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CHAPTER 01

The small  aircraft  jumped as  it  hit  another  air  pocket.  Bradley’s  stomach 

lurched, suddenly sitting in his throat. For an instant, the cabin lights dimmed 

and loose items jumbled in all directions. 

He swallowed with some effort. 

The plane shuddered a couple of times and settled again, at least for the 

moment. 

Grinding his teeth, he swore quietly. 

Bradley hated flying. He loathed being confined to a small space, far away 

from the safety of terra firma. He detested the notion that someone else was 

in control and that he was at the mercy of these so-called professionals. In 

his  opinion,  there  was  nothing  fascinating  about  flying  in  an  aeroplane. 

Modern air travel took a person from point A to point B in a short time, but 

nothing  more.  Bradley  wished  he  had  taken  his  car,  but  unfortunately 

distance and time constraint did not allow it.

The plane went through another air pocket and shook violently. 

He hoped to God that the seams on the aircraft’s metal panels would hold. 

Although it was relatively cool in the interior, Bradley’s hands were sweaty, 

leaving wet print marks on his black leather armrests. 

He was not scared. Well, maybe just a little bit. 

After a few minutes, the rattling ceased considerably and Bradley dared to 

look through a small window on his left. Ragged lightning strikes illuminated 

the dark sky and rain whipped relentlessly against the Plexiglas pane. 
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There was absolutely nothing to see outside. Frustrated, he shook his head. 

They might as well have been in the middle of hell. 

Bradley  turned his attention to the other five passengers in the plane.  An 

elderly man sitting to his right, wearing a grey tailored suit, was unperturbed 

by the mayhem around him. His  slack jowls hung loosely,  only  quivering 

occasionally, reminding Bradley of a worn-out Basset hound. 

The man had opened the  top  button  of  his  white  shirt  and loosened his 

canary and red striped tie. A bald patch on top of his head was flecked with 

liver spots and his  half-moon spectacles perched on the tip of his bulbous 

nose. Like all the other passengers, he was strapped in his seat, but he was 

holding and reading a newspaper as if he were sitting in his lounge at home. 

The passenger one seat further to the front had his head tilted back. His 

silvery hair  clung to  the headrest,  and he seemed to  be asleep.  He had 

crossed his arms in front of his bulky chest and his feet were planted firmly 

on  the  carpeted  cabin  floor.  Sitting  perfectly  upright,  his  body  moved 

smoothly with the turbulence, like a surfer riding a three metre wave. His 

tanned, wrinkled face was peaceful and it seemed to Bradley that not even 

an  exploding  bomb could  wake  him  from  his  slumber.  The  passenger’s 

baggy khaki clothes were well worn and crumpled, and Bradley noticed that 

several pockets were bulging. 

Another  vicious  lightning  strike  dazzled  past  his  window,  followed  by  an 

instant clap of thunder. Bradley jumped in his seat, but his safety belt held 

him back, cutting painfully across his stomach. 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 4

Why did they have to fly through a storm? Why had the pilot not taken a route 

around the bad weather? That’s what normal pilots did, didn’t they? 

Taking deep breaths, Bradley tried to relax, but the plane continued to shake 

violently. Again, he wondered how much longer he would have to endure the 

torture. Groaning silently, he prayed that the aircraft’s rivets would not pop 

out and shoot through the sky like bullets from a gun.

He  regretted  deeply  that  he  had  not  taken  a  commercial  flight  from OR 

Thambo airport.  Maybe he would have been safer in a bigger plane. The 

decision to fly via charter from Lanseria airport had been a spontaneous one. 

Time had been of essence and there had been no other transport available 

on such short notice.

For the hundredth time Bradley wished that he had stayed at home.

What did he have to prove? He did not need the money. He did not need to 

work; therefore, he did not have to take on this assignment. What on earth 

had gotten into him?

The  small  plane  was  thrown  around  the  dark  sky  like  a  ball  between 

professional players on a tennis court. It  hit  another air  pocket and again 

Bradley’s stomach lurched up into his throat. He had no idea how close or 

how far away they were from the safety of Mother Earth. Fear of crashing 

became paramount in his mind. 

Squeezing his eyes shut, vivid images began chasing each other behind his 

tightly closed lids. The plane nose-dived. The whining of the engines became 

a high pitched sound, hurting his ears. He saw thick, grey clouds rushing 

past, the brown ground racing towards the plane with tremendous speed. It 
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hit the surface with enormous force. He was thrown out of the small aircraft, 

his  body  flung  like  a  rag  doll  across  rocky  boulders,  large metal  shards 

raining down around him. He bounced hard on the rough ground, breathing 

laboriously, lying crushed amongst dusty thorn bushes. 

He smelled the burning plane,  saw billowing smoke,  and felt  excruciating 

pain  shoot  through  his  broken  arms  and  legs.  His  limbs  stuck  out  at 

impossible angles. Rivulets of blood ran from a deep gash on his head and 

he heard hyenas, the fearful scavengers of the bush, approach. 

He smelled their stinking breath, heard their snickering laughs and saw the 

anticipation in their wicked eyes as they surrounded him, waiting for him to 

succumb, so that they could rip him apart. 

Bradley shuddered involuntarily. 

“Dear Lord,” he prayed silently. “Please let me get out of this alive. I promise 

to be a good boy from now on!”

The last  six  months had been a joyride for  Bradley.  His  grandfather  had 

passed away and left him a large chunk of money. As a matter of fact, he had 

inherited enough money to be able to live comfortably for the rest of his life 

without  ever  working  – if  he  handled  the  money  wisely.  He  and  his 

grandfather, Philip, had been close and Bradley had fond memories of the 

tall man with his slightly stooped shoulders, a shock of white hair and sharp 

blue eyes. 

Philip Tanner had made his money buying and selling properties. The old 

man had been extremely shrewd, hardly ever having made  a wrong move, 

boasting a fine nose for  business.  The biggest  portion of  his fortune  had 
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been made during the second half of the ‘nineties in the housing boom which 

had rocked Johannesburg. 

People had been crying desperately to find safety from the high crime rate in 

South  Africa.  Burglaries,  rapes  and  murders  were  on  the  daily  agenda. 

Statistically every third person was hit  sooner or later.  It  did not matter if 

someone  was  rich  or  poor,  Black,  Indian  or  White,  living  in  the  affluent 

northern suburbs or in the more affordable southern areas. Nobody was safe. 

Six-foot walls, electric fences, vicious dogs and security guards patrolling the 

streets of their precious suburbs were no longer enough. People wanted to 

feel safe in numbers, which meant that they wanted to live closer together. 

Soon  the  invasive  townhouse  and  cluster  complexes  popped  up  like 

mushrooms after a rainy day. Philip Tanner sensed the market-change and 

bought up properties all over Johannesburg, even risking enormous debts in 

the process. Once the properties were legally in his possession, Tanner’s 

teams demolished the usually large houses quickly and within the shortest 

time possible - sometimes as little as three months - built smaller townhouses 

on the same size property. 

Homeowners all over Johannesburg had shouted with joy. Those who sold 

their  homes  made  huge  profits,  and  those  who  bought  newly  developed 

townhouses  felt  safe  and  secure,  not  minding  their  cramped  conditions. 

Often,  they willingly and happily exchanged three or four hundred square 

metres of  floor space for a quarter of  that size. Meanwhile, Philip Tanner 

made a killing. 
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Bradley, however, was not overawed by the old man’s success, and he was 

wary of his grandfather’s business ethics.

“Why are  you so  opposed to  townhouses?”  Philip  Tanner  had asked his 

grandson.

They  were  walking  along  the  cobble-paved  garden  path,  away  from  his 

grandfather’s ‘mansion’,  as Bradley secretly called it,  to the bottom of the 

huge property. They strolled slowly towards a wrought iron gazebo standing 

in front of a small pond. The bronze metal latticework of a bench glinted in 

the bright sunlight and two ducks cleaned their brown and green feathers 

busily at the edge of  the  dark murky water. Their yellow beaks parted the 

down with  quick strokes,  their  heads turning swiftly  from one side  to  the 

other.

“It’s nothing people don’t want,” his grandfather said, slyly.

Bradley pushed his  hands  deep  into  the pockets of  his  baggy jeans and 

sighed. Although they had been down this road many times before and every 

time it had led to nowhere, he replied, “It’s just a shame to cram eight families 

into a space where before only one family lived.”

Philip  Tanner  shrugged  his  shoulders.  “They  want  to  live  like  that.  As  a 

matter of fact, they demand to live like that.”

Bradley shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

His grandfather glanced at him out of the corner of his eye.

“I think prospective buyers have no other choice,” Bradley said quietly.

“What do you mean?” 

He  knew  his  grandfather  was  baiting  him,  but  he  could  not  resist  the 

temptation.
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“A  couple  of  years  ago,”  Bradley  replied,  “people  demanded  townhouse 

complexes. But while living in them, they realised that these cubes couldn’t 

offer them the quality of life that they were used to. They sit stacked on top of 

each other, with sixty to a hundred boxes in one complex. They hear their 

neighbours bang doors, flush toilets and even snore in their  sleep. When 

they  look  out  of  their  bedroom  windows,  they  see  straight  into  their 

neighbour’s bedroom, who is busy having sex with his girlfriend. People don’t 

have privacy any longer.”

Philip Tanner’s laugh sounded more like a snort.

Bradley continued,  “You and the other  developers have earned a fortune 

from these complexes, but yet, you don’t stop building them. I wish you would 

change your style,  give people decent family homes, give them a choice. 

Right now, you don’t offer them anything else. It’s a townhouse or nothing.”

His grandfather chuckled quietly. “Why on earth would I want to give them a 

choice?”

Bradley shook his head in frustration. “It’s not right to force people to live like 

hens in a battery. Especially when there is so much empty space available in 

and around Johannesburg.”

Philip  Tanner  looked  at  his  grandson  shrewdly.  “There  is  no  money  in 

building large family homes,” he said.

Bradley’s temper flared. “Is it always about money? What about humanity? 

Those townhouse complexes breed all sorts of problems. When people live 

too close together, eventually violence will break out.”

His  grandfather  pressed his  lips  together.  “Don’t  exaggerate!  We are  not 

creating slums. Our units are upmarket and spacious.”
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The old man took a deep breath and a mischievous glint appeared his eye. 

“By the way, you are also living in one of those terrible townhouses.”

Bradley conceded defeat. Yes, he lived in a townhouse complex, and yes, he 

had bought it from his grandfather. But the fact remained that he felt uneasy 

about  it.  It  just  did  not  seem  right.  He  was  convinced  that  people  in 

townhouses lived a diminished life. 

When he had been a child, he had run around a huge garden, climbed the 

old gnarled oak tree, built race tracks for his bicycle and swam in a mosaic- 

lined pool. What did children do today? They played on computers, watched 

TV and hung out at shopping malls. It wasn’t the kids’ fault. There were just 

no  large gardens  any  more.  Kids  were  crammed  into  little  houses, 

surrounded by grey,  dull  stone paving.  Signboards forbade them to roller 

skate, ride bicycles, or make any kind of noise for most of the day. 

Instead of only focussing on profit, Bradley believed firmly that business men 

like Philip Tanner should develop their social consciences. 

A jagged lightning strike whipped past his window. Bradley closed his eyes 

instinctively and pulled his head  down  between his shoulders. The roaring 

thunder rumbled almost instantly through the dark sky. Groaning silently, he 

wiped cold sweat from his forehead and dried his hand on his jeans. 

He glanced at the elderly passenger in his suit and noticed that the man had 

finally put his newspaper aside. He had taken off his glasses and had closed 

his eyes. Bradley stared in disbelief. It was utterly unfair that he was the only 

passenger who was suffering so badly on this plane ride.
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Over the years, Philip Tanner had tried to lure Bradley into his business with 

offers of money, position and power, but Bradley had not succumbed to the 

temptation. However, he had understood enough about the company to give 

occasional valuable input, but that was where it had stayed. Sure, he had 

enjoyed the privileges of the business, sometimes even exploiting them, but 

Bradley had different ideas for his life.

His  grandfather  had held  no  grudge  because Bradley refused to  join  the 

business, proving  this  by  leaving  his  grandson  a  substantial  inheritance. 

Bradley had been mightily pleased with his newfound wealth and had quit his 

job as a newspaper journalist. He had had enough of the daily grind anyway.

The bickering amongst journalists and editors had been wearing him down 

for a long time. Things had changed a lot during the last few years at the 

paper. Many more political appointments had been made and the style of the 

newspaper had been transformed dramatically. 

The plane shook and shivered, bouncing wildly up and down. Trying to stop 

his stomach from turning over,  Bradley focussed on a spot of  dirt  on the 

opposite side of the wall, and let his mind wander.

Bradley  remembered  how he had worked  his  way up  at  the  newspaper. 

Fresh  from  university  he  landed  a  job  as  a  junior  journalist.  His duties 

included:  fetching  his  boss  coffee,  listening  to  insults  and raunchy jokes, 

running  small  errands  and  watching  the  master  at  work.  Tremendous 

patience was needed, but that didn’t mean he had to like being the slave 

around the office. Nevertheless, all menial tasks had fallen to him, since he 
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was the newest addition to the team. He had ground his teeth whilst learning 

the most valuable lesson: how to fake a smile. 

A few months later, Bradley was assigned to the crime and courts’ section. 

Overjoyed with the opportunity to finally prove himself, he had gone to the 

magistrates’  courts in Johannesburg, eager to report  on crimes and  court 

rulings. Unfortunately, it turned out to be pure drudgery. Bradley had to drag 

himself out of  bed each morning and force himself to sit  through endless 

hours  of  petty  theft  hearings.  Nothing  major  ever  happened,  but  he  duly 

reported  on  every  single  event.  To  his  dismay,  his  short  articles  only 

appeared when the editor needed space to fill.

Eventually someone recognized Bradley’s potential and moved him over into 

the  ‘General’  section.  He  was  more  than  relieved  to  have  escaped  the 

boredom of the courts, starting his days now with bouncing steps and a big 

smile. However, Bradley soon realized that the articles, which the newspaper 

chose  to  print,  revolved  around  trivial  matters  only.  Although  deeply 

disappointed, he continued his work, determined to improve his interviewing 

technique, writing abilities and style. 

And then he made it to the ‘Political’ section.

During this time, Bradley attended meetings between union and government 

officials. He witnessed high-powered conferences between the President and 

other  Heads  of  State.  He  reported  on  foreign  policy  and  diplomacy  and 

became a journalist who was well known and well respected amongst his 

peers.

After four years in the ‘Political’ section, Bradley was assigned to the ultimate 

task team. All his hard work had paid off and his dreams had come true. The 
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powers-that-be at the newspaper had decided to put him together with the 

journalists who were responsible for ‘Special Assignments’. 

During the first two years of Bradley’s tenure, the team investigated some 

very serious political issues, published with great enthusiasm. But, the last 

two years consisted mainly of red tape and head butting with management. 

Whatever  the team put together or suggested  was stopped,  censored or, 

reduced to insignificance. The team became highly frustrated, felt stifled and 

was ready to quit. However, they all enjoyed their job and so they plodded 

on, hoping against hope that the situation would change.

Bradley loved being a journalist and knew that he was good at it. He worked 

well in a team and the team members had formed a strong bond, helping 

each other and always providing excellent copy. 

But censorship and editor insensitivity had meant that time and again the 

team’s well-researched stories had been left gutless. His grandfather’s death 

had given Bradley the perfect opportunity to clean out his desk and leave the 

newspaper for good. It had been a day of immense triumph and sadness.

The  storm abated.  Curious,  Bradley  looked  out  of  the  oval  window.  The 

clouds were a thick  grey threatening wall  on the horizon,  and occasional 

lightning strikes still flashed across the dark sky. Bradley craned his neck and 

caught glimpses of the ground far below him. For a moment, he speculated 

where they were and how much longer they would have to sit in the tuna can. 

But soon, he turned his attention back to the plane’s interior and watched his 

fellow passengers once more. 
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The man in  the suit  had stuffed  his  newspaper  into  a  charcoal  calf  skin 

briefcase. His legs were crossed nonchalantly as if he had no care in the 

world and he was staring out of the window, but his manicured fingers tapped 

a nervous rhythm on the armrest. 

The chap one seat further to the front had finally woken up. Bradley was 

amazed that he had slept through the violent turbulence, which had Bradley 

gagging more than once. Maybe he was a seasoned traveller, or his stomach 

was made of stone, or he had taken sleeping tablets. The last option seemed 

to be a serious possibility, since the man had not even stirred once during 

the entire ordeal. 

Bradley wiped his sweaty forehead, pushed his hands through his dark, short 

hair and tried to relax. He drew in deep breaths of the cabin’s clammy air, 

stretched his long legs as far as he could and pulled at the denim of his jeans 

clinging tightly to his legs.

Hating air travel at the best of times, Bradley contemplated if he was the only 

person on board who had reacted in such an unmanly way during the violent 

storm.  A  moment  later  he  shrugged  his  shoulders  not  feeling  at  least 

ashamed. 

Suddenly  the sky split  open and the sun broke through the dark clouds. 

Bright light blinded Bradley and he lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the 

glare. Squinting out of the window, he saw the ground below. He looked at 

the red soil, which was so distinctly African. There were no cars, trucks or 

other vehicles driving through the bush far below. No elephants or giraffes. 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 14

The land was empty and bare except for an occasional spot of large, dusty-

green thorn-bush. 

Bradley checked his watch,  an expensive accessory,  given to  him by his 

grandfather on his last birthday. All other presents had paled in comparison 

that  year.  Although  it  was  only  nine  months  since  he  had  received  the 

present, it seemed to him a lifetime ago. His grandfather had had the back of 

the  watch  engraved:  ‘To  Bradley  on  his  34th birthday’.  The  present  had 

caused quite a stir amongst his family and especially with his ex-girlfriend, 

Lauren. 

Bradley sighed deeply.  Every time he thought of Lauren, his eyes misted 

over. He missed her terribly and could still not grasp what had gone wrong 

between them. 

He and Lauren had met four years ago at his friend Robert’s 30th birthday 

party. Robert McGill and Bradley went back a long way. They had both gone 

to the prestigious,  privately funded St  Stithians College,  most of  the time 

attending the same class, distinguishing themselves not only academically, 

but also on the rugby field. Tall,  blond Robert and handsome, dark-haired 

Bradley  had  been  inseparable,  sharing  their  sorrows,  successes  and 

girlfriends. 

Although Robert and Bradley had entered different fields after finishing high 

school  - Robert  studying  engineering  and  Bradley  pursuing  his  dream of 

becoming a journalist  - they had stayed in touch. So it had not come as a 

surprise to be invited to his friend’s birthday bash. 
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Bradley arrived at Robert’s modest Sandton home and kissed his tiny wife 

Amy on the cheek. 

Holding her at arms length, he said with a mischievous twinkle in his eye, 

“Are you sure that you want to stay with this old goat of a husband?”

Amy laughed delightedly. “Why? Do you know somebody who would want 

me?”

“Sure,” Bradley replied innocently. “I’m available.”

The remark earned him a punch on the shoulder. “Ouch!”

“Leave my wife alone, you scoundrel,” Robert grinned. “Get one of your own.”

Bradley pulled a sorry face. “Nobody wants me. I’m too ugly.”

His friend shook his head in mock despair.

“Don’t you worry,” Amy giggled. “We have a nice selection of beautiful young 

ladies here tonight. You can take your pick.”

Bradley raised his eyebrows. “What? Just for me?”

“No man!” she groaned theatrically. “Not only for you, but if you are nice and 

switch on your legendary charm, you might just get lucky and one of them 

might feel sorry enough for you to take you home.”

Bradley grinned from ear to ear and followed the couple into their garden 

where the party was already in full swing. 

It was a warm night and stars sparkled in the dark night sky. Candles had 

been placed at short intervals around the garden and on the swimming pool 

brick paving. Soft music floated across the lawn and people stood around in 

small groups, holding cool drinks and chatting animatedly. 
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Slowly, Bradley  wove his way through the guests,  glancing briefly at their 

faces, recognizing and waving to some of his friends. He walked towards a 

lapa, where he hoped to find snacks and a cold beer. About to step under the 

thatched roof, a woman spun on her heel and walked straight into him. Her 

drink spilled over his T-shirt and soaked it instantly.

“Shit,” he exclaimed. 

“Oops,” she mumbled.

He rubbed furiously at his wet shirt, trying to wipe the liquid off. “I don’t need 

this,” he grumbled. ”I’ve been here five minutes and I’m already soaked in 

alcohol.”

Bradley looked up and gazed into a pair of green eyes surrounded by long 

dark lashes. The words stuck in his throat and his mouth hung open. His 

eyes took in her waist-long blonde hair and lithe body. He stared at her tiny, 

up-turned nose covered in freckles. Pearly white even teeth shone between 

her full sensuous lips. 

“I’m so sorry.” Her face was contrite.

She lifted her hand and began brushing at his shirt.  Bradley watched her 

slender hand move up and down his chest. 

Finally, he found his voice again. “Don’t worry,” he croaked. 

He cleared his throat noisily. “It’s an old shirt anyway.”

Her face lit up instantly. Although it was night and dark, it seemed as if rays 

of  sunshine  had  suddenly  brightened  up  her  fine  features.  Speechless, 

Bradley stared at the display of emotion on her face.

“I’m really sorry,” she said again. 

Her voice sounded like the ring of chimes in a light breeze.
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Bradley could not stop staring at her. She looked like a delicate fairy who had 

just stepped out of the bushes. The fairy put her hand on his arm, her touch 

as light as a feather. He shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut, trying 

to rid himself of the hallucination. But when he opened his eyes, she was still 

there, standing right in front of him. Bradley noticed that she was watching 

him  with  a  slightly  puzzled  expression.  Surprised,  he  felt  heat  rising  his 

cheeks. Luckily it was dark.

“Hello,” he said, his voice hoarser than intended. “I’m Bradley.”

Spontaneously  she  held  out  her  hand.  “Nice  to  meet  you  Bradley.  I’m 

Lauren.”

He took her hand in his and savoured the warm feel of her silky skin. Her 

handshake was firm and confident, suggesting that there was more to her 

than just a pretty face.

“May I get you another drink?” Lauren asked.

Glad that he did not have to say anything intelligent, Bradley nodded eagerly 

and followed her into the lapa. 

Soon, Bradley forgot his friends and all the other pretty women around him. 

He had only eyes for the beautiful creature who had not left his side. Quickly 

he found out that she was twenty-seven years old and unattached, making 

him smile with pleasure. Lauren held a degree as a Medical Practitioner and 

had recently bought a fifty percent partnership in a doctor’s practice. 

Although the evening flew by, it was not the end of their encounter. It was the 

beginning  of  their  relationship.  Six  months  later  Lauren  moved  into  his 

townhouse.
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Bradley  watched  the  dark  clouds  move  in  patches  across  the  blue  sky, 

emptying their contents in big squalls onto the dry African soil.  The small 

plane flew steadily now and he was finally able to relax. 

However,  the air  in the cabin was humid and his shirt  clung to his back. 

Bradley wished fervently that someone would offer him something to drink. 

His tongue stuck to his pallet and his throat felt like parched paper. Bradley 

twisted  around  in  his  seat,  searching  the  cabin  for  a  possible  source  of 

drinkable  liquid,  but  there  was  none.  Facing  forward  again,  he  sighed 

despondently, once again regretting that he had taken the assignment.

At first Lauren had been happy for Bradley to quit his job at the newspaper. 

Listening to his bitter complaints over the last two years, she seemed to be 

understanding and supportive. Lauren claimed it was a good thing for him to 

stay at home for a while to recharge his batteries and re-evaluate his life. She 

even agreed that he needed some time out since money was no longer a 

problem.  Unfortunately,  three  months  later  Lauren started bitching  and 

moaning. At first, Bradley had laughed at her claims, but after a few weeks 

she began to annoy him. Their fights became meaner every time.

“Jeez,”  Lauren exclaimed, throwing her bag on the floor.  “Can’t  you even 

clean up a little bit?”

Bradley pulled his head down between his shoulders, as if her words were 

physical darts he had to dodge.

She stepped through the  open doorway,  put  her  hands on her  hips  and 

yelled, “I’m sick and tired of being the maid around here.”
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Cautiously Bradley looked around the lounge, not really understanding what 

she was so upset about. There were only three empty beer bottles standing 

on the table in front of him. A crumpled chocolate wrapper and an empty 

packet of crisps were lying on the couch beside him. It was not that bad.

“Look at you,” Lauren ranted. “Your T-shirt is dirty, there are crumbs all over 

the couch and you stink.”

Bradley pulled a face at her. Sure, he hadn’t shaved that morning and he 

was wearing yesterday’s T-shirt, but he did not stink. 

He took his feet off the coffee table and sat up straight. “What’s your case, 

woman?” he growled.

“What’s my case?” Lauren mocked him. “I work all  day long, then I come 

home to this filthy place with you sitting right in the middle of the mess. There 

are dirty dishes in the sink and the washing is piling up. You haven’t moved a 

finger since you quit your job. You’re getting lazier by the day and I’m tired of 

it!”

His brow furrowed with a deep frown. “I’m not lazy.”

“You  are  lazy,”  she  shouted,  throwing  her  arms  into  the  air.  “Since  you 

inherited that money, you act like a spoilt brat. All day you sit around doing 

nothing, except watching TV.”

Bradley was genuinely puzzled. “What’s wrong with that?”

Lauren’s green eyes flared. “Bradley Tanner,” she hissed. “You don’t seem to 

understand that I’m not your slave. I’m not your maid. If you need someone 

to clean up after you, then hire someone.”

He pursed his lips. “I’m not sure I follow you….”
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 “Have you gone bonkers?”  Lauren gesticulated  wildly.  “I’m the  one who 

cooks and cleans around here. I’ve got a full time job. I see patients all day 

and then I have to come home to you and this mess. And you never lift a 

finger.”

Carefully, Bradley leaned forward and placed his forearms on his legs. “You 

are exaggerating,” he objected calmly.

Lauren kept quiet for a moment. They had had this kind of argument before 

and from bitter experience she knew that she would not win this round.

But still wanting to spite him, she said, “Do you realize what your laziness is 

doing to our relationship?”

Alarm  bells  went  off  in  Bradley’s  head  and  his  skin  prickled  with 

apprehension.

“We  don’t  talk  to  each  other  anymore,”  she  complained.  “There  is  no 

meaningful communication between us.” 

Lauren’s eyes filled with tears.

Bradley glanced at her wondering what was coming next.

“We hardly say anything to each other…..” her voice trailed off.

“That’s not true,” he protested. “We do talk.”

Lauren shook her head and tears spilled over. “We used to talk about all 

sorts of things, like politics, social issues, what is happening in the world, but 

now you just grumble at me. You can hardly greet me when I get home. You 

don’t care about me.”

No matter how angry he was with her, Bradley could not stand it when she 

cried. He got up from the couch and slowly walked towards her. “I’m sorry 

Lauren. I’ll make it up to you.”
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He opened his arms, about to embrace her, but she took a step backwards, 

ducking out of his reach.

“Stay away from me,”  she shouted.  “Your  hugs and kisses are not  good 

enough for me any longer.”

Perplexed he looked at her. “What do you want me to do?”

Keeping her distance, she gnawed at her lower lip. “Find a job, Bradley.”

He took a deep breath. “Why on earth would I want to work? I’ve got enough 

money to last me a life time.”

“Yeah,” she hissed. “Just because you are a rich boy now, you think you can 

sit on your ass all day and do nothing.”

Bradley tilted his head to one side and regarded her through the slits of his 

eyes. “Are you by any chance, jealous?”

“Are you mad?” Lauren was outraged. “Why should I be jealous? I know what 

I’m capable of, unlike you.”

The argument did not lead to any kind of conclusion. They accused and spat 

ugly words at each other. In the end, they were both hurt and he slept on the 

couch, again. 

A couple of days later they made up, because they loved each other, but 

their fighting continued as soon as Lauren had a bad day or was worried 

about something. Her biggest grievance was that he was becoming more 

and more mentally stagnant; and he would not get a job. Bradley kept on 

shrugging his shoulders and then one day, Lauren decided to move out.
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Without  a  word,  she went  into  their  bedroom and packed her  bags.  She 

collected a few small items from around the house, but left the furniture and 

kitchen accessories untouched. 

Bradley tried to reason with her. He tried to argue with her. He made her 

promises. He begged and he even cried, but nothing persuaded her to stay. 

When she left the house keys on the kitchen counter, he knew then that this 

was goodbye. 

After the front door closed behind her, he sat on the couch, put his head into 

his hands and cried – this time for real. The scent of her perfume still hung in 

the air, but the love of his life was gone.

Bradley was lonely and heartbroken. He did not eat and he did not sleep. He 

did not visit  his friends. He walked around his townhouse, touching items 

belonging  to  her,  smelled  the  pillowcases  on  which  she  had  slept,  and 

wallowed in his misery. Lauren refused to answer her cell phone  when he 

rang and never returned his messages. 

