 
Sybil and Ramajoe walked past him into the dingy little room. The 

general decoration scheme continued: grey walls, grimy floor, fluorescent light, 
scratched wooden table and four chairs. 

Sybil and Ramajoe took the chairs opposite the door and tried to get 
comfortable.  

Sybil pushed the list of names towards Ramajoe. “You choose.” 
Interestingly, Ramajoe picked a man from the bottom of the list and not 

from the top as before. Maybe he wanted to make it more exciting? 
Soon after Ramajoe had announced the name of the interviewee to the 

guard waiting in the corridor, the door opened and a young, coloured man 
entered the room. He pulled out a chair, sat down and stretched out his legs. 

Sybil went through the introduction, why they were there and who they 
were. The guy just nodded in response.  

“We would like you to be as honest as possible. Your answers are 
confidential and won’t be disclosed,” she said. 

The inmate crossed his arms, but did not say anything in response. 
Sybil wondered briefly about the man’s blank facial expression, but 

decided to continue with her questionnaire. 
“Please confirm your name.” 
“Alfred Sisanani.” 
“How old are you? 
“Turned twenty-six last month.” 
“Place of Birth?” 
“Hammanskraal.” 
Sybil noted down the personal details as quickly on the questionnaire as 

she could.  
“What crime have you committed?” 
“Housebreaking.” 
Sybil looked up when Sisanani didn’t continue. “Do you want to 

elaborate?” 
Sisanani shrugged his shoulders. “There’s nothing to tell. I went to a 

house, smashed a window and stole stuff. Unfortunately, I broke the window 
that’s what got me.” 

“What do you mean?” 



Sisanani sighed theatrically. “If I had gone in through the door it would 
only have been theft.” 

Sybil kept her composure. It didn’t look as if the inmate was sorry for 
what he had done. He only regretted being caught for something which carried 
a more severe charge. 

“Are you waiting for a trial?” 
“Yes.” 
“How long?” 
“Fourteen weeks and two days.” 
The length of time did not surprise Sybil any longer. She’d learned that 

the wheels of justice in South Africa were grinding very slowly.  
“Have you seen a lawyer?” 
Sisanani nodded. “Someone from Legal Assist.” 
In some way Sybil was irritated with the inmate and she ran through her 

questions with unprecedented speed. Normally she would take her time, but this 
guy just annoyed her. 

“Let’s get to the prison conditions,” she said. “Do you have a bed?” 
“Yes.” 
“Are you provided with clean sheets, pillow and blankets on a regular 

basis?” 
Sisanani hesitated. 
Sybil tilted her head. “What?” 
The inmate averted his eyes. “Yes,” he said to the floor. 
Sybil’s radar lit up. Something wasn’t right. 
“Do you want to tell me about the sleeping conditions?” she probed. 
Still not looking up, Sisanani shook his head. 
Briefly Sybil bit down on her bottom lip, wondering if she should push 

harder, but decided to continue with the rest of her questions. 
“Are the bathroom facilities adequate?” 
“What do you mean by adequate?” 
Sybil put her pen down and explained. “We want to know if the toilets are 

clean and if you get to shower regularly.” 
Sisanani shifted in his chair, avoiding her gaze. “Yes,” he replied meekly. 
Something was definitely wrong. “Are you sure about that?” 
Regaining his earlier confidence, Sisanani nodded empathetically. “Yes,” 

he said. “Yes. Everything is fine.” 
Sybil watched him closely. “What about the guards? Are they treating 

you fairly?” 
Sisanani clenched his teeth and balled his fists. “Yes,” he growled. “They 

are treating us just fine.” 
The hair on Sybil’s forearms stood up. She had the distinct impression 

the inmate was lying. His body language and facial expressions told a different 
story to the answers he was providing. 

Sybil took a shot in the dark. “Did they intimidate you before you came 
into the room?” 

Sisanani’s eyes turned to slits and he glared at her angrily. “Let’s just get 
this over and done with.” 

“Mr Sisanani,” she said soothingly. “We are here to help. If you tell us 
what’s wrong with this place, we can recommend improvements. Changes will 
be made …” 



“Lady,” Sisanani interrupted, leaning forward menacingly. “You have no 
idea what you are talking about. I have to go back into the cell and you will 
leave this place.” He laughed harshly. “Changes? Improvements? Dream on.” 

Sybil glanced at Ramajoe, looking for help, but the man from the HRC 
sat in his chair, listening impassively. 

“Alright,” she said, turning back to the inmate. “I get it. Let’s get this over 
and done with.” 

Sisanani nodded his consent. 
It still took another few minutes, although Sybil raced through the 

questions as if her life depended on it. The inmate answered positively to 
anything she asked and wasn’t willing to elaborate on any one point. It sounded 
as if the prisoners were living in a resort. Nothing was wrong, everything was 
perfect and no improvements were needed. 

Eventually Sisanani left the room. 
“What the hell was that about?” Sybil asked, facing Ramajoe. 
Ramajoe scratched his cheek thoughtfully. “I’ve seen this before,” he 

said quietly. “He was obviously told to watch his mouth.” 
“But why? Don’t they want to be treated better?” 
Ramajoe raised an eyebrow. “You are not that naïve?” 
Sybil bristled at his insult. 
“We are talking about prison here. The Warden and the guards run this 

place and they don’t want any outside interference. I bet corruption and bribes 
are rife in this facility. Do you seriously think the authorities have any interest in 
anyone on the outside finding out about this? Heads would roll, guards would 
lose their jobs, finances would be withdrawn and their way of life would be 
interrupted, maybe forever.” 

Sybil slapped her hand on the table. “But we are talking about human 
beings here. If the guards mistreat the inmates, something has to be done 
about it.” 

Ramajoe curled his lip into a cynical snarl. “First of all you have to find an 
inmate who will admit to being mistreated. Secondly, there would be an 
investigation. Thirdly, the inmate would still be held in this facility.” He pointed a 
finger at her. “What do you think would happen to the inmate during the time an 
investigation is conducted?” 

Sybil leaned back in the chair, Ramajoe’s words echoing in her head.  
“But where does the information come from about the actual conditions in 

the prison?” she finally asked. 
Ramajoe took a deep breath. “Visitors,” he said plainly. “And ex-inmates. 

Once they are released, they are sometimes prepared to talk to us.” 
Sybil waved her hand angrily. “Are you telling me this survey is a waste 

of time, that we will not get any accurate data?” Suddenly it dawned on her. 
“That’s why you are not really participating. That’s why you don’t ask any follow-
up questions.” 

Ramajoe shrugged his shoulders. 
Deflated, Sybil dropped her hand. “Why are we doing this then?” 
A tiny smile played around his lips. “Don’t be so gloomy. Sometimes we 

get some answers. Occasionally, an inmate will give us information which we 
can verify with other sources and then we can act.” 

“And all at the expense of an inmate?” 



“No,” Ramajoe said quietly. “That’s why we try to confirm what we’ve 
been told with outside sources. We try our utmost not to involve the particular 
inmate.” 

They sat in silence for a few minutes. Sybil sifted through what Ramajoe 
had revealed and tried to get her head around it. This approach went against 
everything she believed in and it annoyed her to no extent that she seemed to 
be wasting her precious time, but then she remembered a titbit: there might just 
be one inmate who would reveal something about the true conditions in this 
facility. And if there was one, then maybe, just maybe, the whole exercise might 
bear fruit. 

Sybil straightened her shoulders and pulled a blank questionnaire closer. 
“Let’s get this done. Maybe we will find someone who will tell us the truth.” 

Ramajoe nodded in response, got up from his chair, walked to the door 
and gave the guard the next name. 

 
The door opened and a young, handsome, black man entered the 

interview room. He sat down gracefully and placed his handcuffed wrists on the 
table. 

“Good morning,” Sybil said. “I am Sybil Watts from Keanan, Sullivan and 
Partners, and this is Mr Ramajoe from the HRC.” 

At the mention of her firm’s name, the inmate’s eyebrows shot up.  
Sybil ignored his reaction for the time being. “We are here to conduct a 

survey on prison conditions.” 
The inmate bowed his head in her direction. “I know why you are here.” 
His voice was well modulated and his speech was articulate. Sybil 

glanced at him with interest. This was a pleasant change from all the previous 
inmates she’d interviewed, but then she stopped short. It didn’t matter if the 
inmate appeared to be intelligent, or if he was well spoken. He was locked up 
for a reason and he might just be a carjacker, rapist or murderer.  

Sybil resumed her introduction. “We would like you to answer all our 
questions as honestly as possible, otherwise we will be unable to initiate any 
changes in this facility.” 

The inmate grinned at her broadly. “As long as you are satisfied with, ‘as 
honestly as possible’.” 

Sybil conceded his point. “We fully understand and we assure you that 
you will not be compromised.” 

The inmate laughed out loud. “Your word in the Warden’s ear.” 
Sybil was impressed with the inmate’s demeanour. He obviously hadn’t 

lost his humour or self-confidence. 
She picked up her pen and poised it over her sheaf of papers. “Let’s 

begin,” she said. “Please confirm you name.” 
“Emanuel Mdluli,” he replied. 
Sybil sucked in a breath. This was Emanuel? This was Tsholo’s brother?  
She looked up at him from under her eyelashes, scrutinising his face.  
Yes! There was definitely a resemblance, the same high cheekbones 

and full lips.  
Damn! What was she going to do?  
Stalling for time, Sybil busied herself by paging through the questionnaire 

as if she was looking for something. A moment later, she regained her 



composure. The best way was to not let on she knew about him or his sister. 
She would treat him like any other inmate randomly selected for the survey. 

Displaying her best poker face, Sybil asked the first few questions, which 
he answered politely, until they came to the sensitive section. 

“Do you have any siblings?” she wanted to know.  
Subconsciously, Sybil held her breath. How would Emanuel answer this 

one? Would he admit to his sister? Or would he deny her? If he confirmed her 
existence, Tsholo’s career would be over. 

Emanuel shook his head without hesitation. “No. I don’t have any 
siblings.” 

Sybil glanced at him sideways. Noticing her look, Emanuel tilted his head 
questioningly. 

A small smile appeared around Sybil’s mouth.  
What a brother! He hadn’t given her away. He was so selfless! With his 

denial he’d saved Tsholo’s career. What a grand gesture.  
Subtly, Sybil shook her head in his direction and duly noted his answer 

on the questionnaire. 
“Are you an awaiting-trial prisoner?” 
“Yes, unfortunately.” 
Since she knew about his lengthy stay in prison, Sybil’s heart went out to 

him.  
“How long have you been in this facility?” 
Emanuel’s face became hard. “You want the exact days or just an 

estimate?” 
Sybil wished she could say or do something to comfort him, to give him 

some hope, but it wasn’t possible without betraying Tsholo, and Ramajoe was 
listening. 

“An estimate would be fine,” she replied instead. 
Emanuel’s eyes glittered angrily. “216 days.” 
Sybil forced herself to stay professional. “What crime have you been 

accused of?”  
“I killed a man.” 
His simple response startled Sybil. She lowered her pen. “Do you want to 

elaborate?” 
Emanuel shrugged his shoulders. “There’s nothing to tell.” 
Sybil waited patiently for him to continue. 
Eventually Emanuel sighed. “I tried to assist a woman who was in the 

process of being raped. Unfortunately, I hit the attacker too hard and he died on 
the scene.” 

“But that makes you a hero not a murderer.” 
Emanuel snorted loudly. “Tell that to the lawyers and the judge.” 
Sybil checked herself. Don’t ask too many questions! Don’t get involved! 

If you become too interested, Ramajoe might get suspicious. Tsholo’s career 
was still on the line. 

She inhaled slowly. “Have you been adequately represented?” 
Emanuel crossed his arms. “Yep.” 
Sybil followed up with some general questions, then asked, “What about 

the prison conditions? Sleeping arrangements, bathroom facilities, food?” 



Emanuel turned down the corners of his mouth. “Ms Watts,” he said icily. 
“You are talking about prison here and not a spa. What do you think the 
conditions are like?” 

“I don’t know, that’s why I asked,” she countered. 
Emanuel eyed her cautiously. “It depends on who you are in here,” he 

replied. 
“What do you mean?” 
“If you belong to a group of men who can fend for themselves, or have 

enough money, you are treated well. If you are poor and alone, you suffer.” 
Sybil narrowed her brows. “Can you elaborate?” 
Emanuel laughed out loud. “I’ve said too much already. You can reach 

your own conclusions.” 
She sensed she might not get more information, but tried, nevertheless. 

“What category do you belong to?” 
Emanuel smirked. “The connected and well off.” 
Sybil nodded with understanding. That meant Emanuel wasn’t suffering. 

He obviously knew how to exploit the system and get what he wanted. It was 
just a pity that his connections weren’t strong enough to get him out of prison 
quicker. 

They concluded the questionnaire a few minutes later and Sybil thanked 
him for his cooperation. 

As Emanuel left the room, Sybil turned to Ramajoe. “Was this one of 
those confirmations you were talking about earlier on?” 

Ramajoe nodded graciously. 
“He basically admitted that he runs a gang, or at least belongs to one, 

and that he is bribing the guards.” 
“Yes,” Ramajoe replied. “Now we just have to find some outside sources 

who can confirm this. I have to check the records and see who was in the cell 
with him during the last two hundred odd days, and hopefully the ex-inmate will 
talk to us.”  

Alright! At least they got something useful. 
 
Ramajoe picked another name from the list and a middle-age, black man 

entered the room. His orange overall hung on his thin frame and he shuffled 
tiredly to the chair. Folding his gnarled fingers, his dull eyes barely flickered 
when Sybil went through the introduction.  

It was like pulling teeth. The inmate gave one-word answers and refused 
point blank to elaborate on any issue. Sybil understood his reluctance to reveal 
any information, but it didn’t make her job any easier. With every sulky answer 
she received, her frustration grew. A few times she glanced at Ramajoe for 
help, but the man from the HRC remained close-lipped. Finally, Sybil was able 
to scribble her signature at the bottom of the completed questionnaire.  

She couldn’t take many more of these. 
 
Ramajoe pulled the list with names closer and read over them. “Let’s 

spice this up a bit. Let’s pick this white man as our next candidate.” 
The HRC man announced the name to the guard and they waited for the 

inmate to arrive. Soon enough the door opened and Thomas entered the room. 
He scanned the two people sitting behind the table. Thomas’s eyes 

widened with surprise because he’d expected black men. Curiously, he looked 



at the young white woman. Her blonde hair was pulled into a pony tail, revealing 
a very attractive face covered with minimal make-up. Her green eyes sparkled 
with intelligence. He thought he detected some freckles on her pert nose. It’d 
been a while since he had been in the company of such a gorgeous woman and 
subconsciously, he ran his hand through his long, untidy hair before he sat 
down. 

Sybil scrutinised the tall, broad-shouldered man, noticing his strong chin, 
sandy coloured hair and piercing blue eyes. She was intrigued. What was a guy 
like him doing prison? He didn’t look like a down-and-outer, more like a 
professional business man.  

Sybil told herself to focus why she was there and straightened her 
shoulders, reminding herself that criminals came in all forms and shapes. 

“Good morning,“ she greeted the inmate politely, before running through 
her introduction, which by now she had down to a fine art. 

“Please state your name.” 
Thomas couldn’t take his eyes off Sybil. He couldn’t believe he was 

sitting across the table from this striking woman. 
Sybil raised an eyebrow. “Sir? Can you please state your name?” 
Her voice made it all too real for him. This woman was actually made 

from flesh and blood and she had asked him a question.  
He cleared his throat noisily. “Thomas Pearson,” he finally managed. 
Sybil was slightly amused. She’d never imagined having such an impact 

on any man. Then again, the poor guy had probably been locked up for an 
eternity and hadn’t seen a woman in ages.  

Discarding her thoughts, Sybil quickly put on her cloak of 
professionalism. “Please state your date of birth.”  

Thomas answered much faster this time. “15 April 1978.” 
She glanced at him briefly. He was only a few years older than herself. 
“Where do you live?” 
“Forest Town, 24 Cowie Road.” 
“Are your parents still alive?” 
Thomas shook his head. 
“Any siblings.” 
“No.” 
Sybil tilted her head.  
“Any other family?” 
“Not that I know of.” 
Sybil’s heart went out to him. The man was all alone in the world. No 

parents, no sisters or brothers and no extended family. What about his support 
system? Did he have any friends who visited him? 

Sybil shook her head. She was not there to feel sorry for the inmate, but 
to conduct a survey. 

“What crime did you commit?” 
Thomas’s face became hard as stone. “None.” 
Sybil’s head snapped up. She hadn’t heard this one before. 
“What do you mean ‘none’?” 
Thomas crossed his arms. “It means ‘none’. I have not committed any 

crime.” 
Sybil looked at him puzzled. “You wouldn’t be in here if you hadn’t been 

charged with a crime.” 



“That’s a different question,” he replied coldly. “I’ve been charged with 
murder, but I didn’t commit that particular crime.” 

Sybil’s confusion grew. “I don’t follow.” 
Thomas eyed her carefully. Was she someone who was on his or the 

other side? His mind was in sudden turmoil, as thoughts tumbled around in his 
head.  

Hope surged through him.  
Maybe she was his contact to the outside world, his chance for 

redemption? Maybe she could help him clear his name and get him released 
from prison? After all, she had introduced herself as an attorney with a law firm.  

His brows narrowed.  
What did he have to lose? Either she believed him and would help, or 

she would not. At least, he could tell her his version of events and she could 
make up her own mind. 

Thomas drew a deep breath. “Do you want the short or the long story?” 
Sybil waved her hand. “Whatever suits you.” 
Thomas rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “It was Friday, 21 October. I’d 

been working late and I was almost the last one to leave. After fighting my way 
through the evening traffic, I arrived home at about eight. As I was getting out of 
the car to unlock the gate, a young black guy approached me. I thought he was 
lost and needed directions, but as I waited for him to approach me, I felt a gun 
pressed against my back. At first I thought it was a car-jacking, but the man 
holding the gun asked me several times ‘where is it?’. In the meantime, the first 
guy had climbed into my car and was rummaging through the cubbyhole and 
the pockets in the side doors.”  

Thomas held up his hands. “I had no clue what the man with the gun was 
talking about and said so. He started slapping me around the head and as I 
turned to defend myself, I heard a gun going off. Before I could find out where 
the bullet had gone, I was hit over the head and everything went black.” 
Thomas paused briefly. He saw he still had her attention and continued. “I woke 
up and was confronted with several cops who accused me of shooting the guy 
who had approached me initially. They found the murder weapon on the ground 
next to me. They arrested me there and then and took me to Johannesburg 
Central police station.” He looked at Sybil and finished his story. “That’s all of it.” 

A frown appeared on Sybil’s forehead. “Didn’t they question you?” 
Thomas smiled cynically. “They started at about half past one in the 

morning. But the detective was called away and they never finished the 
interrogation.” 

Sybil’s face showed surprise. “How on earth did you end up here? I 
mean, if they didn’t even finish your interview?” 

Thomas shrugged his shoulders. “They took me from the interview room 
into the holding cells and left me there. I demanded my phone call, but had no 
one to contact but my boss. Not having his home phone number, I had to wait 
until Monday morning to call him at the office. Unfortunately, he refused to help 
me, with either money or a lawyer.” 

“They should have released you,” Sybil protested. “They can only hold 
you for forty-eight hours.” 

Thomas nodded. “I also found that out, but it was not to be. Two days 
later they moved me here. They claimed they were not allowed to keep anyone 
in the holding cells. I complained, but they ignored me.” 



Sybil tapped her pen on the table. “What about representation? What 
about an attorney?” 

Thomas snorted loudly. “Eventually someone contacted Legal Assist.” 
He held up his hand. “I know, I actually don’t qualify, but I am broke and I can’t 
raise any money. As I told you, I have no family and all my friends have moved 
away.” 

Sybil nodded. “Was Legal Assist at least able to help you?” 
Thomas rolled his eyes. “Ms Mzimanze made it very clear to me that I 

was a charity and public relations case. I was selected to look good on their 
institute’s profile. She also demanded I plead ‘guilty’, but I refused.” 

Sybil’s head shot forward. “You are not serious?” 
“I am dead serious,” he replied coldly. “I had my bail hearing yesterday 

and you can imagine how that went.” 
Sybil stared at the man in front of her. This was outrageous. Everything 

Pearson relayed to her constituted a gross miscarriage of justice in her opinion. 
First of all he was not interrogated properly. Secondly, he was not supposed to 
be in a holding cell for that length of time. They had no right to transfer him to 
Johannesburg Central prison and his representation was dismal. It was 
disgusting. 

Sybil glanced at Ramajoe, but as usual, Ramajoe sat passively, not 
showing any reaction. Sybil looked down at her questionnaire and was 
reminded again that she was not there to investigate or express an opinion 
about a case. She was solely required to gather information.  

With great effort Sybil suppressed her anger and focused on her 
purpose, but she couldn’t help showing some sympathy. “I am sorry you had to 
go through this ordeal,” she said quietly. 

Thomas raised an eyebrow. Was that all she had to say? 
“As you understand, I was asked to come here to conduct a survey and 

not to be your legal representative.” 
Thomas groaned inwardly. So, it was all for nothing? He’d told her his 

story and she was not going to do anything? What a fucked up situation.  
But what did he expect? Bitterness rose in his throat like sour bile.  
This world was a totally fucked up place.  
Sybil picked up her pen. “Can we please continue with the survey?” 
Thomas turned the corners of his mouth down. “Why not,” he replied 

frostily. “At least it’s a diversion from the usual practices in this hellhole.” 
Sybil’s ears pricked up. She could see Pearson’s obvious disappointment 

in her reaction to his story. Maybe he was angry enough to slip up and tell them 
what was really going on in this place.  

“What are the conditions like in this prison?” she asked cautiously. 
“What do you want to know?” 
Sybil couldn’t believe her luck. “Do you get a bed, pillow, blanket, sheets 

…?” 
Thomas laughed harshly. “You get assigned a bed on a three-tiered 

bunk. When you first arrive, they hand you a pillow and a blanket, but no 
sheets.” 

“Hang on,” she said. “Why are there three-tiered bunks?” 
“Because the cells are too small, so they have to stack them up to the 

ceiling.” 
Sybil was puzzled. “Why do they have to stack them up to the ceiling?” 



“How else can they deal with all the inmates?” replied Thomas 
impatiently. “They have to sleep somewhere and there are more than ninety 
prisoners in one cell.” 

Ninety inmates? That couldn’t be true. 
“There are only supposed to be thirty men in each cell,” she pointed out. 
“Yeah, well. There are over ninety.” 
Sybil swallowed hard. “What about the bedding?” 
“What bedding? As I said, you get a pillow and a blanket. If you have 

money and connections you might be able to get another one.” 
“Are you saying you have to bribe the guards?” 
“That’s the only way you get better treatment. And if you have no money, 

you are screwed.” 
Sybil blew out some air. “What about the toilets and bathrooms? Do you 

get to shower regularly?” 
Thomas snorted derisively. “Of the six toilets in our cell, two are 

continually broken. The shit swims on the floor tiles and water runs down the 
walls every time you flush the toilet.” 

Sybil looked at him in utter horror. “Have you reported it?” 
Thomas stared at her hard. “Ms Watts, in here you don’t report anything. 

You keep your mouth shut if you don’t want to become the bitch of the next 
gang leader.” 

Sybil’s eyes became wide. “What are you talking about?” she whispered. 
“It’s like this,” he said leaning forward. “You keep your head down and 

your mouth shut. If you can, align yourself with one of the gangs in your cell. If 
you can’t, become a little grey mouse. The guards know exactly who is who in 
the cell. They maintain their relationships with the gang leaders who pay them 
to smuggle in marijuana, alcohol, cellphones and other stuff. If you don’t have 
protection you are on the guards’ list to becoming the next bitch.” 

Sybil stared at him open mouthed. 
“Two guards will come in the middle of the night, walk up to your bunk 

and grab you. Resistance is futile. They drag you out of the cell and hand you 
over to a gang leader in another cell to be raped. You never know who will be 
next.” 

“But that’s horrible,” Sybil stammered. 
Thomas snarled at her. “What the fuck do you think is going on in here? 

You think we are treated like human beings? Innocent until proven guilty? We 
are pieces of meat to them, to be done with as they please.” 

Sybil turned pale. 
“You make one mistake and you are stripped naked. They make you lie 

on the floor and you are forced to push your nose up the arse of the man lying 
in front of you. And if you don’t do it fast enough, or if your nose is not smelling 
the arsehole of the next inmate, they club you and believe me, they are experts 
in targeting and hitting your soft spots.” 

Sybil shook herself. This was an outrage! This was one long horror story!  
But wasn’t this what she had been looking for? The truth about the 

conditions in the prison?  
Calming her breathing, Sybil looked at Pearson, doubts bubbling up. 

Was he telling the truth or was he making this up, punishing her because she 
couldn’t help him? 

Suddenly, Thomas turned pale.  



Shit! Fuck! Damn! What had he done? Why had he said all those things?  
Fuck!  
He’d been so angry, he’d totally forgotten about Shifty Eyes’ veiled 

threat. The Warden would get a copy of the completed questionnaire! The 
guards would know exactly what he’d said and he would be at their mercy. He 
would not survive another day in this hellhole. The guards would get their 
revenge and he had no doubt how they would go about it. He was going to be 
the next bitch! 
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Fast like a cheetah Thomas pounced. Sybil wasn’t quick enough and he 
was able to grab the questionnaire off the table. Ripping down the zipper of his 
overall, he stuffed the document down his front. 

“Hey,” Sybil shouted. “What are you doing?” 
Thomas pulled the zipper back up and grinned from ear to ear with relief. 

Not one of his answers would leave this room on a piece of paper. 
“Sorry for that,” he smiled. 
“Give that back to me,” Sybil demanded. 
Thomas continued to grin at her. Her cheeks were flushed pink and her 

eyes burned with anger. She got up from her chair and rounded the table. 
Standing in front of him, Sybil placed her hands on her hips. 

Thomas smiled up at her, admiring her spunk, but a woman shouldn’t 
approach a male prisoner in such direct confrontation. 

“Give that back to me,” she hissed, holding out her hand. 
Thomas shook his head. “Nope. Can’t do.” 
Sybil took another step forward. 
Thomas burst out laughing. “You shouldn’t do that,” he said, pointing a 

finger at her. “You are in luck. I am not going to attack you, but you should be 
more careful in here.” 

Sybil’s face turned white and she quickly retreated.  
Damn! What on earth had she been thinking? He was a criminal, 

accused of killing another man, for crying out loud! He could have hurt her or 
taken her hostage! Where was her damn brain? 

Thomas chuckled. “Don’t worry I won’t hurt you.” 
Slowly, Sybil sank back down on her chair. “Why did you take the 

questionnaire?” 
Thomas’s expression became sombre. “I made a serious mistake. I 

forgot they told us they would get a copy of the answers we give.” 
“That’s not how it works,” Sybil protested. 
Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Ms Watts, in this world everything is for sale 

and believe me, if the Warden wants a copy of the questionnaires, he will get 
them.” 

Sybil shook her head. How disappointing. They had been told every 
answer would be treated confidentially. But once again, what did she expect?  

Thomas eyed her carefully. Would she call the guards and demand he 
hand back the questionnaire? 

After a couple of minutes of silence, Sybil sighed loudly. “I get it,” she 
said. “You don’t want anyone to know what you disclosed, but I need to submit 
a completed questionnaire.” 

Thomas shrugged his shoulders. Nothing he could do about that. 
She looked at him shrewdly. “I’ll make a deal with you. Let’s fill in the 

questionnaire, but leave out everything you revealed.” 
Thomas looked interested.  
“I won’t write anything down which you don’t want me to,” she assured 

him. 



Thomas pursed his lips. “What use is that?” 
This time it was Sybil’s turn to shrug her shoulders. “At least I can prove I 

interviewed you.” 
Thomas thought about her suggestion. What harm could it do? As long 

as she kept his rant to herself. 
“Can I see what you’ve written?” he asked cautiously. 
“Sure. I’ll show you before I sign it off.” 
Sybil kept her word and only noted down the inconsequential answers 

Thomas Pearson was prepared to give her, but as she was writing the details of 
his case kept going around in her mind.  

A few times she caught herself staring at him, wondering if his story was 
true; if he’d really been wrongfully arrested, held unlawfully in the holding cell 
and mistakenly been transferred to Johannesburg Central Prison. She could 
also not quite believe how Legal Assist had treated him. 

It took all Sybil’s will power to conclude the interview.  
 
“Hey, girl,” Monica called. “Where on earth are you today?” 
Her friend’s voice brought her back to the conversation at the Cabana. 

The discussion had continued around her, but Sybil had only heard bits and 
pieces of it, her mind wandering back to the white inmate awaiting trial in 
Johannesburg Central Prison. 

“She’s obviously not interested in current affairs,” her black friend Javier 
said, jabbing a finger at her. 

Sybil looked at him puzzled. 
“We were talking about the mineworkers at Marikana,” he said pointedly. 
“Oh.”  
“Leave her alone,” Susan intervened. “She seems to have a lot on her 

mind.” 
“What is more important than the Marikana disaster?” Javier complained. 
At that, Monica turned to Sybil and raised an eyebrow questioningly. 

“Yes, indeed. What could be more important than to spend a glorious Sunday 
afternoon with your friends, at your favourite hang-out, discussing serious 
current affair issues?” 

“Well,” Sybil hesitated. 
“Spit it out,” Rudi encouraged her. “Whatever it is, we are here to support 

you. You are amongst friends.” 
Sybil smiled at him. “It’s nothing earth shattering. I’m not in some kind of 

trouble.” 
“Then what?” 
Sybil contemplated for a minute if she should share her experience. 

Finally, she took a deep breath. After all they were her friends and maybe they 
could put her thoughts into some kind of perspective.  

“The firm has given me an assignment. I have to visit the prisons in 
South Africa and investigate their conditions.” 

“Why you?” Rudi asked. 
Sybil sighed. “Apparently it’s the juniors in the firm who help the Human 

Rights Commission. During one of our Monday morning meetings, the Senior 
just announced it. It’s me and a colleague of mine, Tsholo Pinto.” 

“That sucks,” Susan commented. “I guess it throws you out with your 
normal day-to-day work?” 



“You have no idea,” Sybil replied. 
“So what’s it like?” Monica wanted to know. 
“It’s actually quite interesting. The Roodepoort and Leeuwkop facilities 

are model prisons. They treat the inmates like human beings, have programmes 
in place and are genuinely interested in rehabilitating the prisoners.” 

“But?” 
“Johannesburg Central Prison is a totally different kettle of fish. It’s old, 

neglected and I found out the inmates are treated terribly.” 
Frank, her other black friend, nodded his head. “I’ve heard stories from a 

friend of a friend who was in there a few years ago. Apparently, if you don’t 
have money and can’t bribe the guards your life is a living hell.” 

“That’s right,” Sybil said, leaning forward. “And the conditions are dismal. 
Toilets don’t work and aren’t repaired. Alcohol and marijuana are smuggled in 
on a regular basis and certain other atrocities happen regularly, issues I don’t 
even want to think about.” 

“But you are thinking of something,” Monica pointed out. “You haven’t 
talked since you arrived.” 

“Yeah,” Sybil said quietly. “I’ve been contemplating the case of one 
particular inmate.” She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “At one time 
or another, we all hear about some miscarriage of justice, how someone can 
slip through the cracks and end up in prison although that person might be 
innocent. This particular inmate was arrested for murder, the interrogation was 
not conducted properly and he was held at Johannesburg Central Police Station 
longer than forty-eight hours without concrete evidence.” 

Susan frowned at her. “These things happen. What’s so bad about it?” 
Sybil flicked her wrist. “He then was moved to Joburg Central Prison. 

Someone organised him representation from Legal Assist, although he was not 
entitled to it, only to be told by the advocate that he was a charity case. I 
presume they didn’t put any effort into his case, because his bail was denied.” 

Susan scrunched up her face. “That’s horrible! How can that happen?” 
His eyes sharp like lasers, Javier raised his voice. “Is he Black or White?” 
“White.” 
Javier tilted his head. “Would you be thinking about this guy the same 

way if he was Black?” 
“Oh come on, Javier,” Susan protested. “What does it matter? The guy is 

in prison and is most probably innocent.” 
Javier ignored Susan’s outburst and looked expectantly at Sybil. 
“You are not being fair,” Rudi chirped. “You know Sybil does not see 

colour. To her all people are the same.” 
“Really? Then why doesn’t she answer my question?” 
Sybil looked Javier straight in the eye. “I am not a racist,” she stated. 

“And you know it. Would I be sitting here if I thought of you differently to Rudi or 
Monica? If it had been a black man who was treated like this, I would react 
exactly the same way.” 

“Are you sure about that?” Javier taunted. “Aren’t you feeling a little bit 
more compelled because he is White?” 

Sybil stared at him for a long moment. Was Javier right? Did she feel 
some affiliation to the inmate because he was a white man? Would she react 
the same way if it was a black man?  



Sure, the guy was not bad looking and he was about her age, but he also 
intrigued her. He was the only one who had actually revealed any information 
about what was going on in the prison cells. It showed courage. Or was it 
naivety? It didn’t matter. Somehow she felt she owed him. The justice system 
was not supposed to work like this. He was supposed to get fair treatment and a 
fair trial. What had happened to him was anything but.  

Sybil took a couple of breaths and dug deep. Probing her inner 
convictions, she concluded that if a black man had told her the same story, she 
would have reacted in exactly the same way. It didn’t matter if a person was 
White, Black, Coloured or Indian. They were all human beings, equal under the 
law and in her eyes. 

A smile tugged on Sybil’s lips. “Javier, I can assure you. It doesn’t matter 
that he is a white man. I would react the same way, if he was a black man.” 

Javier stared at her hard, but then his expression softened. “I believe 
you,” he said quietly. “I’ve known you long enough to know you are not 
prejudiced.” 

Sybil bowed her head graciously. “Thank you.” 
Monica patted Sybil on her arm. “I guess you are worried about this case 

because of the injustice?” 
Sybil nodded. “I’ve been wondering if I should do something about it.” 
“What can you do?” 
“I really don’t know,” Sybil conceded. “I am not a criminal lawyer. But this 

case won’t leave me alone.” 
“It won’t cause any harm to ask a few questions somewhere,” Susan 

said. “You can just make some enquiries. I mean, you are an advocate, not so?” 
Sybil looked at her thoughtfully. “I presume you have a point. Asking a 

few questions might shed some light on this case. Maybe the guy was lying. 
Maybe, once I’ve got some answers, I can let it be.” 

“I think it’s a good idea. Make a few phone calls. I don’t think you will get 
into any trouble for that,” Monica suggested. 

Sybil nodded vigorously. “You are right. Once I’ve got my answers I will 
have a clearer picture and maybe I can put this case to rest.” 

“That’s my girl,” Monica grinned. “Are you ready to order some hubbly-
bubbly now?” 

 
The day had started off as hectic as always: morning meeting of all staff 

with the top guys, meeting with her own boss Sven Fisher, and then trying to 
organise her work. Time flew by and it was already after eleven before Sybil 
could pick up the phone to make the call she had waited to make for the last 
three hours. 

Sybil picked up the receiver and dialled the number of the South 
Gauteng High Court’s prosecuting office. Several times she was connected to 
different clerks before she was put through to the right division. 

“Clerks’s Office,” a male voice answered. 
“Good morning,” Sybil replied firmly, sounding like a harassed advocate. 

“I am looking for the case number of Mr Thomas Pearson, bail hearing was last 
week.” 

“One moment please,” the voice replied and Sybil heard papers being 
shuffled. 

“Do you have an ID Number?” the voice came back. 



Sybil looked down at her notepad and read Pearson’s number out loud. 
“Hang on,” the voice said again. 
Sybil heard a muffled conversation in the background. Hopefully, they 

hadn’t filed the documents yet. Usually, the clerks were too busy or too lazy so 
that the case files stayed in their office for weeks, if not months. 

A while later, the man on the other end said, “Thomas Pearson, ID No. 
780415 0532 193, accused of murder, bail denied. Is this the one you are 
looking for?” 

“Yes,” Sybil replied. 
“Case number 11256 / 1567/ 11.” 
Sybil scribbled furiously. “Thank you.” 
The clerk put the phone down without a reply. 
Sybil tapped her pencil on her notepad. Now that she had the case 

number, she would have to make a trip to the prosecutor’s office at South 
Gauteng High Court to view the file. Resolutely, she got up from her chair, 
grabbed her handbag and car keys and walked out of the office.  

The traffic was reasonable because it was mid-morning. The High Court 
was almost her second home and after parking in the basement, Sybil made her 
way up the stairs, entering the administrative section of the court. She walked 
freely down corridors, past open doors, hustling clerks and advocates dressed 
in their black robes. Nobody asked her what she was doing there or where she 
was going. A few minutes later, Sybil found the right office. 

“Morning,” she greeted the clerks without a smile. 
The one to her left looked up. 
“I am looking for case file number 11256 / 1567/ 11.” 
The clerks were so used to advocates asking for information that the 

man didn’t even blink an eye. He didn’t want to know who she was, or for whom 
she worked. The man automatically assumed Sybil was involved with the case. 

He got up from his chair and walked towards a metal filing cabinet. 
Rifling through a stack of documents, he said over his shoulder, “You the one 
who phoned this morning?” 

“Yes,” Sybil replied sternly.  
The clerk pulled out a brown manila envelope, made his way to Sybil and 

handed her the file. 
Sybil was surprised. The folder was extremely thin. The cover held all 

relevant information: name of offender, birth date, address, date of arrest, 
where he had been held, when he was transferred, on which date the bail 
hearing had taken place, that it had been denied, the prosecutor’s, defence 
advocate’s and judge’s names. Quickly Sybil opened the folder and scanned 
the documents. Startled she looked up.  

“Are you sure this is the complete file?” 
The clerk shrugged his shoulders. “That’s all we’ve got.” 
Sybil opened the manila folder again. There was hardly anything in the 

file. She could see Pearson’s mug shot, and the charge sheet detailing the 
crime committed. A handful of photos from the alleged crime scene were 
attached to the charge sheet and two pages of witness statements, basically 
saying nothing, because nobody had seen anything. That was all.  

Where was the transcript of the interview? Where was the ballistics 
report? Where was the fingerprint report? Where was the investigation report?  



Sybil stopped. This was ridiculous. She’d never seen such an incomplete 
file in her life and Pearson was charged with murder! 

Sybil puffed out her cheeks. The file wasn’t even worth photocopying. 
There was absolutely nothing in there which would give her more clarity on the 
case. With disgust, she handed the file back to the clerk. 

“Did you get what you were looking for?” the clerk asked. 
Sybil gave him a blank stare. “Yes, thank you.” 
Avoiding any further questions, she turned on her heel and walked away 

from the administrative wing of the court. 
Back in her car, Sybil contemplated her next steps. It was fairly obvious 

there was only one side to the story: the one from the police. She had sincere 
doubts Legal Assist had spent any time or money on an investigator who could 
support Pearson’s story.  

Would she actually want to talk to the advocate who represented 
Pearson? No, not really. It would be extremely difficult to get any information out 
of the advocate, because Sybil had no grounds or legal right to interfere in the 
case.  

Maybe she should speak to Pearson again? Sybil pursed her lips. It 
would involve a bit of lying, but so what. She needed more information than was 
available in the file. 

Resolutely, Sybil turned the key in the ignition and started her car.  
She found her way to the Johannesburg Correctional facility easily 

enough. At the guardhouse she rolled down her window. 
“Morning,” she greeted the guard. “Advocate Sybil Watts, here to consult 

with my client.” 
The guard noted down her number plate, wrote down her ID number and 

waved her through the gate. 
That was easy enough.  
Sybil parked, got out of the car and shortly afterwards entered the prison. 

Passing through the security measures, she announced her intention at the 
reception. 

“Do you have a business card?” the guard asked. 
Sybil became pale.  
Shit! What was actually printed on her business card? She’d handed out 

hundreds of them, but she couldn’t recall what it said. Did it say that she was a 
labour advocate? If so, then her cover was blown, because it was rare for 
people involved in labour cases to end up in prison. 

Sybil cleared her throat. “Let me see,” she mumbled. 
She dug in her handbag and located one of her business cards. Hiding it 

from view by using her bag as cover, she read what was printed on the front of 
it. Instantly Sybil breathed a sigh of relief. Apart from the usual details, it 
indicated only that she was an advocate with said firm. 

Grinning broadly, Sybil handed the card to the guard. “Here you go.” 
He nodded and picked up the phone. She heard her name and 

Pearson’s name. A minute later, a guard approached her. 
“Please come with me,” her escort said. 
Sybil followed him into the labyrinth of corridors. The lights flickered from 

the ceiling, the floor was still grimy and the walls were still a dull grey. Nothing 
had changed from her last visit. After making several more turns the guard 
pointed to the open door of a cubicle. 



“You can wait in here.” 
Sybil thanked him and stepped into the small space. Placing her bag on 

the floor next to the chair, she sat down. 
Minute after minute went by and Sybil began to question her intentions. 

What on earth was she doing here? Why was she so obsessed with this case? 
Why did she want to get involved? She worked with labour cases and not 
criminal ones. What had possessed her to come to this prison? What the hell 
did she think she was going to achieve?  

Sybil shook her head. She must have been temporarily insane when she 
decided to speak to Pearson again. She had no place here! This wasn’t her 
problem and it wouldn’t make any difference. She’d better leave before she 
caused any damage to the case and to her career. 

Determined to make it out of the interview room before the inmate 
arrived, Sybil picked up her handbag, but as she rose from her chair, the door 
opened. 