The days were dark and his life was bleak, until  one afternoon when the 

telephone rang. 

Bradley raced down the short passage, almost slipping on the tiles, taking 

the  corner  too  quickly  and  bumping  his  hip  against  the  sofa’s  armrest. 

Clenching  his  teeth,  he  rubbed  the  sore  spot  and  reached  out  for  the 

telephone.  Hoping  against  hope  that  it  was  Lauren,  he  picked  up  the 

receiver.

“Hello,” he said breathlessly.

“Hello Bradley,” the voice on the other end said.
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It  wasn’t  her.  His  face  dropped  and  deflated,  he  sank onto  the  couch, 

pressing his hand against his throbbing hip. 

Bradley sighed audibly. “Hello Alex. How are you doing?”

“I’m alright. How’s it going with you?”

Bradley rubbed his forehead. He could see his friend slouching behind his 

scratched desk, his slightly bulging stomach pushing against the tabletop, 

twirling a paper clip between his fingers. 

After a moment of hesitation, Bradley replied, “I think I’m fine.”

“You don’t sound too happy.”

Bradley sighed again. Alex Digby was his old friend from his newspaper days 

and together they had come a long way. His friend always joked that Bradley 

was the reason for his receding and thinning hair.  They had worked well 

together  and Bradley regarded him as his  mentor,  trusting Alex implicitly. 

Bradley  remembered  his  friend’s  friendly,  open  face,  the  laughter  lines 

crinkling the skin around his eyes and his misery spilled out of him.

Eventually the flow of words stopped.

Alex chuckled quietly. “I feel sorry for you, mate.”

“Yeah, well ….”

“But don’t despair. I’ve got good news for you. Since you have nothing better 

to do and are bored out of your mind….”

“Hang on there,” Bradley protested feebly.

Alex laughed. “Never mind, I’ve got an assignment for you.”

Bradley kept quiet.
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“We would like you to do a feature,” his friend said. “I know it’s short notice, 

but  we want  you to  go  to  Angola and write  a  story  on  the status  of  the 

refugee camps, with special emphasis on children.”

Bradley was speechless. Angola? It was not the nicest place to visit. It was a 

poor, desolate African country further up north on the Atlantic coast  where 

there was nothing but misery and suffering. Thoughtfully he stared through 

the window. A few moments later, he revised his opinion. Angola presented 

lots of opportunities, especially for a journalist,  although it was a desperate 

place. 

What the heck, Bradley thought. He needed a change of scenery to take his 

mind off  things.  Excitement  surged within  him.  This  was exactly  what  he 

required to make his life bearable again.

“We need the feature in five days. Could you do it?” Alex asked carefully.

Bradley’s mind stopped reeling. “I guess so. Seeing that I’ve got no ties at the 

moment.”

“That’s what I thought,” Alex laughed.

They discussed the assignment details, travel expenses and other necessary 

arrangements, until all particulars had been confirmed.

It was a long time ago since Bradley had last prepared for a trip on  such 

short notice, but it all came back to him quickly. He threw cotton short sleeve 

shirts, jeans, T-shirts, his sleeveless bush jacket and enough socks into a 

well worn travel bag. While packing, Lauren was foremost in his mind. Didn’t 

she suggest that he should find a job? This might just be his opportunity to 

win her back. He would visit her, once he had completed the assignment. 
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Hearing the news that he was working again, she might just be persuaded to 

give him a second chance.

The plane started to  descend slowly.  The flight  was finally  over.  Bradley 

peered through the window and saw the outline of Luanda below him. The 

passenger in the grey suit sat up straight and Silver Hair stretched his arms. 

The ground rushed up closer by the second. Bradley’s heart pounded in his 

throat and his hands were sweating again. He leaned his head back and 

closed his eyes. The plane jerked as it  touched down on the runway. He 

heard the screeching of tyres as the pilot applied the brakes and the plane 

slowed down rapidly.

CHAPTER 02

The plane taxied along the runway and a few minutes later came to a stop. 

The pilot  switched  off  the  engines  and the  vibrations  ceased.  Instantly  it 

became quiet in the cabin. Immensely relieved, Bradley unbuckled his seat 

belt, got to his feet and stretched his long body. He shook his stiff legs and 

his joints creaked softly. 

Reaching up to the hold above him, Bradley opened the hatch and retrieved 

his hand luggage. His leather bag contained a laptop, digital camera, travel 

documents and his green passport. Clutching his bag tightly, he squeezed 

past the other passengers.
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Glaring sunlight greeted him as he walked through the exit  door,  his feet 

making a hollow sound on the narrow metal steps. Bradley pulled his dark 

Ray Bans out of his pocket and pushed them with one hand onto his nose, 

tinting his surroundings into a yellowish brown. 

The six passengers congregated on the hot tarmac, waiting patiently for the 

two pilots,  who exited the small  aircraft  last.  The aviators,  dressed in the 

standard uniform of white shirts and black trousers,  walked alongside the 

plane until they reached a small cargo hold at the back of the aircraft. The 

captain turned a handle, unlocking the hatch, and his co-pilot reached into 

the  cavern  to  pull  out  travel  bags,  handing  them  to  each  passenger 

respectively. 

Grey Suit received no luggage, but Silver Hair grabbed a large, oblong bag, 

reminding Bradley of a seaman’s sack, which he heaved effortlessly onto his 

shoulder. 

They had not landed at Luanda’s international airport, but on a small airstrip 

outside the city.  No other aircraft  were arriving, landing or parking on the 

airfield. It was deathly quiet and no people other than the passengers from 

the small aircraft could be seen. Puddles of heat shimmered on the runway’s 

black tar and Bradley instinctively tried to side step mirages of water.

The small group walked towards a set of hangars situated on the opposite 

side of the short landing strip. The huge corrugated iron buildings squatted 

on the ground like a troop of bullfrogs. On closer inspection Bradley saw that 

the iron work was rusted and that the structures were on the verge of falling 

apart. 
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Harsh  sun  glinted  viciously  off  grey  metal,  almost  blinding  him,  and 

involuntary Bradley narrowed his eyes behind his dark lenses. The hangars’ 

gigantic doors gaped open like a monstrous black mouths, ready to swallow 

the travellers. The heat was intense and soon Bradley’s shirt was drenched 

with sweat. His dark hair soaked up the sun and burnt his scalp. 

Leaving  the  runway  behind,  the  group  made  their  way  across  a  narrow 

stretch of  open ground,  bordered by stunted thorn trees. With each step, 

small clouds of dust whirled around their shoes and boots. Soon they were 

all completely covered with a layer of fine reddish-brown powder. 

Bradley  followed  Grey  Suit  and  Silver  Hair  into  the  interior  of  the  last 

cavernous hangar on his left. The heat inside punched him in the face. He 

stopped in his tracks and recoiled as if hit by an uppercut. Hot, humid air 

scorched his lungs making it difficult for him to breathe. Fearing suffocation, 

he looked over his shoulder, yearning to step back outside, where the air was 

breathable.

A  few  moments  later,  Bradley’s  breathing  became  easier  and  his  eyes 

adjusted to  the dim interior.  Compacted soil,  stained with  oil  and grease, 

served as the hangar floor. Curiously, he scanned the objects stored in the 

metal cavern. Two four-seater aeroplanes were parked side by side. Their 

tyres were flat, the body paint was peeling in long strips and their missing 

doors left gaping holes. In the right hand corner of the tall structure stood a 

couple of leaking oil drums, a red ‘fire danger’ sign painted on their sides. 

A section at the back of the hangar was closed off, creating a space for a 

small office. The window, facing the interior of the hangar, was grimy and the 

blue paint of the signboard above the office’s open door was flaking off in 
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patches. Bradley tried to make sense of the lettering and was almost sure 

that he recognised the word: “Customs”. 

Silver  Hair  was already in  the tiny office waving his  arms about.  Bradley 

could  not  hear  what  was  being  said,  but  when  the  argument  stopped 

abruptly, Silver Hair came out of the office with a satisfied grin on his face.

Grey Suit was next in line and stepped over the threshold. Bradley peered 

through the  dirty  window.  A fat  black  man,  wearing  some kind  of  official 

uniform, occupied the grubby room. The customs official said something to 

Grey Suit,  who, in turn,  handed him his passport.  The officer opened the 

document and scrutinised it for long moments. 

He  looked  from  Grey  Suit’s  face,  down  to  the  photo  and  back  again, 

comparing the two images in front of him several times. All of a sudden, he 

bellowed at Grey Suit. With a stony expression, the businessman lifted his 

smart briefcase on to the rickety, scratched wooden desk. He turned his case 

around, snapped open the locks and pushed it towards the customs official. 

The black man pulled it closer, opened the lid and began rummaging in the 

briefcase. After a short while, he found what he was looking for. He took out 

a brown envelope and without a second glance, opened the top drawer of his 

desk and dropped the envelope inside. 

The  official  closed  the  briefcase  and  shoved  it  back  towards  the 

businessman. Then he opened the passport and with a loud bang brought a 

stamp  down  upon  the  opened  page.  Grunting  loudly,  he  handed  the 

document back to Grey Suit.
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Now it was Bradley’s turn. He stepped into the cubicle and instinctively held 

his breath. Although an ancient fan hummed in one corner of the office, the 

room stank of sweat. The stench almost choked him, and he inhaled carefully 

through his mouth. 

The customs official’s shirt  was soiled in front and large stains circled his 

armpits. His flat face glistened with sweat and his bald head shone like a 

bright light bulb. 

Bradley forced a smile across his face. “Bom dia,”  he greeted the official 

amicably.

The black man only stared at him. His little piggy eyes travelled down the 

length of Bradley’s body, resting briefly on his laptop bag. Bradley kept the 

smile frozen on his face, although he desperately wanted to bale out of the 

hellhole. 

After  a  very  long  staring  contest,  the  customs  official  finally  snarled, 

“Passport!”, and held out his hand.

Bradley dropped his travel bag on to the dirty floor and slid the laptop bag off 

his shoulder. Carefully, he placed it on to the desk, momentarily upsetting the 

table’s  balance,  opened the  zip  and pulled  out  his  travel  documents.  He 

handed his passport to the official, who opened it slowly.

Bradley  had  come  prepared.  He  had  stuck  nine  hundred  New  Angolan 

Kwanza in between the passport pages. The official’s face did not betray his 

discovery.  Slowly,  he repeated the exercise of  glancing up from photo to 

face, taking his time, comparing the two repeatedly.

“South African?” the black man snarled.

Bradley nodded cautiously.
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“Business?”

“I’m a journalist,” Bradley replied quietly.

The official’s  piggy eyes narrowed with surprise. Bradley shuffled his feet 

uneasily, but kept an innocent smile glued to his face.

Finally, the customs official took out the bank notes. He pulled the drawer of 

his desk open, as he had done with Grey Suit, stuffed the money into it and 

closed it quickly. After stamping the passport, he handed it back to Bradley. 

Swiftly, Bradley slipped the document into his shirt pocket, grabbed his bags 

and without a goodbye walked out of the office. 

Back in the dim hangar, he breathed a deep sigh of relief, not only because 

he was safely through passport control, but because he had also escaped 

from the  overpowering  stench in  the  cubicle.  Bradley  was  not  sure  what 

would have happened if  the customs official  had kept him a few minutes 

longer; most probably he would have thrown up all over the fat man’s desk.

After  navigating  his  way  through  the  hangar  to  the  exit  doors,  Bradley 

stepped  back  into  the  glaring  sunlight.  Although  the  heat  was  trying  to 

smother him, at least the air did not stink. He followed the contours of the 

metal  structure,  stepping  around  dust-covered  dying  bushes and  jumping 

over puddles of oil and grease, their surfaces shimmering with the colours of 

the rainbow. 

A few hundred metres on, he reached the road leading to Luanda; a dirt strip 

losing itself in to the far hazy distance. Silver Hair and Grey Suit stood in the 

shadow of a large Baobab tree with the lazy confidence of people who had 

been there before. 
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Bradley stopped abruptly. “Damn,” he muttered under his breath.

Everything had been arranged in such a hurry that nobody had thought of 

getting  a vehicle  out  to  the  airstrip  to  collect  him.  The small  airfield  was 

situated  about  fifteen  kilometres  to  the  north  of  Luanda,  basically  in  the 

middle of nowhere. Staring into the distance, Bradley quickly concluded that 

there was no chance in Heaven or Hell that he could walk from the airfield 

into the city. He would die of thirst or of heat stroke long before he reached 

town.

Bradley searched for some kind of taxi or bus service. He had been told that 

occasionally individuals drove out to the remote airstrips, offering transport 

into Luanda, trying to make some extra money. Unfortunately, the narrow 

potholed-covered road and its brown embankments were empty. There were 

no cars, trucks or vans on the dusty dirt 

Digging in his jeans pocket, Bradley pulled out his cell phone. There was no 

other way: he had to phone for a taxi.

He sighed despondently. This was an unplanned expense, but necessary if 

he did not want to be stuck out at the airfield in the middle of nowhere. 

Bradley pressed the button to switch on his cell  phone and waited for the 

screen to light up.  His phone emitted a jingle and a welcoming message 

appeared, but the bar on the right side of the screen stayed out of sight. 

He stared at his cell phone in disbelief. 

Walking a couple of steps forward, holding his cell phone in his outstretched 

hand, he watched the screen with anticipation, but no bar appeared. With 

sudden trepidation, he realised that he had no reception. 
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Bradley  closed  his  eyes.  A  dead  cell  phone  meant,  he  could  not  phone 

anyone for help. He opened his eyes and scanned the desolate place, but 

with every turn of his head it became clearer to him that he was stranded - 

fifteen long kilometres from Luanda. 

Dispirited, he gnawed on his bottom lip, unsure of what to do next.

Out of the corner of his eye, Bradley saw Silver Hair waving, beckoning him 

into the shade beneath the tree. Slowly he made his way to the two men.

“No transport?” Silver Hair asked.

Bradley shook his head.

The man looked him up and down. “Dumb.” 

Bradley frowned irritably, but held his tongue.

Silver Hair hooked his thumbs into his jacket pockets. “I can give you a lift.”

Bradley nodded. “That would be great.”

“Where are you going?”

“Luanda.”

Silver Hair raised an eyebrow. “I thought as much. Where in Luanda?”

Bradley smiled apologetically. “I’ve booked a car with Avis.”

“Avis,” the man muttered. “Okay.”

Without another word, Silver Hair turned his back on Bradley and stared out 

towards the dusty dirt road, making it clear that he was not interested in any 

friendly chat. Bradley glanced at Grey Suit, but the man had not stirred during 

the short  exchange.  Shrugging his  shoulders,  Bradley moved over  to  the 

thick  tree  trunk,  dropped  his  travel  bags  on  the  ground  and  leaned  his 

shoulder against the rough bark. 
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Minutes passed slowly and the heat hovered. Fat, black flies buzzed around 

Bradley’s head and his soaked shirt clung to his back. He was thirsty and his 

feet hurt. Just as he thought that he could not stand the heat any longer, a 

dust cloud appeared on the horizon. He stared into the distance, his eyes 

eagerly following the moving cloud. A few minutes later, a vehicle arrived at 

the tree and stopped.  The green Range Rover  was covered in  thick fine 

ginger coloured powder. 

Bradley looked expectantly at Silver Hair, but the driver in the off-road vehicle 

motioned only to Grey Suit. The passenger door swung open and the man in 

the grey tailored suit climbed into the four-wheel-drive. He slammed the door 

shut and without a farewell to his fellow travellers, indicated to the driver to 

take him into town. The off-road vehicle made a U-turn, spraying dirt all over 

Silver Hair and Bradley. Small stones and clumps of soil hit their faces.

Annoyed, Bradley brushed the dirt out of his hair.

“Bloody executives,” Silver Hair growled.

“Yeah,” Bradley agreed.

“They think they are better than us. Wait till they’re stuck out in the bush then 

they’ll be begging for help from us.”

Puzzled, Bradley asked, “What do you mean?”

Silver Hair grinned slyly. “Haven’t you guessed, yet?”

Bradley shook his head.

“I’m a game hunter,” Silver Hair stated proudly.

“Ahhh.” 
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Silver Hair  crossed his muscular arms in front of  his barrelled chest.  “I’m 

meeting my pals. We’re going hunting for two weeks.”

Bradley smiled pleasantly but wondered silently about the man’s claim to be 

a hunter. Was there actually any game left in Angola? 

His  train  of  thought  was  interrupted  by  the  sound  of  another  vehicle 

approaching. Full of hope, Bradley looked in the direction of the noise and 

sighed with relief. It was another Range Rover, and it stopped right in front of 

the two men.

“Come on,” the game hunter called.

Bradley did not have to be asked twice. He grabbed his travel bag, clasped 

his laptop bag tightly and jumped on to the back seat of the vehicle. As soon 

as the Rover’s doors closed, the dark-skinned driver pushed his foot flat onto 

the  accelerator  and  they  raced  with  neck-breaking  speed  away  from the 

deserted airstrip. 

Bradley was thrown around in the back, bouncing up and down, hitting his 

head on the ceiling, hanging on for dear life, while the driver pushed the car 

at  maximum  speed  along  the  dirt  road.  Any  kind  of  conversation  was 

impossible. Any attempt to speak would have resulted in a bitten and bloody 

tongue. 

The countryside raced past and Bradley caught only glimpses of bush beside 

the road. Not that there was anything to see. The land was red, dry and 

empty. They did not pass another car during their twenty-minute ride into the 

capital of Angola.
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As they approached the city, traffic became busier. Roads were tarred, but 

peppered with potholes. Now he understood why they were driving in an off-

road vehicle. The Rover overtook a multitude of different vehicles, from hand-

drawn wooden carts to rusted green bicycles; from smoke sputtering twenty-

year-old Toyotas to brand new Jeeps; from shiny Hondas to the occasional 

gleaming Mercedes; from decrepit Volkswagens to dented trucks, battered 

vans and mud-covered camouflage military vehicles. 

Both sides of the main road were bordered by shabby, little makeshift huts 

sprawling away from the street into the far distance. The buildings standing 

mutely on the outskirts of Luanda were in a pathetic state. They had not been 

painted or repaired in over twenty years. Holes created by bullets and mortar 

shells pockmarked the structures. Windows were empty of glass and tatty, 

once  white  bed-linen  curtains  fluttered  loosely  in  the  soft  breeze.  Some 

buildings had parts of their roofs missing, others had lost their fronts or sides, 

cleanly cut away by mortar rounds, leaving empty concrete shells, revealing 

bare rooms and staircases. The city showed all the typical signs of a place 

ravaged by a long civil war.

The driver turned into Rua Ndunduma, the main road leading into the centre 

of Luanda. The street was totally congested with traffic. They fought their way 

metre by metre deeper into the city. All  around them drivers honked their 

horns  and  exhaust  fumes  hung  in  the  humid  air  like  a  poisonous  cloud. 

Bradley was glad he was sitting inside a closed car  and did not  have to 

breathe in the polluted air.

After what seemed like hours, the driver turned left, but the heavy traffic did 

not abate. However, the longer their journey took, the better repaired the city 
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began to look, and even the road surfaces began to improve. The driver of 

the  Rover  navigated  his  way  through  a  labyrinth  of  streets,  missing  the 

occasional pothole and skilfully avoided the trucks double-parked beside the 

curbs. 

Bradley peered through the vehicle’s window, trying to memorise significant 

landmarks, but the city had no colour. Buildings constructed in the early fifties 

were square or rectangular in shape, and the few brand new high-rise hotels 

put up by optimistic foreign investors stuck out awkwardly in between the old, 

shabby structures. 

Twenty-seven years of civil war had done its job. Maybe the city would never 

again look respectable. 

After  what  seemed  like  an  eternity,  the  driver  slowed  down  and  veered 

towards the left curb. He squeezed the vehicle in between a dented blue van 

and  an  overloaded  olive-green  truck,  and  stopped,  leaving  the  engine 

running. Bradley, glad to escape the confines of the Range Rover, opened 

his door. Dragging his bags off the back seat, he climbed out of the vehicle, 

his knees buckling slightly as he tried to stand upright. 

“Thank you,” he said to Silver Hair, who had rolled down his window.

The man nodded amicably.

Bradley stretched out his hand. “I don’t even know your name.”

Silver Hair shook his hand. “I’ll give you my card.”

He  rummaged  in  his  pocket  and  eventually  pulled  out  a  business  card. 

Bradley took the rectangular, ivory-coloured piece of cardboard and scanned 
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it quickly. It read: Albert Fourie, Safaris. A telephone-, fax number and e-mail 

address were printed in bold Roman type. 

Bradley looked up. “I appreciate you giving me a lift, Mr Fourie.”

Fourie waved his hand. “Not to worry. Call me Albert.  If  you ever think of 

going on safari, you know where to find me.”

Bradley bowed his head and stepped away from the Rover. Instantly, the 

driver  revved  the  engine  and  pulled  out  of  the  tight  parking  space.  With 

mixed  feelings,  Bradley  watched  the  vehicle  race  down the  road,  turn  a 

corner and disappear from his view. 

Bradley took a deep breath, which he regretted immediately. The driver of 

the overloaded green truck had just started his engine as Bradley drew in a 

breath  of  grey,  stinking  exhaust  fumes.  He coughed and stepped a  safe 

distance away from the curb. 

Shaking  his  head,  Bradley  once  again  wondered  what  he  was  doing  in 

Angola.  The place was worse than anything he had ever  encountered in 

South Africa. Sitting on his couch at home with an ice-cold bottle of beer in 

his hand was definitely a better option than this. He only hoped that Lauren 

would appreciate his effort. 

Scanning the sidewalk,  Bradley was taken aback by the shops lining the 

road. Store windows had been fixed with rudimentary dirty grey cardboard. 

Doors  had  large  chains  attached  to  them  and  the  paint,  once  brightly 

decorating facades had faded and chipped away a long time ago. 

Ignoring  the  shabbiness  around him,  Bradley’s  eyes  wandered  along the 

rows of stores coming to rest on the famous red lettering of Avis car rental 
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further  down  the  road.  He  shouldered  his  two  bags  and  made  his  way 

towards the sign.

Although the shops were in a hopeless state, customers happily wove in and 

out  of  them,  carrying  colourful  plastic  bags  and  cradling  their  precious 

purchases  proudly  in  their  arms.  People  paused  and  mingled  in  front  of 

hawkers crowding the sidewalk. Vendors praised their wares at the top of 

their  voices,  their  products  displayed  either  on  orange  and  green  plastic 

ground  covers  or  on dirty  blankets.  Eagerly,  the  hawkers  tried  to  make 

themselves heard above the cacophony of honking cars and squealing tyres. 

The noise was deafening. 

Young black children with big eyes, hardly reaching up to Bradley’s waist, 

and dressed in dirty T-shirts and tattered shorts, watched him carefully and 

suspiciously.  Dark-skinned  teenagers,  with  shaved  heads  followed  him 

closely,  brushing  against  him  or  nudging  him  intentionally  to  gain  his 

attention. Undeterred, Bradley walked along the littered pavement, past the 

hawkers, careful to avoid outstretched legs, empty boxes and greasy papers. 

Weaving slowly in and out of the crowds, he reached the end of the sidewalk. 

Bradley pushed open the glass door of the Avis office and exhaled. The door 

closed automatically behind him, shutting out the street noise and stench. 

The room was air conditioned. Cool, fresh air seemed to blow at him from all 

four corners of the office and he stood still  for a moment, bathing his hot 

body in the cold draught. 

The Avis office was pleasantly clean. Its walls were painted brilliant white and 

a modern red seating arrangement beckoned from the corner of the room. 
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Bradley ignored it and walked instead to a counter, its grey top polished to a 

high shine. The atmosphere was friendly and professional. Sliding the straps 

off his shoulders, he set his bags down on a light-grey industrial carpet.

A young woman, dressed in a corporate red blouse and a tailored short skirt, 

approached him. Her thick black hair was pinned up in a bun, revealing little 

gold studs in the lobes of her delicate ears. Moist, dark eyes looked at him 

and her pouting lips revealed white even teeth. Her nametag read Yvonne 

Ferreira and she smiled charmingly at him. 

“How can I help you, sir?” Her voice was warm and her English was almost 

without accent.

Bradley returned her smile. “I booked a car with you. My name is Bradley 

Tanner.”

She nodded. “One moment please.”

Yvonne Ferreira walked to the other end of the counter and tapped on a 

computer  keyboard.  Bradley  waited  patiently.  After  a  few  moments,  she 

returned. 

She placed a few sheets of paper in front of him. “Please complete these 

forms, Mr Tanner.”

He pulled the papers closer and to his relief saw that they were printed in 

English and not Portuguese. Quickly, Bradley completed the documents and 

signed them at the bottom.

“Do you have a street map?” he asked the lady in red.

“Yes, we do,” she confirmed. “However, it is not very accurate.”

“That doesn’t matter,” he replied. “As long as it gives me a general idea of 

where I want to go.”
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Yvonne Ferreira bent down and disappeared behind the counter. When her 

head popped up again, she handed him a street map of Luanda.

“Have you booked any accommodation?” she asked.

“No,” Bradley replied.

Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “You should have booked in advance. The 

hotels  are  usually  full  and  it’s  extremely  difficult  to  find  a  room at  short 

notice.”

“I’ll find something,” he said offhandedly.

The young woman shook her head vigorously. “I don’t think so. Where do 

you intend to get accommodation?”

Bradley hesitated, astounded by her persistence.

She watched him patiently, waiting for his answer.

Eventually, he ventured, “I thought I would try the Grande Royal or the Palm 

Court.”

The two hotels had been recommended to him and Bradley was fairly sure 

that he would get a room, especially when one considered the tariff charged 

for five-star accommodation. Nonetheless, he had been warned not to expect 

too much.

Yvonne Ferreira shook her head again.  She pulled a notepad closer and 

picked  up  a  pen.  “Here,”  she  said.  “I’ll  give  you  the  address  of  Pedro’s 

guesthouse, just in case.”

Quickly she wrote the name and address on a piece of paper and handed it 

to him. “If  you have no luck and you want to go to Pedro’s,  just  tell  him 

Yvonne sent you.”

Bradley tilted his head to one side.
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She blushed. “Pedro is my brother.”

“Thank you,” Bradley said graciously. “I’ll definitely go to Pedro’s if I don’t get 

a room, but I don’t think I’ll have a problem.”

Yvonne Ferreira did not argue, but the corners of her mouth turned up ever 

so slightly.

Unhooking the keys for his rental car from a box mounted on the wall behind 

her, she motioned to him to follow her through a side door. Together they 

walked out of the Avis office and stepped into the hot sun blazing down on to 

a  parking  lot  adjacent  to  the  office.  A  white  1600  VW Jetta  was parked 

opposite the office door. Bradley approached his rental car, keys jingling in 

his hand. He deposited his bags in the boot, climbed in to the driver’s seat 

and opened the street map. 

A short while later, Bradley turned the key in the ignition and his car rumbled 

to life. The air conditioner buzzed and he drove slowly towards the exit where 

Yvonne Ferreira had already unlatched a padlock and opened the security 

gate. Passing her, Bradley gave a friendly wave and joined the general flow 

of traffic. 

The Grande Royal was situated not too far from the Avis office and after 

about fifteen minutes of manoeuvring his car through dense traffic, in which 

no driver seemed to abide by any rules, Bradley stopped in front of the hotel. 

An old battered Toyota relinquished its parking space and Bradley squeezed 

his rental into the small space, almost bumping a silver grey Mercedes. 
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Although the front of  the hotel  welcomed visitors through two large tinted 

double-glass doors guarded by a uniformed valet, the rest of the ten-story 

building looked badly neglected.  Nevertheless,  Bradley climbed the broad 

worn flight of steps and walked through the open doors. He was greeted by a 

soft hum of conversation, ringing telephones and occasional loud laughter. 

But,  the  interior  of  the  hotel  was  not  much  better  than  the  outside.  The 

maroon carpet was threadbare and the fabric of the couches lining the walls 

of the large reception area was faded. The wildlife paintings hanging on the 

walls were chipped and half of the light bulbs in a grand chandelier dangling 

from a vaulted ceiling had burnt out. 

Several Asian and Western businessmen in dark pin striped and plain suits 

milled around in the reception area. Alongside the left wall, a long mahogany 

reception  counter,  marked  with  a  myriad  of  scratches,  stood  as  the  only 

furniture in the lobby. Several young black men and women attended to the 

front desk, but it was an elderly black man, wearing a dark blue suit with gold 

buttons, who walked up to him.

“How can I help you, sir?” his English was heavily accented and Bradley had 

difficulty understanding him. 

“I’m looking for a room.” Bradley pronounced each word clearly.

The man moved to the right of the counter and began paging through a large, 

thick leather bound book. He turned the pages slowly, licking his finger every 

second page, taking his time. Eventually, he walked the few steps back to 

where Bradley stood. 

“I’m sorry, sir.” His face was mournful and he shook his grey head. “We have 

no room available.”
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Bradley frowned irritably. “Not even one room?”

The old man pressed his lips together. ““I’m sorry, sir. We have nothing at the 

moment.”

Bradley swore quietly under his breath. He was in no mood to drive around in 

this unfamiliar city, searching for suitable and available accommodation.

 “Please check again.”

The  old  man  sighed.  He  shuffled  back  to  the  ledger  and  again  paged 

painfully  slowly  through  the  thick  book.  Bradley  watched  him impatiently. 

After a few minutes, the concierge returned.

He shook his head sadly. “Nothing, sir.”

Bradley rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “Do you have any suggestion where I 

could find a room in this town?”

The  old  man  stared  at  him  blankly.  Bradley  wondered  if  the  man  had 

understood  him.  He  rephrased  his  question.  “Do  you  know  of  any  other 

hotels which might have rooms available?”

The old man’s wrinkled face stayed expressionless. “No, sir. I don’t.”

Bradley clenched his fists angrily, irritated by the man’s unhelpful attitude. He 

had the address of the Palm Court in his pocket, but he would have liked 

more  options  to  choose  from.  Wondering  if  the  concierge  was  being 

purposefully  difficult,  he  stared  hard  at  the  old  man,  but  there  was  no 

reaction.

Instead the concierge shuffled off to the other end of the counter and struck 

up a conversation with a fellow employee. He made it obvious to Bradley that 

he would neither get a room nor any decent information. 
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Bradley  turned  around  abruptly  and  bumped  into  one  of  the  Asian 

businessmen still  standing in  the reception area.  Bradley muttered a curt 

‘sorry’, and stormed out of the hotel. He stopped at the bottom of the hotel 

steps and took a couple of deep breaths. It was no use getting angry. Anger 

would only give him an ulcer. The only way to find accommodation was to 

drive to the next hotel. 

Still annoyed, Bradley walked to his car. The mapbook was still lying open on 

the passenger  seat.  Quickly  establishing that  the Palm Court  was only  a 

couple of  blocks from the Grande Royal,  he started the Jetta  and slowly 

inched his way out of the parking space into the fast flowing traffic.

A sign indicated that parking was available at the back of the Palm Court. 

Bradley navigated his car through a narrow alley, finding himself hemmed in 

between two high rough-plastered walls. There was only enough space for 

one car at  a time, forcing a delivery van driver to reverse in response to 

Bradley’s approaching vehicle. Thirty metres along the way Bradley reached 

the end of  the alley and left  his  rental  in  a  reasonably sized parking lot, 

sharing it with Range Rovers, BMW’s and Mercedes’.

He walked back to the front of the building, skipping over holes in the alley’s 

surface and entered the hotel through large, open double doors. His eyes 

adjusted  quickly  to  the  dim  interior  and  Bradley  rubbed  his  hands  with 

satisfaction. 

The large reception area opened on to a spacious atrium. Huge palm trees 

stretched up to  a  glass  ceiling and cascading  water  flowed from a white 

marble  fountain.  He  made  his  way  across  a  white  tiled  floor  to  a  long 
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reception  counter.  A  smartly  dressed  young  Portuguese  woman  was 

speaking  into  a  telephone  and  her  colleague  tapped  on  the  keys  of  a 

computer console. A door behind the counter opened and a tall handsome 

black man walked up to Bradley.

“Can I help you, sir?” His voice was dark and melodious.

Bradley smiled at him. “I’m looking for a room.”

The man did not even consult his ledger, nor did he look on his computer. He 

merely shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir. We are fully booked.”

Bradley put his hands on the smooth counter  top.  “But  you haven’t  even 

checked.”

The man smiled ruefully. “I don’t need to check. We are fully booked for the 

next three months.”

Bradley sighed. “Is there nothing you can do?”

“Unfortunately not,” he said. “You should have booked in advance.”

Bradley was furious, but held his tongue. 

The concierge turned away and nodded at someone further down the hall. 

Bradley glanced over his shoulder and his eyes opened wide with surprise. A 

group of people were approaching the counter and amongst them was Grey 

Suit  talking animatedly to a short  man with dark hair  and olive skin,  who 

nodded from time to time as Grey Suit emphasised what he was saying with 

grand gestures.

“Good afternoon, Mr Hampton,” the concierge smiled.

Grey Suit looked up, returning the smile. “Good afternoon, Zack.”

Bradley watched Grey Suit out of the corner of his eye. The businessman 

had transformed into a younger and more energetic man. He had changed 
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from his  suit  into  dark  slacks  and  a  casual  shirt.  His  companion  leaned 

nonchalantly against  the counter,  picked up a brochure and pretended to 

read it.

The concierge moved to the wall behind him and selected a key from a rack. 

He handed it  to  the businessman with  a courteous nod.  Without  a  word, 

Hampton took the key and walked away. He did not glance at Bradley, let 

alone acknowledge his fellow passenger from the plane. 

Bradley’s  eyes  curiously  followed  Hampton  and  his  companion  until  they 

disappeared into a lift to his right. Puzzled over Hampton’s strange behaviour 

and wondering why he had shown no sign  of  recognition,  Bradley  finally 

shrugged his shoulders.

Suddenly heat shot into his cheeks and he blushed with envy. Obviously, 

Hampton had heeded advice to reserve a room well in advance. 

Glancing  once  more  at  the  concierge,  who  smiled  at  him  apologetically, 

Bradley realised that there was nothing the young man could do for him. He 

pushed  himself  away  from the  reception  desk  and  sighed  despondently. 

Walking slowly towards the double door exit, his boots making soft squeaking 

sounds on the tiled floor, Bradley stopped at the top of the front stairs and 

squinted  into  the  glaring  sunlight.  Dust  hung in  the  air  and  a  hot  humid 

breeze ruffled his hair. He turned back to the interior and looked longingly at 

the cool atrium. 

It  would be so good to stay here. Straightening his shoulders,  he walked 

purposefully back to the reception counter.

The concierge raised his eyebrows with surprise.
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Bradley  cleared  his  throat.  “Will  you  please  check  if  you  have  a  room 

available,” he demanded quietly.

The man tilted his head to one side. “Sir, as I said to you before, we have 

nothing available. We are booked out for the next three months. I can’t even 

offer you a broom cupboard.”

“Are you sure?” Bradley insisted.

The black man walked a few steps to his right and pulled a large ledger 

across the counter. He pushed the book towards Bradley and held it open for 

him to read the notations. Bradley scanned dates and entries. He turned the 

page over. Every single column was filled with fine neat handwriting. There 

was no space left between the lines. His last hope vanished before his eyes.

The concierge nodded with sympathy.

Bradley accepted the inevitable. He was disappointed, tired and despondent. 

It seemed that the Avis lady had been right. Now he was stranded in Luanda 

with  nowhere  to  stay.  He  imagined  himself  sleeping  in  his  car  and  his 

muscles ached just thinking about it. 

Managing to smile at the concierge, Bradley asked, “Do you know of any 

other reputable hotel that might have a room available?”

The man raised his hands apologetically.  “There are only a few hotels in 

Luanda and as far as I know, they are all fully booked.”

Bradley frowned irritably. “Why?”

“Because  there  are  only  so  many  rooms  and  people  book  months  in 

advance,” the concierge explained patiently.

“And you don’t think I would have a chance at the other places?”

The concierge shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry.”
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Bradley took a deep breath. He gave the man another smile. “Thank you for 

your trouble.”

“Nothing to thank me for, sir.”

Bradley’s head hung low as he walked back to the large, open double doors. 

So, after all, he would have to try Pedro’s guesthouse as Yvonne Ferreira 

had suggested. He was not looking forward to it. Judging by the city’s poorly 

maintained appearance, he could just imagine what to expect.

CHAPTER 3

Unhappy Bradley ambled back through the narrow alley into the parking lot at 

the rear of the hotel. The afternoon sun was beginning to cast long shadows, 

but his sweat-soaked shirt still clung to his body and he felt sticky all over. 

For a moment he thought of Lauren. When this was all over, he wondered, 

would she reconsider their relationship? Although he would never admit it to 

anyone, he missed her terribly. He missed touching her beautiful face and 

hearing  her  pearly  laughter.  He missed her  flowing  long blonde hair  and 

feeling her small hand squeezing his. 

Bradley unlocked his rental and opened both doors on the driver’s side to let 

the  trapped  heat  escape.  It  was  a  blessing  that  the  air  conditioner  was 

working properly as the humidity in Luanda was extreme. He pulled out the 

map book and rested his forearms on the roof of the car, scrutinising the 

map. The address of Pedro’s guesthouse indicated it was in the old part of 

Luanda, close to the harbour. 
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Bradley climbed into the Jetta and drove cautiously through the alley, soon 

joining  the  traffic  flow  down a  two-lane  street,  following  it  in  an  easterly 

direction towards the sea. 

A nerve-wracking thirty minutes later, Bradley made another right turn and 

slammed on brakes. He cursed loudly. A reddish-brown brick wall loomed up 

in front of him. Damn! He had forgotten Yvonne Ferreira’s warning about the 

map’s inaccuracy. Angrily shifting gears, he reversed up an open driveway, 

narrowly missing a pole. 

Whichever turn Bradley took, the streets were crammed with vehicles. After a 

while, he noticed that the roads turned into single lanes the closer he got to 

the  sea.  Buildings  also  changed  in  structure  and  design.  Old  colonial 

mansions now lined the road. They were not necessarily well maintained, yet 

they spoke of a more prosperous time. 

Expansive patios surrounded white-washed houses and luscious pink and 

purple bougainvillea cascaded over small white brick walls and tiled red patio 

roofs. Bradley slowed down and gaped open-mouthed at the one- and two 

story sprawling mansions and the splendour of their foliage. 

One of the white-washed mansions on his right turned out to be his lodgings. 

A  neatly  crafted  bronze  signboard  read:  Pedro’s  Guesthouse.  Bradley 

stopped in front of its entrance and switched off the engine. 

Hinges squeaked noisily  as he pushed open the wooden gate.  Automatic 

sprinklers  watered  the  grass  in  great  arches,  tiny  droplets  glittering  like 

diamonds in the late afternoon sunlight. But the humid air hung heavily with 
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the smell  of salt.  The front door of the guesthouse opened and a slender 

olive-skinned man walked down the steps.

“You must be Bradley Tanner,” he announced.

Surprised, Bradley tilted his head to the side.

“I’m Pedro,” the man continued. “My sister phoned to tell me that you might 

stop by.”

Bradley grinned approvingly. At least the telephone system seemed to be 

working well in Luanda!

He gave Pedro a winning smile and shook his hand. “That’s nice of her.”

Pedro let go of his hand and walked back towards the mansion. “Come in, 

come in.” Climbing the steps quickly, he waved to Bradley to follow. 

White wooden boards creaked as Bradley stepped into the entrance hall. The 

walls were painted eggshell. Light flooded through the open front door and a 

large window at the end of a wide passage, giving the room an ethereal glow. 

Three  big-bottomed,  cobalt,  porcelain  vases  held  large,  colourful  flower 

arrangements. A wooden cage hung from the ceiling, home to a pair of green 

lovebirds. 

It was as if Bradley had entered another world. 

Pedro disappeared through a door to his left and Bradley followed, the sound 

of his footsteps dampened by pastel coloured rugs.  He walked into a huge 

dining room, open on three sides by glass patio doors. The view into the 

garden was breathtaking. Bright pink and red pelargoniums, dark green lush 

shrubs and huge palm trees -  their large paddle like leaves giving ample 
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shade – all competed for space along white-washed walls. Water splashed 

softly from a fountain into a crystal clear swimming pool. 

Bradley groaned with delight. 

Luanda’s  streets  were  filled  with  decay,  disrepair,  filth  and  poverty.  Who 

would have thought that such a jewel of a guesthouse existed in the middle 

of Luanda? 

“Come, sit out here and relax,” Pedro urged, beckoning Bradley out onto the 

patio.

Bradley sunk into a thick beige cushion placed on a wrought iron chair. It was 

very quiet and peaceful in the garden.

“Welcome to Pedro’s Guesthouse,” his host said.

Reluctantly Bradley turned his attention back to Pedro, but was unable to find 

any appropriate words to describe his pleasure.

“Dinner is served at seven tonight and breakfast is from seven until nine in 

the morning. Everything will  be charged to your credit  card. Your room is 

upstairs, number four.” Pedro paused for a second. “You are lucky that my 

sister called me. This is my last room.”

“Thank you, I appreciate it.”

Bradley leaned back in his chair, relaxing his weary limbs. A black waiter, his 

tight curls beginning to grey, appeared with a glass on a tray. He placed it 

quietly on the table in front of Bradley.

“It’s on the house,” the waiter said, and walked away. 
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Small  droplets  moistened Bradley’s  fingers as he picked up the cool,  tall 

glass. Gratefully, he took a sip of the drink and swirled the cold liquid over his 

tongue. 

The  sun  descended  leaving  the  sky  a  bruised  purple  and  red.  Bradley 

checked  his  watch.  It  was  almost  dinnertime.  Not  wanting  to  leave  the 

tranquillity of the garden so soon, he got to his feet only slowly.

Sitting down at a table displaying his room number, he waited to be served in 

the  dining  room.  Dinner  was  an  elaborate  affair  and  he  enjoyed  the 

Portuguese inspired dishes thoroughly.

Bradley slept well that night. A huge white mosquito net billowed out from the 

ceiling, keeping the ugly little bastards away from his skin and a fan cooled 

him down sufficiently. Early sunrays woke him up. He got out of bed, walked 

over to the window, pushed the wooden shutters aside and peered down into 

the garden where dew was still  clinging to the grass. With regret, Bradley 

walked into the bathroom and got dressed quickly. 

Wondering if his laptop would be safe in the room, he decided to lock it in the 

cupboard. Bradley was not entirely convinced that everybody in the world 

was completely honest and he wasn’t about to tempt fate. It was better to be 

safe than sorry. 

At the bottom of the stairs, the smell of freshly brewed coffee wafted towards 

Bradley. Sitting down at his table, he was served quickly and efficiently. He 

gorged himself on fresh fish, bacon and eggs, ripe fruit, muesli with yoghurt, 

orange juice and coffee and concluded that this was much better than the 

bowl of cornflakes he usually had in the morning.
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Pedro appeared through a door, stopped behind the counter and with a deep 

frown on his forehead scanned the tables quickly. After a moment of careful 

scrutiny, he nodded satisfied. Pedro spotted Bradley and walked over to his 

table, a big smile spreading across his face. 

“Have you slept well?” he asked, with genuine concern in his voice.

Bradley returned his smile. “Yes. I had a very good night.”

Pedro pointed to an empty chair. “May I sit down?”

“Sure. Have a seat.”

Pedro pulled out a chair and sat down, casually leaning his forearms on the 

table, the smile never leaving his face. 

“Are you here on business?” Pedro asked.

Putting  down  his  knife,  Bradley  said,  “Yes.  I’m  a  journalist.  I’m  here  on 

assignment.”

His host’s eyes sparkled with interest. “What kind of assignment?”

“I’m writing a feature on the refugee camps.”

Pedro’s smile disappeared. 

“The newspaper wants me to give an up-to-date report on the status of the 

camps, especially with regards to the children,” Bradley explained.

Pedro fiddled with a gold ring on his small finger and avoided looking directly 

at Bradley.

Slightly disconcerted by his host’s unexplained silence, Bradley continued, 

“People have a genuine interest in what happens in Angola.”

Pedro looked up. “It’s a very sad story, the refugee children I mean,” he said 

with a solemn face. “A lot of them lost either their mother or their father or 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 54

both of their parents during the horrible war. They have no place else to go 

and there are so many of them.”

Bradley inclined his head sympathetically, but kept quiet. 

After a while, his host asked, his voice cautious, “Tell me, my friend, are you 

South African?”

Bradley gave him a crooked smile. “Yes. I’m South African.”

After 1975 when the Portuguese colonialists had left Angola and the country 

became  independent,  South  African  politicians  tried  to  stop  the 

encroachment of communism from the north by sending young white South 

African men to fight in Angola. The South African government firmly believed 

that Russia was trying to gain a foothold in Africa, which, if successful, would 

endanger the way of life and freedom of the South African people. Once the 

tip of Africa was in Russian hands, the weak and divided African continent 

would  become  a  communistic  satellite.  Desperately  trying  to  avoid  this 

scenario, the South African government sent thousands of troops to Angola. 

In  turn,  America  and  Russia  supported  their  respective  fighting  allies 

continuously with weapons and finance and the brutal war on Angolan soil 

lasted for more than two decades, causing endless suffering and destruction. 

Anticipating his host’s next question, Bradley said quietly, “But I didn’t fight in 

the war. I was too young. The Mandela government stopped calling up young 

men for army duty just before it was my turn.”

It seemed best to affirm that he had not been one of the agitators during the 

long war in Angola. Bradley wanted to research his feature in peace, which 

meant he had to get on with the local people. He had no intention of hurting 
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his host’s feelings, especially because he could see how upset Pedro was 

about the refugee camps.

In addition, Bradley was well aware of the horrors of war. Over the years he 

had listened carefully to stories told by South African ex-soldiers about their 

war experiences. 

The veterans, now in their forties and fifties, who were prepared to talk about 

Angola, usually started with their army call up when they were conscripted 

straight after high school – when they were still youngsters – most of them 

not older than eighteen years. In those days it was compulsory to join the 

army for two years. The majority of them did not have a choice. Conscription 

could only be avoided through disability, or exile, and university studies only 

offered a postponement. 

The  new recruits  were  ordered  to  report  at  Johannesburg  Station.  While 

waiting  in  uneven  lines,  they  met  and  acquainted  themselves  with  other 

young men wearing the same khaki brown uniform and number one haircut. 

In  time,  these  exuberant  young  men  formed  friendships  and  became 

brothers-in-arms.

Once they were sorted into groups, every young man was handed a cup of 

blue liquid.  All  veterans laugh at the memory.  The drink was intended to 

suppress sexual desires, though there were always those who would chase a 

skirt regardless of the situation. 

The supposedly de-sexed young men were then transported to Bethlehem, 

or other base camps around South Africa, where they underwent gruelling 

basic training.  They lugged huge wooden poles in  midday heat;  marched 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 56

thirty kilometres in full gear; were woken up in the middle of the night to run 

ten kilometres with a backpack containing rocks. After three months, they 

were thoroughly brainwashed and sent to Angola to fight their arch-enemies: 

Russia and Communism. 

The fit and healthy soldiers arrived on the Angolan border ready to defend 

their country, democracy and world freedom. They had been trained to shoot 

a rifle, to throw a grenade and to wield a knife. They were young, arrogant, 

invincible, and believed firmly that their actions were justified.

Many veterans would become quiet at this point in their story. Their eyes 

would  glaze  over  and  the  skin  would  tighten  over  their  cheekbones. 

However, once the moment had passed, their stories, again more often than 

not, sounded the same:

Reconnaissance teams, made up of a handful  of  daring and experienced 

soldiers,  came back from the bush in  the early  morning  hours,  dirty  and 

exhausted,  but  immensely  proud.  Arriving  at  camp,  they  unashamedly 

bragged about their achievements of the days past and of the enemies killed. 

The reccies, as they were called, described in every exhilarated detail how 

they had tracked the enemy down; how they had waited patiently for  the 

enemy to gather in underground bunkers; how they had carefully lifted the 

camouflaged  trapdoors  and  thrown  down hand  grenades,  waiting  for  the 

explosion of arms and legs and bits of bloodied flesh to fly in all directions. 

Others had talked about minesweepers, men who relied on a long pole and 

sensor to tell them of hidden mines so that they would not be blown apart. 

Enemy  soldiers  would  prey  on  these  cautious  men,  firing  on  them  with 

automatic rifles blazing. The good guys would fight back fiercely, using all 
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their skills and will to live. They usually came back with bleeding bullet holes 

in their arms, legs or chests. 

Nobody would talk about casualties. The body bags containing their dead 

comrades  were  discreetly  stored  in  a  freezer  behind  the  Medics’  tent. 

Wounded  soldiers  would  brag  about  their  victories,  emphasising  that  the 

terrorists were lying dead in the bush, waiting for their ultimate end, as a 

meal for scavenging hyenas. 

Veterans remembered bitterly how hand grenades were used against them in 

particular vicious ambushes. Local women were used to scout for the South 

African soldiers. Walking down dry, dusty roads these women carried their 

babies innocently wrapped in colourful blankets. On sight of a South African 

uniform, they would pull away the blanket to reveal a dead child with a hole 

cut  in  its  belly.  The  hand  grenades  concealed  in  the  dead  baby’s  body 

brought instant destruction, devastation and death.

The Angolan war had not been fought in a conventional way. There was no 

dropping of bombs, or firing of missiles to force the enemy to scatter. It had 

been a guerrilla war and the enemy was ingenious and sly.

Isolated  and  far  away  from  home  and  without  any  ordinary  sense  of 

civilisation, surrounded only by danger, these young soldiers were, for the 

first time in their lives, confronted with constant danger and death. For many 

of them, later, post-traumatic stress became their constant companion. 

Bradley was glad that he had been spared. The new democracy in South 

Africa had saved him from the horrors of that particular war.



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 58

Pedro cocked his  head to  one side.  “Would you have fought  if  they had 

called you up?”

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I don’t agree with war. It does 

too  much  damage.  I  believe  matters  can  be  resolved  peacefully.”  He 

hesitated. “I  also think the reason that South Africa became involved was 

wrong.”

“You’re right,” Pedro agreed.

“Luckily,  it’s  all  over  now,”  Bradley said  empathetically.  “Angola deserves 

peace and a bright future.”

“Yes. Angola must prosper.” Pedro’s eyes sparkled again. 

After a moment, he asked, “Who do you think was right, UNITA or MPLA?

Bradley leaned back in his chair, contemplating his answer for a moment. It 

was not only the South Africans who had caused so much destruction, but 

also the two opposing political parties in Angola: UNITA and MPLA. 

Bradley knew from research that battles had been fierce and vicious. Neither 

opponent had spared anyone. Women, children and old people had been 

tortured  cruelly.  Food had been confiscated  indiscriminately.  Villages had 

been burnt  to  the ground.  People were left  crippled or  dead.  Those who 

survived, had starved to death. 

Soldiers, young men in their prime, had been slaughtered in their thousands. 

Landmines riddled the ground in Angola. Soldiers had been blown apart, legs 

ripped off, leaving men to bleed to death. 

The  countryside  had  been  devastated  by  the  ravages  of  the  unyielding 

enemy forces, each believing that they were the rightful heir to the country. 

Stubbornly  and  relentlessly,  both  adversaries  had  murdered,  raped  and 
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maimed randomly, leaving destruction and fear in their wake. Each party had 

fought  fiercely  for  the doctrine they believed in:  the one communism, the 

other democracy.

Pedro watched him like a hawk.

“You  see,”  Bradley  eventually  replied.  “I’m  on  nobody’s  side.  I  try  to  be 

objective when I report on matters. I’m a journalist and I listen to both sides. 

My opinion is  not  what  counts  and I  don’t  decide who is  right  or  who is 

wrong.”

Pedro’s face broke into a wide smile. “A wise answer. You artfully avoided 

my question.”

Bradley  opened  his  mouth  to  protest,  but  Pedro  waved  his  hand.  “Don’t 

worry. I shouldn’t have put you on the spot in the first place.”

After a moment, Bradley returned his host’s smile.

Pedro leaned forward in his chair. “So you’re going to report on the children 

in the refugee camps, are you?”

“That’s what I came here for.”

“Do you know where the camps are?”

Bradley shook his head.

Pedro sighed. “Actually they are all over the city, but the biggest one is on the 

outskirts of the city to the south.”

His host got up and pushed his chair back under the table. “Do you have a 

street map?”

“Yes,” Bradley confirmed.

“Just follow the roads in a southerly direction and you’ll come straight to the 

camp. Have a good trip my friend.”
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“Thank you.”

As Pedro passed Bradley, he patted his shoulder. Without comment, Bradley 

watched him disappear through a door at the far end of the dining room.

Bradley finished his luke-warm coffee and hurriedly made his way back up 

the stairs to his room. Inside he quickly unlocked the bedroom cupboard and 

retrieved his sleeveless bush jacket with its many strategic pockets. 

He opened his laptop bag and took out his digital camera, a few sheets of 

notepaper and a handful of pencils. Experience had taught him that pencils 

were  superior  to  ballpoint  pens.  Pencils  did  not  run  dry  suddenly,  still 

performed when they got wet and could be sharpened with a pen knife when 

blunt. Patting a pocket to check that he had his Swiss Army knife, he put his 

short stub pencils in the same place.

Bradley’s small digital camera went into another pocket and he pushed his 

miniature tape recorder into a top pocket. It was always better to have hands 

that were free, especially in a foreign country where one did not know what to 

expect.  He  locked  his  laptop  back  in  the  cupboard  and  made  his  way 

downstairs.

Bradley was excited. He was close to the source of his story now and he 

wanted to find out the background details for his assignment. Furthermore, 

his future with Lauren depended on this task. The sooner he got it over and 

done with, the sooner his girlfriend would come back to him.

The  early  sun  still  hung  low  and  little  dust  particles  danced  in  the  air. 

However, it was already humid and it promised to be another scorching day.
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Following the streets in an easterly direction towards the harbour, Bradley 

rolled down the car window, letting the wind ruffle his hair.

Luanda was graced with a natural deep-water harbour. Huge container ships 

were anchored in the hazy distance, smaller cargo ships made their way to 

multiple piers and pilot boats wove in and out of the water traffic. 

Bradley stopped the car on a small rise beside the road and watched the 

activity below him. The harbour bustled with energy. People in grey and blue 

overalls were as busy as ants moving briskly in all directions, entering and 

exiting buildings, climbing on forklifts, or directing huge cranes that stood all 

over the docks. Workers pointed and shouted continually as cranes swung 

over large vessels, picking up twenty- and forty-foot containers, hoisting them 

over the side of a ship and releasing them safely on to the ground. 

Soon, Bradley had seen enough. Leaving the last of the piers behind, he 

continued  in  a  southerly  direction.  Bradley  drove  past  large  warehouses 

standing behind high wire-mesh fences. Trucks, their blue and black exhaust 

fumes polluting the air, entered yards, to be loaded with crates containing a 

vast variety of goods destined for inland, or the neighbouring countries of 

Zambia and the Congo. 

Bradley was surprised by all the activity. He had been under the impression 

that Angola was economically crippled, that people were starving and living 

in  poverty.  But  the  ships  and  trucks  belied  this,  and  people  working 

incessantly  at  the  harbour  and warehouses suggested that  business was 

good. There was work to be had, indicating people had money to buy food 

and pay for services. 
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Bradley drove on, navigating his way through clogged streets, passing and 

avoiding vehicles of  all  shapes and colours.  But  the closer he got  to the 

outskirts of the city, the bleaker the picture became. Here and there Bradley 

spotted buildings which had been restored, but it was obvious that the city 

was still  suffering  from the  destruction  of  the  civil  war.  Luanda,  although 

bathed in sunshine and filled with people, presented a discouraging façade to 

the visitor.

Bradley  crossed  an  invisible  border  and  slowed  down.  The  solid  brick 

buildings receded behind him and were quickly replaced by a sea of shacks. 

These sad constructions consisted of rusted corrugated iron sheets, rotting 

wooden planks and torn plastic sheets. The shacks appeared to be glued to 

each other, hardly leaving a space to pass between them. Each hut was not 

more than ten square metres in size and the tiny boxes were so makeshift 

that they were unlikely to stand up to the next rain storm. Assuming that the 

Red Cross station he was looking for was hidden somewhere in the middle of 

this sprawling camp, Bradley searched for a way into the labyrinth, but the 

huts stood side by side like a solid wall. 

Continuing his slow drive, he scanned the area from his high vantage point 

on the road. Another three kilometres down the road, he spotted an opening 

into the vast camp. Turning off the fairly decent tarred street, he bounced 

onto a dirt road. Immediately a cloud of reddish brown dust engulfed his car, 

obscuring  his  view.  The  next  second,  his  tyres  hit  a  deep  hole  in  the 

otherwise hardened soil. An ugly grinding noise came from the rental’s sump 

as it scraped across the dirt road’s surface. 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 63

Bradley yanked the steering wheel to his left, only to end up in another deep 

hole.  His  teeth  clanked  together.  Gripping  the  steering  wheel  with  both 

hands, he hit the brakes hard and the car skidded to a halt. 

The  dust  cloud  settled  back  down  around  him  and  he  was  able  to  see 

patches of blue sky. Through the fine reddish powder on his windscreen, he 

scanned  the  road,  which  disappeared  into  the  far  distance.  The  track 

consisted of more potholes than smooth surface. Bradley shook his head, 

concluding that driving along this path was going to give him more trouble 

than it was worth his time.

Looking around, Bradley spotted a small group of children lurking behind a 

hut, a large blue tarpaulin acting as a roof. He switched off the car, opened 

the door and waved to the teenagers. Four of the children eyed him curiously 

and after a moment of whispered consultation, they carefully edged their way 

closer to him. 