Damn! Damn!  
She looked around in a sudden frenzy for a way to escape, but Pearson 

had already stepped into the cubicle.  
Damn it! She should have been quicker. Now she had no choice but to 

deal with him. 
Resigned to her fate, Sybil put her bag back on the floor and sat down. 
Thomas stopped short and looked at the woman dumbfounded. “You are 

not my lawyer,” he gasped. “You are not Ms Mzimanze.” 
Sybil gave a little smile. “No. I am not.” 
“You are the survey lawyer.” 
Sybil nodded. “That’s right.” She pointed at the chair.” You can have a 

seat.” 
Thomas closed the door behind him, made his way to the table and sat 

down. 
“What are you doing here?” 
“I am wondering that myself,” she blurted out. 
Thomas stared at her wide eyed, too stunned to speak. 
Sybil took a deep breath. “You can ask me to leave if you feel 

uncomfortable. I know I am not supposed to be here.” 
Thomas swallowed hard. “No, no,” he said quickly. “I am merely 

surprised.”  
Sybil folded her hands on the table. 
Thomas’s brain went into overdrive. What was she doing here? Was she 

here to help? Was she just curious? Why would she come and visit him of all 
people?  

He gulped some air. There was only one way to find out. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked again. 
Sybil shook her head. “Call it insanity or call it altruism, but your story 

nagged at me and I had to do something about it. I need to know more about 
what happened to you. I also believe it is a mistake that you are in here.” She 
raised her hand. “I am not saying you are innocent, but the events leading up to 
your incarceration indicate the legal processes weren’t followed correctly.” 

A corner of Thomas’s mouth twitched. “Tell me about it.” 
“You shouldn’t have been in the holding cell for longer than forty-eight 

hours without being charged. I had a look at your file and the police obviously 



didn’t have enough evidence. By all rights, you should have been released on 
that Monday. Also, they weren’t supposed to ship you off to the Johannesburg 
prison. Either you stay in the holding cell at the police station, or you are 
released, but under no circumstances were you supposed to end up here.” She 
sighed. “I have no idea why that happened.”  

Thomas just looked at her. 
“Unfortunately, there is nothing I can do about that at the moment, 

because you have already had your bail hearing,” Sybil continued. “It takes time 
to reverse the wheels of justice. Those two issues, your time in the holding cell 
and being in here are almost irrelevant. The prosecutor will build his case 
against you in due course, and will claim, because you are guilty of murder, 
these mistakes are negligent, especially considering the bigger picture.” 

Thomas growled inwardly. What she said didn’t sit well with him.  
He knew he was wrongfully imprisoned. He’d had enough conversations 

with Manuel to understand that, but to hear the court would consider it ‘a 
negligence’ wasn’t something he could accept easily. 

Thomas glared at Sybil as if it were her fault he was in this predicament. 
Sybil looked back at him with a neutral expression.  

Thomas stopped short. 
Hang on! This young woman did not have to be here. She chose to visit 

him! Her analysis and subsequent advice were given freely. Whatever she said 
was only for his benefit. She had nothing to gain from his case and her 
conclusion made sense. 

He pushed his hand through his hair. “So,” Thomas said. “If you can’t get 
me out on those discrepancies, what are you going to do?” 

Sybil tapped her finger on her bottom lip. “I thought we might come up 
with something about the actual night in question. If we can prove you didn’t kill 
that man, they have to release you.” She looked up at him. “I must be honest 
with you. The facts all point to you as the perpetrator, but something about your 
story is bugging me. Something doesn’t add up. Call it a feeling or intuition, but 
something is wrong. That’s why I need you to go over that night with me again. 
Maybe together we can make sense of it and I might be able to help you.” 

Help! She said help! Hope rose in Thomas like a sunray piercing dark 
clouds. All he had to do was convince her about the correctness of his version 
and she would help him get out of here! 

Thomas nodded. “Sure I’ll tell you. You can have every little detail, 
because I am innocent.” 

Sybil tilted her head. “Don’t be too eager. I will try to help you, but that 
doesn’t mean I’ll be successful.” 

“Doesn’t matter,” Thomas replied. “The fact that you are here is already a 
step in the right direction.” 

Sybil took a deep breath. “Alright, tell me again what happened that 
night.” 

Thomas placed his hands on the table and started talking.  
“Suddenly, I felt a gun at my back.” 
Sybil held up her hand. “How do you know it was a gun?” 
Thomas looked at her sideways. “Ms Watts, you know if it is a gun when 

it’s pressed into your back.” 
Her cheeks coloured with a fine blush. “Never mind,” she said.  



Pulling out a notepad and a pen, Sybil placed them on the table. “Show 
me where you stood and where they found you when the police arrived.” 

Thomas picked up the pen and began drawing. “This is my car and I was 
standing behind the open door on the right.” He sketched a stick man. “The guy 
approached me from the street.” Thomas drew some arrows and two stick men. 
“The man with the gun pulled me away from the door towards the rear of my car 
and around to the other side, so that the first guy could climb in and the gun guy 
could watch him.”  

“What happened then?” 
“We were both watching the first guy rummaging around in my car. He 

was looking in the door pockets, in the cubby hole and behind the seats. Then 
he got out of the car, raised his hands and shook his head.” Thomas swallowed. 
Now came the hard part. “The guy with the gun asked ‘where is it?’, over and 
over again. Then he slapped me on the head a few times.” Thomas shrugged. “I 
overreacted. I got angry and wanted to punch the guy. Nobody hits me! Take 
what you want, but don’t physically hurt me. As I turned around the gun went 
off. The next second, I felt a searing pain on the back of my head and I blacked 
out.” 

Ignoring the last part of his narrative, Sybil asked, “What were they 
looking for?” 

The events of the night still flashing in his mind, Thomas calmed himself. 
“I have absolutely no idea. I’ve been over it in my mind again and again. I just 
can’t figure it out.” 

“Do you do drugs?” 
Thomas glared at her. “No, absolutely not.” 
“Did you have a large amount of cash on you?” 
He shook his head. “They didn’t seem to be interested in my wallet. It 

was lying in the console. They could’ve taken it easily, but they left it.” 
“Damn!” she said frustrated. “What else was in your car?” 
He lifted his hands in despair. “I don’t know.” 
Sybil drummed her fingers on the table. “What about your suit jacket? 

Anything important in the pockets?” 
“No, I never leave anything in my jacket.” 
“What about your briefcase?” 
“It was under my seat,” he replied. “But it only contains work papers and 

CDs with drawings. There is nothing of value in it.” 
“This is getting us nowhere,” Sybil almost shouted. 
Thomas felt deflated. She was right. He hadn’t been able to add anything 

more to his story and even though she had probed deeply, they still couldn’t 
figure out what the thugs had wanted. 

Sybil tugged on her hair. There was something in his car the criminals 
wanted. She was sure of it. They wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble, if it 
wasn’t important.  

Sybil narrowed her brows. “Where is your car now?” 
Thomas lifted his hand. “I have no idea. The last time I saw it, it was 

parked in my driveway in front of my house.” Remembering the conversation 
with Conrad Tsele during his stay in the police holding cell, his shoulders 
slumped. “For all I know, it’s been stolen by now.” 

Sybil tilted her head. “I don’t think so. It’s part of the crime scene and in 
all likelihood it’s been taken to the impound lot in Johannesburg.” 



Thomas’s face lit up. “You think so?” 
“It’s possible. Who has the car keys?” 
“I guess the cops, because they had me empty my pockets and leave 

everything at the station,” Thomas looked at her mystified. “What are you 
thinking?” 

“I am thinking,” Sybil said slowly, “that I am going to have a look in your 
car. Maybe what the thugs were looking for is still there.” 

 
Sybil left Thomas with a warning not to get too excited.  
Her next stop was Johannesburg Police Station. She parked in the 

visitor’s lot and made her way up the stairs, through the main entrance and into 
the building. The place was reasonably quiet and Sybil was able to approach 
the reception counter immediately. Pulling out her notepad, she addressed a 
uniformed police woman standing behind the counter. 

“Afternoon,” Sybil greeted her. “I am looking for the car keys, case 
number: 11256 / 1567/ 11, Thomas Pearson.” 

The woman looked her up and down. “And you are?” 
What to do? Sybil hated lying, but she’d done it before and to get the 

necessary information, she had to keep up the charade. 
“Sybil Watts,” she replied with a smile. “Advocate for Mr Pearson.” 
The officer raised an eyebrow. “Wait here.” Her ample figure wobbled 

alongside the counter and disappeared through a side door. 
Sybil settled against the counter, resting her hip against the sharp edge 

of the top. 
Surprisingly, it took only two minutes for the officer to return with an older 

cop in tow. Sybil stood up straight and looked the officer in the eye. 
“Afternoon,” he greeted her. “You are looking for the personal 

possessions of a Mr Pearson?” 
Sybil raised a hand. “No, I am only looking for his car keys.” 
He nodded at her a couple of times. “As I said, his personal 

possessions.” 
Oho! This could become difficult. Better to play it his way. 
Graciously, Sybil bowed her head. “If you say so.” 
The older cop gave her a sharp look, but pointed to the end of the 

counter. “Wait for me there.” 
Sybil walked to the spot he’d indicated and waited at a locked entrance. 

Soon enough the door opened. 
“Come with me,” the cop ordered. 
Sybil had no idea where they were going, but she followed the officer 

along corridors and around corners until they stopped in front of a huge wire 
cage. 

“Sonny,” her guide shouted. “Hey Sonny.” 
A moment later a young black man came to the front. 
“This woman is looking for evidence,” the older cop said, pointing his 

thumb at Sybil. 
Sonny looked her up and down. “Name, ID, firm, case number,” he shot 

at her in rapid succession. 
Although it was difficult, Sybil stuck with her lie. Smiling, she dug in her 

purse and brought out her ID book and a business card. Once again she stated 
her name, her association with Pearson, and the case number. 



Without another word, the officer took down the information and 
disappeared behind a shelf. 

Sybil was stunned. This is how easy it was to get evidence? He didn’t 
even ask why she wanted it! 

She pulled at her top. Was it because she was a woman, posing no 
serious threat, or was it because her business card stated she was an 
advocate?  

It was absolutely amazing how smooth everything had gone up to now. 
Nobody seemed to check her credentials or background. Nobody picked up the 
phone to find out if Sybil really was who she said she was; not at the prison or 
here. Everyone just went along with her tale that she was Pearson’s advocate.  

Sybil shook her head subtly. Don’t curse your luck, girl.  
The officer returned with a bag in his hand. He read Pearson’s details 

from the attached sheet and looked at her expectantly. 
“Yes,” Sybil confirmed. “That’s what I am looking for.” 
The officer turned the bag upside down and the contents spilled onto the 

counter.  
Sybil pointed at the car keys. “I need those.” 
The officer pushed a sheet in front of her. “Complete and sign.” 
Sybil scanned the form. There was only one other signature. Legal 

Assist’s Ms Mzimanze had taken the house keys. It looked like she hadn’t 
returned them, because that particular column remained empty. 

Sybil filled in the line and signed at the end. 
Pocketing the keys, she asked, “Do you know which impound lot the car 

was taken to?” 
The officer looked at his sheet, but shook his head. “Don’t know. It 

doesn’t say.” 
Sybil frowned. “What do you mean? The car formed part of the crime 

scene. Your colleagues must have taken it to an impound lot.” 
The cop showed her the sheet. “Look for yourself. It doesn’t say.” 
Sybil read through the form, but the section where it indicated where the 

car would have been taken was empty. 
She handed the sheet back. “But where is the car then?” 
The officer shrugged his shoulders irritably. “How must I know?” 
Sybil thought it better to let it go. Too many questions might arouse 

suspicion. She would figure out what had happened to the car sooner or later.  
Plastering another smile on her face, Sybil slung the straps of her 

handbag over her shoulder.  
“Thank you for your assistance.” 
“Ok,” the cop grumbled, shoving the rest of the items back into the bag. 
Sybil turned on her heel and indicated to her guide that she was ready to 

leave. They made their way back to the reception area in silence, and shortly 
after, Sybil left the building. 

 
Sitting in her car, Sybil contemplated the situation.  
Now she had the car keys, but had no idea where the damn thing was 

parked. She knew very well that there were several impound lots in the 
Johannesburg area. Thousands of vehicles were impounded every month, but it 
would be a nightmare to visit every lot to find Pearson’s car. 



Think! Sybil commanded herself. If the car wasn’t in an impound lot, 
where could it be? The next possibility was that it had been stolen, but that was 
unlikely because the cops had been at the crime scene and were sure to have 
taken the car. 

Sybil checked her watch. The day was almost gone.  
Maybe, until she figured out where the blasted car was, she should visit 

the crime scene.  
Where did Pearson say he lived?  
Sybil dug out her notepad. 24 Cowie Road, Forest Town.  
That was across town, but in the direction of the firm’s offices. Not much 

of a detour.  
Resolutely Sybil started her car, pushed her foot down on the accelerator 

and joined the afternoon traffic. 
Sunlight filtered through the leaves of huge trees lining the streets as she 

entered the suburb of Forest Town. Boundary walls, extending for fifty or sixty 
metres, closed off properties, but here and there she caught a glimpse of an old 
mansion situated on grounds that were bigger than her whole townhouse 
complex. 

No wonder Pearson was broke. These houses were worth millions. 
Forest Town was one of the older areas in Johannesburg, and in days past, 
people still valued quality of life on huge grounds instead of the perceived 
security of a tiny townhouse in a complex of a hundred or more units. 

Sybil turned into another street and found Cowie Road. Driving in the 
shade cast by trees, she scanned the house numbers. At the end of the street, 
the last house indicated she was at the right place. She parked at the curb and 
got out of her car. 

The road was very quiet. Sybil saw no vehicles driving by or people 
walking on the pavement. In fact it was so still she could hear birds chirping in 
the nearby bushes. Walking up to the property, she peered over the relatively 
low boundary wall. What she saw surprised her. Having passed mansion after 
mansion, Pearson’s house appeared to be rather small. From her perspective, it 
couldn’t have been bigger than two-bedrooms. A bit of paint was needed and 
the wooden window frames had to be refurbished, but overall, it looked neat 
and in good condition.  

Sybil stopped in front of the wooden gate and looked at the area in front 
of her, imagining what had happened that fateful night. Recalling what Pearson 
had told her, she could easily reconstruct the crime scene. She glanced at the 
driveway, but couldn’t spot any blood stains. Sybil shrugged her shoulders. 
Blood stains weren’t important. 

Turning towards the wooden gates, curiosity got the better of her. Maybe 
she could get another look at the house. It was quite a nice place and 
something she would consider herself if she ever had enough money. Sybil 
walked closer and peered through the gap between the gates.  

What the hell! Sybil drew her head back, but immediately leaned forward 
again to have another look.  

A white 4x4 was parked on the side of the house.  
Was it Pearson’s? 
Sybil regretted not having gone to Legal Assist and making up some 

story to get the house keys from Mzimanze. 



Angrily Sybil slammed her hand against the wooden gates and felt them 
give. 

Startled, she dropped her hand. 
Were the gates open? 
Sybil pushed lightly against the wood and the one side swung open.  
The blasted Mzimanze. The woman had obviously been to the property 

and had forgotten to lock the gate.  
Sybil shook her head, exasperated. 
Apart from her dismal representation of Pearson, the lawyer also didn’t 

give a damn about her defendant’s property. What if someone broke into his 
house? What if they cleaned him out? This was all such a travesty. 

Sybil shook off her outrage and focused on what was in front of her. 
She’d been wondering where the car was, and here it was, standing right in 
front of her. 

Once again Sybil shook her head.  
What had the cops been thinking? The car formed part of the crime 

scene and should have been taken to an impound lot. Leaving it there was a 
gross violation of procedures. Anyone could tamper with the evidence, or could 
have stolen it and then the whole case would be compromised. The cops really 
didn’t care. It must have been too much effort to take the car to the impound lot, 
or someone decided to take it later and had forgotten about it. 

Never mind! The car was here and this was her chance. 
Sybil stepped onto Pearson’s property. The driveway was bordered by 

short shrubs and flowerbeds displaying a riot of colours. Pink and purple 
bougainvillea crept up the boundary walls and two huge oak trees shaded the 
long grass underneath them. Obviously, no one had been to the house in a 
while to mow the lawn.  

Sybil made her way over to the 4x4, hoping it was Pearson’s vehicle. 
She pulled out the car keys from her bag, pressed the remote and the door 
unlocked with a faint beep. Sybil sighed with relief. It was his car! 

She stepped forward, pulled on the door handle and peered into the 
vehicle. The first thing she noticed when she scanned the interior was that there 
was no fingerprint powder. 

Shouldn’t there have been charcoal marks all over the seats and the 
doors? Didn’t the cops fingerprint the interior?  

It didn’t look like it! 
Briefly Sybil wondered if what she was going to do was correct, but she 

quickly overcame her reluctance. She needed to know what those gangsters 
were looking for, and the only way to do that was to check out the car. Climbing 
onto the driver’s seat, Sybil started searching.  

The side pockets were empty, the cubbyhole contained a service book 
and some receipts. There was nothing hidden behind the visors. The 
compartment in the console between the seats was clear. Overall the car was 
clean and neat. No empty wrappers or empty Coke tins. 

Sybil bent forward and felt under the front seat.  
Her fingers touched an object. She tried to get a grip on it, but the thing 

was too unwieldy. Sybil got out of the car and opened the back door. Groping 
under the seat, she was able to get her fingers on a briefcase. She pulled it out, 
placed it on the backseat and snapped the clasps open. A quick glance 
confirmed what Pearson had said: the briefcase contained work papers and a 



bunch of CDs in plain plastic casings. Sybil closed the lid, deciding to take the 
case with her to have a closer look at its contents at home. 

Sybil popped open the boot, but there was nothing in there. She lifted the 
carpet and checked the compartment for the spare tyre. There was nothing in 
there that she wouldn’t expect to find in her own car. She slammed the boot 
shut, closed the doors and locked the car.  

Frustrated Sybil shook her head. She still had no idea what the goons 
had been looking for.  

Grabbing the briefcase, Sybil walked back to the gate. Pulling it closed 
behind her, she hoped nobody else would test if the gates were locked. She 
really didn’t want a break-in to happen. Pearson was suffering enough as it was. 
With one last look at his property, she got into her car, started the engine and 
drove off. 
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The sun was about to set and they were sitting comfortably on bunks 
opposite each other. 

“Where were you been this afternoon?” Manuel asked. 
A smile tugged on Thomas’s lips. “I had a visitor.” 
Manuel tilted his head. “Who? I thought you had no one out in the world.” 
“Sometimes one gets lucky,” Thomas replied cryptically. 
“Come on, man. Who was it?” 
Thomas grinned. “It was the lawyer from the survey.” 
“Huh?” 
“Yeah. She decided to visit me.” 
“No lawyer visits anyone in here for nothing,” Manuel pointed out. 
“Maybe I am just lucky.” 
Manuel looked at him impatiently. 
“Alright,” Thomas relented. “I told her my story when she did the survey 

and she thought she could help me. Remember when we tried to come up with 
something about why the bastards asked me ‘where it is’?” 

“Yes. But we couldn’t figure it out.” 
“Right. This lawyer said she would check out my car. Maybe what they 

were looking for is still there. The arseholes didn’t have much time to search my 
car from top to bottom. They stuffed up. When the guy slapped me around, the 
shot went off and I was knocked out.” 

Manuel tapped his bottom lip. “So, you think whatever they were looking 
for is still there?” 

“It’s possible,” Thomas said. “At least it’s worth a shot.” 
“It can’t do any harm. But how do you think it will help you? 
Thomas raised his hands. ”I don’t know yet. But once we know what they 

were after we might be able to figure out why everything happened. And once 
we’ve done that, we can maybe launch a defence.” 

Manuel nodded slowly. “At least it’s a course of action. Better than doing 
nothing.” 

“Right,” Thomas grinned. “But one step at a time. I don’t want to get my 
hopes up too high.” 

They sat in silence, each contemplating the outcome of the lawyer’s 
search. 

After a while, Manuel leaned forward, beckoning Thomas closer. “By the 
way,” he whispered, “I promised you a lawyer on the outside. My contacts have 
come up with a name. If you still want it.” 

Thomas nodded eagerly. “Sure. I can use all the help that I can get.” 
“His name is van Dyk. Apparently he is one of the best.” Manuel waved 

his hand. “Don’t worry about the money. I’ve arranged it. We can talk about 
repayment once you are out of here.” 

Thomas didn’t know what to say. Why would a fellow inmate help him out 
like this? Even on the outside it was highly improbable anyone would be this 
generous.  

Quickly, he shook off his doubts. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. 



“And,” Manuel continued, “I’ve got a shipment of cellphones coming in 
tomorrow. As promised, you will have one of them so that you can contact your 
lawyer.” 

This was getting better and better. A lawyer and a cellphone. What more 
could he wish for? Then a thought occurred to him. 