Bradley was appalled at their condition. During his years as a journalist, he 

had seen a  lot  of  misery  and he believed that  he  had hardened himself 

against the results of war and poverty, but not this time.

The young girl’s skirt was indecently short and her once white blouse was 

pulled much too tight across her small breasts, stretching the material to its 

limit. The three boys did not look much better. Their shorts were a least one 

size too small, the top buttons were missing, the zips were broken and the 

pants were held up by pieces of string. The original colour and design of their 

T-shirts were unidentifiable and they were full of small holes and tears. All 

four teenagers were barefoot and their feet were calloused. 
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Bradley tried hard not to scare them away. “Hello there,” he smiled.

The four  kids  stood  shyly  in  front  of  him,  just  out  of  reach,  and  did  not 

respond to his greeting.

“Do you want to do me a favour?” He pointed at the car.

The children only stared at him with their huge brown eyes, uneasily shuffling 

their feet in the rusty coloured dust.

Bradley wondered if they understood English. He tried again. “Do you want to 

earn some money?”

That seemed to have an effect. The taller boy tentatively took a step forward. 

Bradley smiled encouragingly at the boy. “If you look after my car I will give 

you a hundred Kwanza.”

The boy’s head bobbed up and down. Bradley was not sure if the young guy 

had understood the favour he had asked of him, or if he had only heard the 

word ‘Kwanza’. Nevertheless, he decided to take a chance. He put his hand 

into his jeans pocket and pulled out fifty Kwanza. 

Bradley put his hand on the roof of his car, patting it softly, then he pointed at 

the money and the kids. “If you look after my car, I will give you fifty Kwanza 

now and another fifty when I come back.”

The boy looked at the car, then at Bradley, and finally at the money. A big 

grin appeared on his face. He said something to the other three teenagers, 

who in turn began chattering excitedly. Bradley did not understand a word 

they exchanged. 

The boy turned back to him and held out his hand. Bradley gave him the 

money and in an instant, the notes disappeared into the boy’s pocket. His 

brown eyes shone happily. From the look on his face, Bradley guessed that 
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any amount of money was welcome to these youngsters. They obviously had 

nothing. No home, nothing to eat, no clothes, and more than likely no parents 

to love them. At least the few Kwanza would buy them a loaf of bread. 

Bradley gazed along the dirt road, lined by thousands of sprawling shacks. 

The sun glared down harshly, burning the skin on his arms and face. It was 

extremely hot and Bradley was already thirsty, although it was not even mid 

morning.  He  wondered  how  he  would  find  the  Red  Cross  station  which 

serviced this huge area. Glancing over at the children, he beckoned them. 

The expectation of more money made them move closer quickly. 

“Do you know where the Red Cross station is?” His voice was calm and 

friendly.

The kids faced each other and talked rapidly in an African language he did 

not understand. Then suddenly they burst out laughing. Bradley had no idea 

what was going on.

He tried again. “Can you take me to the Red Cross station?”

Bradley tilted his head to one side and watched them for a moment. They 

were acting like children all over the world. Their faces were dirty and their 

clothes were torn, but their laughter sounded happy and careless. 

A thought flashed through his mind: when in doubt, draw a picture. 

Bradley dropped to his knees on the dirt road and searched for a small stick. 

Instantly the kids stopped laughing and stared at him with surprise. He found 

a small piece of wood and smoothed its rough sandy surface with his hand. 

Then he scratched a cross surrounded by a circle in the red dust. Expectantly 

he glanced up at the children, who inspected the drawing curiously.
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Bradley pointed to the cross in the sand. “Can you take me to the Red Cross 

tent?”

The young girl pushed her thumb in to her mouth and began sucking it. The 

three boys stared at him blankly. Bradley got to his feet and looked from one 

child to the next. Again, he pointed at the cross, then at himself, and at last at 

the kids.

“The Red Cross,” he repeated.

The tallest boy nodded with sudden comprehension. He turned to his friends 

and  talked  rapidly,  his  hands  moving  animatedly.  Then,  the  boy  pointed 

excitedly in the direction of the maze. Bradley squinted across the huts’ roofs 

into the distance, but could see nothing, except glaring sunlight reflecting off 

corrugated metal sheets. 

Ignoring the uneasiness growing in his gut, he decided to trust the teenager 

and  took  tentative  steps  in  the  direction  of  the  boy’s  outstretched  arm. 

Watching Bradley walk towards the labyrinth, the boy nodded encouragingly.

Suddenly a small hand tugged on Bradley’s jeans and surprised, he stopped 

in his tracks. As he looked down into the shy face of the girl, she curled her 

fingers around his hand without hesitation. Holding on tightly, she lead him 

down a narrow path, the soil hardened by thousands of feet, while two of the 

boys trailed behind them.

The refugee camp was indistinguishable from all  the other  camps on the 

African continent Bradley had visited in the past. He might as well have been 

in a squatter camp in the South African townships of Soweto or Alexandra. 

The shabby little makeshift dwellings had no windows, gaping dark openings 
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indicated doorways and empty plastic shopping bags served as insulation 

against wind and rain.

The little group surrounding Bradley moved slowly along the trodden track, 

carefully avoiding litter and muddy holes. They walked past young women 

sitting on thin mats in front of their huts, cradling dark-brown babies in their 

arms. Older women with wrinkled faces, wearing faded dresses, stirred large 

wooden spoons inside iron pots on open fires. 

Bradley heard no laughter from the mouths of the youngsters who leaned 

against the hut walls. Blank, hopeless stares followed the small group as they 

hiked down the path. Ever watchful, Bradley was struck by the observation 

that there were no men around. Only a few old-timers sat in front  of  the 

shacks, but there were no young men anywhere.

The heat stood in between the shacks. No soft breeze drifted over the small 

group, drying the sweat on their faces. The sun burned Bradley’s scalp and 

the dust settled in his nostrils. He craved a sip of water, but guess knew from 

experience that liquid was a long way off. 

CHAPTER 4

The sun stung Bradley’s bare arms and no shade was in sight. The small 

group walked along the dirt-beaten path in silence. The few trees standing 

alongside their trail were half dead, their brown thorny branches sticking out 

like the thin arms of a terminally ill person. 
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Bradley checked his watch. They had been walking for twenty minutes and 

there was no end in sight. He turned around trying to gauge how far away 

they were from the road and his rental car, but the narrow track snaked its 

way  past  the  rickety  shacks,  after  a  few  metres  disappeared  into  the 

labyrinth. 

Bradley  was  growing  anxious.  He  could  not  believe  that  the  Red  Cross 

station  could be  this  far  away from any suitable  access road.  He looked 

suspiciously at the group of children guiding him. They chatted and laughed 

without  any  apparent  malice,  skipping  and  running  down  the  track.  Still, 

Bradley wondered if he had made a mistake accepting the young teenagers’ 

help. 

He continued walking,  but  his  uneasiness  lingered.  Who knew what  they 

were up to? It would be so easy for them to lead him deeper and deeper into 

this jungle of human habitation. No one would help him if he were attacked. 

He was acutely aware that he was the only white person amongst thousands 

of black people. His boots, jeans, shirt and sleeveless jacket would go a long 

way when they were exchanged for food.

Ten minutes later the path widened into a large open clearing. Finally, they 

had arrived. Bradley breathed a sigh of relief. He had no idea how to find his 

way back to the road, but he would worry about that. 

His teenage guides pointed excitedly to several low-strung brown army tents 

pitched in the middle of the clearing. They took his hands and pulled him 

towards the Red Cross station. The canvas structures were at least twenty-

five meters in length and the big red cross in the centre of a white circle was 
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clearly visible. Flaps on both sides of the tents had been rolled up and people 

hustled in and out of the shelters.

A soft hum hung over the open crowded square. People were either sitting or 

lying on the dusty bare ground, or stoically standing in the hot sun. Black 

women,  dressed  in  ragged  mismatched  clothes  and  faded  headscarves, 

were holding small naked children on their thin hips or against their sagging 

breasts. Many mothers tried to sooth their crying kids. 

Other  women sat  quietly,  their  legs  stretched  out  in  front  of  them,  shyly 

avoiding  Bradley’s  gaze.  They  held  their  precious  children  close,  rocking 

gently back and forth, humming sad tunes. The kids’ bellies were swollen like 

brown balloons – kwashiorkor - their huge dark eyes full of innocence and 

incomprehension.  They  were  too  weak  and  too  tired  to  even  suck  their 

spindly thumbs. 

Other  women  stared  at  Bradley  openly,  their  eyes  pleading,  their  hands 

stretched out in a gesture of submission. Carefully and slowly, they bobbed 

closer on their bottoms, gently touching his trouser legs, until  his teenage 

guides shooed them away.

Bradley scanned the sea of emaciated bodies in front of the Red Cross tents. 

He could hardly see any men in the waiting crowd unless they were old and 

leaning on wooden sticks.

Carefully Bradley picked his way past the scrawny bodies on the ground, 

trying  to  avoid  stepping  on hands or  stumbling  over  outstretched legs.  A 

hand tugged on the back of his jacket. He stopped his precarious journey 
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and turned around. The tall teenage boy who had guided him to the station 

was standing in front of him holding out his hand. His face had a worried 

look. 

Understanding immediately, Bradley simply dug deep into his jeans pocket 

and pulled out a few crumpled banknotes. The boy grabbed the money and 

shoved it into his dirty, worn shorts. A huge smile appeared on his face and 

he garbled something unintelligibly. 

Although not having a clue what the teenager was on about, Bradley said, 

“Thank you.”

The boy smiled at him again, waved his hand in the air and turning on his 

heel melted in to the crowd.

Bradley continued his trip across the packed clearing. He stumbled here and 

there, once over a bag lying on the ground beside an old woman. He almost 

ended up on his knees in the dirt, catching his balance at the last moment. 

Careful not to trip over any other objects, Bradley checked on the old black 

woman to see if she was hurt. She raised her balled bony fist and began 

screaming at him at the top of her voice. Bradley blinked a couple of times, 

astonished by her sudden anger. 

Lifting his hands defensively, he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to kick your 

bag.”

Instead of  calming down,  the old  woman continued to  scream,  her  voice 

rising in pitch. Her withered face was contorted with anger and her dark eyes 

blazed with fury. 
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Bradley  dropped  to  his  haunches  and  picked  up  her  small  tattered  bag. 

Clawing at her sack, desperately holding on to it with outstretched arms, the 

old woman’s screams subsided and she looked up at him worriedly. Placing 

his right hand over her brown, wrinkled one, Bradley guided the bag carefully 

into the old woman’s lap.

“See,” he said soothingly, “I didn’t do it on purpose.” 

The old woman stared at him without uttering a sound. Bradley squeezed his 

hand into his pocket and again drew out a couple of banknotes. Taking her 

hand, he placed the money into her palm, gently closing her fingers around 

the banknotes. 

The old woman pressed her wrinkled lips into a thin line and her eyes turned 

into slits. She closed her fingers around the money tightly, but there was no 

warmth in her expression. Bradley smiled at her kindly and got to his feet. He 

was not offended by her distrust. Bradley knew that kindness from a stranger 

was  something  these  people  had  long  forgotten.  War  dehumanised  all 

people. 

Halfway across the clearing Bradley stopped again to survey the crowded 

area.  Unzipping his  jacket’s  top pocket,  he pulled  out  his  digital  camera. 

Pressing the button to activate the device, he waited for the green light in the 

display window to appear. Slowly, he turned 360 degrees looking for suitable 

images to capture on the tiny camera chip. 

Thoughtfully,  Bradley  scanned  the  mass  of  bodies  all  around  him  and 

eventually zoomed in on a young mother with a blue rag wrapped around her 

head. Huge dark eyes stared unblinkingly and the skin of her sunken face 
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was sallow. Her arms stuck out thinly from under her colourless dress. She 

sat on the red hardened ground with her legs crossed under her, cradling a 

baby wrapped in a yellow blanket. Her gaze was empty. For a brief moment, 

Bradley wondered if she was alive, but then she swatted a fly from her face. 

Pressing the release button of his camera, he captured the image.

Bradley focussed the viewfinder on a small group of people gathered under a 

sad looking Acacia tree. Six women had moved their meagre possessions 

into the middle of their small circle, protecting their small sacks from potential 

thieves.  They  talked  quietly  with  each  other  and  moved  their  arms 

lethargically. Again, he captured the picture.

To Bradley’s right were a couple of toddlers sitting silently in the brown dirt. 

Fat black flies buzzed around their big heads and snot ran from their noses. 

Mothers, aunts or sisters were sitting close by, watching them, but not stirring 

unnecessarily in the intense heat.

Bradley shot one frame after the other. He was glad that he had brought his 

digital camera instead of his old Nikon. His Nikon needed film and on some 

occasions, in the rush of a significant moment, he had run out of film. With 

his digital he did not have to worry about a full spool.

Suddenly there was a commotion. The soft hum that had hung over the camp 

increased first to a loud murmur and than to a thunderous rumbling. Women 

and old  men shouted excitedly.  They staggered up on  to  their  thin  legs, 

grabbed their  bags and sacks,  held  on to  their  small  children and swiftly 

began moving towards a tent on the periphery of the open square. Bradley 

craned his neck to look over people’s heads, but could not see what had 
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caused the tumult. Quickly, he was swept up by the crowd and rather than 

resisting, he moved with the tide. 

Bradley was shoved and pushed, trampled on his toes and sharp elbows 

stabbed his ribs. Although he was reasonably well built, Bradley had difficulty 

staying on his feet.  The hordes of people reached the periphery tent and 

rounded a corner. The crowd broke into an uncontrolled stampede.

Bradley stopped and held his ground against the swirling mass of bodies. A 

minute later, his field of view was clear and holding on to a tent pole, he 

watched as the pack surged forward towards a row of stationary trucks.

Ignoring the swirling crowd for a moment, Bradley glanced along the stretch 

of flattened and hardened soil.  With surprise he realised that this was the 

same road out  of  Luanda that  he had travelled  on.  The pothole  covered 

surface had forced him to leave his rental car on the edge of the camp. Now 

that he had his bearings, Bradley felt a sense of relief: he could negotiate his 

way back to the parked rental.

Bradley turned his attention back to the green military trucks parked beside 

the road. As the soldiers furled the trucks’ vinyl flaps, the metal side panes 

came down with  a loud bang,  and the crowd stormed the vehicles.  They 

rushed  forward,  clinging  to  the  trucks’  sides,  trying  to  climb  up  onto  the 

flatbeds,  pushing  and  shoving  each  other,  until  the  vehicles  rocked 

dangerously. 

Black soldiers dressed in olive green fatigue uniforms, black shiny boots and 

smart berets jumped off the vehicles. With machine guns held flush against 

their chests, they lined up and pushed against the excited crowd. Bradley 
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heard  angry  shouts  and  saw  women  shake  their  clenched  fists  at  the 

soldiers.

Ignoring the force of the surging mob, the soldiers continued to press against 

the people in the front  line,  until  they had no other choice but  to retreat. 

Slowly the crowd moved back, opening up a space in front of the trucks. The 

vehicles’ heavy tarpaulins were now completely rolled up and a few soldiers 

were  moving  from  truck  to  truck,  checking  the  tautness  of  the  secured 

tarpaulin ropes.

An excited shout rose from the gathered crowd when they saw the brown 

bags of maize meal. Twenty-five kilogram bags lay stacked on top of each 

other, the piles reaching the roof tops. The soldiers formed a line quickly and 

efficiently, completely disregarding the hungry people around them. It  was 

obvious to Bradley that this was not the first time that they handled this kind 

of task. 

Two soldiers leapt up on to the first truck and began throwing bags of maize 

meal down to the uniformed men on the ground. They in turn caught the 

bags and passed them along the line until they reached a tent further on. The 

muttering crowd kept an uneasy but respectful distance.

Slowly  Bradley  pushed  his  way  back  through  the  tight  throng  of  people, 

circumventing clusters of murmuring women and avoiding tripping over feet 

until he stood at the edge of the tent where the bags of maize meal were 

disappearing through its flap.
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It  was  stifling  hot  inside,  making  it  difficult  for  Bradley  to  breathe  as  he 

entered the tent. The dark mud-coloured canvas dimmed the bright sunlight 

beating down on it.

He squinted,  adjusting  his  vision  to  the  new conditions  and scanned the 

interior  of  the  canvas  structure.  His  eyes  opened  wide  with  surprise. 

Thousands of bags of maize meal had already been stacked one on top of 

each  other,  whilst  more  were  being  packed  into  the  tight  space  by  the 

minute.

Quietly and unobtrusively, Bradley watched the soldiers handling the bags 

along a human conveyor line, swinging their bodies to the rhythm of letting 

go and catching the next bag. Their black faces shone with sweat and dark 

stains circled their armpits. He heard soft groans of exertion as bags moved 

from one pair of hands to another. The sacks made a slapping sound as they 

hit a pile and each time a little white cloud of maize meal dust rose in the air.

Eager to record the storage process and puzzled as to why the food was not 

being immediately distributed to the starving people, Bradley pulled out his 

palm-sized camera again. He pressed the button and waited anxiously for 

the green light to appear. Zooming in on the last three soldiers in the line, he 

took a couple of quick shots. He swung his camera around, focussed on two 

soldiers  guarding  rifles  at  the  back  of  the  tent  and  pressed  the  release 

button. As the flash went off, one of the soldiers looked up and saw Bradley 

with his camera in hand. The soldier’s eyes widened with surprise, and an 

instant later his face contorted with anger.

“Hey,” he shouted.
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Unobtrusively, Bradley slipped his camera into his jacket pocket and smiled 

pleasantly. 

The soldier stared at Bradley from under heavy brows and stopped chewing 

a match stick held loosely between his lips. Then, like a snake uncoiled, he 

bent down and picked up his machine gun. Clenching his weapon, the giant 

marched across the tent towards Bradley. The soldier’s tall, bulky body soon 

blocked Bradley’s  escape and instinctively  Bradley  took  a  step  back.  His 

heart was pounding in his throat, and his mouth became dry.

The soldier’s brown eyes glittered dangerously and his full lips were pressed 

tightly together. With trepidation Bradley noticed that the machine gun was 

pointing at his stomach. 

Taking a deep breath, Bradley tried to remain calm and boost his courage at 

the same time. He knew that it  was of utmost importance not to become 

intimidated. As soon as he became frightened, any potential story would slip 

through his fingers. 

Setting his jaw and straightening his shoulders, Bradley stated firmly, “I’m a 

journalist.” 

The soldier’s nostrils flared ever so lightly. 

Bradley  wondered  briefly  if  the  man  understood  English.  Hiding  his 

uneasiness and holding his hands in a non-threatening way beside his body, 

Bradley waited patiently for a reply.

In response, the soldier shifted his gun further up towards Bradley’s chest.

Bradley felt small streams of sweat begin to run down his back. Unfortunately 

he was all  too aware of the fact that soldiers in Africa did not necessarily 

need a reason to shoot someone. Life was cheap, especially in a war-torn 
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country like Angola. The slightest movement could incite a soldier to kill. Of 

course there was always the tiresome business of questions being asked if a 

foreign civilian was killed, but that would not stop a soldier from pulling the 

trigger.

“I’m a journalist,” Bradley repeated and forced a tiny smile.

The  soldier  continued  to  glare  at  him  without  replying  and  the  silence 

between them stretched out uncomfortably.  The soldier began to chew on 

the matchstick again.

Bradley  contemplated  if  he  should  take  a  chance  by  ignoring  the  giant’s 

menacing stance and just walk past him. But then again, if he did that, the 

soldier might shoot him for trying to escape. Bradley stood still, deciding he 

did not want to give the soldier the slightest excuse to use his weapon. The 

soldier shifted his gun and aimed it a little higher. Now the barrel was pointed 

at  Bradley’s  throat.  He tried  not  to  panic  and swallowed hard,  the  blood 

draining slowly from his face.  The soldier’s lip curled into a snarl  and he 

raised his weapon a little bit  higher still.  A huge knot formed in Bradley’s 

stomach. He saw the soldier’s finger inch closer to the trigger of the machine 

gun.

Bradley broke out in a cold sweat. Would the soldier dare kill a journalist? 

Whichever way, Bradley never intended to die here, in that godforsaken dirt 

poor place.

His  heart  throbbed  in  his  throat  and  his  tongue  stuck  to  his  pallet. 

Desperately he searched for a way out of this dangerous situation, but he 

was trapped. The soldier’s machine gun had him pinned to the spot. Bradley 

looked nervously at the soldier. What was he supposed to do? The soldier 
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stared coldly at him, not moving an inch. Bradley watched him like a hawk, 

expecting the worst. He had recognised the indifference in the man’s eyes. 

Bradley meant nothing to him. He was just an obstacle to eliminate.

“Journalist,”  the soldier  snarled and Bradley breathed an invisible  sigh  of 

relief. The man understood English. There was still hope.

“Show me pass,” the soldier demanded in broken English.

Bradley nodded in confirmation and keeping the tiny smile plastered on his 

face, lifted his hand in slow motion  to his pocket. The soldier watched his 

every  movement.  Carefully,  Bradley  opened  his  pocket,  the  Velcro  strip 

making a loud tearing sound. Inwardly, he cringed at the noise, but kept his 

hand moving steadily,  reaching into  his  pocket  and touching his  precious 

press pass. He held it out for the soldier to read, but the man snatched the 

pass from his hand, lowering his machine gun in the process.

“Hey,” Bradley shouted surprised.

The soldier shot  him an angry look and lifted the machine gun back into 

place.  Bradley  stood  very  still,  trying  hard  not  to  provoke  the  man 

unnecessarily. His hands were clammy.

The soldier stared at the pass and scrutinised the picture. After a long time, 

he looked up at Bradley’s face. His brow furrowed and his eyes narrowed 

again. Bradley held his breath.

The black soldier raised his automatic rifle a bit higher. It was now pointed at 

Bradley’s head. He stared at the man, taking in every detail of the soldier’s 

face, seeing the fine scar across his left  eyebrow and the two imprints of 
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knifemarks  on  his  right  cheek.  He  smelt  the  strong  odour  of  sweat  and 

tobacco and felt sick. 

The soldier cocked his head to one side and pointed the barrel of his gun 

downwards to  the ground. Bradley exhaled.  The soldier  handed the pass 

back to Bradley, who grabbed it eagerly and let it disappear into his pocket, 

making sure that the Velcro strips were clinging tightly to each other.

Without  another  word,  the  soldier  turned away.  Bradley  let  his  shoulders 

slump and exhaled quietly. Suddenly, the soldier swivelled on his heels. He 

lifted  his  machine  gun and  rammed the  butt  into  Bradley’s  stomach  with 

incredible strength. 

Bradley doubled over. Hot, searing pain shot through him. He gasped for air. 

Bile rose in his throat and he gagged. Tears blurred his vision. The pain was 

excruciating. 

The soldier stood over him, coldly watching Bradley squirm. Bradley lifted his 

hand trying to ward off another possible blow, but the soldier held his weapon 

casually  as  if  nothing  had happened.  Finally  the  black  giant  spat  on  the 

ground, shouldered his gun and made his way back to his companion on the 

other side of the tent.

Groaning,  Bradley  scrambled  upright.  His  intestines  felt  like  jelly  and  he 

cradled his aching stomach. He knew it was high time to leave. Taking some 

careful steps backwards, he kept the soldiers in the periphery of his vision 

until  he had reached the entrance.  Feeling  the sun burning  on his  back, 

Bradley  turned  around.  Slowly,  desperate  not  to  draw  any  attention,  he 

walked out of the tent. Once outside, pain shooting through his body with 

each hurried step, he made his way through the narrow gaps of the other 
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tents and only slowed down once he had reached the far side of the open 

square. 

Squatting on the dusty ground, Bradley clamped his hands in front of his face 

and steadied his erratic breathing. 

That had been close.

His  hands  shook  and  he  rubbed  them  together  trying  to  get  rid  of  the 

trembling. Carefully, Bradley probed the tender area below his ribs with his 

fingertips and winced. It hurt like hell.  He got to his feet, but his knees felt 

weak. The black soldier’s malevolent face hovered in front of Bradley’s eyes 

and he had to blink a couple of times before the nasty vision disappeared. 

At last, Bradley’s lip curled into a cynical smirk. This country was obviously 

still  in the aftermath of a war. Soldiers ruled, ordinary people suffered and 

journalists had no rights. 

Hot anger flushed Bradley’s cheeks. 

What about press freedom? What about the right of people to know? 

He was realistic enough to know that the job of a journalist was no longer 

sacred - that ideal had disappeared a long time ago.  Venturing into crisis 

situations, war zones and dangerous areas was no longer possible without 

risking one’s life. Revolutionaries and war lords had no respect for journalists 

any  longer.  If  they  did  not  want  any  information  to  be  passed on to  the 

general public, then a trigger was pulled. What was the life of a journalist in 

comparison to a few million dollars? 

Bradley clenched his jaw and shook his head doggedly. 
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Journalists  may be treated with  disdain,  but he would never  give up.  He 

would continue to report on what was important and if that meant risking his 

life, then so be it.

Bradley’s hands had stopped shaking, the pain in his stomach had subsided 

to a dull throb and his legs were steady now. A new determination stiffened 

his spine. He let go of the tent rope and wiped the sweat off his face, drying 

his palms on his jeans. Checking his surroundings, he noticed that he was 

standing in the middle of a cluster of tents on the opposite side of the large 

square.  The  tent  containing  the  maize  bags  and  Angolan  soldiers  was 

reasonably far away.

A mud-caked Land Rover was parked beside a  few brown drums. Several 

grey cardboard boxes, the size of a ream of A4 copy paper, were stacked on 

top of each other. Bradley moved guardedly out of the hot sun and into the 

shade of the awning covering the stock. 

Pursing his lips, his curiosity peaked, Bradley crouched down in front of the 

stacked boxes. Glancing around, he slowly lifted the lid of the box on top. It 

was filled with syringes wrapped in sterile plastic packets. He checked the 

box underneath. It had the same markings on the outside and was also full of 

syringes.

Bradley got  up from his  crouch.  There was a small  gap in  the tent  wall. 

Cautiously he moved his hand into the opening and pulled the canvas back a 

few  centimetres.  Peering  into  the  interior,  he  did  not  see  or  sense  any 

soldiers in fatigue uniforms. Silently Bradley pulled the canvas open until he 

could squeeze through the gap. 
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The heat was stifling, although an electric fan hummed quietly in the corner. 

It  only  stirred  the  humid  air  and did  nothing  to  actually  cool  down  the 

temperature. Bradley found himself standing in a kind of office cubicle closed 

off by a thick khaki-coloured mosquito net. A battered grey metal desk piled 

high with  paper stood to his right.  A grey two-door metal cupboard with a 

scratched surface stood to his left. 

Guardedly, he inched his way over to the cupboard, when a loud cry stopped 

him in his tracks. The wailing sound had come from behind the net. Bradley 

took the few steps necessary to reach the curtain and hiding on the one side, 

pulled it open until he could see inside the tent.

Rows of metal beds lined both  sides  of the tent’s green walls. All  the beds 

were occupied and dark-skinned people were lying either on their sides or on 

their backs, their bodies partially covered by thin white cotton sheets. 

Bradley realised that he had escaped into a hospital tent.

The  heat  intensified  as  he  dropped  the  net  behind  him.  The  smell  of 

disinfectant,  anaesthetic and decaying flesh was overwhelming. Slowly he 

walked down the centre of the aisle, looking at the people in their beds. The 

patients stared back at him curiously, but did not utter a sound. Rudimentary 

drip  supports  stood  beside  their  beds,  the  clinical  plastic  bags  a  stark 

contrast  to  the roughly  assembled stands.  There were teenagers,  women 

and children, all of them immobilised.

Bradley stopped at the bed of a small black child. He could not make out if it 

was a boy or a girl, but the child could not have been older than eight years. 
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His eyes wandered to the bottom end of the bed and he gasped involuntarily. 

The child’s legs were missing. Instead of limbs, two short stumps covered 

with bandages peered out from under a sheet. The child moved its head to 

one side and stared at him, long dark eye lashes touching its cheeks like the 

wings of butterflies.

Bradley moved over to another bed. He looked at a young woman with a 

beautiful face, a finely shaped nose and chiselled cheekbones, but deathly 

pale under her brown skin. She was lying motionless on her back and her 

head was tilted back. Her lips were chapped and flies crawled around the 

corners of her eyes. Too lethargic to move, she made no effort to wave the 

flies away. Bradley searched for missing limbs, but she seemed uninjured. 

He smiled at her tentatively, but her huge brown eyes stared straight up at 

the pitched tent and were empty of emotion or recognition. 

Bradley wandered further along the rows of beds. The bunks were old and 

the bare metal shone through the chipped white enamel, but they served a 

purpose. Every bed had a thin mattress covered with a white sheet, more 

often  than  not  threadbare,  but  clean.  The  pillow  was  flat  and  hardly 

supported a person’s head. Most patients were not covered by any kind of 

blanket, but it was also not necessary - the heat in the tent was oppressive, 

although several electrical fans stirred the humid air.

A couple of beds further down Bradley could hear a child crying. 

Bradley approached the bunk quietly, clenching his teeth in anticipation of 

what he would find. He peered down at the little creature. Sobs came in small 

bursts and mucus ran down the boy’s chin. He lifted his arm and wiped his 
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face  when  he  saw  Bradley  standing  in  front  of  him,  but  his  quiet  sobs 

continued. 

Bradley clenched his teeth a bit harder.

The little boy’s right leg was missing. Instead there was a stump covered with 

bandages stained reddish brown. A drip was attached to his left arm, running 

close to empty. The boy stared up at him with big, scared eyes and mouthed: 

“Mama.”

Bradley had no problem understanding his request. The word was universal 

and  it  always  meant  the  same:  someone  was  crying  out  for  a  mother’s 

comfort.  He  tried  to  smile  reassuringly  at  the  boy,  but  it  came out  as  a 

grimace. There was nothing he could do, absolutely nothing. 

Saddened, Bradley was about to move on when he heard a commotion at 

the far end of the tent.  He looked at the entrance and saw a short black 

woman hurrying towards him. She hardly reached up to his chest, but she 

was waving her fist in the air. The skirt of her white uniform was wrapping 

itself around her legs with each hasty step she took. While rushing towards 

him, her chest heaved with unconcealed fury, and she engulfed him with a 

flood of foreign words.

Her shouts were very loud and after a short while Bradley began to worry that 

she would alert the soldiers standing on the other side of the square. He 

definitely did not want to encounter them again. Glancing over her head at 

the entrance, he made sure that no machine gun barrels were poking around 

the corner. 
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The nurse drew a breath, interrupting her torrent of words. Looking down at 

her, Bradley raised his hands defensively.

“Calm down,” he said quietly.

For a moment  she only stared at him with anger in her eyes, but then she 

began firing a barrage of words at him again.

“O que são você que faz?” (What are you doing?)

Bradley looked at her bewildered.

“Quem são você?” (Who are you?) she shouted at the top her voice.

He raised his hands a bit higher.

“Movimento! Saa para a direita agora!” (Move! Go right now!)

She grabbed his jacket and began pulling him towards the entrance. Bradley 

was surprised at her strength. Thinking it wise not to offer any resistance, he 

stumbled along. At the open flap she yelled again, but this time he was able 

to make out what she was saying.

“Doutor! Doutor!”

The short nurse gave him a final push and Bradley stood once again in the 

hot burning sun. She put her hands on her hips and blocked the entrance to 

the hospital tent protectively. Bradley smiled at her, but she was not amused. 

Her mouth was clamped tight and her eyes still  glittered with suppressed 

anger. 

All at once her face relaxed visibly. “Doutor,” she breathed happily.

Bradley  spun  around  as  he  heard  footsteps  approach.  A  young  slender 

woman, dressed in casual clothes, was walking towards them. Her long dark 

hair was pulled back into a ponytail, revealing fine features. A stethoscope 
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hung around her neck, the hollow disc side bouncing against her chest with 

every step.

She  gave  him  a  brief  glance  and  stopped  in  front  of  the  black  nurse. 

“Pourquoi êtes vous fâché, Claire?” (Why are you angry, Claire?) 

Her voice was dark and melodious. The nurse glared in Bradley’s direction, 

opened her mouth and words gushed out again. The young doctor listened 

for a moment, then put her hand reassuringly on the nurse’s arm.

The doctor’s dark eyebrows rose above a pair of startling green eyes. “Qui 

vont sous?” (Who are you?)

Bradley recognised the words as French and wished fervently that he had 

paid more attention in class when he was still at school. Digging deep in his 

memory and concentrating hard, he eventually found the phrase he needed. 

“Je ne parle pas français.” (I don’t speak French.)

Immensely proud of his accomplishment, Bradley gave her a beaming smile. 

Seeing his expression, the corners of her mouth curled up amused. 

Thinking that she was making fun of him, he shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry, I 

don’t speak French.”

The doctor pursed her lips and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “So, 

who are you?”

Now it was his turn to be surprised. How many languages did this woman 

speak? Her words were heavily accented, but he understood her perfectly 

well. She tilted her head to one side and waited for him to answer. 

Looking  the  doctor  straight  in  the  eye,  he  replied:  “My  name  is  Bradley 

Tanner and I’m a journalist.”

Her face remained serious. “And why are you here … Mr Tanner?”
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“I’m covering a story.”

“What kind of story?”

His mind went into overdrive. If she was the doctor in charge, he would be in 

trouble.  Obviously,  he should have looked for  her  and introduced himself 

before he entered the hospital tent. That was common courtesy; that was the 

right  thing  to  do.  On  the  other  hand,  past  circumstances  had  not  been 

altogether pleasant and …. there had been no one around to ask permission.

The doctor’s green eyes watched him closely and after a while she started 

tapping her foot impatiently.

“What kind of story?” she asked again.

Bradley pushed his hands into his jeans and cleared his throat. “I’m doing a 

feature on the refugee camps in Angola, with special emphasis on children.”

His answer neither surprised nor angered her.

“If you say who you are, please show me your accreditation,” the doctor said.

Bradley nodded at her request. She knew the rules, which meant that this 

was not her first encounter with a journalist. Standing in front of him, her legs 

slightly apart, her feet planted firmly on the ground, she held out her hand. 

Bradley was impressed. She was obviously not a push over, but then how 

could she be if she was working with refugees in Luanda. 

Bradley pulled open the Velcro strip of the top pocket on his bush jacket, took 

out his press card and placed it in the doctor’s open palm. She held it up and 

studied the picture, comparing it with the person standing before her. Finally 

satisfied, she handed it back to him and Bradley let it quickly disappear into 

his jacket pocket.
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“I would have liked you to introduce yourself before you marched into the 

hospital,” the doctor said, her voice sounding annoyed.

Bradley managed a lopsided grin. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s 

only that earlier on I had an unfortunate encounter with the Angolan soldiers 

on the other side of the clearing and I ended up behind the hospital tent.”

Her smooth forehead furrowed with a frown. “You could have walked around 

to the entrance.”

He held up his hands defensively. “I know,” he said. “I apologise for taking 

such a liberty.”

Bradley knew very well that he needed this woman if he wanted his feature to 

be a success. The doctor would be a treasure of information and he felt that 

it was absolutely essential to be on her good side. If that meant he had to 

grovel, then he would do so.

She held out her hand and said, ”My name is Celeste Dupont. I’m in charge 

here.”

He took  her  hand and shook it.  “I’m Bradley  Tanner.  But  you know that 

already.”

Celeste Dupont let go of his hand and faced the crowd waiting patiently in the 

heat. Looking at the hundreds of people sitting on the ground in front of the 

tents, she sighed quietly. “Unfortunately, I can’t help you today, but you can 

come tomorrow. I’ll show you around and answer any reasonable questions 

you might have.”

His disappointment must have shown on his face, because she put her hand 

on his arm. “We are incredibly busy and that is the reason why we appreciate 

it if you journalists announce yourselves,” she said.
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Contrite Bradley looked down at his feet. “You are right.” 

Lifting his head, he asked, “In the meantime, do you mind if I have a look 

around?”

Celeste Dupont shook her head firmly. “I wouldn’t do that.”

“Why?”

She  placed  her  hands  on  her  hips.  “Didn’t  you  tell  me  that  you  had  an 

unpleasant encounter with the soldiers earlier on?”

“Yes,” Bradley admitted.

“If you wander around alone, they get suspicious ….,” she let the sentence 

trail off.

Bradley understood immediately. “Alright,”  he said. “So at what time can I 

come tomorrow?”

The doctor gave him a small smile. “Seven is best.”

He smiled back at her and held out his hand. “I appreciate your assistance, 

Mrs Dupont.”

“Miss Dupont,” she replied and shook his hand.

“See you tomorrow.”

“Oui. Au revoir.”

CHAPTER 05

It  was  late  afternoon  when  Bradley  arrived  back  in  the  city.  Hitting  the 

evening traffic, he found every single street jampacked with cars. Exhaust 
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stench hung in the humid air like thick bluish fog. Sweat dripped from his 

temples, although the air conditioner was working full blast. 

Drivers pushed into the flowing traffic regardless of whether it was their turn 

or not. Several times he avoided a collision with another vehicle. His patience 

was stretched to its limit. Cars crawled painfully along, block by dismal block. 

Out  of  sheer  boredom, Bradley stared at  the drab buildings and decrepit 

storefronts, his view often blocked by people crowding the pavements.

Old photographs indicated that Luanda had never been a pretty city, but now 

it was even uglier. Everything was falling apart. Roadsides were covered with 

litter and filth piled up on every street corner. People did not seem to care. 

Nobody  worried  about  overflowing  dustbins  or  crumpled  up  newspapers 

blocking drainage holes. 

It took Bradley more than an hour to get to the old part of town. Instead of 

returning to Pedro’s guesthouse, he decided to explore the old city. Perhaps 

he could find a good restaurant where tasty seafood was served. He might 

also get to experience the city’s nightlife. 

Bradley  turned  into  a  narrow side  road  leading  into  a  small  square  and 

navigated his way past parked cars, careful not to scrape his rental against 

the  rough  wall  on  his  right.  He  scouted  for  a  parking  space,  which  he 

eventually found beside an overflowing dustbin. 

As he manoeuvred into the narrow space, furtive movements caused him to 

look  over  at  the  bin.  A  sleek  hairy  body  rushed  away  from the  chipped 

concrete  box,  seeking  cover  under  a  mound  of  rubbish  lying  on  the 

pavement. Was it a wild cat or a rat? He shuddered involuntarily. 
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Switching  off  the  engine,  Bradley checked the  passenger  and back seat, 

making sure that there were no valuables lying in view of interested passers 

by. Thieves, whatever their motives were a nuisance not only in South Africa, 

but also in Angola and he was in no mood to pay excess on an insurance 

claim because some sod had broken into his rental car. Bradley pushed the 

map  book  under  his  seat  and  locked  the  cubby  hole.  Satisfied  with  his 

precautions, he opened his door. 

The stench of rotting rubbish hit Bradley with full force. Gagging, he got out of 

his car, instinctively holding his breath, covering his nose with his hand and 

slamming the Jetta’s door shut. With quick steps, he strode away from his 

rental and the mountain of filth beside it. 

Following  the  steady  flow  of  pedestrians,  Bradley  walked  into  a  narrow 

alleyway. The sun was about to set and the old buildings on both sides had 

disappeared into the shadows. One by one, lights were switched on, bathing 

the cobbled streets in an orange glow. Storefronts took on a new look, the 

warm light blurring their sharp edges. 

Small restaurants and bars lined the alleys at uneven intervals. Soft music 

drifted through the air and the smell of food wafted towards him. Wooden 

tables  and chairs  stood in  the  open and waiters  with  black  trousers  and 

starched white shirts hurried about. The salty air was mild and a gentle wind 

caressed Bradley’s still sweaty face. He turned another corner and stopped 

short, his eyes widening with surprise. Palm trees swayed gracefully in the 

evening  breeze,  and  beyond  the  trees  lay  the  ocean,  its  waves  quietly 
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lapping  up  on  a  sandy  beach.  Looking  around,  he  realised  that  he  was 

standing at the edge of a broad promenade. 

Excited, Bradley continued his walk, passing several small restaurants swiftly 

filling  up  with  patrons.  He  stopped  now  and  again  to  read  the  artfully 

designed  menus  displayed  in  narrow  glass  cabinets  mounted  beside 

welcoming  front  doors.  Discreetly  he  inspected  the  food  being  served  to 

people sitting under the darkening evening sky. 

His mouth watered and his stomach grumbled. Not able to resist the delicious 

smells, he decided on a small restaurant at the next corner. Its front looked 

shabby, with cracked plaster and peeling yellow paint, but the smoked glass 

of the double doors was spotless. 

As  he  approached  the  tiny  establishment,  a  black  waiter  wearing  a  red 

bowtie rushed towards him blabbering rapidly in Portuguese. Bradley held up 

his hands and the waiter stopped in mid sentence. 

“Is it alright if I sit there?” Bradley asked, pointing to an empty table centred in 

the middle of the pavement.

The waiter nodded enthusiastically. “Si, si.”

Bradley made his way past occupied tables and a stunted potted palm tree, 

arriving at his table just as a young well-dressed couple approached from the 

other side. Quickly he pulled out a chair and sat down. Tilting his head to the 

side,  he  raised  his  hands  apologetically.  The  couple  turned  away, 

disappointment written across their faces.

Bradley  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  stretched  his  long  legs  and  faced  the 

ocean. The sound of breaking waves was carried by the mild evening air. He 

breathed in deeply, relaxing instantly. Resting his hands on the thick white 
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tablecloth,  he revelled in the tranquillity  of  the night.  Muted conversations 

floated all around him. He was surprised that something like this could exist 

in Luanda. His overall impression of Luanda and his visit that morning to the 

depressing refugee camp had erased all thoughts of pleasure.

A few minutes later, sensing the waiter hovering in the background, Bradley 

waved him over. In a flash the man was by his side, his white teeth gleaming 

and his eyes sparkling with anticipation. Enthusiastically the waiter pulled out 

his  notebook and pen from a pocket stitched on to his white apron.  Pen 

poised, he waited for his customer to place his order.

“Gin and tonic,” Bradley said.

The waiter scribbled down the order and lifted his head expectantly. 

Bradley shook his head. “That’s it for now.”

Having hoped for an expensive order from the foreigner, the waiter’s face 

dropped. Ignoring his obvious dismay, Bradley looked across the road toward 

the dark ocean. He could just make out the white foaming crests of breaking 

waves. 

The sound of ringing crystal and soft laughter drifted towards him. Bradley 

was astounded at the wealth on open display. Beautiful women, with long 

dark silky hair, wore tailored trousers and short tops or sleeveless dresses, 

exposing brown skin on their slender arms. Heavy gold jewellery around their 

necks,  on  their  wrists  and  on  their  fingers  glittered  seductively  in  the 

candlelight.  Men were dressed in pastel  open-necked shirts and fine dark 

pants. One couple seemed to be more handsome than the next.
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Intrigued, Bradley reached for his pocket, and pulled out his digital camera. 

He zoomed in on a particularly handsome young couple to his right and took 

a couple of  quick pictures.  Trying to  capture the relaxed atmosphere,  he 

swung his camera to his left and took a few wide angle shots. 

Suddenly, he felt a hand on his shoulder. Raising his eyes, he saw his waiter 

standing over him, shaking his head vigorously. “Not allowed,” he said firmly.

Bradley lifted an eyebrow questioningly.

“People don’t like,” he said in heavily accented English.

Bradley  lowered  his  camera,  knowing  from  experience  that  he  actually 

required people’s consent when taking their pictures. It did not really matter. 

These were anyway only snapshots - like holiday photos. He switched off the 

camera and slid it in to his pocket, pressing the Velcro strip shut. His waiter 

smiled with relief and stepped away.

Bradley’s stomach emitted a long low grumble. Taking the hint, he picked up 

the menu.  It  was printed in  Portuguese,  but  that  did  not  matter  because 

colourful  pictures of  plates  overflowing with  lobsters,  crayfish and prawns 

stared back at him. Soon he discovered he could choose between lobster 

with rice or potatoes, crayfish with rice or potatoes, or prawns with rice or 

potatoes.  The  vegetables  were  the  only  variable  served  with  each  dish. 

Bradley smiled to himself. Tonight he would treat himself. He waved to the 

waiter, who approached the table eagerly.

Bradley  pointed  to  a  picture  of  a  large  pink  lobster,  rice,  and  green 

vegetables. He would sort out his expenses later. Tonight he would feast. 

The waiter’s face lit up like a Christmas tree when he realised what his patron 

had ordered. He did not write it down; instead he raced to the kitchen.
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Dinner had been extraordinary and Bradley rubbed his ballooning stomach 

with satisfaction. The restaurant had not emptied since his arrival. As soon as 

people left a table, waiters cleaned up quickly for the next serving. As far as 

Bradley could establish, this restaurant was not the only one where people 

were queuing this eagerly. 

Bradley paid his bill and his generous tip earned him a beaming smile. After 

making his way past the potted palm tree, he stepped out in to the street. 

Walking  along  the  promenade,  feeling  the  fresh  breeze  on  his  face  and 

tasting the salty sea on his tongue, he decided to go down to the beach. 

Climbing over a thick black metal chain cordoning off the beach area from the 

promenade, Bradley was immediately engulfed by the night. He stopped and 

stood still for a moment, trying to adjust his vision to the darkness all around 

him, but quickly realised that the night covered everything like a thick blanket. 

It dawned on him that it did not seem such a good idea to make his way to 

the water’s  edge.  He would have to  rely  solely  on his  hearing.  The pale 

moonlight was not strong enough to shine through the dense canopy of palm 

trees. The darkness varied only in depth, black changing to shadowy black 

and back to pitch black. 

Barely making out tree trunks close by, and not being in the mood for any 

stupid accidents, like stumbling over a fallen branch, or twisting his ankle, or 

hitting his head against a tree, which would give him a major headache, he 

resolved to make his way back to the street.

Only slightly disappointed, Bradley turned his back on the sea and its sandy 

beach.  He  studied  the  well-dressed  people  strolling  along  the  cobbled 
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promenade or sitting under striped awnings at wooden tables covered with 

white cloths in front of the small restaurants, eating their meals and drinking 

their wine. Patrons were coming and going, and all were bathed in the warm 

glow of candle- and streetlight. 

Still  amazed at the stark difference between these obvious well-off people 

and those in the refugee camp, Bradley pulled out his camera once again. 

Standing across from the promenade, away from the streetlights, hidden in 

the shadows of the palm trees, he had a perfect vantage point. He focused 

the  lens  on  an  area to  his  left.  Taking  a couple  of  shots,  he  swung his 

camera to his right, every few metres clicking a picture, building up a nice 

sequence.  Once  he  loaded  the  photos  onto  his  computer,  he  could 

manipulate them in to one long panoramic view.

Bradley pointed his camera to the mouth of a small dark alley which joined 

the promenade at a right angle. The lens adjusted itself automatically and 

zoomed in on three men walking closely together. He held the release button 

down and his camera took a few pictures, each of them drawing the men 

closer. A moment later, he lowered his camera and frowned. 

The three men were very unlikely companions. The white, burly guy on the 

left was dressed in baggy khaki shorts and a short-sleeved shirt. His face 

was sunburnt and his thin blond hair was cropped short. The black man next 

to him had a shaved head and was wearing plain blue jeans and a cobalt 

blue T-shirt. The third, slightly built man trailing a few steps behind seemed to 

be  Portuguese,  with  black  hair  slicked  back  from  his  forehead.  He  was 

casually dressed in dark pants and a yellow checked open-necked shirt. 
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Although there  was  a  vast  difference  in  appearance  between  them,  they 

were evidently familiar with each other. Turning on to the promenade, the 

white man looked back over his shoulder and addressed the Portuguese guy, 

who nodded a confirmation, but the black man raised his hands and shook 

his head decisively. 

They stepped under a streetlight and Bradley took another couple of shots. 

Deep in conversation and ignoring the restaurants lining the street, the three 

men approached a bar further down the promenade. Without breaking their 

stride, they walked through the open doors beside a madly flashing red neon 

sign and were gone from his view within seconds. 

Bradley watched the hustle and bustle on the promenade for a few more 

minutes, before calling it a night. It was late and he was tired. He switched off 

his camera and popped it back into his pocket. Cautiously he climbed over 

the spiked metal chain and made his way back to his car. Soon he would be 

back at Pedro’s guesthouse, where a hot shower and a soft bed waited for 

him.

The morning light was bright. Again he awoke before anyone else was up 

and about. Bradley was supposed to meet Celeste Dupont at 07h00 am at 

the refugee camp. Dressing hurriedly, he brushed his hands through his hair 

and walked out of his room.

The  dining  room was  quiet,  nobody  was  around,  but  he  smelled  freshly 

brewed coffee wafting through the air. Following his nose, he found a coffee 

pot hidden behind the counter and took the liberty of pouring himself a cupful 

of  the black brew. Lifting a white  cloth  lying beside the steaming pot,  he 
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discovered some left-over pastries from the previous evening.  Eagerly  he 

grabbed  two  bran muffins  and two Danishes  topped with  cherries.  While 

walking slowly across the white scrubbed wooden boards of the dining room 

and approaching the patio doors, he sipped the hot brew and devoured the 

pastries in no time at all. 

Peering through the closed windows, Bradley admired the artfully landscaped 

garden.  The blue  water  of  the  pool  glittered  in  the  early  sunlight.  A  few 

orange and yellow chested birds hopped on the rust coloured terracotta-tiled 

terrace,  picking  at  invisible  insects.  The red  ball  of  the sun rose quickly, 

promising  another  scorching  hot  day.  Draining  his  cup of  coffee,  Bradley 

turned his back on the garden’s tranquillity and made his way to the front 

door. He had a story to write.

The streets were already busy. People hurried along pavements, car brakes 

screeched and delivery trucks were double parked in front of shabby shops 

and small stores. Nevertheless, Bradley made good time and soon reached 

the city’s outskirts. He drove on until he found the entrance to the refugee 

camp. Stopping on the embankment, he scanned the dusty dirt road winding 

its way through the labyrinth of shacks. Vividly remembering the cavernous 

potholes, Bradley wondered if he should risk driving to the Red Cross station 

this time. 

What other choice did he have? 

His  young guides from yesterday were nowhere to  be  seen and Bradley 

seriously doubted that he would be able to find his way through the maze 
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alone. Getting lost on foot did not appeal to him, so he decided to risk a 

broken axle and drove his car on to the rutted track. 

Again a cloud of thick dust engulfed him. A few metres later, Bradley hit his 

first pothole. The sound of scraping metal hurt his ears and he swerved to 

the right. Swearing under his breath, he slowed down to a mere 10 km/h. His 

progress was painfully slow, but this way he was at least able to avoid most 

of the potholes. Only now and again his teeth jarred when he thought it safe 

to push up his speed and inevitably hit a hole which he had overlooked in his 

impatience. 

A rather trying twenty minutes later, Bradley arrived at the Red Cross station. 

The  open  square  in  front  of  the  tents  was  already  crowded.  Black  thin 

mothers and old wrinkle-faced women with short curly grey hair were sitting 

on the dirty  ground,  cradling infants  with  bloated stomachs in  their  arms. 

More and more people arrived every minute, eventually finding a place to sit 

or stand. 

Carefully Bradley manoeuvred his Jetta along the fringes of the square and 

made his way past the storage tent, searching for a place to leave his rental. 

Then he saw Celeste Dupont. Startled by the sound of an engine, she looked 

up. Bradley stopped his Jetta, rolled down the window and waved at her. 

“Good morning, Dr Dupont.”

Recognising him, she smiled. “Bon jour.”

He stuck his head out through the window and asked, “Where can I leave my 

car?”
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She pointed in the general direction of an area beside a tent and he drove to 

where she had pointed. As he stepped out of the rental, humid air smothered 

him and for a moment, he had to fight to regain his breath.

Turning to the slender woman standing a few paces away from him, Bradley 

said again, “Good morning, Dr Dupont.”

Her dark ponytail whipped jauntily as she walked up to him. She held out her 

hand.

“Good morning,” the doctor greeted him in return.

Bradley noticed that her teeth were very white and even. Her brown eyes 

sparkled and tiny freckles sat on her nose. Celeste Dupont let go of his hand 

and tilted her head to one side.

“So,” she said. “You found us alright?”

“After my adventure yesterday, how could I forget?”

Dupont shook her head and said seriously, “This morning you won’t have any 

adventures. You are with me, so don’t you dare go wandering off! ”

Bradley pushed his hands into his jeans pockets and bowed his head.

Glancing at her small wristwatch, Dupont said, “You are early. Let’s have a 

cup of coffee and let me introduce you to my colleagues.”

Dr  Dupont  turned on her  heel  and walked towards a tent  on her far  left. 

Bradley had no other choice but to follow her.

Peering sideways at him, Celeste Dupont said, “So, you’re going to write an 

article on our refugee camp?”

“That’s correct,” Bradley replied. “I was asked to do a feature with special 

emphasis on the children.”
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Her eyes darkened at his words. Bradley wondered if he had said something 

wrong and looked at her questioningly.

Sensing his unasked question, she said, “It’s a sad story.”

Celeste Dupont pulled a flap aside and they stepped into the tent. Bradley’s 

eyes  quickly  adjusted  to  the  dim  interior.  Several  grey  battered  metal 

cupboards stood at the back of the tent and three old wooden tables covered 

with books and loose papers lined its right side. Another battered table stood 

on  the  opposite  side.  An  ancient  generator  sputtered  noisily  beside  the 

entrance, powering two electric fans. Four men and a woman, holding mugs 

of steaming coffee, sat on a variety of chairs.

“This is Bradley Tanner,” Dr Dupont said. “He’s a journalist writing a feature 

about our refugee camp.”

A man sitting furthest away, wearing jeans and a green open-necked shirt 

got up from his chair and walked towards them. His black hair was streaked 

with  silver  and  his  sharp  eyes  scrutinised  Bradley  warily.  Almost  a  head 

shorter than Bradley, he had to look up. Bradley held out his hand, which the 

man took reluctantly.

“Good morning,” he said in a firm voice. “I’m Dr Juao Alfonso.”

“Dr Alfonso is in charge of our station,” Dupont explained. “He’s been working 

in this area for the last fifteen years. He co-ordinates all our activities and is 

our liaison with the International Red Cross.”

Bradley nodded politely. “Nice to meet you, Dr Alfonso.”

A young man on his right put down his mug on the table, straightened his red 

T-shirt and introduced himself. “Dr Ralph Mueller,” he said with a smile.
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Bradley returned the smile and shook his held out hand.

“He’s our German volunteer,” Dr Dupont said.

Pushing his hand through his short blond hair, Dr Mueller asked, ”Where are 

you from Mr Tanner?”

“From Johannesburg, South Africa,” Bradley replied. “And you?”

“My  hometown  is  Munich,  but  I’ve  been  all  over  the  world,”  Dr  Mueller 

explained. “This is my last stop before I go back permanently.”

“Good luck to you,” Bradley said warmly.

Dr Mueller nodded a thank you and settled back in his chair.

Facing the man on his left, Bradley held out his hand again. The man rose 

slowly from his chair and involuntarily Bradley took a step back. Towering 

over him like a mountain, his T-shirt was stretched tautly across his broad 

shoulders and his legs filled his khaki chinos without a millimetre to spare. 

The big man ginned at him lopsided. “I don’t bite,” he joked. 

Bradley smiled back awkwardly. “I didn’t think so.”

“I’m Dr Michael Morris from South Africa,” he said.

“Ah, a countryman,” Bradley nodded.

“Yep,” Dr Morris confirmed. “But not from Johannesburg, from beautiful Cape 

Town.”

“How long have you been here?” Bradley asked.

The giant rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “Going on fourteen months now.”

“And how long will you still stay?”

Dr Morris shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know. I was supposed to go back to 

Cape Town after one year, but there is just too much to do here …”
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Bradley raised an eyebrow, encouraging Dr Morris to continue.

“When you see the camp, you’ll understand,” Morris said pensively. “There 

aren’t that many volunteers and the people here need all the help they can 

get.”

“I’ll show you around later,” Dr Dupont said firmly.

Dr Morris sat back down on his chair, which creaked dangerously.

Bradley  approached  the  last  person  in  the  group.  The  woman  remained 

seated, her blue eyes sparkling with humour. She wound a long strand of 

blonde hair  around her finger.  He could see that she was petite,  but her 

handshake was firm.

“Lucy Summers,” she said.

“She’s from the States,” Dr Dupont pointed out.

“Nice  meeting  you,  Dr  Summers,”  Bradley  said.  “Where  exactly  are  you 

from?”

“Chicago,”  she chirped.  Anticipating his next  question,  she said,  “I’m only 

here for six months.”

“Are you going to stay?”

Her smile grew broader. “I don’t know yet. Maybe.”

“Do you miss Chicago?” Bradley asked.

“For sure,” she replied, her face becoming serious. “It’s so much easier to be 

a doctor in a first  world country.  Everything is readily available.  We have 

access to the newest technology and all the medicine we can dream of. Here 

we struggle every day. Even the most basic equipment and medicine are 

missing. Finances are often lacking or simply denied.“
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She drew a deep breath as she looked directly at the other doctors. “But as 

my colleagues will agree, the people here need us. Here we can make a real 

difference.”

The other doctors nodded with confirmation. Although they did not volunteer 

any more information, Bradley sensed their deep conviction and commitment 

to the people squatting in the square outside. 

Bradley felt Dr Dupont’s hand on his arm.

"Would you like a cup of coffee?” she asked kindly.  “It’s  hot and it’s real 

coffee, not mixed with chicory.”