“Won’t the lawyer get into trouble if I call him from a cellphone smuggled 
into the prison?” 

Manuel shrugged. “He doesn’t have to know you phoned him from a 
cellphone. You can always claim it was from the pay phone in the hall.” 

Thomas nodded slowly. He was just not that prison savvy. There was still 
so much he had to learn, but learn he would, because he needed to survive 
until such time as he was released. 

Manuel’s face became serious. “I hope your word still stands.” 
Thomas sighed. 
“You are going to help me when the time comes?” 
“Why are you asking me that now?” 
Manuel chewed his bottom lip. “My guys picked up rumours that Tafari is 

planning something big. I am still his target and before he can kill me, I need to 
get out of here.” 

Thomas looked at him sideways. “Aren’t you a bit paranoid?” 
Manuel shot him a sharp look. “My guys are doing the best they can, but 

they can’t protect me twenty-four hours a day. Looks like you haven’t been in 
here long enough to know that there are plenty of ways to kill a man.” 

“But why does he want to kill you?”  
“How the fuck must I know?” Manuel hissed. “The arsehole has it in for 

me and he will not stop until I am gone from this earth.” 
Thomas raised his hands. “Hey man, I didn’t mean to offend you.” 
Especially after all what Manuel was doing for him. He wasn’t about to 

risk the promised cellphone or the impending telephone number for van Dyk by 
antagonising Manuel. Better to play along. 

“Yes,” Thomas said soothingly. “You will get my help, but if you don’t 
mind me asking, how the hell do you intend to get out of here?” 

Manuel narrowed his brows. “You understand, I can’t give you all the 
details, yet. You might just blurt them out or try to prevent me from going 
through with my plan.” 

The thought had crossed Thomas’s mind, but he kept his face neutral. 
“Let’s just say, it involves a little bit of fire.” 
“Fire?” Thomas was dumbstruck. “What do you mean by fire?” 
Manuel smirked. “I’ll tell you when the time is right.” 
What the fuck was Manuel up to? Thomas looked around the cell. Ninety 

men crammed into a cell meant for thirty. Bunks stacked three high. No 
surveillance cameras and only one exit, which was barred. If Manuel set a fire in 
the cell, they would all die, for fuck’s sake!  

He looked back at Manuel who smiled at Thomas serenely. Maybe he 
didn’t intend to set the cell on fire, but what the flying fuck was the guy up to? 

“You are not going to endanger anyone’s life, are you?”  
Manuel shrugged his shoulders. 
Thomas stared at his fellow inmate, but Manuel acted as if the 

conversation hadn’t even taken place.  



Thomas knew by now, if Manuel didn’t want to talk about something, 
then he wouldn’t, and nothing on earth could make him. 

Drawing a deep breath, Thomas hoped Manuel wasn’t crazy enough to 
get them all killed.  

  
Sybil kicked off her shoes and dumped all her bags on the floor.  
What a hell of a day it had been.  
On her way to the bedroom she dropped her skirt and pulled off her top. 

She grabbed a T-shirt and her sweatpants from the chair next to her bed and 
pulled them on.  

What a relief. 
Back in her kitchen, Sybil opened her cupboards. As usual there was 

nothing to eat except a few packets of two-minute noodles, a box of crackers 
and a packet of Camembert cheese. Selecting the crackers and cheese, she 
walked into the lounge and sat down. Sybil switched on the TV and while 
channel hopping, chewed on her dry food. Her eyes wandered to Pearson’s 
briefcase on the floor. 

Should she or shouldn’t she?  
Sybil was really not in the mood. Her feet hurt and she was tired. Looking 

back at the TV she tried to focus on the sitcom, but couldn’t follow the storyline - 
and it wasn’t funny in the least. 

With a groan Sybil got up from the couch and fetched the briefcase. 
If not now, then when would she look through its contents? 
Making space, Sybil dropped the briefcase on the coffee table and 

snapped open the clasps. 
A stack of bound folders, four CD cases and some loose sheets greeted 

her. The top pocket held a few business cards and a nice Parker pen. She 
paged through the folders. Quotations and calculations. The loose sheets were 
internal memos and print-outs of e-mails. All of the documents were business 
related.  

What could the criminals want with these?  
Sybil picked up the CDs. None of them had a label, so there was no way 

of knowing what was burned onto them. 
Intrigued, she powered up her laptop. What would she find? Some 

forbidden porn? Computer games? Incriminating pictures of Pearson and his 
girlfriend? 

Sybil pushed the first CD into the drive and waited for it to run up. To her 
dismay, a box on her screen asked if she wanted to download the required 
program from the Internet. Whatever was on the CD needed a special program.  

Damn! She really wanted to know what was on those disks. 
What did Pearson say was on the CDs? Drawings or something? What 

kind of drawings and for whom? 
Sybil drummed her fingers on the table. Who could help her with the 

CDs?  
An idea occurred to her. 
Sybil checked her watch. It wasn’t that late. Picking up her cellphone she 

dialled Frank’s number. 
“Hey buddy,” she greeted him cheerfully. 
“Hey Sybil. What’s up?” 



Sybil hesitated for a fraction of a second. “I’ve got some CDs here from a 
friend of mine,” she said, “but my machine can’t read them. I presume they are 
drawings, but I really need to know. Can you have a look at them?” 

There was a small pause on the other end. “If they are drawings, then 
you need CAD. It’s a program normally used by engineers and draftsmen.” 

“I gathered as much,” Sybil replied smoothly. 
“Can’t you download it from the Internet?” 
Sybil grimaced. “I could, but it will take much too long and once I am able 

to read the CDs, I won’t know what I am looking at. What do I know about 
drawings?” 

Frank chuckled quietly. “I guess you’re right. When do you want me to 
check them out?” 

Feeling a little bad about imposing on her friend, Sybil forced a laugh. “I 
thought about now?” 

“Now?” 
“Come on, Frank,” she wheedled. “You are the only engineer I know and 

I really need help.” 
Her friend sighed resignedly. “Alright. Come on over.” 
 
Frank opened the door grumpily, but when Sybil held up the bottle of 

wine she’d swiped from her fridge before she rushed out of the apartment, his 
face lit up. 

“Thank you for doing this for me,” Sybil smiled sweetly. 
He smiled thinly. “Just because you are my friend.” He waved a finger at 

her. “Don’t make it a habit.” 
Sybil punched him lightly on the shoulder. “I won’t,” she assured him. 

“This is really an emergency.” 
“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled, but waved her inside.  
He led her along a passage, and Sybil caught a glimpse of his tastefully 

decorated lounge before they entered his office. A drawing board occupied the 
one side and a huge desk stood on the opposite side of the room. A wooden 
case reached to the ceiling and was filled with books and papers. Frank 
removed a stack of documents from a chair and dumped them on the floor. 
Pulling the chair closer to the desk, he asked Sybil to have a seat.  

Frank held out his hand. “Alright, let me have the disks. Let’s see what’s 
on them.”  

He pushed the first CD into the drive, clicked a couple of times and an 
image appeared. 

“See this,” Frank pointed with his cursor. “This is a ball and detent.” 
Sybil stared at the screen trying to make sense of all the lines. “How do 

you know?” 
Frank smiled at her. “That’s why I am an engineer and you are a lawyer.” 
“Ok, ok. But what is it doing?” 
“It’s a simple mechanical arrangement used to hold a moving part in a 

temporarily fixed position relative to another part.” Frank gestured with his 
hands. “The ball slides within a bored cylinder, against the pressure of a spring, 
which pushes the ball against the detent, a hole of smaller diameter than the 
ball. When the hole is in line with the cylinder, the ball falls partially into the hole 
under spring pressure, holding the parts at that position. Additional force will 



push the ball back into its cylinder, compressing the spring, and allowing the 
parts to move.” 

Sybil swallowed hard. “I guess you know your stuff.” 
Frank nodded graciously. 
“I don’t think I need such an in-depth explanation. As you said, I picked 

my profession a while ago.” 
Her friend hid his smirk.  
“Look at the bottom right corner,” Frank pointed with his curser. “In this 

box it also says what it is, the date, and usually for whom the drawing was 
made.” 

Sybil leaned closer. “The company is MechaPro in Durban.” 
Frank moved the cursor and clicked a few times. “Look at this. There are 

a few PDF files. Let’s see what’s on them.” 
The first file contained an enquiry from the customer stating what they 

were looking for. The second held a spreadsheet with calculations, and the last 
one contained a quotation for the customer. 

“You didn’t need me for this,” Frank grumbled. “If you had looked a bit 
further you would have seen what the CDs are about.” 

Sybil grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. I only checked the first one and there 
was nothing else on it but that one file I couldn’t open.” 

Frank glanced at her sideways. “Typical woman.” But he ejected the disk 
and held out his hand.  

Sybil handed him the next CD and Frank began clicking with the cursor. 
“This is a clevis,” Frank said. “Do you want to know what it does?” 
Sybil nodded cautiously. 
“It’s a U-shaped piece with holes into which a link is inserted and through 

which a pin or bolt is run. It is used as a fastening device which allows rotational 
motion,” Frank explained. 

Sybil wondered if she should ask where it was used, but quickly decided 
against it. 

“This is for a company called MAF Engineering in Johannesburg.” 
He clicked another few times and opened the PDF files. Once again they 

contained an enquiry, calculations and a quotation. 
“Seems it is all work related,” Sybil said quietly. 
Frank looked at her from under hooded lids. “Where did you get these 

CDs?” 
Sybil hesitated. Was it wise to tell Frank what was going on? Then she 

remembered she’d already told her friends at the Cabana about the wrongly 
accused inmate. 

She drew a small breath. “It’s from the guy in prison. He is an engineer. I 
promised to have a look at his CDs.” 

Sybil felt uncomfortable not telling Frank the full reason for wanting to 
find out about the CDs, but it was better he wasn’t getting too involved. 

But her friend sensed Sybil hadn’t told him the full story. “That’s all?” 
Sybil pressed her lips together. “I don’t think it’s wise for you to know 

everything.” 
Frank tilted his head. “You are not doing anything illegal?” 
Sybil looked at him strangely, but what was one more lie?  
She shook her head vigorously. “No, no. It’s nothing illegal.” Or was it?  
Frank sighed quietly. “Let’s look at the next disk.” 



He clicked on some commands and an image came up. 
“This is interesting,” he mumbled. 
Instantly Sybil was on alert. “What?” 
Frank shook his head. 
“What is it?” she asked impatiently. 
“This seems to be a gas centrifuge,” he said very slowly. 
Sybil frowned, not understanding. 
Frank cleared his throat. “I haven’t seen one of those built yet.” 
“What on earth are you talking about?” 
Frank leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “To build one of 

those is a huge technological challenge. It looks like a gas centrifuge. These 
things spin very quickly – in the range of 100 000 rpm. To spin this fast, the 
centrifuge must have very light, yet strong rotors - well balanced rotors - and 
high-speed bearings which are usually magnetic to reduce friction.” 

Sybil shrugged her shoulders. “So what? It’s another piece of 
engineering.” 

Frank shook his head. “You are wrong. These are specialised 
centrifuges. They are usually used in nuclear processes.” 

Sybil’s mouth dropped open. 
“I am not a nuclear scientist, but what I recall from my studies is that the 

heart of a gas centrifuge is a tube, called the rotor, that spins at high speed 
around its long axis.” He pointed the cursor. “This is what you see here. The 
performance of the centrifuge depends critically on the speed of the rotor. In 
layman’s terms, the spinning separates two isotopes. It enriches uranium and 
that in turn is used to create nuclear power.” 

Sybil looked at him sharply. 
“Yes,” Frank continued. “You guessed correctly. You can also use it to 

create a nuclear bomb. 
“Shit!” Sybil exclaimed. “Shit!” 
They both stared at the drawing. What the hell was Pearson doing with a 

drawing of a gas centrifuge? What the hell was the guy up to? Did he intend to 
build a nuclear bomb? 

Frank moved his cursor to the bottom right. “What the hell?” 
Sybil looked closer. The name of the company was Mahong Engineering, 

but underneath was printed ‘North Korea’. 
Frank closed the drawing and clicked on the first PDF file. As previously 

it held an enquiry. They both scanned the document. In bad English, Steel 
Manufacturing Industries (SMI) was asked to provide a quotation for cascading 
gas centrifuges.  

Frank’s face turned pale. 
Quickly he opened the next PDF file. It contained several documents: 

correspondence relating to the specifications of the centrifuges and matters 
relating to shipping and payment instructions. Another file held several 
spreadsheets with calculations. The last PDF file contained a quotation and a 
purchase order from Mahong Engineering in North Korea. 

“This is serious shit!” Frank exclaimed.  
Sybil looked at him alarmed. 
Frank brushed his hand over his head. “This drawing was made for a 

company in North Korea and that means your friend is in major trouble.” 
“Why?” 



Frank waved his hands in the air. “Because of the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty. South Africa is not permitted to build or ship gas centrifuges 
to North Korea. Don’t you realise,“ Frank almost shouted, “North Korea could 
build a nuclear bomb with this equipment.” 

The blood drained from Sybil’s face. The implications of what Frank was 
saying were staggering. North Korea of all countries! They were communists 
and with a nuclear bomb they could threaten the rest of the world.  

Holy shit! What was she going to do? 
“Sybil,” Frank shook her shoulder. “What have you gotten yourself into? 

This is major illegal.” 
Sybil shook her head. “I haven’t done anything. I just tried to help 

someone.” 
“You better report this. You better get to the authorities very fast. You 

don’t want to be caught with this.” 
Frank was right. She didn’t want to be associated with anything illegal, 

especially on such a scale.  
Sybil nodded vigorously. “I agree with you. This is massive. I am going to 

report it. I don’t want to have anything to do with this.” 
Frank stared at her hard. “Tomorrow morning first thing. Promise me.” 
Sybil bit her lip. “I promise.” 
But on her way home Sybil’s train of thought went into another direction. 

Somehow she couldn’t believe Pearson was involved in something illegal. He 
struck her as an honest, straightforward person. His overall behaviour had 
seemed genuine. If he knew about the disk, would he have told her?  

Could she just throw him under a bus? Maybe she should ask him before 
she went to the authorities. 

 
The next morning Sybil called her boss to let him know she would meet 

him at court and not at the office. Her excuse? She had to take care of a 
personal matter. A big knot formed in Sybil’s stomach. The lies were piling up 
and she really didn’t feel good about it.  

On the other hand, Pearson deserved to be heard before she went to the 
authorities. She didn’t think the conversation would last very long. Either 
Pearson admitted to her that he knew about the CD, or he genuinely had no 
idea. But that created another problem: if he didn’t know about it, what was the 
CD doing in his briefcase? 

 
Arms crossed, Sybil stood with her back against the wall waiting for 

Pearson to arrive. Perhaps, because it was still early in the morning, her wait 
didn’t take long. The door opened and she saw his face light up. 

“Good morning, Ms Watts,” he beamed. “What a wonderful surprise.” 
Sybil scowled at him. She didn’t feel like being cordial, but greeted him 

anyway. 
Thomas pulled out a chair and sat down. “What can I do for you?” he 

asked pleasantly. 
Sybil was in no mood for niceties and jumped right in. “I had the 

opportunity to search your car.” 
“That’s great,” he interrupted her excitedly. 
She held up her hand. “There was nothing of significance in your vehicle, 

except your briefcase.” 



Thomas nodded eagerly. “I told you.” 
Sybil clenched her jaw. “What was in your briefcase?” 
Thomas pursed his lips thoughtfully, trying to remember. “Some memos, 

e-mails, document folders for clients and a few CDs.” 
“How many CDs?” 
“I don’t know,” he replied. “At any given stage there could be between 

three and ten.” 
“As a matter of fact, there were four CDs.” Sybil took a deep breath. “Do 

you recall what is on the CDs.” 
Thomas shrugged. “Usually we burn the completed drawing and attach 

the PDFs with the calculations and quotations.” 
“Are you normally in the habit of not labelling your CDs?” 
Thomas raised an eyebrow. “The CDs in my briefcase are copies. The 

originals stay in the office and the admin lady labels them. I don’t label mine.” 
“Do you recall the names of the last customers you’ve done work for?” 
Thomas puffed out his cheeks. “Let’s see. It’s been a while. There was a 

project for MAF Engineering in Johannesburg and for MechaPro in Durban. I’ve 
done some work for Pro Engineering in Johannesburg, but I don’t think I’ve 
done the calculations yet.” 

Sybil listened carefully. She recognised the first two company names. 
The last one must have been on the CD without PDF files. She waited for him to 
continue, but Thomas shook his head. 

“That’s all I can remember.”  
Sybil looked at him sharply. “There was a fourth CD.” 
Thomas raised his hands. “You tell me.” 
Sybil leaned forward and placed her hands on the table. “Yes, I am 

telling you,” she hissed. 
“Whoa! What’s with the hostility all of a sudden?” 
Her eyes turned into small slits. “If you are lying to me, you son of a 

bitch, I’ll make sure you burn in hell.” 
Thomas’s face froze. “What are you on about?” 
“The last CD contained a drawing and documentation for a gas 

centrifuge.” 
Thomas looked at her puzzled. “A gas centrifuge?” He shook his head. 

“I’ve never done one of those. They are highly sophisticated. You need a lot of 
expertise in manufacturing them and I don’t think SMI is equipped for that.” 

Sybil pointed a finger at him. “Do you know what a gas centrifuge is used 
for?” 

Thomas sneered at her. “I am an engineer. Yes, I know what they are 
used for. They form part of the process to generate nuclear power.” He tilted his 
head. “You know, for generating electricity so that you can charge your iPad.” 

Sybil’s eyes flashed with anger, but she let the remark go. “A drawing for 
a gas centrifuge is on the CD, as well as a quotation, purchase order and 
several documents relating to payment instructions.” 

“I am impressed,” Thomas replied. “I didn’t know SMI was capable of 
manufacturing a gas centrifuge. The company is really moving forward.” 

Sybil stepped back from the table and crossed her arms. “The drawing 
was made for a company called Mahong Engineering in North Korea.” 

The blood drained from Thomas’s face. “North Korea?” 
Sybil nodded. 



Thomas rubbed his face with both hands. “That can’t be.” 
“Yes, it is,” Sybil replied icily. 
Thomas shook his head. “No. It can’t be, because South Africa is part of 

the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Therefore we are not permitted to 
manufacture for North Korea, because gas centrifuges can also be used to 
manufacture nuclear bombs. North Korea is on the list of banned countries.” 

Sybil watched him like a hawk. Was his reaction genuine? Was he 
pretending? Could he be such a good liar? 

Thomas looked at her pleadingly. “Ms Watts, you must be mistaken.” 
Sybil shook her head. “No, I am not mistaken. I took the drawings to an 

engineering friend of mine who confirmed that the one is of a gas centrifuge.” 
Thomas stared at her speechlessly. What the hell was going on? Such 

equipment was illegal for fuck’s sake! What was the stuff doing in his briefcase? 
How the hell had it gotten into his briefcase in the first place? If this lawyer was 
correct and she seemed to be, then he was in major trouble. Drawings and 
supporting documentation she said? A purchase order and payment 
instructions?  

Fuck!  
If the authorities found out about it, it could mean many years in prison! 

Wasn’t he in enough trouble already? Did he really need this crap on top of 
everything else? 

Sybil softened her features. “Mr Pearson, what do you know about the 
CD?” 

Thomas’s shoulders slumped. “Nothing! I know nothing about the CD. I 
don’t know who was dealing with that company and I have no clue how the 
damned thing ended up in my briefcase.” 

“Are you sure?” 
Thomas looked at her sadly. “Trust me, Ms Watts. I would never be 

involved in something illegal. There is no way I would make such a drawing for 
a company in North Korea.” He brushed his hand through his hair. “Something 
like that could put a person in prison for a long, long time and I would never risk 
my life like that – not for all the money in the world.” 

Finally, Sybil pulled out the other chair and sat down. Somehow she 
believed Pearson. He was just too devastated when she confronted him with 
the facts. Her gut feeling told her he was telling the truth. 

But what was she going to do now? The right choice was to approach the 
authorities and let them deal with it. Unfortunately, that meant Pearson would 
be in greater trouble than he was in presently.  

Sybil looked at the man sitting opposite her. Dark rings circled his blue 
eyes, their spark completely gone. His sandy coloured hair hung limply and his 
handsome face was grey. Although tall and broad shouldered, he must have 
lost a lot of weight, because the orange overall almost ballooned over his body.  

Could she add to his woes? Could she hand the CD to the authorities in 
good faith?  

“How do you think the CD got into your briefcase?” 
Thomas closed his eyes briefly. “I have absolutely no idea.” 
“Could someone have put it in there?” 
Thomas shook his head. “I only use my briefcase at work. I don’t take it 

to restaurants or coffee shops. Work is work and pleasure is pleasure.” 



Sybil sat quietly. “If you only use it at work,” she said slowly, “could you 
have picked the CD up by accident and put it together with your other stuff, 
thinking it was yours?” 