“Yes, please.”

She poured him a mug of steaming coffee, added some powdered milk and 

handed it to him

Dr Alfonso caught his attention. “So, you’re writing an article on our refugee 

camp?”

“Yes,” Bradley said. “The paper I’m working for wants to do a follow up on 

stories which were published a year ago.”

The doctor was unimpressed. His sharp eyes never left Bradley’s face. “And 

what would you like to know?”

Bradley put  his mug down on the table and pulled out  his notebook and 

stubby pencil. He opened the pad and quickly read through the questions he 

had  prepared  the  night  before.  But  before  he  could  open  his  mouth,  Dr 

Alfonso raised his hand.
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“I’ll give you some information and if you have any more questions, then you 

can ask them later. We are all very busy and don’t have the time to baby-sit a 

reporter.”

Bradley was taken aback by the doctor’s abruptness and hostility  and he 

looked questioningly at Dr Dupont, but she was facing the coffee machine. 

Not wanting to alienate Dr Alfonso, he took a deep breath. “Thank you, Dr 

Alfonso. I’d appreciate whatever information you can give me.”

Leaning back in his chair, the doctor explained in a firm voice, “As you know 

the Red Cross is a volunteer organisation. Here in Luanda we are associated 

and  work  closely  with  the  International  Red  Cross.  We  report  to  them 

regularly and receive most of our aid from the international community. I’m in 

charge of this station, as well as the young doctors who are all volunteers 

from different countries around the globe.”

He stopped for a moment and rolled the empty mug in his hands, seemingly 

collecting his thoughts.

“Although the Angolan Red Cross has played an important humanitarian role 

during  the  civil  war,  we  were  unable  to  establish  strong  branches  and 

structures due to lack of stability and insecurity in the country. Many regions 

were  inaccessible  and  communication,  planning  and  implementing 

programmes at community level became an enormous challenge. Angola is 

still  faced  with  great  socio-economic  and  humanitarian  challenges,  all  of 

which will take many years to overcome.”

Dr Alfonso’s brow furrowed with concern.
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“Almost ninety percent of the population lives in poverty. The repatriation of 

the  war-affected  Angolans  from neighbouring  countries  is  continuing  and 

more than 3.8 million people have been resettled or have returned to their 

areas of origin. However, some seventy percent of returnees find themselves 

without aid due to a poor road network. We estimate that more than three 

million people of  Angola’s population, including those in Family Reception 

Areas, newly accessible locations and camps for internally displaced persons 

still require assistance in the form of food and health service.”

The corner of his mouth curled up cynically.

“You’ll  understand  that  we  have  very  little  time  to  accomplish  anything 

worthwhile in Angola. People rely on us and we are here to improve their 

lives in whichever way we can, including handing out food, trying to locate 

family  members,  immunising  their  children,  operating on people,  teaching 

and educating them.”

His face grew softer.

“We do seem to make a difference, however small it looks to the rest of the 

world. We give these people a place to turn to when they are in need and in 

turn it gives them hope.”

Abruptly, the doctor got up from his chair. “That’s all I can tell you. Have a 

look around. I’m sure Dr Dupont will be able to answer any other questions 

which can’t be answered by our official web site.”

Without  a  handshake  or  looking  back,  he  walked  out  of  the  tent  and 

disappeared around the corner.

Bradley  was  astounded.  There  was  so  much  bitterness  in  the  man.  He 

glanced over at  the other doctors,  but one by one they got up from their 
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chairs. They nodded at him politely and Dr Morris shook his hand, but none 

of them gave him a chance to ask any questions. He looked at Dr Dupont, 

who had not moved at all. She returned his gaze with a smile.

“He’s a very hard and angry man,” Bradley stated.

“It’s not easy for him,” she replied with sympathy. “He’s trying his best, but it 

doesn’t seem to make a difference. As soon as we’ve helped ten people, 

another twenty arrive needing some kind of assistance. It’s  like fighting a 

losing battle. We volunteers are only here for a year or two. Then we go 

home, pursue our careers and forget about Angola. He has to stay and face 

the disasters every single day of his life.”

“But he doesn’t have to be so hostile,” Bradley objected. “I mean, I’m here to 

find out more about your station, give you some exposure and hopefully this 

will lead to awareness and more financial aid.”

Dupont’s  laugh  was  mirthless.  “That  won’t  happen.  You  are  not  the  first 

reporter to visit. Since I’ve been here, and that’s close to eighteen months, 

we’ve seen plenty. None of the stories made any difference to this station. 

We still have to fight every month for the most basic medicines. We have to 

beg for money and we have to argue with the government to allow the trucks 

to deliver the much needed maize meal every week.”

Wisely, Bradley kept his mouth shut. He knew that she was right. His article 

was unlikely to make a huge impact on their lives, but at least he had to try.

A  moment  later,  the  smile  returned  to  Dr  Dupont’s  face.  She  was  still 

standing  by  the  coffee  machine.  “I’ve  got  a  couple  of  minutes  to  spare. 

Come, I’ll show you around the camp.”
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Leaving the relative coolness inside the tent, they stepped outside into the 

humid air. Making their way across the open square, they were careful not to 

step on anyone’s hands,  feet  or  meagre possessions.  Hopelessness was 

written on the faces of the women and children sitting on the ground.

Reaching one of the hospital tents, they walked into its dim interior, and the 

smell  of  urine  and  disinfectant  overwhelmed  him  once  again.  Drawing 

shallow breath, Bradley scanned the inside of the tent. It was the same place 

that he had seen the day before.

Sister Claire stared at him with open hostility. 

“Good morning, sister,” he said amicably.

She  looked  him  up  and  down.  Once  again  Bradley  smiled  at  her,  but 

received only a curt nod in return.

“Sister Claire is very protective over her children,” Dr Dupont explained. “She 

loves and cares for them as if they were her own. Nobody is allowed near 

them without her express permission.”

Bradley tilted his head and turned to the sister who was eyeing him like a 

hawk. With all  the sincerity  he could muster,  he said,  “I  thank you Sister 

Claire for your permission to visit your children.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line and she continued to eye him suspiciously. 

Bradley put his hand above his heart. “I promise, I won’t do anything to harm 

them.”

She made a sound which could have been a snort or a laugh, and crossed 

her arms resolutely in front of her huge bosom.

Feeling the doctor’s light touch on his arm, Bradley looked at her.
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“Don’t worry,” she said. “You are with me. As long as you don’t get too close, 

she won’t mind.”

He wondered briefly who was in charge, but held his tongue. It was obvious 

that Dr Dupont had built a special relationship with the black nurse. Bradley 

bowed his head in Sister Claire’s direction, which she acknowledged with a 

slight nod of her own.

“Come,” Dr Dupont said. “I’ll show you around.”

They walked towards the first bed. 

“This is Adam,” Dr Dupont said. “He’s only eight and as you can see, he has 

lost his right leg.”

Bradley looked at the little sad figure lying in the cot. A stump covered with a 

thick white bandage was all there was left of his left leg below the knee. His 

hands rested behind his head and his dark eyes stared impassively at them. 

Dr Dupont stroked Adam’s head softly.

“He and his brothers were playing ball in a field,” she explained. “Apparently 

their  ball  ended up in the high grass behind a barrier.  They knew it  was 

dangerous to go there and so they asked Adam to get the ball. The little one 

was naïve and obliged. Only a few metres within the cordoned off area he 

stepped on a landmine.  His brothers brought him here straight  away, but 

there was nothing we could do except amputate the lower half of his leg.”

The little boy grasped the doctor’s hand, holding it, squeezing it tight. 

“It’s alright, Adam,” she soothed. “I’ll be back.”

Celeste  Dupont  untangled  her  fingers  and  came  around  the  bed.  They 

walked to the next cot.
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Her voice was sad. “This is Sam.”

Bradley looked down at a skinny teenager of about fourteen. A white T-shirt 

clung to his thin, black frame and his cheekbones stuck out prominently. His 

eyes were watchful. Bradley’s gaze travelled down his scrawny body. There 

was no left leg.

“He was walking with his father down a narrow path when another group of 

travellers approached them from the opposite side,” Dr Dupont said quietly. 

“They were forced to make way and stepped off  the safe trail.  Once the 

group had passed, Sam did not return to the path and instead walked around 

his  father  through  the  bush.  That’s  when  he  stepped  on  a  landmine. 

Unfortunately, it took them a few hours to get here.”

Bradley did not know what to say. Dr Dupont patted Sam’s arm softly and 

walked over to the next bed. This time the patient was a little girl. Her right 

leg had been amputated below the knee. Her story was similar to that of the 

two boys. Dr Dupont’s voice drifted past him as they walked from bed to bed, 

looking at children with stumps instead of legs. 

Eventually  her  voice  penetrated  his  tumbling  thoughts.  “You  have  to 

understand that Angola ranks among the most land-mined countries in the 

world and is almost the worst in Africa. It is estimated that between nine to 

fifteen million landmines are buried in this country.”

Making their way back to the tent’s entrance, Dr Dupont explained, “These 

children here only represent a small number of victims. There are more than 

100 000 amputees in Angola today and approximately 8 000 of them are 

children under the age of fifteen.”
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Bradley swallowed hard. He knew about Angola from other media reports 

and he had read the statistics, but to see this misery with his own eyes gave 

him a different perspective. Standing in front of the tent in the hot sun, it took 

him a couple of  minutes to  regain his composure. There was nothing he 

could say to alter the children’s situation and there was nothing he could do 

to help them, expect … write his article. Hopefully it would have some kind of 

positive impact.

CHAPTER 06

“That’s all I have time for,” Dr Dupont said ruefully.

Surprised, Bradley stopped in his tracks.

She  shrugged  her  shoulders.  “I’m  sorry.  It’s  my  turn  to  drive  through  to 

Dondo today.”

“Dondo?”

“Once a week,”  Dr  Dupont  explained,  “one of  us drives to  another  much 

smaller station in the rural areas, dropping of medical supplies and assisting 

volunteers with the more difficult cases.”

He smiled charmingly at her. “Can I come along?”

Dupont shook her head vigorously, her ponytail flicking from side to side.

“Why not?”

She hesitated.

“I won’t be in the way,” Bradley assured her.
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Crossing  her  arms  in  front  of  her,  she  said,  “We  have  a  policy  of  ‘no 

passengers’ when we go. Also, it’s a journey of about three to four hours in 

each direction. It’s not safe. A lot of things can happen and the Red Cross 

cannot take responsibility for any passengers.”

“I understand,” he said quickly. “You won’t be responsible for me.”

Avoiding his gaze, Dr Dupont sucked on her lower lip. “I don’t know.”

“Come on,” Bradley coaxed her. “At least you’ll have company.”

Putting her hands on her hips she was about to protest again, but he held up 

his hand.

“Imagine,” Bradley tried to convince her. “This would give me an even better 

inside  into  the  workings  of  the  Red Cross  and the  plight  of  the  Angolan 

people.” 

Undecided, Dr Dupont pulled at her ponytail. Seeing her mind at work, he let 

the silence hang.

Eventually the doctor squinted up at him. “Let me see if I can clear it with Dr 

Alfonso.”

Bradley was left  standing in front  of  the tent  as she marched across the 

square and disappeared in the direction of the furthest tent.

To pass the time, he squatted on his haunches and unobtrusively studied the 

people  around him.  He admired  their  stoic  patience:  there  was no angry 

shouting or screaming. Women and children sat quietly and only once they 

were called by either Dr Morris or Dr Summers did they get up, gathered their 

children and few belongings and followed the respective doctor into a tent.

About  fifteen  minutes  later,  Dr  Dupont  made  her  way  back  across  the 

crowded square. 
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Bradley looked at her expectantly.

Avoiding his eyes, Dupont said, “Fine. Just remember you are on your own.” 

Bradley briefly pondered what she had said to Dr Alfonso to convince him to 

let him tag along, but he put the thought out of his head quickly. Bradley was 

permitted to join her on the trip, and that was what was important.

“Thank you,” he said with sincerity.

Dr Dupont pursed her lips and shook her head. “Maybe I’m making a big 

mistake.”

“No, you aren’t,” he insisted. 

Dodging any further discussion, she walked away. 

Although the green Land Rover’s windows were rolled down, the air  was 

stifling. The 4x4 was packed with medical supplies. Two black volunteers, 

wearing grey T-shirts, green and brown camouflage pants and black shiny 

boots, sat under the vehicle’s flapping canopy in the back.

Dr  Dupont  briefly  introduced the tall  broad-shouldered men as Amos and 

Philip.  Bradley  looked  suspiciously  at  their  automatic  weapons.  The  two 

young men smiled reassuringly at him, as he climbed on the front seat of the 

Rover. Interpreting Bradley’s wariness correctly, Dr Dupont explained that no 

one  would  risk  driving  alone  in  the  rural  areas,  especially  when  was  a 

woman. 

They made good progress, although the streets were hopelessly congested 

with all sorts of transport. People were walking on either side of the road. 

Women were carrying huge bags or boxes on their heads and children were 
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herding  a  cow  or  a  couple  of  goats.  Dr  Dupont  manoeuvred  the  Rover 

through the busy streets, skilfully avoiding pedestrians and other vehicles.

The road became less crowded as they left the outskirts of Luanda behind. 

Bradley  decided  this  was  the  time  to  ask  the  lovely  Dr  Dupont  a  few 

questions.

“I know more or less where your colleagues come from,” he ventured, “but 

what about you?”

She moved her head slightly to acknowledge his question and her mouth 

curled into a smile. Unfortunately he could not see her eyes, which were 

hidden by a pair of large sunglasses. 

“Did I say something funny?” Bradley asked.

Dr Dupont shook her head. “No, no. Not at all.”

“At first I thought you were Portuguese, but then you greeted me in French,” 

he said.

“That’s right,” she replied. “French is my mother tongue.”

Bradley shifted in his seat to get a better look at her.

“I’m originally from Cannes,” Dr Dupont explained. “You know …. from the 

Côte d’Azur.”

As  far  as  Bradley  could  remember,  the  famed  Côte  d’Azur  was  at  the 

southern end of France: a coastal stretch of the Mediterranean, a playground 

for the rich and famous. He recalled seeing pictures of a town with beautiful 

old five- and six story hotels situated directly in front of the promenade across 

from the sea. Their solid facades spoke of grace and elegance. Palm trees 

lined the boulevard and sexy French women, wearing short cool dresses, sat 
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at small white-marble tables on pavements in front of small dim coffee shops, 

under colourful umbrellas, sipping Campari with orange juice. 

Although sexy, Dr Dupont did not fit in to this carefree picture and Bradley 

arched an eyebrow questioningly. 

Seeing his expression she laughed delightedly. “I grew up in Cannes, with 

the sea and sunshine,” Celeste Dupont said, a nostalgic tone softening her 

voice. “I had a perfect childhood. I played at the beach in the afternoons and 

had a permanent tan when I was a teenager. Fortunately, my parents own a 

hotel on the promenade.”

Bradley  nodded  appreciatively.  He  knew  how money  made  life  so  much 

easier.

“When I finished high school, as you call it here, my dream was to become a 

doctor,” Celeste Dupont continued. “So my parents sent me to Paris where I 

studied medicine.”

Bradley could imagine her in Paris: jeans and T-shirts, clutching her books 

and notepad to her chest, climbing briskly up stairs to the university’s huge 

portal, sitting in dusky lecture halls, her hair exactly like it was now – tied up 

in a ponytail. 

“When I qualified, I didn’t really know what to do with myself,” she said. “I 

wanted to  practice medicine,  but  I  didn’t  want  to  work in  a  hospital,  and 

private practice didn’t appeal to me either. So I went home to Cannes and 

took a year off.”

Dr Dupont’s face became serious. She pressed her lips together and her 

hands  gripped  the  steering  wheel  hard.  Bradley  wondered  what  had 

happened during that year. His curiosity peeked, he was about to open his 
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mouth, but then thought better of it. Instead, he watched her closely, and a 

couple of minutes later, her face and hands relaxed.

“One day I picked up a pamphlet left behind in the dining room by one of our 

patrons. It asked people to volunteer for the Red Cross. I thought that this 

could be something worthwhile to do and applied. Obviously, the Red Cross 

recruiter, always being short of volunteers, almost kissed me when I handed 

in my form.”

Bradley laughed out loud at the image of her being kissed by an old, grey-

haired  matron  in  a  floral  dress  sitting  behind  an  old-fashioned  typewriter 

standing on a battered desk. 

Trying  to  keep  a  straight  face,  he  asked,  “Could  you choose where  you 

wanted to go?”

Celeste Dupont nodded enthusiastically. “Sure. I could have gone to Bosnia, 

Nigeria,  Brazil,  Argentina,  Congo, India,  Angola or any other place in the 

world.”

Bradley was puzzled. “Why did you choose Angola?”

She gave him a sideways glance. “Because this was the place which was 

farthest away from France and here the people needed me most. Nobody 

wanted to come to Angola. I decided that it did not matter where I practiced 

medicine, as long as I could help.” 

Bradley kept quiet for a couple of moments. Eventually he asked, “How long 

have you been here?”

“Nearly two years. And no, I don’t know when I’ll be going back,” she added 

thoughtfully, pre-empting his next question.
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The road had become narrower and resembled more of a dirt track than a 

major link between Luanda and Dondo. Deep potholes filled with brackish 

water cut in to the road’s surface and it took some very careful navigating to 

avoid getting stuck, or even being swallowed up by one of the craters. 

The track climbed gradually up to the plateau where traffic was almost non-

existent  and  the  landscape  was  strangely  quiet.  The  scenery  changed 

dramatically.  The dry brush disappeared and was replaced by huge trees 

and emerald green shrubs. Thick branches hung across the road, their broad 

leaves casting deep shadows. 

The dense forest closed in on them from both sides, forming two green solid 

walls. Occasionally they could see the pale blue sky dotted with thick white 

cumulus clouds above them. The temperature had dropped by at least five 

degrees, but the air was still humid.

Bradley  cleared  his  throat  noisily  and  nodded  towards  the  other  two 

passengers. “Are those two guys really necessary?”

Dr Dupont shot him a hard look. “Do you know anything about Angola?”

It almost sounded like a reprimand and he pursed his lips.

“Never mind,” she sighed. “Yes. Those two men are necessary.”

“Why?” he asked.

Dr  Dupont  raised her  shoulders  impatiently.  “Although the  war  is  over,  it 

doesn’t mean that everything is well. The countryside is contaminated with 

landmines. People are poor and starving. They can’t work the land for fear of 

being blown to pieces. Whenever they venture outside their villages, they 

don’t know if they’ll step on a deadly device. There is no real law. In Luanda 
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there might be some kind of order, but out here in the rural areas different 

rules apply.”

Bradley was surprised at her passionate outburst, but kept quiet, willing her 

to continue. 

A short while later, she said, “The countryside is riddled with thugs. Villages 

are controlled by ex-soldiers and violence is a way of life.”

His forehead creased with a frown. “Ex-soldiers rule the countryside?”

Dupont nodded hard so that her ponytail bobbed up and down. “Where do 

you think all those soldiers went after the war?” she asked. “There was no 

use for them any longer when the war ended. The rural areas are infused 

with  thugs, smugglers,  poachers,  rapists  and self-appointed dictators who 

terrorise the villagers.”

“That bad?”

She hesitated momentarily. “No, it’s not that bad. Things are slowly getting 

back to normal.  The villagers are fighting back and the criminals have to 

retreat more and more into the mountains.”

She cast him a glance. “This does not mean everything is well. There are still 

attacks on civilians, which are usually deadly.”

Bradley looked at her bewildered.

“They  are  ex-soldiers,”  Dupont  repeated,  slightly  annoyed  by  his  lack  of 

understanding. “They are used to getting what they want by killing. It’s easy 

for them to put a bullet through your head. A human being means nothing to 

them. They feel nothing.”
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Dr  Dupont’s  hands  clenched  around  the  steering  wheel.  “About  seven 

months ago they attacked our weekly supply truck.”

Seeing the sadness reflected in her face and hearing the frustration in her 

voice, Bradley turned to face her.

Celeste Dupont tugged a strand of hair behind her ear and sighed. “His name 

was Tony Hayward and she was Cynthia Healy. They were still so young, 

extremely enthusiastic and excited to be here. They were both volunteers. 

They thought being in Angola was one great adventure. They had arrived just 

three months earlier. He was from Britain and she came from Australia.”

Her face paled and she bit on her bottom lip.

“They were a beautiful couple,” Celeste Dupont said, her voice husky with 

emotion. “He was tall and handsome, with a ready laugh. She had red hair 

and it reached past her shoulders. They fell in love with each other almost as 

soon as they met.”

Bradley reached out and touched her arm lightly. “If you don’t want to talk 

about it, that’s okay by me.”

She smiled crookedly. “You wanted to know if those two men in the back are 

necessary …?”

He bowed his head in acknowledgement. 

Celeste continued. “It  was Tony and Cynthia’s turn to go to Dondo. They 

were looking forward to it. It  meant that they would have had a couple of 

hours to themselves, away from the pressure of daily life out here. They left 

our station in Luanda at around eight in the morning and drove the same way 

we are going now. It happened about five kilometres from here.”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 120

Bradley glanced out of the window and stared at the impenetrable wall of 

greenery. The thick brown vines hanging off the trees seemed to be reaching 

out to them, trying to pull them into the evergreen dark forest.

“At first we didn’t know what was going on,” Celeste said. “At about three that 

afternoon we got a call from the doctor in charge of our camp in Dondo, Ben 

Swenson, asking us if the trip had been cancelled. We said no, the truck had 

left  that morning and should have arrived. Ben was worried and he went 

looking for them. We got another call about six that evening.”

Celeste’s face was pinched and her voice faded away. Bradley wondered 

what was coming. 

Finally,  she said,  “Tony and Cynthia  had been ambushed by  a  group of 

terrorists. They had stopped the truck by shooting it to pieces. The tyres were 

flat,  the  windows  were  shattered  and  the  truck’s  body  was  riddled  with 

bullets. The terrorists had been after the medical supplies.”

Celeste’s hand went to her throat and she took a deep breath. “Unfortunately 

it did not stop there. Ben found Tony’s body about a hundred metres further 

into the forest. He had been tortured. Several of his fingers had been hacked 

off,  his legs were broken and he had superficial  stab wounds all  over his 

chest and arms. His throat had been cut. We still  have no idea why they 

tortured him.”

Bradley  swallowed  hard.  He  had  heard  about  atrocities  but  had  always 

assumed that Red Cross workers were relatively safe. They were doctors, 

here to help the people, for goodness sake.

Celeste’s  voice interrupted his  thoughts.  “Cynthia’s  body was lying in  the 

opposite direction from which they had travelled. Ben said she was naked. 
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Her body was covered in bruises. It seems that they had beaten her before 

they  raped her.  Her  autopsy revealed  that  she had endured at  least  ten 

men.”

Bradley cursed violently under his breath.

Clenching his hands into tight fists, he asked, “Did they find the men?”

Dupont’s laugh was cynical. “How do you find a gang of faceless terrorists? 

Nobody  saw  what  happened.  There  was  nobody  in  the  area  during  the 

attack. Look around you.” She pointed at the forest. “How do you expect to 

find anybody in there? We are not locals who live here and know the secret 

pathways  the  terrorists  use.  Even  if  we  had  gone  out  to  find  them,  we 

wouldn’t have stood a chance. The whole area is covered with landmines. 

Venturing into the forest on your own, without a guide and a minesweeper, is 

suicide.”

Nervously Bradley stared at the dense forest bordering the road.

“All we could do was take their bodies back and take precautions for future 

trips,” Celeste ended her story. 

Bradley glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Her face was sad and her 

lips were pressed into a bitter line. “Now you know why those two guys in the 

back are necessary and why we have a ‘no passenger’ policy.” 

Yes, it made sense to him. But he wondered if the two bodyguards would 

really be of great help should they be ambushed. Anxiously Bradley eyed the 

forest around him trying to detect human movement. There was nothing to 

see but poisonous green shrubs, their thin branches intertwined menacingly 

with dark brown tree trunks.
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The  wilderness  rushed  past  them,  blurring  his  vision.  Suddenly,  a 

kaleidoscope of images flashed before Bradley’s eyes - he saw black men in 

green and brown camouflage pants, ragged olive T-shirts and faded green 

caps jump out of the bush in front of the Rover holding vicious automatic 

rifles,  ready  to  shoot.  The  vehicle  skidded  to  a  screeching  halt.  Bullets 

whined through the air. The Rover’s windscreen exploded and a thousand 

shards showered Cynthia and Tony, stinging their bare arms and cutting their 

faces. Ruthless savages, their eyes glinting viciously, surrounded the Rover. 

There was a lot of shouting and vile swearing. The doors were ripped open. 

Tony  tried  to  fight  them,  but  too  many  strong  hands  gripped  his  arms. 

Cynthia’s piercing screams turned his blood to ice. Tony was manhandled 

out of the Rover and shoved roughly to the ground. They kicked him in the 

ribs, rammed him with their automatic rifles, making him wince with pain. 

Bradley shook his head hard, clearing his overactive mind.

“Have  there  been  other  ambushes?”  he  asked,  trying  to  keep  his  voice 

steady, beads of perspiration gathering on his temples.

Celeste gave him a  curious  look and he wondered if  she had heard the 

quiver in his voice. After a moment, she smiled at him, lopsided.

“No,” she said firmly. “They’ve left us alone since then, but we can’t be too 

careful.”

Quietly Bradley agreed with her.

They  continued  their  journey  in  silence,  neither  of  them in  the  mood  for 

conversation. Dr Dupont concentrated on her driving and he contemplated 

the implications of their earlier conversation. Nervously he stared out of the 
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window scanning the dark impenetrable forest, hating every green shrub and 

dark bark. 

Bradley was not sure what he expected to see. Nevertheless, he continued 

to watch the infinite green wall rush past. He had no idea of what he would 

do if they were ambushed, but he thought that it was better to anticipate the 

worst than to ignore the potential danger lurking in the dark shades of the 

huge trees. 

Endless minutes later they overtook an old battered truck overloaded with 

passengers holding their bags and baskets tightly, its exhaust sputtering blue 

fumes. They passed a black man crippled with arthritis, his brown trousers 

held up by a hemp string around his waist, herding a few goats down the 

road.

The dark forest withdrew gradually and Bradley drew a deep breath, thankful 

to have escaped the emerald prison.

On the outskirts of Dondo, Dr Dupont reduced her speed and Bradley had a 

good look around. Black emaciated women and old, sad looking men were 

standing or squatting in front of their makeshift dwellings. Children with snotty 

noses ran after the Rover as it made its way past shacks and small huts. 

The  street  led  straight  into  town,  past  ruined  houses  and  derelict  small 

buildings and open stretches littered with rubbish. Rusty cars were parked 

against curbs and several battered trucks, their tyres flat, stood beside larger 

buildings. Dondo looked as run-down and neglected as Luanda. 

On the opposite side of  the town, they found themselves at  a small  Red 

Cross station. The station consisted of three large brown army tents pitched 
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beside a disused factory, its crumbling chimney pointing like an admonishing 

finger at the sky. 

Dr Dupont stopped the Land Rover on the edge of a dusty open space and 

said, “Welcome to the Red Cross station in Dondo.”

Bradley smiled at the relief in her voice. It seemed to him that he hadn’t been 

the only one who had been anxious during the journey. 

Bradley eased himself out of the car and stretched his long legs. The hot sun 

stung his bare arms, but the air was mild. The bodyguards jumped down and 

ambled off, their automatic weapons slung over their shoulders.

“Let me introduce you to the doctor in charge,” Dupont called from the other 

side of the Rover.

Bradley  walked  around  the  4x4  and  followed  her  towards  a  large  tent 

standing to their right. Flaps had been pulled open and tied back. Stepping 

into  the  tent,  Bradley  was  immediately  assaulted  by  the  familiar  odours: 

cleaning agent, anaesthetic and urine. They had entered a hospital tent.

White metal beds lined the sides and an ancient fan hummed in one corner. 

All  the cots were occupied and he saw children with the same injuries as 

those in Luanda. Almost all of them had either lost one or both of their legs. 

Instead  of  flesh  and  bone,  there  was  only  a  stump  covered  in  white 

bandages. Their brown faces were pale and they were lying motionless on 

white sheets. With a bitter expression on his face, Bradley looked away. 

A tall sandy-haired man sauntered down the aisle, his red shirt flapping open 

at the neck, revealing a plain ring on a gold chain. Fine creases lined his 

tanned face and his blue eyes sparkled when he saw the two of them. 
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“May I introduce you to Dr Ben Swenson,” Celeste Dupont said with a smile, 

not taking her eyes off the tall man for one second.

Bradley noticed that her face had lit up like that of a small girl receiving a 

Christmas present. Her eyes shone with anticipation and her cheeks were 

flushed lightly.

Swenson held out his large hand, grasping Bradley’s hand heartily. 

“Ben Swenson,” he said with a surprisingly dark voice.

“Bradley Tanner.”

“Nice to meet you.”

Swenson turned to Celeste Dupont, and putting his hands on her shoulders, 

he pulled her close. With a twinkle in his eye, he bent down and kissed her 

on the lips. Bradley saw her blush a deep red and he chuckled quietly.

Taking a step back, Celeste let go of  Swenson and said proudly, ”You’re 

guessing right. Ben and I are together.”

Bradley cocked his head to one side. “Good for you.”

“We met in Luanda after the unfortunate incident I told you about and we’ve 

been together ever since,” she rushed on.

Bradley  raised  his  hands  with  a  smile.  “No  explanations  necessary,  Dr 

Dupont.”

She looked at him with slight embarrassment.

“Don’t worry,” he said waving his hand. “I won’t mention your personal life in 

my article.”

The expression on her  face changed to  startled.  “I’m not  concerned with 

that,” Dupont said. “I didn’t want you to think that I objected to your joining me 

because I was going to meet my boyfriend.”
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“Ohh,” was all Bradley could manage.

He heard Swenson’s hearty laugh. “Misunderstandings out of the way, how 

about some cold ice tea?”

Bradley and Celeste Dupont both nodded a yes to the invitation. 

They turned their backs on the small patients, walked out of the tent into the 

hot sun and made their way to a one-story house across the road. The walls 

were painted white, window frames held glass and the roof was lined with red 

tiles instead of corrugated iron. People of all shapes and sizes were milling 

around in front of the building, curiously staring at Bradley who had not been 

to Dondo’s Red Cross station before. He ignored their stares and followed 

Swenson and Dupont into the dark quarters. 

The  facility  consisted  of  several  rooms on  the  ground  floor,  housing  the 

station’s offices. Grey metal desks piled high with papers and holding either 

an old typewriter or a desktop computer stood in each room, occupied by 

young black women dressed in thin cotton dresses. Old and young, mainly 

black people  filled up  the benches or  chairs  in  front  of  desks while  they 

waited to be attended to. Telephones rang shrilly, a radio blared, and people 

talked animatedly to each other.

The threesome walked into the kitchen, its floor covered with worn black and 

white chequered vinyl. Swenson pointed to creaky chairs at a wooden table, 

but Bradley chose to stand. Swenson opened an ancient fridge, its hinges 

squeaking loudly, and pulled out a large glass jug. He poured yellow liquid 

into tall glasses taken from a metal shelf mounted nearby. 
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Bradley rolled the cold glass in his hands for a moment. Leaning against the 

windowsill, he watched the couple out of the corner of his eye and got the 

distinct feeling that he was one person too many in the room. He gulped 

down his iced tea and put his empty glass into a rusty sink.

“I think I’m going to have a look around town,” he said.

Celeste looked at him gratefully, but Swenson frowned. “Are sure you’ll find 

your way back?” he asked.

Raising his hands, Bradley laughed. “It’s not such a big place to get lost in 

and I think most people know where to find you.”

Swenson chuckled quietly. “You are right. We are well known here.”

“Please be back by three o’clock at the latest,” Dr Dupont instructed. “I don’t 

want to drive in the dark.”

“Not to worry,” Bradley assured her. “I’ll be here.”

Leaving the Red Cross station behind him, Bradley walked downhill towards 

the centre of town. On his way, he passed a great variety of dwellings, from 

cardboard  shacks  with  rusty  corrugated  iron  roofs,  to  handsome colonial 

mansions, to two-story buildings occupied by small shops and offices.

The condition of the road’s surface was a nightmare. Once upon a time it had 

been smooth tar, but now it was pockmarked with potholes filled with muddy 

water. Nevertheless, cars and trucks sped along the road as if it were a race 

track. 

People walked in every direction or sat lazily under the shade of makeshift 

colourful awnings. Further down the road, at the fringe of an open square, 

Bradley spotted a coffee shop and briskly made his way over. But its door 
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was  locked  and  the  inside  was  dark.  Dust  covered  every  surface  and 

cobwebs hung undisturbed.  

Standing on the northern side of a plaza, Bradley turned 360 degrees taking 

in the hustle and bustle of the town. Although every single building needed a 

makeover desperately and the streets were in a hopeless condition, people 

seemed happy. On impulse, Bradley opened his jacket pocket and took out 

his digital camera. 

He zoomed in on an old man standing on shaky legs behind his wooden cart 

on the opposite side of the square selling tomatoes, pumpkins, cucumbers 

and something that looked like lettuce. Bradley took a picture of a group of 

young black children huddled in the shade by a small toyshop. They waved 

their  arms  wildly,  pointing  at  the  store  window,  and  their  laughter  and 

excitement carried across the plaza. Focussing his camera on the western 

side of the square, Bradley took a photo of a row of cars parked in front of 

what seemed to be a guesthouse. He pressed the release button just as two 

men got out of a red, muddied Jeep. 

Bradley frowned. The men seemed familiar. He zoomed in on them and took 

another picture. The man on the right was a slim Portuguese with slicked 

back black hair.  His  head swivelled from one side to  the other,  his  eyes 

checking the area around him suspiciously. The second man was white and 

towered over him. His hair was cropped short and his face was flushed red. 

Bradley shrugged his shoulders, but took another picture just as the white 

man looked in his direction. 

Bradley switched off  his camera and pushed it  back into his vest pocket. 

Slowly he made his way along the eastern side of the plaza, staying in the 
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shade of the overhanging awnings, stepping around hawkers and avoiding 

fellow pedestrians. At the end of the square, he entered a narrow cobbled 

alley.

Houses, all of them needing a paint job, stood closely together, forming a 

solid wall.  Wooden shutters were closed, but front doors were open, and 

Bradley peered into dark passages while walking past. Various smells drifted 

towards him, not one of them overly pleasant, and he quickened his pace.

The alley soon led to the boundary of Dondo. Bradley looked back across the 

roofs  and  realised  that  he  had  chosen  the  shortest  stretch  of  habitation 

between  plaza  and  veld.  He  could  see  three-  and  four  story  buildings 

separated by open spaces dotted with stunted trees and dry bush. 

A well-worn path ran in a southerly direction. Drying his clammy hands on his 

jeans,  Bradley made his  way down the path.  Soon he heard shouts and 

laughter. Bradley stepped around a cluster of small thorn trees and stood in 

front of a makeshift soccer field. A bunch of small bare footed black boys 

were chasing a ball  across the dusty ground. Both ends of the field were 

marked with small rocks indicating goalposts. Several boys were running on 

the sidelines shouting and pumping their arms in the air. Bradley found some 

patchy shade under a tree and sat down on the naked red soil. 

The  heat  was  intense  and  after  a  few  minutes  Bradley’s  eyelids  closed 

against the harsh glare. Although the game was in full swing, he felt sleepy. 

Not wanting to fall  asleep in a strange place, Bradley sat up straight and 

stretched. 
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The boys’ short legs drummed on the hard ground as they raced past him. 

Their friends were shouting loudly and running almost as hard on the side of 

the field as the players. As the defence passed the ball to the forward, a little 

guy stormed to the front. His foot hit the ball and it shot out from under him. 

Bradley was impressed with his kick and watched the ball fly across the field. 

It sailed in a wide arc to the other side, came down hard, bounced once and 

rolled off the field disappearing into the high grass.

All at once, the players froze and a collective groan escaped their mouths. A 

minute later, they gathered together in a huddled group at the edge of the 

soccer  field.  Suddenly,  shouts  echoed  across  the  soccer  field:  a  huge 

argument  had  erupted.  The  boys  started  pushing  each  other  and 

gesticulating  wildly.  Bradley  stared  at  them  puzzled.  After  exchanging  a 

couple of hard punches, two boys broke away from the group and cautiously 

approached the spot where the ball had disappeared. Standing at the edge 

of the veld, they peered into the tall grass. 

Only now did Bradley notice a yellow plastic tape stretched along the whole 

length of  the  soccer  field.  He hadn’t  seen it  before because it  had been 

partially hidden by weeds and grass. 

The two boys took a step backwards, but halted their retreat when the group 

shouted loudly. The taller boy shook his head defiantly and raised his hands. 

His shorter partner scratched his head thoughtfully and looked at his feet.

Watching the boys, Bradley realised what was happening. Their precious ball 

had landed in a no-go area cordoned off by the yellow plastic tape. The boys 

knew only too well about the landmines buried in the ground, but the older 
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ones wanted the ball back. Now the two youngsters had to weigh up the cost 

of fetching their ball against a possible landmine explosion. 

Anxiously,  Bradley waited.  He hoped feverishly that  these boys would be 

wiser than those in the Red Cross tent. To his utter horror, the shorter boy 

turned on his heel, lifted the yellow plastic marker and walked boldly into the 

veld. Bradley opened his mouth to stop him, but within seconds, the tall grass 

had swallowed up the boy. 

Standing at the edge of the soccer field, their friends watched him go. Not a 

single sound escaped their mouths. Bradley saw the grass move first to his 

right, and then further on to his left. Nervously, he began chewing on his lip.

Minutes ticked by slowly. The little guy moved further and further away from 

the soccer field. Bradley wanted to scream for him to come back to safety 

while he was still in one piece, but quickly thought better of it, not wanting to 

startle the fellow into a careless action. All of his pals were staring intently at 

the spot where their friend had disappeared, but the only thing which moved 

where the blades of the grass. 

The  explosion  jarred  Bradley’s  whole  body.  He  ducked  instinctively  and 

raised his arms above his head. The deafening noise made his ears ring. A 

grey plume of smoke followed a bright flash. Stunned, Bradley stared at the 

grass and clumps of soil raining down onto the makeshift soccer field and the 

slowly dissipating cloud of smoke. At first, his legs refused to obey him, but 

then he raced down the  embankment.  People appeared from the nearby 

houses. They jabbered incoherently, getting in his way. In his haste, Bradley 

stumbled over the uneven ground almost twisting his ankle. At the edge of 

the veld, he came to a slithering halt. Common sense took over. 
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Breathing  hard,  Bradley  looked  around.  A  large  group  of  people  had 

gathered in front of the yellow plastic tape. They were pointing frantically at 

the veld, their voices wailing with fear and grief. 

A  sick  feeling  rose in  him.  No  one ventured  forward.  No one  put  a  foot 

beyond the yellow marker. Bradley turned towards the veld knowing that if 

they did not search for the boy, he might die in there.

The air smelled of cordite and dry dust. More people arrived by the second, 

but no one dared move into the high grass. 

Bradley took a step forward. The boy might still be alive. He reached out and 

put his hand on the yellow tape. The boy might still  be clinging to life. He 

might still have a chance. Slowly, Bradley lifted the marker.

“Don’t,” a voice shouted. “Don’t go in there.”

Bradley dropped the tape like a hot potato. A short, white man with a ruddy 

face was running towards him, followed by two black men carrying several 

green canvas bags. Panting, the white man stopped in front of Bradley.

“Don’t go in there,” he gasped. “It’s full of mines.”

Bradley took a step back and looked at him questioningly.

“Neil Waters,” the man said. “I’m a minesweeper.”

Bradley  made space for  him and  his  two assistants  unpacked the  bags. 

Waters  shrugged  on  a  heavy  vest  and  pulled  a  helmet  over  his  head. 

Carrying his metal detector in his left hand and a huge knife in his right, he 

stepped underneath the yellow tape and disappeared into the grass.

The tension grew as the minutes  dragged by.  Beads of  sweat  ran  down 

Bradley’s temples. He hoped to God that Waters knew what he was doing. 
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His two assistants squatted on the ground nearby and the crowd had grown 

quiet. Bradley had no idea how far Waters was from the safety of the soccer 

field. 

Nervously, he crossed and uncrossed his arms. 

What if Waters could not find the boy? What if Waters himself stepped on a 

landmine? 

The long grass began to move, the blades bending backwards, then to the 

side, until they finally parted. The crowd breathed a sigh of relief.

Waters stepped on to safe ground, but the crowd’s relief  was short  lived. 

Women started to wail as they saw the boy’s lifeless body in Waters’ arms. 

The child’s head lolled back and his arm hung stiffly at a right angle. His face 

was deathly pale and his eyes were closed. Red soil mixed with dark blood 

soaked his T-shirt and shorts. 

The minesweeper’s heavy vest was smeared with blood and his breath came 

in short bursts. One of his assistant’s stepped forward and removed Waters’ 

helmet.

“Get the doctor,” he shouted.

Immediately, a handful of youngsters took off across the soccer field.

Waters  dropped  to  one  knee  and  gently  placed  the  boy  on  the  ground. 

Bradley heard him swearing quietly. “Damn you, you fool. Damn you. You 

know better than this.”

His  jaw  was  clenched  and  his  nostrils  flared  angrily  as  he  handed  his 

equipment to his assistants.
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Bradley stared at the boy and bile rose in his throat as he saw the wound. 

The child’s left leg was ripped off just below the pelvis. White shattered bone 

shone through bloody pink flesh. Brown skin hung in tatters. 

Waters tightened a tourniquet around the boy’s stump, stemming the blood 

flow. 

Bradley swallowed hard. “Is he still alive?” he croaked.

Waters nodded. “Barely. Let’s hope the doctors get here soon.”

Balling his hands into fists, he looked from the fatally wounded boy to the 

entrance of the alley and back, impatiently waiting for the rescuers to cross 

the field. 

CHAPTER 7

The accident left Bradley badly shaken. On his way back to the Red Cross 

station he struggled to compose himself, the image of the fatally wounded 

boy haunting him. The rescuers had carried him on a stretcher as quickly as 

they could to the hospital tent, where he was taken care of by Dr Swenson 

and Dr Dupont. 

Bradley tried to distract himself,  but it  was difficult.  He hovered around in 

front of the administration building, wondering what to do with himself. There 

was nothing more to explore in the town; everything looked very much the 

same. He contemplated making his way to the reservoir, but on the other 

hand, what would he do there? It wasn’t the first dam he had seen and to 
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hike over  there just  to  take  a picture  seemed a futile  exercise.  The only 

sensible thing he could think of to do was to get out of the hot African sun. 

Bradley  walked  in  to  the  interior  of  the  administration  building.  Scouting 

around for an empty chair, he was approached by a tired looking Dr Dupont. 

Her face was drawn, deep lines edging her mouth.

“How is the boy?” he asked anxiously.

She shook her head. “We don’t know yet. His leg looks pretty bad.”

Bradley placed his hand on her arms. “I’m sorry,” he said.

Celeste Dupont pulled a damp strand of her hair behind her ear. “Will you be 

alright here?” she asked.

“Sure,” he nodded.

Celeste sighed. “I don’t know how long the operation will take, but we’ll leave 

as soon as the boy is stabilised.”

“Don’t worry,” he replied. “Take your time.”

Dr Dupont wiped her brow with the back of her hand and Bradley watched 

her walk across the compound until she disappeared into a tent.

Unsettled  again,  Bradley  slumped  down  on  a  wobbly  wooden  chair  and 

rubbed his face. Images of the boy rushed through his mind. He heard the 

explosion again and saw clumps of soil raining down. The horribly mutilated 

leg dripped bright red blood and the boy’s face was ashen. 

Bradley took a deep breath and pulled out his notepad.  The best way to 

make sense of the afternoon’s events was to write them down. Crossing his 

legs, he balanced his writing pad on his knee and began jotting down the first 

sentences. Time went by and soon he forgot the oppressive heat and noise 

around him. 
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Bradley was so engrossed in writing down his impressions that he looked up 

startled when Dr Dupont addressed him again.

“I’m ready to go,” she said.

The stern look on her face told him not to ask any questions.

He slipped the notepad and pencil in to his jacket pocket and followed her 

out into the burning sun. Amos and Philip were already sitting on the back of 

the Rover making themselves comfortable. Bradley looked for their automatic 

weapons, but none was to be seen. They had probably hidden them beneath 

a pile of grey blankets stacked up high on the back of their vehicle. 

Ben Swenson stood beside the Rover holding out his hand, his expression 

sombre.  “Good-bye  Mr  Tanner.  It  was  nice  meeting  you,  although  the 

circumstances could have been better.”

Smiling ruefully, Bradley shook his hand. 

Swenson walked around to the driver’s side and Bradley climbed in on the 

Rover’s passenger side. He slammed the door shut and immediately reached 

for the handle of the window. It was boiling hot in the car. 

Out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye,  Bradley  watched  Celeste’s  arms  circle 

Swenson’s neck and how Swenson bent down to kiss her tenderly. 

A sharp pain shot through Bradley’s chest. How he missed Lauren. In his 

mind he saw her long blonde hair flowing in the wind, felt her lithe body fitting 

snugly into his arms and savoured the taste of her soft lips. 

He cleared his throat noisily, wiped his brow and denied himself any further 

thought about his ex-girlfriend. But a dull throb remained in his chest.
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They drove in silence, neither of them in the mood for conversation. They 

made good time and within an hour, they were once again engulfed by the 

green forest.  Celeste Dupont held onto the steering wheel, navigating her 

way around larger boulders with expert skill and the Rover moved easily over 

rocks and through small ditches. Nevertheless, the ride was bumpy. Bradley 

stared through the window at the impenetrable emerald wall at the side of the 

road, wondering what secrets were hidden in its dark recesses

A  harsh  crunching  sound  of  metal  scraping  stone  interrupted  Bradley’s 

thoughts. The Rover came to an abrupt halt. He was hurled forward against 

the  dashboard,  banging  his  head  painfully  against  the  windscreen.  The 

engine’s whine pierced his ears and the Rover tilted dangerously to its side. 

Losing his balance completely, Bradley slipped against the passenger door. 

Celeste in turn slid towards him, but held herself upright by hanging on to the 

steering wheel. The engine stalled. Suddenly there was silence.

Bradley pushed himself back onto his lop-sided seat, rubbing his left wrist.

“What happened?” he asked, slightly dazed.

Dupont hit the steering wheel with her fist. “Merde! Merde!”

“What happened?” he asked again.

Her face was flushed a deep red. “We hit a pothole,” she screamed.

Putting his hand on her shoulder, Bradley said, “Calm down.”

“I can’t calm down,” Dupont yelled. “We are in the middle of this godforsaken 

forest! We are stuck on this cursed road!”

Bradley increased the pressure on her shoulder. “Stay calm. We will make a 

plan.”
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Pounding her hands on the steering wheel, she shouted, “How are you going 

to make a plan? Our car is stuck in a pothole. The axle is probably broken. 

We’ve got no cell phone reception to call for help.”

“Let’s first see how it looks,” he suggested quietly. “Maybe there’s something 

we can do.”

Dupont stared at him, her eyes glittering with fury. 

Bradley raised his hand. “Let’s check it out first.”

He pushed his shoulder against the door and pulled the lever. Holding on 

with his hand to the window frame, he swung his right leg out, only to step 

knee deep into water.

“Damn,” he swore.

The pothole was larger than Bradley had anticipated.  He put  his  left  foot 

down and now stood with both feet in muddy water. Wading around the open 

door, he made his way to the front of the Rover. Bradley climbed out of the 

deep crater and highly annoyed, shook his feet one by one. Water dripped off 

his pants and squished out of his boots in small rivulets. He was soaking wet.

Amos and Philip came around the Rover. Amos rubbed his forehead where a 

huge  lump was  forming,  while  his  partner  pressed  a  dirty  rag  against  a 

bleeding cut  in  his  upper  right  arm. Crouching at  the edge of  the crater, 

Bradley tried to inspect the damage. The three men stared at the Rover. The 

right front tyre was submerged in water, while the front bumper sat on the 

edge  of  the  enormous  pothole  leaving  the  left  tyre  airborne.  Bradley 

concluded from the way the car was suspended over the pit  that Dupont 

could be right. It might well be that the axle was damaged.
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“So what do you think?” Dr Dupont asked, her arms crossed in front of her 

chest.

Bradley shrugged his shoulders.

“Any chance you ‘can make a plan’?” Her voice was sarcastic and he gave 

her a sharp look.

Noting  his  expression,  she  tugged on her  ponytail  and  shuffled  her  feet. 

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just that I don’t like being stuck out here.”

Bradley  glanced  around  and  realised  that  they  weren’t  far  from the  spot 

where the two young doctors had recently been murdered. He got up from 

his crouch and did a 360 degree turn. 

Dark forest encased the road. Huge trees stood close together, the narrow 

spaces between them covered with thick poisonous green undergrowth. Thin 

branches snaked around rough tree trunks and knobbly vines dangled from 

the dark canopy, blocking out the sunlight.  The air  smelled of  decay and 

rotten vegetation. The heat was oppressive, causing beads of sweat to form 

on Bradley’s forehead. 

Bradley faced the Rover and tried to assess the situation rationally. Amos 

and Philip looked at him with quiet anticipation and Dupont’s expression was 

hopeful. All at once he became angry. 

What on earth did they expect from him? He was a journalist not a rescue 

service. What was he supposed to do? 

Instead  of  voicing  his  irritation,  Bradley  crouched  low  again.  Putting  his 

thumb on his lip, he stared at the Rover.
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“Do you have a plank in the back? We can push the plank under the tyre to 

give it something to grip,” he explained.

Celeste  translated  his  question  into  Portuguese  and  instantly  Amos  and 

Philip made their way to the back of the Rover. He heard them rummaging 

around, but a few minutes later they returned shaking their heads.

Celeste looked at him, disappointed. “Sorry, there’s no …”

Bradley held up his hand. “I know what you want to say.”

“It’s not my fault that there is no board,” she snapped.

“I didn’t say it was.”

Dupont shot him a look full of venom. 

“Do you have any other tools?”

“I don’t know.”

Bradley glared at her irritably. 

“How about you go and have a look,” he said through clenched teeth.

Putting her hands on her hips, Dupont hissed, “And who put you in charge?”

Bradley raised one eyebrow. “Nobody,” he replied. “But I also didn’t drive the 

Rover into a pothole.”

Celeste dropped her hands and turned her head away. 

He sighed. “This won’t get us anywhere.”

“No,” she agreed.

Bradley looked back at the stranded Rover. “Let’s see if we can find some 

rocks to put under the tyre.”

Again, Celeste translated for him. The two bodyguards nodded and moved 

away towards the embankment. It  didn’t  take them long to find what they 
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were looking for. Kicking grass and fallen dead branches aside, they each 

picked up a medium-sized rock and carried it back to the Rover. 

Bradley jumped into the muddy water. “Shit,” he growled under his breath.

Amos handed him the first rock and Bradley dropped it into the murky water. 

Bending down, he tried to feel with his hands where the rock would make the 

greatest impact. His arms were up to his shoulders in the water and his chin 

touched its surface. To his utter dismay, he realised that there was at least a 

half a metre gap between the bottom of the pit and the tyre. He straightened 

his  back  and  put  his  hands  on  his  sides,  staring  despondently  at  the 

submerged tyre. 

“What?” Celeste asked worriedly.

Bradley shook his head. “We’ll need a hell of a lot of rocks for the tyre to get 

a grip.”

“How many?” she asked.

He lifted his hands and indicated a space of about fifty centimetres. 

“Merde!”

Amos and Philip understood, and their faces dropped dejectedly. 

Bradley climbed out of the muddy hole.

Celeste looked at him in surprise. “So what are you waiting for?”

Shaking his head, he said, “It won’t work.”

“What do you mean?”

“The gap is too big,” he said quietly.

“But ….”

Bradley raised his hand again cutting her off. “Let’s see if we can find a thick 

branch,” he said.
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“For what?”

“You are obviously a doctor,” he snapped irritably.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Closing his eyes with exasperation, Bradley took a couple of deep breaths. 

“Mr Tanner,” she said quietly, “Tell me why we need a thick branch?”

Bradley opened his eyes and saw that she was close to tears. Immediately, 

he felt sorry for her and relaxed. None of them wanted to be stuck on the 

road.

“We need the branch to push it under the side of Rover. Maybe we can lift it 

up enough so that the tyre ends up on the road,” he explained. 

Celeste turned to Amos and Philip and again translated to them what Bradley 

wanted to do. The two men looked at him doubtfully, but made their way 

slowly to the side of the road. Uneasily, he followed them to the edge of the 

forest. 

The strong smell of decay and rotten vegetation permeated the air. Anxiously 

Bradley stared at the green wall in front of him, unable to penetrate it with his 

eyes.  Images  of  terrorists  clad  in  camouflage  uniforms  and  wielding 

automatic rifles rushed through his mind. 

The bush on his right rustled and Bradley jumped back with fright. He lifted 

his hands ready to defend his life, frantically searching for his assailants. Out 

of  the  corner  of  his  eye,  he  saw Philip’s  amused smile.  He followed his 

companion’s line of view as a huge grey bird spread its wings and flew higher 

up into the tree. Embarrassed, Bradley put his hands down. 
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The three men walked up and down the embankment, but did not venture 

into the forest. After some minutes of serious searching, they found what they 

thought was a suitable branch. Together, the three men dragged it across the 

road, lugging it towards the Rover. Again, it was Bradley’s task to jump into 

the  water.  He  tugged  at  the  thick  branch,  its  weight  unsteadying  him. 

Together,  the  three  of  them shifted  the  wood until  they  had it  under  the 

carriage of the vehicle.

“One, two, three,” Bradley shouted and started pushing the branch upwards. 

He heard the two black men behind him groan. 

The  veins  on  Bradley’s  temples  stood  out  and  sweat  gathered  on  his 

forehead.  But  with  mounting  excitement  he  saw  the  Rover  move.  They 

pushed harder, the log biting into Bradley’s shoulder, and the vehicle lifted 

slowly higher and higher. 

There was a loud crack. The branch had snapped. Bradley lost his grip and 

fell  backwards. The Rover plunged back into the hole showering him with 

dirty water.

“Damn,” he bellowed.

Amos bent over to help him up and Bradley wiped his face with the back of 

his hand. Brown water dripped off his clothes and his hair was streaked with 

mud. 

The Rover  still  lurched  precariously  over  the  pothole  and there  wasn’t  a 

damn thing Bradley could do about it. 

Suddenly Celeste gripped his arm tightly.

“What?” he asked irritably.
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Her brow was furrowed with anxiety and her face had turned pale. 

“What?” Bradley asked again.

“Didn’t you hear it?” Her voice shook slightly.

Bradley  pursed his  lips  and listened.  A low rumble  came from far  away. 

Celeste’s eyes were wide with fear.

“Terrorists?” she asked nervously.

He  shook  his  head.  “I  don’t  think  so.  Terrorists  don’t  usually  announce 

themselves.”

Amos and Philip, hearing the distant sound of a truck, walked slowly to the 

back of the Rover. They pulled at the pile of grey blankets which Bradley had 

noticed earlier, and positioning themselves close to their weapons under the 

blankets, they waited. The rumble grew louder. 

A loud bang sounding like a gunshot shook everyone. They crouched behind 

the Rover, down on the hard ground. Celeste held on to Bradley’s arm with 

both hands, her nails digging painfully into his flesh, her breath coming in 

short shallow gasps. Bradley stared at the road unblinking, his eyes watering 

from the strenuous effort. 

An  old  Mercedes  truck,  1950’s  style,  with  a  round  cabin  now  rusty  and 

dented, the once bright red paint faded into patches was ambling towards 

them. The driver shifted gears noisily and the gearbox sounded as if it was 

about to fall out and hit the road. 

Black people clad in shabby clothes, holding bags and cardboard boxes were 

crowded on its open back. Some were hanging precariously on to the truck’s 

sides. Thick blue clouds of fumes belched from its exhaust. 
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Suddenly there was another loud explosion.  Bradley flinched and Celeste 

pulled her head between her shoulders.  A moment later,  Bradley realised 

that the noise was not a gunshot. The truck’s engine had backfired! 

He smiled to himself,  enormously relieved that the occupants of the truck 

were not terrorists. 

Thoughtfully  Bradley  watched  the  truck  ramble  along.  As  the  vehicle 

approached them, Bradley got to his feet and stepped into the middle of the 

road, waving his arms above his head. The truck driver could not miss seeing 

him  and  the  large  vehicle  pulled  to  a  grinding  halt.  Immediately,  its 

passengers  started  complaining  loudly.  Everybody  was  talking  at  once, 

creating a cacophony of sounds. The noise was deafening. Bradley looked 

searchingly at Celeste Dupont.

“Are we in any danger?” he asked.

A smile spread slowly across her face. “I don’t think so.”

Boldly she took a couple of steps forward. The truck driver opened his door 

and climbed out of his cabin. His jeans were old and faded. The collar of his 

open neck white shirt was frayed, and his takkies had holes and were without 

laces. His black hair was cropped short and his white teeth gleamed from his 

dark face. He hardly reached up to Bradley’s chin and was skinny as a stick. 

A steady flow of words escaped the driver’s mouth. Celeste Dupont listened 

carefully and answered in Portuguese. The driver turned around and shouted 

at his passengers, who one by one jumped off the truck until only a handful 

of them remained on its loading bed. The travellers held on tightly to their 

possessions as they stood in the road and eyed the occupants of the Rover 
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suspiciously.  They did not seem overly  impressed with  the interruption of 

their journey and muttered quietly to each other.