Thomas’s head snapped up. “What are you implying?” 
“Maybe someone in your company was dealing with this client and 

prepared the documentation. Maybe you went to their office and took the CD by 
accident.” 

Thomas frowned at her.  
“Try to recall who you recently dealt with at the office.” 
His mind went into overdrive at her suggestion. Whom had he seen in 

the last few days before his arrest? He’d been working very hard and had only 
said hello and good-bye to his colleagues. There had been no meetings and no 
presentations.  

He stared at the wall behind the lawyer. 
Although, there had been one presentation. He’d been in Bienert’s office 

a couple of days before his arrest and had shown him two of the drawings he’d 
been working on. They’d sat in his boss’s office looking at his work on his 
computer. Bienert had given him a few pointers and then Thomas had left, 
taking his CDs with him. 

Did he pick up another CD from Bienert’s desk by accident?  
Thomas tried hard to remember if he’d walked out with two or three CDs. 

His hands had been full with a stack of paperwork, rolls of physical drawings 
and CDs. What if he had taken another CD? They all looked alike. What if he’d 
taken the CD off Bienert’s desk? 

Thomas shook his head. His boss involved in something illegal? Really? 
Then again, why not? The CD had to come from somewhere and it wasn’t he 
who had burned it. 

Thomas glanced at Sybil, who was in turn watching him intently. 
“What can you remember?” she asked. 
“I think,” Thomas hesitated. If he wrongly accused his boss, then he 

would get an innocent man into a lot of trouble. On the other hand, who else 
had the expertise to generate such a drawing, had the authority to compile a 
quotation and accept a purchase order? Who else could be involved in 
something so shady?  

Thomas sighed quietly. What did it matter? Even if it wasn’t Bienert, the 
work was still produced by someone in the company and his boss needed to 
take responsibility. After all he was the boss.  

Thomas’s face turned dark.  
Why shouldn’t he point the finger at Bienert? The bastard deserved some 

trouble himself. When he had asked Bienert for help, his boss had turned him 
down. What were his words? Something to the effect that the company couldn’t 
be associated with a criminal matter? Let the arsehole deal with it! 

Thomas’s voice was ice cold. “I remember being in the boss’s office a 
few days before my arrest. It might well be possible I picked up an additional 
CD.” 

Sybil raised her eyebrows at his tone. “You sound bitter.” 
Thomas crossed his arms. “Let’s just say I am a bit angry. Imagine you 

work for a company, give it your best, work long hours, but when you are in 
trouble they drop you like a hot potato.” 

“What happened?” 



“I might have mentioned to you that I am broke.” He painted imaginary 
quotation marks in the air. “Remember Legal Assist?” 

Sybil nodded. How could she forget? 
“When I first got arrested, I thought my employer would help me out with 

a loan to pay for a lawyer. I waited until Monday morning to call my boss, Mr 
Bienert, but as soon as I mentioned what had happened to me, he told me 
straight that the company could not be associated with me any longer and he 
wouldn’t be able to lend me any money.” His eyes turned cold. “I was basically 
fucked.” 

Sybil didn’t flinch at his expletive. She could imagine how that must have 
felt. 

“Your boss refused point blank to assist you?” 
“Yeah! I got the feeling he was almost glad he couldn’t help me.” 
Sybil frowned.  
“He was extremely quick in his reply. He didn’t even have to think about 

his response. He didn’t even suggest an alternative! He hung me out to dry”  
“Weren’t you a good employee?” 
Thomas snorted. “That was what I thought. I got several pats on my 

shoulder during staff meetings when nobody else was acknowledged. I also 
thought the company would care about its employees. At least that’s the 
impression I got when my boss made his monthly speeches.” 

“So why wouldn’t he help you?” 
“Maybe it was too much trouble.” 
“Or maybe it was convenient for him for you to be locked up.” 
Thomas’s jerked back his head. “What on earth are you saying?” 
Sybil checked herself. Her words had come out without thinking. What 

was she actually implying? 
Before she could follow up with an explanation, Thomas said, “Do you 

really think Bienert was happy that I am in prison?” 
Sybil kept quiet. 
Thomas rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “Hypothetically, if it was my boss 

who generated the drawings, wrote the quotation and accepted the purchase 
order, knowing very well he was doing something illegal, and I picked up the CD 
by accident, and if Bienert knew I had the disk, then he would have a vested 
interest in getting the CD back.” 

Sybil raised an eyebrow. 
“And how would he get the disk back?” Thomas continued with his train 

of thought. “He couldn’t just ask for it back, because then I would know about 
his shady business. Bienert knows very well that I won’t stand for any illegal 
activities and would have gone to the authorities.” 

Sybil watched him quietly. 
“But obviously Bienert wanted the disk back at all costs. So he hires two 

thugs. Their instructions are to make it look like a car-jacking or robbery.” 
Thomas stared hard at Sybil. “Do you remember the gunman asking me over 
and over ‘where is it?’, and we couldn’t figure it out? They were after the disk!” 

Thomas slumped into his chair. “Now it all makes sense! They were after 
the CD, but everything went to shit when the gunman shot his partner.” 

Sybil tilted her head. “I have to concede, it might be possible that it 
happened that way.” 

“It must have happened like that,” Thomas interrupted. 



Sybil held up her hand. “Even if your chain of events is true and I must 
say, it sounds very plausible, what are you going to do about it?” 

Thomas looked at her, suddenly deflated.  
“If I hand the CD to the authorities and if Bienert gets arrested, you will 

still be in here, charged with murder.” 
Thomas gesticulated excitedly. “I could hire a private investigator who 

could confront him.” 
A small smile played around Sybil’s lips. “And how are you going to pay 

for it? I thought you were broke.” 
Realisation hit him like a sledgehammer. “Damn! Damn! There I have a 

solution and my freedom will be denied because I don’t have access to a few 
thousand Rand.” 

Sybil checked her watch. “Unfortunately, I have to run. I have to be in 
court by ten.” She looked at him with a serious expression. “Let me think about 
this a bit. Maybe I can come up with something.” 

Hope made Thomas’s eyes sparkle. “Would you?” He cleared his throat. 
“I mean, I would really appreciate your help.” 

Sybil nodded. “I am not promising anything, but I will see what I can do. I 
hope you understand, I am not going to do anything illegal.” 

“No, no,” Thomas interjected quickly. “I would never ask something like 
that of you.” 

They said good bye and Sybil left the prison, her mind swirling with the 
new information. 

 
Thomas dragged his feet on the way back to the cell. In his mind he 

replayed the scenario he had created for the young advocate. As they 
approached his section of the cell block, the noise level increased dramatically. 
His guard unlocked the cell door and Thomas stepped into his daily nightmare. 
A thick cloud of marijuana smoke hung below the ceiling, loud voices drifted 
from the back of the cell and the stench of the broken toilet wafted through the 
air.  

Thomas heaved a deep sigh. Would he ever get out of here? Would he 
ever join civilisation again?  

His eyes wandered over the men standing in the aisles, lying on their 
bunks or sitting on the window sills. Everyone seemed to be occupied with 
something or someone, and every single man didn’t seem to care about their 
incarceration. There was no grumbling or moaning about their plight. It looked to 
him as if they had adapted to life in a cell that held ninety sweaty, stinking men. 

Was he the only one who wanted to get out of here? Was he the only 
one who clung to the hope of a normal life outside these prison walls? Was he 
the only one who thought of ways to make this happen? 

Thomas shuffled along the aisle and dropped onto his bunk. Bunching up 
the thin pillow underneath his head, he folded his arms across his chest. 

A short while later, a man blocked the light, casting a shadow over his 
bunk. 

“Hey, Thomas.” Manuel greeted him. “Where’ve you been?” 
Thomas stared up at his only friend in this place, if he could call him a 

friend. Did inmates actually have friends or did they only form alliances out of 
necessity, or because the other party owed or was owed some favour? 

Manuel sat on the edge of the bed. “What’s up man? Why so gloomy?” 



What did it matter if Manuel was a friend or only an ally? He seemed to 
be a decent person and at least Thomas had someone to talk to. If it wasn’t for 
Manuel, he would be totally isolated, and he knew for sure, that he wouldn’t 
have made it this long in the prison cell. Going off his rocker would have been 
the smallest infringement on the rules, beating someone up would have been 
the greater possibility, which might have landed him in solitary confinement. 
And if that had happened, he would have definitely gone mad. 

Thomas rolled onto his side and looked up at Manuel. 
“What have you been up to?” Manuel asked again. “I haven’t seen you 

for the greater part of the morning. I thought something happened to you and I’d 
find you in the infirmary.” 

A smile creased Thomas’s face. It was nice to know that Manuel cared. 
“Nothing bad happened to me,” Thomas reassured him. “I had another 

visit from the survey lawyer.” 
Manuel’s eyebrows rose with surprise. “You don’t say. Does she have 

the hots for you?” 
A laugh escaped Thomas’s mouth. Ms Watts having the hots for him? 

Highly unlikely! Especially the way he looked now, dressed in an orange overall, 
his hair uncut and bags under his eyes. And why would she be interested in him 
as a man? He was an inmate, a prisoner, a man condemned for life. 

“What’s so funny?” Manuel asked. “If she doesn’t have the hots for you, 
then why is she visiting you every other day?” 

Thomas pushed his hair from his forehead. “She is still trying to help me.” 
“Really?” 
“Yep, and we came up with an interesting theory.” 
“Care to share?” 
Thomas glanced at Manuel. “It might sound strange to you, but you have 

to hear me out.” 
Manuel shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve got nothing but time.” 
“The lawyer found my car and searched it. As I told you there was 

nothing in it but my briefcase. In the briefcase were my work papers and some 
CDs.” 

“Music CDs?” Manuel asked. 
Thomas shook his head. “No. When we finish a project at work, we burn 

all the information on a CD. Usually it’s the customer’s enquiry, the drawing, the 
calculations and a quotation.” 

Manuel crinkled his nose. “I see.” 
“One of the CDs had documentation concerning a gas centrifuge on it.” 
“What’s so important about that?” Manuel interrupted. 
“Let me finish,” Thomas snapped. 
Manuel raised his hands in a calming gesture. 
“Gas centrifuges are used in the process to generate nuclear power. In 

principal there is nothing wrong with them, but if you have enough of these 
centrifuges you can produce enough enriched uranium to build a nuclear 
bomb.” 

Manuel’s eyes became wide. 
“Most of the countries in the world, except for five, have signed the 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which means these centrifuges are not 
manufactured or sold. Politically unstable countries or extremist countries 
cannot purchase gas centrifuges because of the potential to build bombs.” 



Manuel exhaled loudly. “Good.” 
“Unfortunately, the CD in my briefcase contained documentation 

indicating that equipment is destined for North Korea.” 
Manuel’s brows narrowed as he thought for a moment. “But North Korea 

is a communist country.” 
“There you have it,” Thomas said quietly. “North Korea is not supposed 

to have gas centrifuges. It is one of the five countries who haven’t signed the 
treaty.” 

“Fuck!” 
Thomas nodded. “Anyone who deals with North Korea with this kind of 

equipment is in major shit. They could go to prison for a very long time.” 
Manuel pursed his lips. “Why do you have this CD?” 
“I actually did not have the CD. I didn’t know it was in my briefcase.” 
“Don’t talk kak, man,” Manuel exclaimed. “It was your briefcase. You 

should know what’s in it.” 
Thomas sighed heavily. “You are right. I should know what’s in it, but I 

didn’t. You see, I don’t label my CDs, because they are copies. The originals 
stay at the office. At any given time I could have three or six of them in my case. 
I only know what’s on them when I pop them into the computer and check.” 

Manuel tapped his bottom tooth with his finger nail. “So, if it’s not your 
CD, how did it get into your briefcase?” 

Thomas appreciated Manuel’s quick mind.  
“I think my boss is involved,” he said slowly. “I think I picked up his CD by 

accident and chucked it in with the rest of my stuff, not realising that it wasn’t 
one of mine.” 

Manuel tilted his head waiting for Thomas to continue. 
“I also think my boss knew I had the disk and wanted it back. The only 

way he could get it back without asking me for it, because then I would know 
what he was up to, was to hire two thugs to make it look like a robbery. 
Unfortunately, we know how well that went.” 

Manuel leaned back on the bunk and snorted softly. “It wouldn’t be the 
first time that a matter would be handled in this way.” 

Thomas looked at him surprised. 
Manuel waved his hand. “How do you think drug dealers get their money 

from non-paying customers? Sometimes they only intimidate, sometimes they 
make it look like a mugging, and sometimes it goes wrong.” 

“Are you serious?” 
“Sure, I am serious,” Manuel laughed. “And it’s not only drug dealers. 

Anything which is handled under the table and not paid for is dealt with in this 
way.” 

Thomas swallowed hard, trying to digest the information. 
Manuel clapped a hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “The question is, if this 

was a retrieving of goods gone wrong, what are you going to do about it? I 
mean, the one guy shot the other and you are in here.” 

Thomas shook his head. “I have no idea. If we hand the CD to the 
authorities, then my boss will be arrested for breaking the law, but that doesn’t 
help me, because I can’t prove he hired those two guys to get the CD back, and 
I also can’t prove the one guy shot the other.” 

Manuel’s eyes turned to slits. “Do you want me to take care of it?” 
“What do you mean?” 



“I know a few guys who owe me a favour. They could shake up your 
boss a bit. Maybe get a confession from him.” 

Thomas’s head snapped back. “Whoa! I thought you were a labour 
broker, not a gangster.” 

Manuel looked around quickly. “Keep your voice down, you moron.” 
“Sorry.” 
He glared at Thomas for a few moments. “I am a labour broker, an 

honest business man, but that doesn’t mean some people don’t owe me 
favours. There are some who needed a job, but couldn’t get one for one reason 
or another. They would be only too willing to repay their debt.” Manuel punched 
his arm lightly. “Think about it. This would be your chance to clear your name. 
You could be out of here within a couple of days.” 

Thomas’s brows narrowed. How easy would it be to get information from 
Bienert, if Manuel organised a squeeze? He could imagine Manuel’s men 
holding a knife to Bienert’s throat or beating him half senseless. They could also 
hold a gun to his boss’s head, or cut off his fingers in order to get at the truth. It 
would serve his boss right after all Bienert had put him through.  

But would Manuel’s men ask the right questions? Would they be able to 
extract the information without doing serious harm? Would they think of getting 
a written confession from Bienert? 

And what were the chances the assault would be traced back to him? By 
now everyone knew he was associated with Manuel. Could it be guaranteed 
that Manuel’s men kept their mouths shut if they were caught? 

Thomas exhaled loudly. “It’s very tempting,” he said. 
“So?” 
“I really appreciate your offer, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. I am in 

enough shit as it is.” 
Manuel frowned. “Are you sure? There’s no risk involved from your side. 

Once your boss makes a statement it can be taken to the cops and they have to 
drop the charges when they have the names of the two thugs. You could be 
released almost immediately. Don’t you want to get out of here?” 

Thomas breathed heavily. It was so tempting. Freedom was at his 
fingertips, but he shook his head. 

“No,” he said with a sad expression. “No, I don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
Manuel raised an eyebrow, very surprised that Thomas was declining his 

offer. “Alright then,” Manuel said, pretending to concede defeat. “Your choice. 
Just remember, it would be a way out.” 

“Thank you, but no,” Thomas said one final time. “I’ll find a way to set 
things straight the right way.” 
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Throughout the day’s court proceedings Sybil was distracted, continually 
thinking about Pearson’s case. She was grateful to Sven Fisher, who picked up 
her slack, reassuring her now and again that everyone could have a bad day.  

Back in the office and before she could change her mind, Sybil picked up 
the phone and made an appointment for later that afternoon with the forensic 
investigators the firm used. Deep down she had no idea what she could 
accomplish by talking to the investigators about Pearson’s case, but she felt she 
had to do something. 

Slumped behind her desk, Sybil rubbed her face tiredly as she checked 
her phone messages. There were several from her clients, which she could 
return later, and one from Mr Ramajoe from the HRC. Sybil pressed the 
required buttons and listened to his slow voice telling her that ‘due to 
unforeseen circumstances we have to cancel the scheduled prison visits for this 
week’. A wave of relief washed over Sybil. Apart from being preoccupied with 
Pearson’s case, she had enough work as it was. Now she had extra time to 
catch up with whatever had been waiting on her desk.  

 
Late afternoon sunrays slanted through the windows as Sybil left the 

office. Major traffic held her up on the way to the north of the city. Jan Smuts 
Avenue was especially slow, and cars only began moving decently again once 
she had passed Hyde Park.  

Sybil swore under her breath all the way towards Randburg. She should 
have taken back roads! How could she be so stupid as to get caught up in the 
afternoon madness?  

At the first opportunity, Sybil turned left.  
There was no chance she was grinding her way through the choked-up 

traffic on the main roads.  
She hated being late! 
Her decision to drive through the residential suburbs served her well, and 

Sybil was only a few minutes late for her appointment with the forensic 
investigators.  

An unassuming signboard, reading GCE Services, was mounted on a 
white boundary wall. Sybil pressed the buzzer on the intercom and announced 
her business to the enquiring voice. A heavy, black metal gate rolled back, 
permitting her to enter. Sybil parked in the visitors’ lot under an awning and 
switched off the Mazda’s engine. Several cars stood in the staff lot. Casually, 
Sybil looked the vehicles over: a Jeep, an old Toyota Camry, a Land Rover, an 
elderly BMW and a little Golf.  

Could she measure the forensic investigators’ success on the size and 
conditions of their cars? Come on girl! Have you ever run an investigation? 
What do you know about how their business works? 

Turning her back, Sybil locked her car and stepped onto a nicely paved 
walkway leading up to the entrance.  

The company was situated in a former residential home that had been 
converted into business premises. Pushing open the tinted glass doors, Sybil 



entered a small foyer. Grey industrial carpet covered the floor and a simple 
reception desk stood to her left. The investigators obviously did not place much 
stock in paying for décor, unlike lawyers.  

An elderly woman, red-rimmed glasses perching on her nose, greeted 
her politely and asked her to have a seat. Sybil sat down on a plush sofa and 
crossed her legs.  

A few minutes later, Sybil looked up enquiringly when the front doors 
opened. A dark-haired man dressed in jeans and a green sweater, and a pretty 
woman wearing a colourful, flower-print dress and low heals rushed past her to 
the back of the building. 

Were they forensic investigators or an investigator and a customer, or 
were they back office staff?  

Sybil stopped wondering very quickly, since the two people hadn’t paid 
her the slightest attention.  

Sybil settled back on the sofa, but soon became bored. She looked for 
something to occupy herself with, but there was nothing. There was no coffee 
table stacked with magazines, or brochures to page through, and except for the 
ringing phone and the polite voice of the receptionist, it was very quiet.  

Just as Sybil decided to check the voice messages on her phone, she 
heard her name being called. 

Although not a midget herself, even in her high heels, Sybil still had to lift 
her head to look at the huge man standing in front of her. He towered at least a 
head above her.  

The giant held out his massive hand. “Ms Watts?” 
The man’s bulging stomach strained the buttons of his open-necked shirt 

and the material of his pants clung tightly to his thighs. His silver-grey hair had 
been cut within half an inch of his scalp. A big nose and wide mouth dominated 
his round, wrinkled face, and his brown eyes were warm and welcoming.  

Sybil shook the giant’s hand. 
“Nicolas Steyn,” he introduced himself, his voice matching his size. 

“Please come through.” 
Sybil followed him quietly down a plain corridor, wondering briefly if she’d 

made the right decision to come here. 
Too late now! 
They entered Steyn’s office and Sybil sat down in a visitor’s chair placed 

in front of the desk. A glass cabinet reaching to the ceiling stood against one 
wall and a sliding door covered the opposite wall.  

Steyn lowered his big frame into a swivel chair and handed Sybil a plain 
business card. On it was printed: GCE Services, Nicolas Steyn, Detective Ret., 
telephone-, fax number and e-mail address, as well as the physical address. 

Sybil glanced across the desk. “What does Ret stand for?” 
Steyn smiled pleasantly. “It means retired.” 
“You look too young to be retired.” It slipped out before Sybil knew what 

she was saying. She blushed to the roots of her hair. 
Not fazed in the least, Steyn pushed some papers to the side. “Thank 

you for the compliment, but I was twenty years in the South African police 
force.” 

That meant Steyn was in his mid-forties. Not that young. 
The forensic investigator leaned back in his chair and steepled his 

fingers. “What can I do for you Ms Watts?” 



Sybil tapped her foot nervously. There were several matters she had to 
confess before she could tell him about Pearson.  

How would Steyn react to her revelations? Maybe he would refuse to 
listen to her. Maybe he would throw her out of his office? 

Hopefully not, because then she was stuck. 
Sybil looked at the friendly, open face opposite her and took a quiet 

breath. It was now or never. 
“Mr Steyn,” she said hesitantly. “I appreciate you seeing me on such 

short notice.” 
“You sounded as if this was an urgent matter.” 
“Yes, well, but this is not a case officially assigned to Keanan, Sullivan 

and Partners.” 
Steyn dropped his hands. 
Sybil inhaled deeply. “I didn’t mean to come here under false pretences, 

but I needed help quickly.” 
She was feeling bad that she’d dropped the name of the firm to get an 

urgent appointment. But what else was she supposed to do? She was not 
familiar with a host of private investigators. Her only choice was GCE, because 
the firm used them. 

Thank goodness, Steyn didn’t bat an eyelid.  
“Regardless if the case is your firm’s or a private matter, we are here to 

assist.” He smiled gently. “We know sometimes issues need to be dealt with 
immediately and sometimes not, but you didn’t need to invoke your firm’s name 
in order to get an urgent appointment.” 

Sybil’s shoulders slumped with relief. It looked as if they were still going 
to help her.  

Although she had climbed the first hurdle, there was something else she 
had to clear up. Sybil fiddled nervously with the buttons on her jacket. 

“Seeing that it’s not the firm’s case, and I don’t really want them to know 
that I have asked for your services, the billing has to come to me personally,” 
she said, wondering at the same time if she would ever have enough money to 
pay for GCE’s services. 

Crinkles appeared around Steyn’s eyes. “Don’t worry Ms Watts. We can 
send the invoice to you. That’s absolutely no problem. We can also talk about 
the fees later. Let’s first establish what your case is about and how we can help 
you.” 

Sybil nodded gratefully, but there was still another issue. “Mr Steyn,” she 
said quietly. “I hope that what I tell you is going to stay between us?” 

His expression remained neutral. 
“I might have broken the law a few times.” Sybil said quietly. 
Calmly, Steyn leaned forward. “Breaking the law is not such a good idea, 

but I presume you had good reasons and you didn’t kill anyone, did you?” 
Sybil didn’t know if she should nod or shake her head and somehow it 

came out in a weird round motion. 
“Alright,” Steyn smiled amused. “Whatever you tell me will not go further 

than this office.” 
Relieved, Sybil finally started telling Steyn about Pearson: how she met 

him, what he told her, about his presumed wrongful incarceration, her 
pretending to be his representative, the evidence search, the CD and its 



contents, its implications and their theory of Pearson’s boss hiring two thugs to 
get the disk back. 

Her throat raw, Sybil stopped talking and waited anxiously for the 
forensic investigator to comment. 

Steyn chewed the inside of his cheek for a while. “This is one hell of a 
story.” 

Sybil nodded. 
“Where is the CD now?” 
Sybil pulled her handbag closer and dug out a CD, handing it to him.  
“This is a copy my friend made. The original is in my safe at the office.” 
Steyn took the CD and put it on his desk. 
“What do you actually want me to do?” Steyn asked, looking at her 

curiously. 
Good question. She’d thought the investigator would come up with some 

ideas. At least that’s what she had hoped for. 
Steyn waited patiently for Sybil to answer. 
After a few moments, Sybil shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. 

Maybe you could confront Pearson’s boss. See if he lets something slip?” 
Steyn burst out laughing. “Are you serious?” 
Instantly, Sybil felt small. What had she been thinking? Voicing her 

thoughts made her look ridiculous. Did she really believe a forensic investigator 
could just barge into Bienert’s office and interrogate him, hoping he would admit 
to conspiracy to murder?  

Suppressing the last of his chuckles, Steyn wiped his face. “At least you 
had some kind of suggestion,” he smiled. 

Sybil straightened her back. “There must be something you can do.” 
Steyn stared at her hard. “You are not giving up on this, are you?” 
Sybil shook her head vehemently. 
“Alright,” Steyn said. “I don’t think a direct confrontation will work, but 

maybe we can snoop around a bit, talk to the employees, pretend to be a 
potential customer, inspect the premises and see if that leads to something.” 

Sybil looked up with renewed hope. Steyn hadn’t shot her down 
completely. He was still thinking of helping her. 

“I would really appreciate it if you could do something,” she implored. 
“This is that important to you?” 
Sybil nodded. 
“Why?” 
She pursed her lips. How was she supposed to answer that? A couple of 

thoughts formed in her mind. 
“Because it seems like such a miscarriage of justice. If our theory is 

correct, an innocent man will be convicted of murder and the guilty party will go 
scott free. Also,” she tapped the edge of the desk. “Pearson’s boss is selling 
equipment to North Korea, possibly enabling that country to build nuclear 
bombs. I won’t have that!” 

Steyn bounced his head up and down. “I agree with you on both points. It 
is an outrage on both counts.” Checking his watch, he rose from his seat 
indicating that the consultation was over. “Let’s see what we can do. I’ll keep 
you informed.” 

Sybil got up from her chair and shook his hand. “Thank you for not 
dismissing my case outright. I’ll wait for your call.” 



 
The soft slapping of bare feet on the cold concrete floor, and the 

wobbling of the bunk structure signalled to Thomas that it was morning. Bone 
tired, he moaned under his breath. He didn’t know when last he had had a good 
night’s rest, always being in a state of half asleep, half awake. One never knew 
what would happen during the night. If he dared to fall into a deep sleep, it 
might be possible he never woke up from it again.  

Thomas lifted his eye lids just enough to catch a glimpse of the first 
sunrays shining into the cell. Several men were already lined up next to the 
wall, waiting for their turn to go for a shower. His gaze wandered along the line: 
a few of Manuel’s guys, two men from the middle section and three of Tafari’s 
thugs. Thomas’s eyes opened fully.  

What were Tafari’s men doing in the line up? Usually they didn’t mix with 
anyone else. 

Thomas closed his eyes again. Whatever. There was no rule forbidding 
them from joining any of the shower groups. 

He drifted off into a semi sleep again, not listening consciously, but 
hearing everything: the cell door opening and closing, the guard shouting, 
groans, farts, curses from his fellow inmates, feet padding on the floor, bones 
creaking, toilets flushing and the windows opening. The smell of the first burning 
joint reached his nostrils. Sometimes he wondered if he wasn’t permanently 
high from breathing in the smoke hanging below the ceiling, although he had 
never had an actual drag, ever.  

His stomach grumbled and visions of a bacon and egg breakfast 
appeared behind his closed eyes. Fresh fruit, orange juice and muesli followed 
in quick succession. A cup of steaming hot coffee floated past him. 

He chased the visions away. It was no use dreaming about these things. 
They just made him angry, because all the inmates ever got was tasteless 
porridge and a cup of weak instant coffee or tea. Sometimes, if they were lucky 
they could pick from a pile of bruised apples. 

The siren shrilled, its high whine piercing his ears. 
Thomas snapped open his eyes. What the hell was going on? Why was 

the siren going?  
He swung his legs off the bunk and straightened his stiff body. All around 

him inmates stopped what they were doing, dropped their joints on the floor and 
looked at each other with puzzled expressions. 

The door banged open and guards swarmed into the cell swinging their 
batons indiscriminately, hitting whoever was closest, smashing heads, arms, 
backs, pushing, shoving and shouting. 

What the fuck was happening? 
Blood spurted from noses, cries of pain echoed throughout the cell, but 

the guards didn’t let up. 
“Out!” They screamed. “Out! Get out!” 
Why? Why did they have to leave the cell?  
The guards approached his aisle, still swinging their batons. Thomas 

tried to find a way past the wooden clubs, but it was impossible. 
He pushed past two guards but was smacked on his shoulder and his 

back. The pain was severe, but at least they hadn’t hit him in the face or on his 
head.  

He was pushed and prodded to the door and out into the corridor. 



“Line up against the wall,” the guards screamed. “Move! Hurry up!” 
Thomas felt as if he was in a scene of a bad movie, like a concentration 

camp from the Second World War. 
He wasn’t fast enough and a baton hit his back. Arching his spine from 

the pain, he took a quick step towards the wall. 
The guards’ faces were red with anger. Spittle flew from their mouths as 

they shouted and screamed.  
Thomas looked along the line, searching for Manuel. His friend was only 

now coming through the door. It had taken him a bit longer since his bunk was 
way back in the cell.  

Thomas flinched as he saw a baton hit the back of Manuel’s head. His 
friend stumbled forward, but held himself upright with one hand against the wall. 
A cut opened and blood began to run through his short cropped hair. 

What the fuck was going on? 
All inmates from Thomas’s cell were now lined up with their backs 

against the walls. Ninety odd, grown men with trembling legs tried to make 
sense of the latest attack by the guards. 

“Quiet!” the Head Honcho, a short black man, screamed. “Shut the fuck 
up!” 

Most of the men, including Thomas hadn’t been talking, but still he 
pressed his lips together. 

“You motherfuckers! You scum of the earth!” Head Honcho screamed. 
“You think you run this place? We’ll show you who is in charge!” 

Thomas stared straight ahead. The arsehole could at least tell them what 
was wrong. Someone must have infringed on a rule real badly for the guards to 
behave in this way.  

But he wouldn’t be the one to ask the question. 
“Spineless bastards! Pond scum!” Head Honcho screamed again. “We 

will find out one way or another! We will know sooner or later who of you 
motherfuckers is guilty!” 

Guilty of what?  
The guards standing in front of the men slapped the batons into their 

hands menacingly. 
“The cock sucker who killed the man in the bathroom this morning, step 

forward! Now!” Head Honcho screamed. 
A collective groan rose from the men standing against the walls. 
Thomas turned pale. Someone was murdered? Someone was killed in 

the showers this morning?  
Tafari! Tafari’s men had joined the queue for the showers. Did they kill a 

fellow inmate? 
Oh, God help them all. 
“Step forward, now!” Head Honcho shouted. 
No one stepped forward. 
Head Honcho walked along the line. Raising his baton, he stopped in 

front of a short black man. 
“Step forward!” he screamed. 
The black man trembled all over, but shook his head. 
Head Honcho didn’t think twice before he let the club bounce off the 

inmate’s shoulder. The man groaned loudly and went down on his knees. 



“Get up! Get the fuck up!” Head Honcho reached for the man’s arm and 
wrenched him to his feet. 

Head Honcho made his way further down the line and stopped in front of 
another inmate.  

“Confess!” 
The man shook his head and raised his arms to protect his head from the 

impending beating, but Head Honcho did not aim for the upper part of his body. 
Viciously he stabbed the inmate in the stomach. The man instantly doubled 
over. The club came down on his back and he went down onto the floor. 

“Get him up!” Head Honcho screamed. “Get the cock sucker up!” 
The further Head Honcho went down the line, the more frenzied he 

became. Every time he stopped in front of an inmate, the blows became more 
brutal and cunning. The inmates didn’t stand a chance. More blood flowed from 
cuts on their faces and broken noses. 

Thankfully Thomas was spared, but the man next to him whimpered 
pitifully from the beating Head Honcho administered. 

Unsuccessful in flushing out the killer, Head Honcho stopped at the end 
of the line and turned on his heel. 

“Nobody wants to admit to it?” he screamed at the top of his voice. “Well, 
you cock suckers!” 

He took a deep breath. “Strip!” 
Thomas closed his eyes in despair. Not that! Not that again!  
The man on his right began to undress slowly, pulling the overall zipper 

down and stepping out of his shoes. 
Thomas shook his head. It’d been bad enough the first time. He didn’t 

know if he would survive a second time. 
The inmate on his left dropped his overall to the floor and grabbed the 

hem of his T-Shirt. Thomas hadn’t even unzipped his overall and it did not go 
unnoticed. 

The guard standing near him stepped forward, slapping the baton in his 
hand. 

“What’s the problem mother fucker? Are you shy?” 
Thomas glared at him with unconcealed hatred. If only he stood the 

slightest chance, he would break the guard’s neck, but there were too many of 
them. As soon as he raised his hand, they would be all over him, easily beating 
him to death, and death was not something he had in mind for today. 

Taking his time, Thomas started to undress, the guard watching him with 
eagle eyes, just waiting for Thomas to make one wrong move. Finally, they all 
stood naked and shivering in the draughty corridor. 

“On the ground!” Head Honcho screamed. 
Not one inmate moved. 
“Get down!” 
No one got to their knees.  
“Cock suckers!” Head Honcho shouted and started down the line. All the 

other guards also stepped forward and began beating the inmates into 
submission. 

Several strikes landed on Thomas’s arms and shoulders before he was 
lying prone on the floor, but he still refused to spread his legs and arms. 

It didn’t take long for the guards to arrange the inmates to their liking. 
Everyone could only take so many beatings before they complied. Thomas’s 



face was pushed close to the butt of the inmate in front of him, and he could feel 
the nose up his arse from the guy behind him. 

His face flushed hot with shame and humiliation. Tears gathered in the 
corners of his eyes and he had to bite his cheek very hard not to let a sob slip 
past his lips. 

Maybe it was better to die? 
“Until the guilty party steps forward, you will lie here,” Head Honcho 

shouted. “Even if it takes all day!” 
All day? He wouldn’t survive all day! This was so unfair! Couldn’t the 

guards treat them like human beings? He wasn’t an animal!  
Tears burned in his throat, threatening to choke him.  
Maybe he could get up and reason with the guards?  
He quickly discarded the thought. The guards might think he was the one 

who had killed the man in the showers. And in prison you were first guilty and 
then innocent. He would stand no chance against the accusation of murder. 
After all, he was an inmate and his word would count for nothing.  

Maybe he could fight the guards? Once he stood up and attacked the 
guards, the other inmates would follow. They would overwhelm them, teach 
them a lesson, and in future be left in peace.  

As if! Having observed the behaviour of his fellow prisoners over the last 
few weeks, he understood that it was every man for himself. There was no hope 
in hell anyone would stand next to him to join the fight against this injustice. 

Thomas swallowed down his tears of shame and resigned himself to his 
fate. The cold of the concrete floor soon numbed his arms and legs, and he 
managed to breathe in through his mouth to avoid the smell of the unwashed 
butt from the inmate in front of him.  

Deep down Thomas knew that no one would admit to the killing. It would 
be suicide to confess. If the guards didn’t beat the confessor to death first, he 
would be sent to solitary confinement and nobody came back from there without 
some serious mental issues. 

Thomas also realized, in order to survive this ordeal he had to detach 
himself from reality, to let go and forget completely where and who he was.  

After several attempts, he successfully blanked his mind. No more 
emotions and thoughts, pleasant or unpleasant invaded his state of numbness. 
He forgot about his surroundings, his aching body parts and the men lying in 
front, next and behind him. Getting through this was his only goal. 

 
Seconds turned to minutes and minutes turned to hours. Thomas had no 

idea how long they’d been lying on the floor when he heard Head Honcho’s 
screeching voice. 

“Get up you cock suckers! On your feet!” 
The line of men moved slowly into a sitting position, treating their aching 

bodies tenderly. The inmates reached behind them, pulling their clothes closer 
to them, covering their genitals in an attempt to regain a bit of their dignity. 

“Dress!” Head Honcho shouted. 
The men didn’t have to be told twice. In record time, their boxer shorts 

were pulled over their legs, their arms were shoved through T-shirt sleeves, 
their overalls stepped into and zipped up and their shoes slipped on. 

Still, no clothing could alleviate the sense of shame and humiliation they 
all felt. Many inmates had their heads bowed, staring down at the floor. 



“Move! Motherfuckers!” 
The men turned towards their cell and one by one they stepped through 

the door. The sun shone diagonally into the room, suggesting it was mid-
afternoon. Thomas was only slightly surprised. Although he had managed a 
state of emptiness during the last hours, his limbs told him he’d been on the 
floor for a long time. 

Together with his fellow inmates, Thomas looked at the mayhem the 
guards had caused during their search for illegal weapons and contraband. 
Some of the triple tiered bunk structures were overturned; others were pushed 
against each other. Mattresses, blankets and pillows were lying on the floor. A 
lot of them were torn open and the sparse feathers of the pillows fluttered on the 
floor.  

In a strange sense of solidarity, everyone in the cell helped the next man 
to straighten his respective bunk bed. 

Soon enough, the cell was in a state of order and most of the inmates 
went about their business as if nothing had happened. Thomas presumed it was 
their way of dealing with the ordeal. Denial was better than remembering, 
although Thomas still had the stench of the inmate’s unwashed butt in his 
nostrils. And the humiliation suffered at the hands of the guards seared his 
insides like a slow lit burning fuse. 

Trying to create a sense of normalcy for himself, he looked for Manuel. 
Making his way past Tafari’s men, who were very quiet for a change, he 
approached his friend who was sitting on his bunk. 

“Hey, man,” Thomas greeted him. 
Manuel had his head turned and was staring out of the window. 
Thomas touched him lightly on the shoulder. “Manuel?” 
His friend shifted and looked up at him. Manuel’s face was like stone and 

his eyes glittered icily. 
Thomas lowered himself on to the bunk. “Are you ok?” 
Still Manuel said nothing. Thomas became worried. “What’s up?” 
“I can’t do this anymore,” Manuel said through clenched teeth. 
Thomas knew what he was referring to. 
“They treat us worse than animals and I am not an animal.” 
Thomas’s own anger welled up again, but he held it in check. It was no 

use raging against something he had no control over. 
“I wish I could kill them all,” Manuel hissed. 
Thomas remained calm, letting Manuel release his frustration, shame 

and humiliation. He felt exactly the same way and agreed with everything that 
spewed from Manuel’s mouth. 

Sometime later, Manuel had exhausted all possibilities on how to get the 
guards’ back. 

Thomas relaxed his jaw, inhaled deeply and asked the question that’d 
been burning on his tongue since the guards herded them from the cell. 

“Do you actually know who was killed?”  
Manuel looked at him sharply. “It was Solomon.” 
Thomas looked at him puzzled. 
“It was Solomon who was killed in the showers.” 
Thomas held up his hands. 
“Solomon was one of my crew,” Manuel said. “He was one of us.” 
“Oh, shit!” 



Manuel nodded slowly. “They are taking them one by one. They’ve 
warned me. They will kill them all until I am the last one.” 

Thomas did not know what to say. 
“The bastards can’t get to me directly, so they are killing off my crew. 

Everyone who is associated with me will die.” 
A frown formed on Thomas’s forehead. “Aren’t you a bit dramatic?” 
Manuel’s eyes turned to slits. “Solomon was the first. Tomorrow there will 

be another one, and then the next day and the next until everyone is dead.” He 
pointed in the direction of Tafari’s men. “Most of those arseholes have nothing 
to lose. They are all in here for murder. What’s one more?” 

Thomas pressed his lips together. Manuel was right. What did those 
guys have to lose if they had murdered already. 

Manuel’s face became sad. “I will not be responsible for the death of all 
these men. I know they are loyal to me, but I can’t protect them. There are too 
many possibilities to kill a man in here. And if they can’t kill everyone around 
me, they will offer me up for a slow punch.”  

Thomas turned pale. A slow punch! Being raped was bad enough, but 
being infected with AIDS on top of it was a sure death sentence. 

Manuel looked at him fiercely, clenching his fists. “I will not become 
another man’s bitch and I don’t intend to die of AIDS in this place.” 

Thomas nodded vigorously. He would react in the exact same way if he 
were in his friend’s shoes. 

They sat silently for a while, each engrossed in their own thoughts and 
sorrows, until Thomas cleared his throat.  

“I get you, but what are you going to do about all of it? I mean, how are 
you going to prevent it from happening?” 

Manuel glared at him silently. 
“Can’t you report it?” he suggested. “Can’t you tell the Warden?” 
“You are still so naive,” Manuel snarled. “Even though you’ve been here 

almost three weeks, you still know nothing.” 
“But …,” 
“There are no buts,” Manuel interrupted. “The Warden is not interested 

and the guards don’t care. They are only after the money. We are on our own!” 
Thomas kept quiet. Manuel was right. Although he’d only been 

incarcerated for a short while, he had seen enough. As long as the guards 
received their bribes and the cells were run in a reasonably orderly fashion – by 
whichever inmate was in charge – they didn’t give a damn about what 
happened. The guards shunned additional responsibility and as long as no one 
caused any major trouble, like killing a fellow inmate, they let things be. 

“I hear you man,” Thomas said. “But what are you going to do?” 
Manuel’s expression turned to stone again. “It’s time,” he said quietly. 

“It’s time for me to escape.” 
Thomas swallowed hard. He’d almost forgotten about Manuel’s plan.  
But how on this god forsaken earth was Manuel going to accomplish it?  
Yes, he understood his reasoning. The threat of Tafari offering him up as 

a bitch was very real. He’d seen the guards grab the men from their bunk beds 
during the night. He also understood Tafari was on a vendetta. Tafari would 
continue killing everyone around Manuel until his friend was the last one 
standing. 



Deep down, Manuel was a decent man. He cared about the men who 
followed and looked up to him. Putting them in danger because of Tafari’s war 
was not his style. Manuel would rather die himself before he let anyone else get 
killed, but sacrificing himself to another man and then to die of AIDS was also 
not an option. 

Thomas looked probingly at Manuel. “I get you, but how are you going to 
do it?” 

His friend leaned forward. “It’s a very simple plan.” 
Thomas tilted his head waiting for Manuel to continue. “I am going to 

start a fire at the back of the cell. As soon as the inmates smell and see the fire, 
they will rush to the front. The guards will open the door and run in to extinguish 
it. The inmates will push through the door to get out of the cell. You will make 
sure the door stays open. I will be standing close to the front. In the chaos, I will 
take a guard hostage. I have a shiv hidden behind a loose brick in the wall. 
They haven’t found it,” Manuel smirked. “I’ll drag the guard outside, down the 
corridor and out of the building. They will not attack me, because of the guard. 
It’s him or me and they will want their guard alive.” 

Thomas stared at his friend flabbergasted. What kind of hair-brained 
escape plan was that? Had Manuel totally lost it?  

Quickly he composed himself, because he felt it was his duty to point out 
the flaws in his friend’s plan. “We are in the middle of the prison complex,” he 
said. “How are you going to get to the exit?” 

Manuel shrugged nonchalantly. “I’ll have the guard as a hostage.” 
“They will lock us down. All intermediate gates will be shut.” 
“I’ll threaten to kill the hostage. They will open the gates.” 
Thomas swallowed hard. Manuel didn’t make any sense. They would 

never let him leave the prison complex. 
Thomas shook his head. “It’s not going to work. There are too many 

gates. They will lure you into a section and then lock the gates in front and 
behind you. You will be stuck with nowhere to go.” 

“That will not happen,” Manuel said confidently. “They value the life of the 
guard and they will open the gates.” 

“Do you have a death wish?” Thomas snapped. “They will rather kill you 
than let you escape.” 

“Why are you arguing?” Manuel replied angrily. “Do you want me to stay 
here? Get slaughtered like a pig? Get my throat slashed like Solomon this 
morning? Get a slow punch? Why are you finding so much fault with my plan?” 

“Because it’s not going to work! You will get yourself killed!” 
Manuel pursed his lips. “I will not get killed. My plan will work.”  
A moment later, he looked shrewdly at Thomas. “Are you making all 

these objections because you are going back on your word?” 
That thought had crossed Thomas’s mind. Even though he understood 

Manuel’s worries, his friend’s plan was ludicrous. There was no way it would 
work and he cared too much about Manuel to let him run head on into a 
disaster.  

But could he tell him that? Manuel was adamant and it looked like he 
couldn’t be dissuaded. Even if Thomas backed out, he would find another man 
to take Thomas’s place. Manuel’s guys were loyal enough to do anything he 
asked of anyone of them; even if it meant they could die. 



Thomas pushed his hand through his uncut hair. “No,” he said quietly. “I 
am not going back on my word.” 

Maybe if he was there, standing next to the door, he could prevent 
something disastrous from happening. Thomas had no idea what he could do, 
but at least he would be close by. 

“Alright,” Manuel grinned. “I’ll let you know when it’s going down.” 
Thomas groaned softly. With all his heart he wished Manuel would come 

to his senses and change his mind, but looking at his friend’s determined 
expression, there seemed to be no chance of that. 
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The ringing of the phone startled Sybil out of deep concentration. 
Reluctantly she pushed her client’s affidavit aside and checked her watch. It 
was close to six o’clock in the evening. A small smile played around her lips. 
The stack of papers on her desk had reduced dramatically. Although she had 
not cleared the backlog completely, it had nevertheless been a very productive 
day. 

She reached out and picked up the receiver of the ringing phone. 
“Watts speaking,” she answered. 
“Good afternoon, Ms Watts,” a deep voice replied. “Nic Steyn from GCE.” 
Nic Steyn from GCE? Sybil’s heart started pounding in her throat. What 

was he going to say? It had only been a day since she had visited him. Would 
he tell her he had reconsidered and wasn’t looking into Pearson’s case? 

Sybil inhaled deeply. There was only one way to find out.  
“Good afternoon, Mr Steyn. This is a surprise. I didn’t expect your call so 

soon.” 
Steyn chuckled softly. “It is very much a surprise.” 
Sybil frowned. Steyn didn’t sound like the bearer of bad news. A glimmer 

of hope rose in her. Maybe he hadn’t reconsidered. 
“This whole case is one big surprise,” Steyn continued. 
Sybil became more confused by the second. “Why do you say that?” 
She heard Steyn shifting in his chair. “Let me tell you the whole story 

from the beginning. This morning I took a colleague of mine and we went to Mr 
Bienert’s company, Steel Manufacturing Industries.” He paused for a moment. 
“By the way, it’s quite an impressive company.” 

Sybil pulled a face. She didn’t care if the company was impressive or not, 
she wanted to know if her theory was correct. 

“We arrived at about 08h30 and stopped at the reception desk. We 
decided beforehand to play our cards straight, and introduced ourselves as 
forensic investigators.” 

“Was that wise?” Sybil interrupted. 
“It turned out it was very wise,” Steyn said. “The receptionist called 

Bienert’s secretary and we were let into the inner sanctuary almost instantly. 
We didn’t even have a chance to sit down properly, when Bienert spilled the 
beans.” 

“What!” Sybil exclaimed. “What are you talking about?” 
Steyn laughed softly. “I am telling you, Pearson’s boss couldn’t get 

everything off his chest fast enough. He told us about the dealings with the 
North Korean company, how his disk went missing, that he suspected his 
employee had taken it and that he had hired a man to retrieve it.” 

Sybil was flabbergasted. “You can’t be serious.” 
“Absolutely,” Steyn replied. “And I have proof. We taped the whole 

conversation. I know it is not admissible evidence in court, but I thought it 
prudent to have the man on tape in case he’d change his mind.” 

Sybil drummed her fingers on her desk for a moment. “Do you have the 
tape with you?” 



“Yes.” 
“Is there a possibility that I can listen to it?” 
“Sure,” Steyn said. “Do you want to listen to it now?” 
Sybil nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please.”  
“I’ll only play the relevant sections otherwise it will be too long, if that’s ok 

with you?” 
“That’s perfectly alright,” Sybil replied. 
She heard clicking and clacking, as if a tape was inserted into a recorder. 
“The sound quality might not be so good, but you will be able to 

distinguish between the three of us easily enough.” 
There was another click and Sybil heard Steyn’s voice. Although the 

recording was slightly distorted she was able to make out what he said. 
“Good morning, Mr Bienert. Thank you for seeing us.” 
Someone cleared his throat noisily. 
“Good morning.” The man’s voice carried a slight accent and Sybil 

assumed it was Bienert.  
Steyn continued. “This is my colleague Peter Snyder. We are forensic 

investigators at GCE.” 
There was a moment of silence. 
“Do you mind if we ask you a few questions, Mr Bienert?” 
Bienert cleared his throat again. “No, not at all. I am actually quite glad 

that you are here.” 
“Why is that?” 
“Well,” a small pause followed. “I am a bit unnerved.” 
“Sir?” 
“I’ve received death threats and my family also has been threatened.” 
“Would you care to elaborate?” 
“A few days ago, I received an anonymous phone call. The caller said 

that if I wasn’t going to tell the truth very quickly, I would die. At first I didn’t take 
it seriously, but the events over the next couple of days made me reconsider.” 

“What happened?” 
“I got in my car in the morning, like I always do and drove to work. As I 

approached the off-ramp my brakes failed. I was able to down shift, slow my car 
sufficiently to narrowly avoid an accident and came to a stop. My BMW was 
towed to the nearest garage. The service manager called me a couple of hours 
later to tell me that the car’s brake lines had been cut.” 

“Do you have any idea who might have tampered with your car?” 
“I have an idea, but let me first tell you what happened next.” 
Another small pause ensued. 
“My wife phoned me in a panic about mid-afternoon. She’d been out 

shopping and as she opened her car door, a van stopped next to her. Two 
masked men grabbed her, pulled her into the van and held a gun to her head. 
They told her to give me a message: if I don’t tell the truth in the next twenty-
four hours, our children will die.” 

“Did you call the police?” 
“No,” Bienert’s voice was barely audible. 
“Why not?” 
This time the pause was much longer. 
“Because I know what I am supposed to do, but I can’t bring myself to 

hand myself over to the police.”  



“If you know that you have done something wrong and if you and your 
family’s life have been threatened, isn’t it the better idea to hand yourself over to 
the police?” 

Sybil heard a loud sigh. 
“Yes, Mr Steyn. It is the better option, but what I’ve done could land me 

for many years in prison, and as you can hopefully understand, I am hesitant to 
face that kind of punishment.” 

“Shouldn’t you think of your family first? If there is any connection 
between your crime and the death threats, your wife and children could die.” 

“I am convinced that there is a connection and that’s why I am glad you 
are here.” 

“Why is that?” 
“I want to hire you to protect me and my family.” 
 
“But you aren’t bodyguards!” Sybil exclaimed. 
Steyn stopped the tape quickly. “You are right, but Bienert forgot about 

that.” 
“Which means you misled him,” Sybil said. 
Steyn chuckled quietly. “I did nothing of the sort. I neither confirmed nor 

denied his assumption at this point in time. Remember, I introduced us as 
forensic investigators. If he didn’t hear us, or forgot about it, that was his 
problem. Let’s listen to the rest of the tape, then you can tell me what you think.” 

Steyn pressed the play button on the recorder.  
 
“Mr Bienert. I feel flattered, but we need to know first what kind of crime 

you allegedly have committed, before we can discuss any business 
relationship.” 

“I made a mistake,” Bienert said. “I accepted an assignment from a 
company I shouldn’t have.” 

“Can you explain a bit more?” 
“I don’t know if you are familiar with the nuclear non-proliferation act?” 
“No. What is that?” 
“Basically it states that South Africa is not permitted to sell components 

which could be used in the manufacture of nuclear weapons to banned 
countries.” 

“So?” 
“A company from North Korea approached me during a recent overseas 

conference which I attended and asked if we could design and manufacture 
centrifuges. The money they offered was enormous.” 

“I assume these centrifuges could be used in the production of nuclear 
weapons?” 

“Unfortunately, yes. But this company assured me that they would only 
use them to generate nuclear power. Apparently, they have a problem in North 
Korea with regards to electricity and they wanted to explore the possibility of 
building a nuclear power plant.” 

“And you believed them?” 
“Hindsight is 20 / 20, Mr Steyn. I was blinded by the money they offered. 

It was a fortune and even though it was illegal what I was doing, who would 
have known about it. I made the drawings myself and only I corresponded with 
North Korea. No one at SME was any the wiser. No harm done.” 



“What happened?” 
“I had burned all information on a CD and forgotten that it was lying on 

my desk. Then I had a meeting with one of my employees, Mr Pearson, who is 
an engineer at our company. We discussed a couple of drawings, but after he 
left, I realised that he’d taken my CD.” 

“Oho.” 
“Yes, oho. Now, Mr Pearson had the CD and I needed to get it back 

before he knew what he had in his briefcase.” 
“What did you do?” 
A lengthy pause followed. 
“The only thing I could do. You have to understand, Mr Steyn, I was 

desperate. I had to get the CD back as fast as possible. If Mr Pearson had 
found out what I had been up to, he would have turned me in immediately. Mr 
Pearson is not the kind of person who would tolerate any illegal business 
deals.” 

“How did you get your CD back?” 
“That’s the crux of the matter. I didn’t get it back. Foolishly, I thought I 

could solve the problem myself. I approached my gardener and asked him if he 
knew of anyone who could help me out. You know, those people always know 
someone who is willing to break into a house or highjack a car for the right 
amount of money. I mean, I only wanted my CD back.” 

The tape crackled softly. 
“So, as I said, I spoke to Tobias and he agreed to organise someone. 

The whole thing went wrong. All they had to do was pretend to mug Mr Pearson 
to get the disk …” 

“What went wrong?” 
“Tobias came to me the next day and said that he didn’t get the disk. 

Pearson had fought back. He said that during the struggle the gun went off and 
killed his friend. Thereafter he didn’t have time to search Pearson’s car. I asked 
him where he got the gun from and Tobias admitted that he’d taken it from my 
study at home.” 

“He stole your gun?” 
“Yes, Mr Steyn. My gardener thought he was being clever and stole a 

gun registered in my name. In addition, instead of taking it with him, he dropped 
it at the crime scene.” 

“And the police took it as evidence.” 
“When Mr Pearson called me on Monday for help, I panicked. I told him 

the company would not be able to help him. I should have turned myself in then 
and there, but I believed I could still save myself. I have no idea why or how it 
was organised, but when my brakes were cut and my wife was accosted, I got 
scared.” 

“You got yourself into one hell of a situation.” 
“I know,” Bienert said. “I am in trouble and that’s why I am glad you came 

around. I want to hire you for protection” 
“Mr Bienert, I am sorry to tell you, but we are not bodyguards. We are 

forensic investigators. We don’t physically protect people, we investigate 
crimes.” 

Steyn switched off the tape recorder. “That’s almost the end of it. Bienert 
protested a bit, but eventually we were able to convince him to take his chances 
with the police and the South African judicial system.” 



Sybil smiled. “You were right earlier on, you didn’t deceive him. But why 
did he confess to all of it so easily?” 

“I don’t really know,” Steyn conceded. “Maybe he didn’t listen properly in 
the beginning? Maybe his guilty conscience played a part? I must admit, the 
guy looked like a train wreck. His suit was rumpled and it looked like he hadn’t 
slept in days.” 

Sybil’s mind whirled. “Are you sure Bienert told you everything?” 
“He even gave us the address of his gardener.” 
“This is incredible,” Sybil exclaimed. 
Steyn chuckled again. “I would say so.” 
Sybil steadied her racing heart. “Did you get everything from him in 

writing?” 
“We’ve done even better than that,” Steyn said. “We tracked down the 

gardener which wasn’t very difficult. Once we located him, we got the police 
involved. Our friends in blue arrested him on the spot.” 

“And the cops just arrested him on your word?” Sybil asked in disbelief. 
“Ms Watts,” Steyn said. “We have been in this business for a long time 

and have long established relationships with the police and prosecutors. We 
don’t make false accusations. By the way, after a bit of persuasion from our 
friends in blue, the gardener admitted to the whole story as told by Bienert.” 

“Sorry,” Sybil said quickly. “I didn’t mean to question your work.” 
“That’s alright.” 
Although Sybil’s mind reeled with all the information, she needed to tie 

up all loose ends. “What about Bienert? What happened to him?” 
“He was arrested. Charged with conspiracy to murder and a few other 

things related to his shady dealings with the company in North Korea. We 
handed the disk to the cops and he will have a hard time wiggling his way out of 
this one.” 

“And what about Pearson?” 
Steyn’s chair creaked. “We went straight to the prosecutor who is 

handling Pearson’s case. We gave him the statement and relayed the facts of 
the alleged murder to him. He was only too glad to be rid of the case. As you 
can imagine, prosecutors are overworked and underpaid. Too many cases to 
handle all at once. He said he would drop the charges and get the release 
papers signed tomorrow. Pearson could be out of prison the day after.” 

Pearson was to be released! He was free to go! He would be leaving 
prison for good!  

“Wow!” Sybil exclaimed. “This is fantastic!” 
Steyn laughed. “I must admit, Ms Watts, I have never had a case that 

was solved so quickly or easily.” 
Sybil joined him in his laughter. “I would have never believed in a 

thousand years that this issue could be resolved so fast. I thought you would 
have to snoop around for days on end and still not find any proof of Bienert’s 
guilt.” 

“The world works in miraculous ways,” Steyn said. 
Sybil paused for a moment. “Can you guarantee that Pearson will be 

released in two days’ time?” 
“The prosecutor assured us he will process the papers and I believe 

him.” 



A huge smile spread across Sybil’s face. “Thank you Mr Steyn. Thank 
you so much for all your help.” 

“It’s been a pleasure, Ms Watts,” Steyn replied warmly. 
 
Manuel and Thomas were on their way back from their daily one-hour 

excursion into the yard. 
“Thomas?” 
Thomas glanced at his friend. “Yeah?” 
“It’s going to happen when we get back into the cell.” 
Thomas swallowed hard. He knew exactly what his friend was referring 

to, but he had hoped Manuel would have changed his mind. The whole day he’d 
been calm and collected, but obviously it was all for show. Secretly his friend 
had been plotting the escape. 

Thomas wished he had the guts to walk away from Manuel’s mad plan. 
But he owed him. He owed him big time! Although the cellphone shipment had 
been confiscated by the guards during their last search, and Thomas had had 
no opportunity to contact this van Dyk lawyer Manuel had organised for him, 
Thomas owed him for the Walka and the protection his group had afforded him. 
He didn’t think he would have lasted as long as he had if Manuel hadn’t taking 
him under his wing. 

“Alright then,” Manuel whispered. “Be ready.” 
The inmates marched single file through the corridors and were herded 

into the cell. Thomas had no real idea how the show was going to go down, and 
loitered by the toilets close to the cell door. 

He didn’t have to wait long. The distinct smell of burning blankets 
reached his nostrils.  

His eyes opened wide. Manuel had actually started a fire in the cell!  
Sudden panic surged through Thomas. What if the guards didn’t open 

the door? What if they didn’t rush in to stop the fire? What if they decided to 
teach the inmates a lesson? What if the guards just didn’t care? 

They would either all suffocate from smoke inhalation or they would all 
burn! They would all die a horrible, painful death! 

A shriek rose from the back of the cell. Someone shouted, “Fire! Fire!” 
and a stampede broke out. 

Over eighty men raced towards the cell door, climbing over the lowest 
bunk beds, shoving each other in the narrow aisles, overturning the triple-
decker structures, punching the man next to them and screaming with panic. 

Thick black smoke wafted through the air, the stench burning in 
Thomas’s throat and stinging his eyes. Men shouted and rattled the locked cell 
door, trying to flee the impending inferno. 

All at once a siren shrieked. Feet trampled down the corridor and guards 
appeared on the other side of the door. 

“Get back! Get back!” the guards shouted from the passage, but it was 
useless. There was no way anyone close to the door would give way. Nobody 
would step back towards the fire. 

Someone grabbed Thomas’s arm. He spun around ready to punch his 
assailant, but stopped short when he saw Manuel standing next to him, grinning 
from ear to ear. 

“I told you it would work,” he mouthed. 



Thomas looked at him with utter disbelief, but was too caught up in the 
pandemonium to reply coherently. 

The cell door was unlocked and opened. A group of guards holding fire 
extinguishers pushed past the inmates, who in turn tried to get out into the 
corridor. As the last guard rushed into the cell, Manuel stepped forward. He 
snuck up to the guard from behind, slung his arm around his neck and held a 
shiv against his throat. 

“Hostage!” he declared loudly. “My ticket out of here!” 
Several inmates stopped short and stared at Manuel. Thomas could see 

their calculating looks. Manuel had a hostage and it might just be possible they 
could join the ride. 

Two of the guards holding fire extinguishers swung around. They quickly 
assessed the situation. 

“Let him go,” they shouted. “You will not be able to leave here!” 
Manuel laughed out loud and began dragging the guard towards the 

door. 
“Let him go,” they shouted again. 
Thomas saw an almost manic glint in his friend’s eyes. There was no 

persuading Manuel. He was trying to escape, no matter what. 
Suddenly there was a loud whoosh from the back of the cell and a wall of 

fire raced up to meet the ceiling. 
Oh shit!  
Manuel had underestimated how flammable the bedding was.  
Loud cries of pain reached their ears. 
Everyone stopped in their tracks. 
Someone was howling. The black smoke and bright orange flames 

obscured the view, but everyone could hear a man scream in agony. 
Suddenly an inmate stepped into the flame free area, his overall on fire, 

his black hair already singed. Manuel’s faced turned pale. At the same time his 
friend recognised the prisoner, Thomas did too.  

Elisha was one of Manuel’s men. In a quiet moment Elisha had told 
Thomas that he’d joined Manuel’s group about three months previously. He’d 
proudly shown him a photo of a pretty, smiling wife and two small, chubby kids. 
Elisha was accused of breaking and entering, but like everyone else’s, his case 
was taking forever. Manuel was helping his small family survive by sending 
them money every month, and Elisha was eternally grateful to Manuel. 

Nobody deserved to die in this fire and especially not Elisha. The man 
was young and had his whole life still in front of him. He’d made one mistake 
and was going to burn to death, because Manuel wanted to escape? 

Manuel seemed to think the same. All at once, he dropped his arm from 
the guard’s throat and the shiv fell to the floor. Using his elbows and fists 
violently, Manuel pushed and punched his way past inmates clogging the exit 
route, slowly moving back into the smoke filled cell. 

“No,” Thomas screamed. “No! What are you doing? It’s too dangerous!” 
Manuel either did not hear him or ignored Thomas’s warning. He shoved 

his way past more inmates, climbed over an overturned bunk structure, shoved 
a guard off his feet and finally reached Elisha.  

Thomas watched through tear- and smoke blurred eyes. 



Manuel snatched a blanket from the nearest bunk, threw it around 
Elisha’s shoulders, pushed him to the floor and began rolling him back and 
forth. 

Suddenly there was a deafening roar. Another huge wall of flames shot 
to the ceiling. The guards closest to the fire stumbled backwards, seared by the 
enormous heat. 

Inhaling thick black smoke, Thomas coughed violently. He rubbed his 
burning eyes, searching for Manuel and Elisha, but they were nowhere near the 
safety zone.  

“Noooo!” Thomas howled. “Nooo!” 
His friend was burning to death!  
Punching and kicking, using all his martial arts skills, Thomas tried to get 

past the mass of bodies blocking the small area in front of the cell door. His 
eyes continuously roamed over the wall of flames at the back of the cell, trying 
to catch a glimpse of his friend and Elisha.  

As Thomas fought through the last big cluster of men, another roar rose 
up in the air and more beds erupted into flames. The heat seared his face and 
he lifted his arms protectively, leaving his body exposed. 

The inmates in front of him panicked. They rushed forward desperately 
trying to escape the firestorm. Thomas had no chance against this human 
mass. They swept him along; through the door and into the corridor. As he put 
his foot onto the concrete floor outside the cell, another roar rose from the 
inside and flames licked the cell’s doorframe.  

 
Tears streaked down his soot covered face as Thomas sank down on the 

floor next to the wall in the infirmary. All around him men moaned, coughed and 
wiped at their burning eyes. Several nurses clad in white overcoats tended to 
the inmates. Holding oxygen bottles, they let the inmates take deep breaths 
from the devices. Other medical staff took care of cuts, scrapes and burns.  

Thomas rubbed his smarting eyes with the sleeve of his overall. He 
looked over the inmates contained in the infirmary, searching for Manuel and 
Elisha, hoping against hope the two men had made it out of the fire alive. 

He saw his bunk fellow further down, sitting on a gurney, and the two 
guys who regularly smoked marijuana at the open window in the morning sat 
close by, with their backs against the infirmary’s wall. Down the line, he 
recognised three inmates belonging to Tafari’s gang, and Tafari himself, who 
was lying on his back on a gurney. Next to a door, Thomas noticed a couple of 
guys from Manuel’s group, holding their heads in their hands. 

A nurse walked past and Thomas grabbed his sleeve.  
“Excuse me.” His voice was a harsh whisper. 
The nurse stopped and looked down at Thomas. 
Thomas tried to clear his throat, but it was no use. “Excuse me,” he 

croaked again. 
The nurse shook off Thomas’s hand. “What is it?” 
“Did all the men make it out of the cell?” 
The nurse tilted his head. 
Thomas looked at him pleadingly. “Is everyone alright?” 
“Why do you want to know?” 
Thomas brushed his face. “I saw two men fighting the flames and I tried 

to get to them …” his voice trailed off. 



The nurse placed his hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “We’ve had seven 
casualties.” 

“Oh my God!” Thomas swallowed hard. “Do you know who?” 
The nurse nodded. 
“Were Emanuel Mdluli and Elisha Tshabala amongst them?” Thomas 

asked through clenched teeth. 
The nurse nodded again. 
Thomas’s eyes filled with tears. Manuel hadn’t made it out. His friend had 

died. Manuel had burned to death. He had been eaten alive by the flames. 
Oh God! Why did he have to die? All Manuel had tried to do was to save 

the life of a young man. 
The nurse let his hand drop from Thomas’s shoulder, and walked off. 
Thomas let his tears run freely, grieving for a man whom he had only 

known for a short time, but who had become a friend and who had sacrificed his 
life to save a fellow inmate. 

 
Sybil switched off her bedside lamp and pulled the duvet up to her nose. 

Closing her eyes, she relaxed her body, ready for sleep. Slowly she drifted 
away, but the sudden chirp of her cellphone startled her wide awake. 

What the hell? It was after eleven when she climbed into bed. Who the 
hell would phone her now? 

Sybil reached up, switched on the light and picked up her cellphone. The 
caller ID read: Tsholo Pinto. 

Tsholo? What did Tsholo want from her in the middle of the night? 
Sybil pressed the answer button. “Hello Tsholo. What’s up?” 
A series of sobs greeted her. 
A puzzled frown appeared on Sybil’s forehead. “Tsholo? Are you crying?”  
“I am sorry,” Tsholo wept. 
Sybil sat up in her bed. “Tsholo calm down. What’s wrong?” 
Tsholo snivelled loudly on the other end. “He’s dead.” 
“Who’s dead?” 
“Manuel. Manuel, my brother is dead,” Tsholo cried. 
“What are you talking about? You brother is asleep at Johannesburg 

Central Prison.” 
“Noooo,” Tsholo wailed. “He’s not.” 
“Tsholo calm down,” Sybil said firmly. “How do you know Manuel is 

dead?” 
Tsholo took some deep breaths and the sobbing subsided considerably. 

“My dad called me,” she said. “The prison phoned him and told him that there’s 
been a fire. They said it was in the cell and Manuel did not make it out in time. 
They said he died in the fire.” 

Sybil closed her eyes in disbelief. “Are you sure? I mean, how can you 
be sure there was a fire? And how do you know that Manuel really died?” 

Tsholo sniffled quietly. “My dad was asked to identify the body.” 
Sybil went pale. Her dad had to identify the burned body of his son? Oh 

my God! 
“My dad said although he was terribly burnt, he recognised him. It was 

Manuel.” 
Sybil’s mind raced. Why was there a fire in the first place? And where 

were the sprinklers? The sprinklers should have extinguished the fire. And what 



about the guards? Didn’t they have monitors everywhere? Didn’t the guards see 
there was a fire? Weren’t they supposed to stop a fire? 

Before Sybil could ask any of her questions, Tsholo said, “They told my 
dad there would be an inquiry, because he’d asked them how this could have 
happened.” Tsholo’s voice turned cold. “But you know how that will turn out. It 
will be swept under the carpet or classified as an accident. There won’t be any 
justice or retribution.” 

Sybil could only nod in agreement. They both had heard enough during 
their surveys with the inmates, especially in Johannesburg Central to know that 
Tsholo was speaking the truth. 

Her mind turned back to Tsholo and the death of her brother. She finally 
spoke the words she should have said right at the beginning. 

“I am so sorry for your loss.” 
Tsholo again began to cry softly. “I am sorry to have phoned you so late, 

but I thought you would want to know, having interviewed him and all.” 
Sybil sighed heavily. Tsholo was right. “Yes,” she replied. “I would have 

wanted to know. He was a very nice man. I liked him and I am really sad he 
died.” 

“Thank you,” Tsholo whispered. “Sorry again for phoning so late. Try to 
get some sleep. I’ll see you soon.” 

“Alright,” Sybil replied. “Keep your head up.” 
Sybil ended the call, put the cellphone on the nightstand and switched off 

the light, but sleep would not come.  
Manuel was dead! 
His face appeared behind her closed lids. She saw his amused smile, the 

way he moved his hands when he answered her questions, and she heard his 
well-modulated voice.  

Tears rolled down her cheeks. Emanuel Mdluli had died in a fire. What a 
waste! He’d saved his sister’s life and had kept their relationship secret so that 
Tsholo could have a career. Now he was dead. His life cut short. It just wasn’t 
fair. 

Sybil bit down on her bottom lip. Yes, Johannesburg Central Prison was 
a death trap, but at least she would have saved one person. Tomorrow morning 
Thomas Pearson would be released, escaping from a life that was hell on earth. 

 
Thomas looked into the cracked mirror. His face was grey, his eyebrows 

singed, dark rings circled his eyes and deep lines etched into the skin next to 
his mouth. A dull ache sat in his chest whenever he thought of Manuel.  

Although Manuel had started the fire, it wasn’t fair that he had died, or for 
that matter, any of the other victims. Why hadn’t the guards been faster? Why 
weren’t the sprinklers maintained? Why were they allowed to have matches and 
lighters in the cell in the first place? All of this could have been avoided!  

Thomas knew it was useless to ask these questions. It was what it was. 
The prison was overcrowded, a monetary budget was almost non-existent, 
maintenance was carried out only on essential parts of the prison and the 
guards had long ago succumbed to a system of bribery.  

With a sigh Thomas turned away from the mirror and got dressed.  
The guards told them that the surviving inmates would be split up and 

transferred into other cells until their damaged cell had been cleaned up.  
He was not looking forward to a new bunch of inmates.  



His protection was gone and he would be in the same situation as he 
was in when he first arrived at Johannesburg Central. Apart from being exposed 
to prejudice - Black against White - and having to figure out who belonged to 
which gang, and who had the ultimate say, the other cells were most likely also 
overcrowded, with the current inhabitants resenting the newcomers for taking 
up their precious space. 

What if he didn’t suss the new bunch of inmates out quickly enough? 
What if he was placed in a cell with Tafari and his men? Would he still be a 
target, having been close to Manuel? What if he got caught up in the middle of 
different factions? What if the new gangs thought him easy meat, a bitch for 
sale to their compatriots in other cells?  

Thomas groaned quietly. 
There was nothing he could do except keep his wits about him. The only 

chance he had was to keep on exercising; to be fast on his feet, quick with his 
hands and be aware of what was going on around him at all times. 

Thomas followed his fellow shower mates into the corridor and 
positioned himself within the single line, waiting for the guards to guide them to 
their new cell. 

Four guards approached. Extra security had been assigned to the 
inmates to prevent another disaster from happening.  

“7804151011, Pearson,” the second guard, a tall, thin black man 
shouted. 

Thomas’s head snapped up. 
“7804151011, Pearson,” the tall guard called out again. 
Cautiously Thomas took a step forward. 
The tall guard looked him up and down. “You Pearson?” 
Thomas nodded tentatively. 
“Come with me.” 
“Where are we going?”  
The guard turned away from him. “You know better than to ask 

questions.” 
Gritting his teeth at having been reprimanded like a little school boy, 

Thomas bowed his head and kept his mouth shut. He was not in the mood for a 
beating.  

Thomas followed close behind the guard. Strangely enough, he wasn’t 
handcuffed and was only being escorted by a single guard. 

Where was the guard taking him? To the Warden again? But he hadn’t 
been involved in the fire! He hadn’t started it! He even tried to save Manuel and 
Elisha. 

What would he tell the Warden? Would he confess to Manuel’s escape 
plan? But that would make him a conspirator!  

Thomas shook his head. 
No way! He needed to keep quiet about his part in the disaster. It was 

too easy for the Warden to put him in solitary confinement as punishment. 
There was no chance he would survive thirty days in a dark hole.  

Thomas clenched his jaw. 
Manuel always said to admit to nothing and to act innocent. That’s what 

he would do. He would keep his mouth shut. 
After several minutes of walking, they turned a corner and entered a 

large room. 



Thomas looked around curiously. This was definitely not the Warden’s 
office. Where the hell were they? 

The guard approached the wire-mesh covered opening in the wall. 
“Morning, Solly,” he greeted the fat, black man behind the grid. 
“Morning, Chief. What have you got?” 
“7804151011, Pearson.” 
The guard scratched his bulging stomach. “Right,” he said. “I got his stuff 

an hour ago. Was wondering why it ended up here.” 
The tall guard turned to Thomas. “Step forward.” 
Thomas cautiously approached the wooden table. 
The fat guard placed a brown packet on the counter, put a sheet next to 

it and pointed his finger. “Sign here.” 
Thomas glanced at the form. “What am I signing?” 
Fatty rolled his eyes. “Don’t make my life difficult. Just sign.” 
Thomas had learned long ago not to argue with the guards, so he picked 

up the pen and scribbled his signature in the place Fatty had indicated. 
Fatty took the sheet and pushed the brown parcel towards Thomas. 
Thomas looked questioningly at his tall escort. 
“It’s yours,” he replied with a shrug. 
Thomas lifted the parcel and placed it on the table. Quickly he ripped the 

tape off and peeled back the paper. 
His eyes became wide like saucers. His stuff! His civilian pants, his 

stained button-down shirt and his socks. Even his wallet, his watch and his 
cellphone! What the hell was going on? 

He turned to his escort, but the tall guard said, “Hurry up. Get dressed. 
We don’t have all day.” 

Totally confused, Thomas stripped off his prison clothes and put on his 
old civilian outfit. He didn’t mind his stained pants and his shirt smelling of old 
sweat. It was amazing what ordinary clothes could do to the psyche of a man. 
He felt like a million dollars. He strapped on his watch and cautiously opened 
his wallet. Every single bank card was still in its allocated slot and all his cash 
was still in each respective pocket! Pressing the on-button, the screen of his 
cellphone stayed dark. Obviously, the batteries had run dry a long time ago. 

Fully dressed, he turned towards his escort, waiting for his next 
instruction. 

“Let’s go,” the man ordered. 
Totally mystified, Thomas followed the guard out of the room. They 

strode down corridors, turned corners and passed locked doors. 
Where on earth were they going? Why did they give him back his 

clothes?  
Thoughts went round and round in Thomas’s mind, but he couldn’t make 

sense of any of it. 
The guard opened a door and they stepped out into bright sunshine. 

Instinctively, Thomas lifted his face and let the warm sunrays caress his cheeks. 
They walked along a narrow pathway blocked at the end by a guard hut. His 
escort waved to the people inside and made his way around the small brick 
structure. He unlocked a solid metal pedestrian gate and waved Thomas 
forward. 

“Good luck,” he said. 



Thomas stared at him long and hard. He still had no clue what was going 
on.  

“Go,” the guard said. “You are free to go.” 
A big lump rose in Thomas’s chest. “I am released?” 
The tall guard nodded. “Yes, you are being released. You are free to go.” 
Thomas looked at the open pedestrian gate.  
He was being released! He was free to go! He just had to step through 

the gate and he would be free! 
Thomas opened his mouth, but quickly closed it again. Don’t ask any 

questions! Don’t ask why or what! Go before he changes his mind. 
Thomas lifted his foot and took one step after the other, expecting at any 

second to be pulled back, the guard telling him they had been joking. 
Thomas walked onto the pavement and heard the solid metal door clank 

shut behind him. Turning around, he stared at the door in utter disbelief. His 
escort was really leaving him outside. The tall guard was not about to pull him 
back into the prison! 

“Pearson! Thomas Pearson!” a voice called out to him. 
Thomas heard his name through a thick fog. He was still staring at the 

closed pedestrian door. 
A hand touched his arm. “Mr Pearson.” 
Thomas looked down at the person standing next to him, recognising her 

through a daze. 
“Ms Watts. What are doing here? What is happening?” 
A huge smile spread across Sybil’s face. “You’ve been released. The 

cops dropped the charges and the prosecutor signed the papers. You are free 
to go.” 

Thomas’s mind reeled. “How? Why?” 
Sybil pulled gently on his arm. “Let’s walk away from this gate.” 
Thomas followed her numbly. 
Sybil stopped next to her car, which was parked about two hundred 

metres down the road at the curb.  
The chirping sound of Sybil’s remote startled Thomas and his mind 

cleared. 
“Can we stand a while?” he asked. 
Sybil nodded kindly. 
Thomas took a few steps to the side and leaned against a rough wall. His 

mind was in overdrive, trying to make sense of the last forty-five minutes. One 
minute he was dressed in an orange overall waiting to be led into a new cell, 
and the next minute he was standing on the pavement outside the prison.  

Breathing in deeply, he smelled the familiar stench of car exhausts, hot 
tar and dry dust. Trucks roared past him, whipping empty plastic bags in the air, 
sedans zoomed down the road, loud music blaring through open windows and 
mopeds swerved in and out of the busy traffic. Men and women in all shapes 
and sizes, dressed in jeans, slacks, T-shirts, jerseys and suits, stepped around 
him on the pavement, hardly noticing him at all. 

Thomas trailed his fingers over the concrete of the wall and prodded a 
crack in the pavement with the toe of his shoe.  

Everything he checked indicated that it was for real. This was not a 
dream! He was really on the outside!  



A big grin spread over Thomas’s face. A cry of joy bubbled up in his 
throat and he let it out. He grabbed Sybil by the shoulders, pulled her close and 
enveloped her in a bear hug. 

“I am really free,” he whispered in her hair. 
Sybil gasped for breath. The guy was strong and although she 

understood his exhilaration, his hug was threatening to break her ribs. 
She managed to get her hands up and pushed him gently away.  
“I am made of flesh and bone,” she smiled. “I might break if you hug me 

too hard.” 
Thomas dropped his arms and blushed, colouring his ears a bright red. “I 

am so sorry. I am just so happy.” 
“I understand,” she replied. 
Thomas looked at the young woman and only now it dawned on him that 

she had been waiting for him. 
“How come you are here?” he asked. “Were you waiting for me?” 
Sybil nodded. “Yes, I knew you were coming out this morning.” 
“How? Why?” he asked, confusion written across his face. 
Sybil brushed her fingers through her shoulder-length hair. “It’s a long 

story. Don’t you want to go somewhere where we can talk about it more 
comfortably?” 

Thomas shook his head. “No. I don’t want to go anywhere at the 
moment.” He placed his hand against the wall. “I want to enjoy my new found 
freedom a bit longer.” 

Sybil tilted her head. 
Thomas smiled crookedly. “Sorry for being difficult. I know the air smells 

of exhaust fumes and I must be a sight, but I don’t want to be in an enclosed 
place right now.” 

Sybil put her hand on his arm. “Take all the time you need.”  
He was grateful she understood. 
Letting the warmth of the wall soak through his shirt, Thomas drew a 

breath. “You said it was a long story. You can tell me the details later, but for 
now I would still like to know the gist of how you came to be here, waiting for 
me.” 

Sybil also leaned against the wall. The concrete was pleasantly warm. 
“You owe me some money,” she said, poking him jokingly in his side. 
Thomas crossed his arms. “Why?” 
“After the last time we spoke, I hired a forensic investigator and asked 

him to look into our theory. He went to your boss and Bienert spilled the beans.” 
“What?”  
Sybil raised her hand. “Only the gist for now. Okay?” 
Thomas nodded reluctantly. “Alright.” 
“The forensic investigator has taped the whole conversation, and I heard 

that your boss was only too glad to see someone from law enforcement.” Sybil 
made quotation marks in the air. “We think your boss confessed because he 
had a guilty conscience and because he received death threats. He and his 
family were seriously threatened.” 

Threatened? Thomas’s heart became heavy. He remembered the 
conversation with Manuel in which his friend offered to ask some men who 
owed him favours to put pressure on Bienert. He also remembered having said 
no. Manuel must have gone ahead anyway.  



Thomas’s eyes watered. His friend had looked out for him and now he 
was dead. 

Thomas supressed his sorrow. “So, Bienert confessed. What about the 
thug who shot his partner?” 

“It was Bienert’s gardener. The forensic investigator tracked him down 
and handed him over to the police, where he confessed to accidently killing his 
partner. Together with Bienert’s statement the cops decided to drop the charges 
against you, and with a bit of persuasion, the prosecutor signed your release 
papers immediately.” 

Thomas brushed his hands through his hair. It was over! It was actually 
over and he was a free man! 

Sybil touched his forearm lightly. “I don’t want to be nosy, but if you don’t 
mind me asking, what happened to your eyebrows?” 

Thomas smiled sadly. “They got burned.” 
Sybil looked at him strangely. 
Thomas wiped his finger across his singed brows. He could still smell the 

burning stench. “There was a fire in the cell. A friend of mine tried to help a 
fellow inmate out of the blaze, but they both died.” 

Sybil’s eyes widened. “You were there? You were in that cell?” 
Thomas frowned at her. “What do you mean? What do you know about 

the fire?” 
Sybil shook her head sadly. “The brother of a colleague of mine died in 

the fire.” 
“It was horrific,” Thomas said quietly. “There was nothing anyone could 

do. I am really sad my friend died. He was a good, decent man and I don’t 
believe he should have been locked up in the first place. All he tried to do was 
protect his sister and what did he get for it?” 

Sybil looked at him sharply. “What was your friend’s name?” 
“Manuel Mdluli,” Thomas replied. 
Sybil waved her hand. “You were in a cell with Emanuel Mdluli?” 
Thomas nodded. 
“And you say you were friends?” 
Thomas hesitated. “Well, as much as one can be friends in prison. 

Manuel helped me find my feet in that place. He protected me and everyone 
else in his group. As I said, he was a good man,” he glanced at her sideways. 
“Why are you so interested?” 

Sybil drew a breath. “Because his sister is my colleague. She is the one 
who lost her brother.” 

“Oh my God.” 
“Maybe you wouldn’t mind talking to her? She didn’t get to speak to him 

since that night - since he was arrested.” 
Thomas nodded firmly. “Sure. I’ll talk to her. I think she wants to know 

what a great person he was and how much he helped me.” 
Sybil stepped away from the wall. 
“Where are you going?” Thomas asked. 
Sybil smiled broadly. “I think we need to get your house keys from Legal 

Aid. You need to get home so that you can shower and change. You can’t meet 
the rest of the world in the state you are in now.” 



Thomas laughed out loud and stepped away from the wall. He was ready 
to face the world. Thanks to this young woman, he was free. His life had been 
given back to him and he was ready to live it again. 

 
THE END 
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