The driver sauntered back to his truck and climbed up a couple of  metal 

steps into his cabin. His head disappeared behind the large steering wheel.

“What did you tell him?” Bradley asked. 

Celeste chuckled quietly. “I told him that he needs to pull us out.”

Bradley hooked his thumbs in to the corners of his pockets and watched as 

the driver returned with a thick red rope. Both ends of the hemp rope held 

huge metal hooks. The truck driver bent down and pulled the rope through a 

loop mounted on the undercarriage of the Rover.  Beaming proudly at the 

stranded travellers, he walked back to his truck and wound the rope around 

its front bumper. 

The driver started the truck’s engine, which ignited with a thunderous roar. Dr 

Dupont  hurried over to  the Rover,  and scrambled on to the driver’s seat. 

Bending low, she released the handbrake. With a grinding noise, the truck 

driver  shifted his  gears  into  reverse.  He pushed his  foot  down on to  the 

accelerator and a huge blue cloud of smoke escaped from the exhaust pipe 

again.  Bradley  pulled  the  collar  of  his  T-shirt  over  his  nose  and  mouth, 

preventing the fumes from choking him. The driver revved the engine a few 

times to make sure that it would not stall. 

Very  slowly,  the  truck  began  rolling  backwards  and  the  rope  grew  taut. 

Bradley held his breath and everyone standing in the road, including Amos 

and Philip, remained dead still. The truck pulled harder and a small strand of 

cord popped loudly away from the rope. The driver increased power and the 

undercarriage of the Rover scraped noisily over the broken edge of the deep 
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crater. Bradley cringed at the harsh sound and wondered if more damage 

had been caused. Centimetre by centimetre the Rover was pulled out of the 

pothole. 

A metre away from the hole the Rover came to a standstill. Dupont turned the 

ignition and the engine sputtered to life with a cough. The passengers of the 

truck cheered and clapped their hands and Bradley’s heartbeat returned to 

normal.  Dupont  left  the  engine  running  as  she  climbed  out  of  the  4x4. 

Bradley was already on his stomach lying in the dirt checking the axle. 

“And?” she asked worriedly.

Bradley felt with his fingertips around the curves of the metal shaft, probing 

carefully. Having examined every exposed millimetre of metal, he got up on 

his knees.

“I don’t think the axle is damaged,” he declared.

Celeste Dupont broke into a huge grin and turned to the driver who was still 

sitting in his truck’s cabin. She held up both thumbs and he nodded, beaming 

from ear to ear. Quickly Amos untied the rope from both vehicles and rolled it 

into  a  neat  pile.  He  handed  the  coil  back  to  the  Samaritan,  whose 

passengers were already climbing back on to his truck. 

The driver  revved the engine again,  causing the  air  around them to  turn 

black.  With  a  wave  of  his  hand,  he  rolled  slowly  past  the  Rover,  his 

passengers waving happily to the four people standing in the road.

Not  wasting any more time, Dupont  and Bradley got  into  the front  of  the 

Rover as Amos and Philip jumped on to the back. Dupont pushed down on 

the accelerator and the 4 x 4 lurched forward.

“Slowly,” Bradley said. “We don’t want to end up in another pothole.”
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Her eyebrow arched, but she was smiling. 

“Won’t happen again,” Dr Dupont assured him. “I intend to get us to Luanda 

as fast as possible and in one piece.”

It  was  almost  dark  when  they  spotted  Luanda’s  outline  in  the  distance. 

Although ugly and completely neglected, Bradley could not take his eyes of 

the glimmering skyline. He appreciated the vehicles on the road though they 

slowed them down considerably, but he kept his impatience under control – 

at least here they were relatively safe. 

They reached the outskirts of Luanda and at dusk the town did not look too 

bad. The velvety darkness softened the sharp edges of the broken buildings 

and hid the bullet holes in the walls. 

Nevertheless, Bradley could not wait for the next day: he was going home to 

Johannesburg. His article was due in two days and reviewing the events of 

the past few days, Bradley felt certain that he had enough information to put 

together a decent story. There was absolutely no need to extend his stay in 

this chaotic, war-torn country. 

CHAPTER 08

The airplane engine  hummed softly  and the  floor  under  his  feet  vibrated 

gently. Bradley leaned his head back against the velvety seat cushion, and 

although the sun shone brightly through the small window, within minutes he 

was fast asleep. 
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The pilot’s crackling intercom announcement woke him with a start. Another 

quarter of an hour and they would land at Johannesburg International Airport, 

recently renamed OR Thambo. He moved his seat into an upright position as 

instructed and fastened his seatbelt. They began their descent and he felt the 

pressure in his ears.

The plane was fairly  empty and Bradley studied the other  passengers.  A 

young guy to his right, with spiky blond hair, dressed in jeans, takkies and an 

orange T-shirt with a smiley face on its front, stared out of the window. The 

woman  in  front  of  Bradley,  in  her  dark  business  suit,  with  her  red  hair 

perfectly coiffured, kept on reading her magazine, and an old, bald-headed 

man in a  checked shirt  and casual  khaki  pants to his right  had his eyes 

closed. 

The efficient and pretty stewardesses busied themselves by checking that all 

overhead  compartments  were  closed  and  all  passengers  were  strapped 

securely in their seats. Finishing their round, they folded down their seats 

beside  the  emergency  exit,  sat  down and  fastened  their  seatbelts.  Soon 

after, the plane touched down and everybody on the plane gave a loud round 

of applause.

Bradley got up from his seat, stretched leisurely, slung the strap of his laptop 

bag over  his  shoulder  and made his  way slowly down the aisle.  The Air 

France flight was parked a few lengths away from the arrival terminal so that 

the  passengers  had  to  climb  down  a  temporary  metal  stairway.  Bradley 

bathed his face in the bright hot sun, and breathed in the polluted air. Arriving 

at the bottom of the staircase he stopped for a moment. 
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On impulse, he dropped to one knee. Ignoring his fellow travellers’ puzzled 

and surprised stares, Bradley touched the hot tarmac with his flat hand. He 

was  immensely  grateful  to  be  on  home soil.  Johannesburg  was  his  city, 

South Africa was his country, and although he loved being a journalist, he 

hated being away from home. South Africa had its problems, but they were 

nothing in comparison to what he had experienced in Angola. 

Bradley stood up from the ground, brushed the grit off his hands and followed 

the other passengers walking briskly towards the huge arrival terminal. Once 

through the double glass doors and inside the busy air-conditioned building, 

Bradley made his way to passport  control,  choosing the one reserved for 

South Africans. Standing in a short queue, he smiled at the black customs 

official dressed in a smart dark blue uniform. 

Bradley’s travel bag was already circling on a carousel. He did not bother 

with a trolley and instead threw the bag over his shoulder. Walking across the 

white and grey mock-marble floor, he proceeded through automated doors to 

be greeted by a crowd of people waiting for business associates, their friends 

and relatives. Bradley pushed his way through the tightly packed arrival area 

and took an elevator to the underground parking lot.

His car was wedged between a red Mercedes convertible and an old white 

Toyota Tazz. Silently he thanked Alex for the favour of driving his silver grey 

Audi TT to the airport and parking it in its usual spot. 

Bradley  pressed  his  remote  control,  and  the  car  doors  unlocked  with  a 

distinct click. He deposited his laptop and travel bag in the boot and got into 

his car.  The engine came to life with a low rumble and continued to purr 

softly. Rubbing the leather steering wheel lightly, he revelled in the pleasure 
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of owning the Audi, especially after having to contend with the much older 

Jetta in Luanda. 

The Audi TT was his pride and joy. It had been one of the first items he had 

purchased after  receiving his inheritance.  Lauren had complained that  he 

was acting like a spoilt kid in a candy store, spending so much money on a 

silly car instead of investing it wisely, but he had ignored her. What else was 

money for than to spend it?

Bradley left the underground parking lot and drove out into the baking sun. 

The Audi’s powerful air-conditioner hummed quietly and the cool air caressed 

his face. He pulled out his Ray Bans and carefully checked the general traffic 

flow in front of him. Choosing the left split, he drove onto the highway leading 

to Johannesburg proper and ultimately to Pretoria. The traffic was heavy, but 

he  pushed his  foot  down on  the  accelerator,  quickly  reaching  140 km/h. 

Overtaking cars on his left, he was on the constant lookout for radar traps, 

well aware that he was exceeding the speed limit.

After  a  few kilometres,  Bradley caught  his  first  glimpse of  Johannesburg. 

Grey high-rise buildings peered over rocky hills and he was reminded of palm 

trees  in  a  desert  oasis.  The  sun  reflected  from  a  myriad  of  office  and 

apartment windows, giving the impression that the high-rises were made of 

mirrors. 

Bradley sighed happily. This was civilisation to him. Even if Johannesburg 

wasn’t as grand as a European city, it was still a thousand times better than 

Luanda.  The  skyline,  although  not  very  impressive,  was  intact,  and  the 

buildings served the purpose they were designed for.
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Again, Bradley chose the left turn off and sped along a long, smooth concrete 

curve  of  highway  leading  to  the  N1  North.  He  left  the  skyline  of 

Johannesburg behind his left shoulder and raced past Alexandra, notorious 

for the violent clashes between Zulus and Xhosas in the ‘80s and early ‘90s. 

The township with its shacks and narrow dirt roads sprawled westward, away 

from the highway, towards a common border with wealthy Sandton. 

The broad concrete band of the highway snaked through open spaces dotted 

with  dry  brown  brush  and  evergreen  pine  trees,  interspersed  with  new 

modern business developments, three-storey glass fronted corporations and 

large townhouse complexes. 

Following  the  highway  towards  Roodepoort,  Bradley  reached  the  Rivonia 

turn-off where traffic slowed down considerably. In the three days he had 

been away, he had forgotten that this stretch of highway was well known for 

its stop and go traffic in the late afternoon. He crawled along the four lane 

highway, the sun stinging his arm through the closed window. On his left and 

right, drivers were talking on their cell phones or puffing cigarette smoke out 

of half open windows. Bradley switched on the radio and tuned into a radio 

talk show. On the East Rand a hijacker is on the run. The suspect rammed 

his vehicle into a cash-in-transit van and an undisclosed sum of money has 

been taken. Police are on the look out for the man. Metal and Engineering 

union members will  go on strike if  their  wage increase demands are not  

met…..’

Bradley turned down the volume. He was not really interested in what the 

newscaster had to say.
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The minutes ticked by, but the kilometres did not. It took him more than thirty 

minutes to reach the William Nicol turn-off, a journey of not more than five 

kilometres. Although no longer permitted,  hawkers stood beside the road, 

approaching cars waiting for  the red traffic  lights to  change, offering their 

cheap  gadgets  for  sale.  They  held  plastic  sunglasses  mounted  on  white 

cardboard in the air for the drivers to see. Orange, yellow and red key rings 

dangled from their fingers and spiralling cords of cell phone chargers hung 

around their necks. 

Black  men in  their  twenties  held  one-litre  Coca Cola  bottles  forcing  their 

window cleaning services onto motorists. While one man sprayed a soapy 

mixture on to  a windscreen, the other used a squeegee to wipe it  clean. 

Once they were finished with the job, they wanted money, but many drivers 

dismissed them with a frantic wave of the hand, or swore at them. 

Eventually, Bradley made it through the intersection and sped down William 

Nicol Drive towards Bryanston. Turning left,  he drove through the affluent 

residential  area.  Huge  properties  hid  behind  high  walls,  their  entrances 

barred by massive gates. The streets were quiet and tall, old pine oaks stood 

beside the roads, their canopies swaying lightly in the wind.

After navigating a few more corners, Bradley turned into 3rd Avenue, stopping 

finally in front of the automated gates of the townhouse complex where he 

lived.  He pressed his  remote control  and the well-oiled gates rolled back 

slowly. Driving into the complex, he waved to the guard in his booth and 

made sure that the gates closed behind him. His townhouse was situated in 

the middle of the second row on his left and he parked his Audi in front of his 

closed garage door.
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Once inside, Bradley dropped his travel bag beside the front door on the tiled 

floor. His townhouse was exactly as he had left it. Empty beer bottles were 

still standing on the coffee table, pie crumbs were still lying on the floor, and 

dirty dishes were still  stacked high in the sink.  The place looked gloomy, 

smelled stale and sounded empty. He shook his head with self-disgust and it 

dawned on him why Lauren had been so upset when she had come home 

every evening. 

Quickly, Bradley opened the woollen, cream-coloured curtains in the lounge 

and let in the bright sunlight. But the mess did not disappear. He walked past 

the back of his oyster-coloured couch and his light oak dining room set and 

made his way down a wide passage into the master bedroom. 

His queen-size bed was still  unmade, its dark blue sheet crumpled on the 

mattress.  The  duvet  was  lying  on  the  floor  partially  covering  a  brightly 

coloured African rug.  The cupboard  doors  stood open and his  shoes lay 

where they had spilled out onto the floor. He straightened the sheet, fluffed 

the pillows and threw the duvet back onto the bed. Warm air flowed in to the 

room, as he opened the window.

Back in  his  lounge,  Bradley  shook his  head again.  He opened the  patio 

doors,  picked  up  beer  bottles,  brushed  together  pie  crumbs  and  put 

everything in the dustbin. He filled the stainless steel sink with boiling water. 

Before he could even attempt to put the dishes into the dishwasher, they 

needed to be soaked.

Satisfied with his accomplishment, he washed and dried his hands. Although 

his place still felt empty, it now looked a bit better.
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Bradley lifted his laptop bag from the floor and on his way into the study he 

switched on his state-of-the-art music system, letting music flow through the 

townhouse.

The study was his favourite room. Light oak shelves lined the walls stacked 

with magazines dating back to his first days as a journalist and numerous 

leather-bound books – the collection lovingly put together over the years - as 

well as several dictionaries, encyclopaedias and thesauruses. His large oak 

desk stood in front of the window, with a modern halogen desk lamp perched 

dangerously on its edge. His laser printer was pushed to the far  left  and 

loose papers lay scattered all over the desk’s surface. 

Placing his laptop on the desk, Bradley sat down in his black leather swivel 

chair and stared thoughtfully out of the window. A garden service mowed the 

lawn every week, and the short grass gave the impression of a smooth green 

carpet. A grey Hadedah pushed its long beak into the soft soil, picking up 

crickets and spiders. The few Irises and daisies growing along the boundary 

wall needed water. Their heads hung sadly and their leaves were covered 

with reddish brown crumbs of soil. The broad paddles of a huge palm tree in 

the corner of his garden protected a heavy cast-iron patio set from the harsh 

sun. He saw bird droppings and brown dust covering the backs of the patio 

chairs.

With a sigh, Bradley pulled his laptop bag closer, unlocked it and pulled out 

his computer. He opened the cover, pressed the ‘on’ button and while waiting 

patiently for the programs to run up, chose a file name for his article. While 

sorting through the bits and pieces of his notes and arranging them on his 

desk in some kind of order, vivid images flashed through his mind. 
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He remembered his walk through the forlorn squatter camp to the Red Cross 

station,  the smell  inside  the  hospital  tent,  and Dr  Dupont’s  reception.  He 

recalled  his  night  out  in  Luanda,  his  trip  to  Dondo,  the  injured  boy,  the 

potholed Rover and his relief at being back safely in Johannesburg. 

Opening the top pocket of his sleeveless jacket, Bradley took out his digital 

camera.  He pulled out  the little  black chip  and pushed it  into  one of  the 

laptop’s ports. Downloading the photos on to his computer’s hard drive took 

no time at all. While scrolling through the pictures, he mentally formulated the 

first few lines of his feature article.

Two hours later, Bradley raised his arms over his head and arched his back. 

His body was sore from sitting in the same position for too long. He stretched 

his long legs and focussed on the screen in front of him. Reading once more 

through his article, he nodded, satisfied. Quickly, he printed a hard copy and 

burned a CD as backup. 

He opened the flap of his cell phone and hit the speed dial button for Alex 

Digby’s office number. It rang for a long time before the receiver was picked 

up.

“Digby.”

“Hello Alex.”

There was a small pause, then he heard, “Hey there, stranger.”

Bradley chuckled quietly. 

“How did it go?” Alex asked. “I got somewhat worried when I didn’t hear from 

you.”

“It was quite an adventure,” Bradley replied.
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“When did you get back?”

“Today,” Bradley said. “And in one piece.”

“That sounds ominous,” Alex commented.

Bradley laughed out loud. “Never mind. It wasn’t that bad.”

“Do you have the article?” He heard the eagerness in Alex’s voice.

“Sure,” Bradley confirmed. “And I’ve got some pictures too, if you want them.”

“Marvellous.” Alex sounded pleased. “When can I have it all?”

“Now, if you want to.”

Alex hesitated. “It’s rather late,” he said.

Bradley checked his watch: it  was after  six.  “Okay. What about tomorrow 

morning?” he suggested. “We can go for lunch afterwards.”

Alex chortled. “Only if you pay.”

“That’s a given.”

“Alright then,” his friend declared. “I’ll see you at about eleven tomorrow.”

“Yep. See you then.”

Bradley closed the flap of his cell phone. Suddenly, his stomach grumbled 

loudly and he realised that he hadn’t eaten since landing in Johannesburg. 

Opening the flap of his phone again, he dialled the number of the pizza shop 

down the road. The manager assured him that his order would be delivered 

within thirty minutes.

In the meantime Bradley emptied his travel bag, dumping its contents on the 

kitchen floor.  His clothes needed a good wash and he began loading the 

washing machine,  not  something he enjoyed doing,  but  a  necessity  if  he 

wanted clean clothes. He switched on the washing machine and looked at 

the dishes in the sink. The plates and cutlery were now thoroughly soaked 
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and he scraped off any stubborn bits of food. His dishwasher would do the 

rest.

Returning to his lounge, Bradley went through the pockets of his vest and 

wallet, pulling out receipts from his trip to Angola and the rest of his Kwanza. 

As  he  spread  out  the  pieces  of  paper  on  his  coffee  table,  the  intercom 

buzzed: his pizza had arrived. He paid with his credit card and gave the black 

delivery guy a handsome tip ensuring that he would get the same fast service 

the next time around.

Bradley pulled out a high-backed chair and sat down at his much-too-large 

dining table with his pizza and a bottle of ice cold beer. Chewing on olives, 

salami  and  artichokes  doused  with  garlic  and  chillies,  he  hopped  TV 

channels, eventually settling on a silly TV show. Much too soon the brown 

cardboard box and beer bottle were empty, but at least his stomach was full. 

Being  conscientious  this  time  around,  he  threw  box  and  bottle  into  the 

dustbin. He walked back to his coffee table, and spent the rest of his evening 

watching TV whilst completing the tedious task of filling in his travel claim 

form. 

The bright rays of the sun woke him up around nine o’clock the next morning. 

Bradley  yawned and stretched until  the  small  bones in  his  neck  cracked 

softly. He padded into the bathroom, showered quickly and got dressed in 

jeans and T-shirt. 

Deciding  that  the  few  remaining  household  chores  could  wait,  Bradley 

wandered into his study looking for the envelope containing the hard copy of 

his  article.  He  was  about  to  leave  the  room when  he  spotted  the  small 
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camera chip sticking out of his laptop port. Walking back towards his desk, 

he pulled out the chip and pushed it into his jeans pocket. Glancing around 

once more, he finally left his study, picked up his travel claim from the coffee 

table in the lounge and closed the front door behind him.

The soft purr of the Audi’s engine put a smile on Bradley’s face. Slowly he 

drove down the paved driveway, waved to the guard and was on his way. 

Soon he turned into William Nicol Drive and he put his foot down. Although 

the road was wide,  two lanes in each direction,  the speed limit  on some 

stretches was restricted to 60 km/h. His eyes swept over the curbs checking 

for possible radar traps. It always annoyed him that he drove such a beautiful 

and fast car, but that he was not allowed to use it for what it was designed to 

do. Unfortunately, his nonchalant attitude got him into continuous trouble. His 

speeding fines were becoming a major expense. 

Keeping to the left, Bradley ignored the turn into Hendrick Verwoerd Drive, 

named after the architect of apartheid. A little further on, Bradley was forced 

to slow down: vehicles in front of him were braking hard, their red tail lights 

flashing brightly. He sighed resignedly. Luckily he had left early enough, so 

even if a traffic light malfunctioned, which happened often enough, he would 

still make it to Alex’s office in time. 

The cars crawled forward metre by slow metre. Exhaust fumes hung in the 

hot air. Irritable drivers revved their engines impatiently while waiting. Others 

took a chance and sped down the emergency lane. A pretty  woman with 

shoulder length auburn hair in a green BMW Sport parking alongside him, 

chatted animatedly on her cell phone. A small dark haired boy dressed in a 
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blue Batman T-shirt and khaki shorts was rolling around in front of a white 

Toyota’s back window pulling faces at him. 

After what seemed like an eternity, Bradley made it around the bend and was 

able to see halfway down the hill. Sedans, 4x4s, trucks and bakkies stood 

bumper to bumper in both lanes, sunlight reflecting off their windows. 

He  switched  on  the  radio  and  tuned  into  a  local  station,  catching  the 

beginning  of  the  radio  presenter’s  traffic  report:  “We’ve  just  heard  that a 

major accident has occurred on the corner of William Nicol Drive and Peter 

Place.” The female announcer hesitated for a moment. “Apparently two taxis 

collided … a helicopter is on its way … please avoid the area if you can … 

traffic  is  backed  up  past  the  pedestrian  bridge  …  and  please  keep  the 

emergency lanes open.”

Her voice faded away, a Robbie Williams song began to play and Bradley 

turned the volume down. 

Tapping the rim of his steering wheel impatiently, he tried to map a route into 

Rosebank,  taking  him  away  from  this  particular  section  of  the  highway. 

Bradley wracked his brain, but realized that he was stuck. The next turn off 

was at Peter Place and that road was blocked by the accident. He should’ve 

taken another route when he left home.

The  scream  of  sirens  caused  lethargic  movement  down  the  lanes.  Two 

ambulances,  their  red  lights  flashing  crazily,  approached  at  top  speed. 

Carefully, the cars edged over to allow the ambulances to pass. Catching a 

glimpse of the ambulance drivers, Bradley noticed their grim faces. Their lips 

were pressed into thin lines, their jaws were set, and their skin was a greyish 
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pallor. Within seconds, they had sped past, continuing as fast as possible 

down the road.

The cars inched back into position. Bored and irritable Bradley stared out of 

the window and tapped his fingers to the rhythm of a Red Hot Chilli Peppers 

song. A few minutes later, he heard the loud whoop whoop sound of rotating 

blades. Craning his neck and looking up at the cloudless blue sky, Bradley 

watched a helicopter sweep in to the accident scene further down the road. It 

soon disappeared from his view, probably finding an open stretch of veld 

close to the intersection in order to land.

The long line of vehicles was moving closer to the accident scene. Bradley 

could  see  the  rooftops  of  the  ambulances.  Red  strobes  swished  over 

vehicles, flashing in drivers’ faces. Cops kept one lane open and the cars 

filed slowly, one by one, through the narrow gap. Suddenly Bradley was at 

the accident scene. Police officers had cordoned off the area with orange 

bollards  and their  cars.  Bradley’s  eyes opened wide  as  he  stared  at  the 

carnage in front of him. 

A white Volkswagen Combi was lying on its side, its undercarriage greasy 

with oil, all four tyres frozen in the air. Black people were lying or sitting on 

the grimy tarmac holding their heads and legs, crying softly or comforting 

each other.  Tiny glass shards were strewn across the road, glittering and 

glimmering like diamonds in the sunlight. Black oil created slippery puddles 

shimmering  in  rainbow colours.  Pools  of  dark  blood mingled  with  grease 

forming small lakes on the hot tar. 

A fat black woman, her bright floral dress riding up her thighs, was lying on 

her side holding a small child in her arms. Blood was streaming from the top 
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of the child’s frizzy crown, soaking his green T-shirt and changing it to a dirty 

brown. An old man sat in the shade beside the Combi. His dark pants were 

torn below his knee. His hands were on his head covering his grey curly hair. 

He was rocking back and forth keening softly. Blood oozed from a deep gash 

on his leg. 

A metre further on, a foot was lying in the road. Bradley looked again. He 

stared at the object in the road and gulped for air. It was a foot, torn off at its 

ankle, but still  wearing a shoe: a brown fancy leather shoe, polished to a 

shine. 

Bradley’s car rolled forward. The second taxi stood on all four tyres, but its 

front  was  crushed  beyond  recognition.  Shiny  metal  gleamed  through  red 

paint,  its  windscreen  smashed.  Glass  shards  crunched  softly  under  the 

Audi’s  tyres.  More  black  people,  bleeding  from  numerous  injuries,  their 

clothes torn, their faces shocked and pale under their brown skin, sat on the 

road, their shaking shoulders covered by thin blankets. 

Two  young  paramedics  wearing  dark  uniforms  and  bright  orange  vests 

kneeled over a person lying on his back. Two-way radios attached to their 

belts  emitted  a  constant  stream  of  squeaking  sounds.  Surgical  gloves 

fluttered in the air as they were snapped over hands and wrists. Dark red 

blood spread out from underneath the victim and pooled in to the road. 

Bradley’s hands clenched the steering wheel. His knuckles turned white and 

he had trouble keeping his breathing under control. The scene reminded him 

of a bomb explosion. Pictures of children without legs, their stumps covered 

in bloodied bandages, lying in rickety metal hospital beds at the Red Cross 

Hospital tents on the outskirts of Luanda flashed through his mind. He pulled 
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his mouth into a cynical grin. The only difference was that this carnage had 

been caused by a traffic accident and not a landmine. 

Bradley heard the whine of the helicopter’s rotor blades as it lifted off the 

ground. His car was waved into a single lane and he nodded gratefully to the 

police officer who was directing the slow moving vehicles.  Once past the 

accident scene, Bradley put his foot down hard on the accelerator, leaving 

the nightmare scene behind him as fast as possible.

It was not the first time he had seen such carnage, but it still shook him. As a 

young journalist he had covered this type of bloodbath many times and he 

swore silently at the reckless taxi operators who still  caused these horrific 

accidents.

Twelve-seater  Combis,  classified  as  the  official  public  transport  in  South 

Africa, were often overloaded with passengers and their baggage. Drivers 

frequently lost control of their vehicles because of speed. Profit was the main 

motivation:  extra  journeys  meant  more  passengers  carried  in  a  day,  and 

more passengers meant more money. Many of these dented taxis were not 

roadworthy.  Engines  were  held  together  with  wire,  doors  did  not  latch 

properly, smooth and thread-worn tyres burst, faulty brakes failed, and brake 

pads  were  replaced  with  cardboard.  Money  came first  and  the  safety  of 

passengers last.

When Bradley arrived at the ‘City’s Daily’ building in Rosebank, he parked his 

Audi  in  the dimly lit  underground parking  garage where he  knew his  car 

would be safe, watched by a guard on duty. He made his way across the 

grimy parking lot,  weaving his way through parked Mercedes’, BMWs and 
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Jaguars, until he reached the lift. Pressing the up-button beside the lift doors, 

he turned around, memorizing the number of his parking level. 

‘City’s Daily’ was stencilled in understated, yet elegant cursive gold letters on 

the glass double doors. Like a thousand times before, Bradley pushed the 

doors open, leaving his finger prints on the glass - on purpose - and stepped 

into the premises of his former employer.

To his left was a huge reception counter. It was almost as large as the one in 

the  five  star  Michelangelo  hotel  at  Sandton  Square.  The  dark  rosewood 

shone  under  the  gentle  halogen  ceiling  lights.  Muted  women’s  voices 

answered telephones behind the waist-high counter. He walked across the 

white- and brown-veined marble floor and leaned over the reception desk.

Two  very  dark  eyes  looked  up  at  him.  Bradley  smiled  when  he  saw 

recognition spread across the receptionist’s face. Her mouth stretched into a 

huge smile, cute little dimples appearing on her chubby dark cheeks. 

“Hello, Rebecca,” he greeted her.

“Ohh, Bradley,” she squealed.

With one quick smooth movement, she pushed her chair back, jumped up 

and raced around the counter to the other side. She turned the corner and 

rushed  into  his  outstretched  arms,  holding  and  hugging  him  tightly.  Her 

ample bust was pressed against his chest and her coarse hair, plaited into a 

complicated and intricate pattern, scratched his face gently. Eventually she 

let  go of  him and Bradley dropped his  arms.  Rebecca looked up at him, 

hardly reaching his chin and he saw tears glittering in the corner of her eyes.

“How are you?” she chirped happily. “I’ve missed you so much.”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 165

Rebecca  Malebane  had  been  one  of  his  favourite  colleagues.  She  had 

helped him out of an awkward situation or two, but what he liked best about 

her was her laughter - he often heard it pearling down the dull passages - 

and her optimism had been contagious. 

After  finishing  a  degree  in  Communication  at  WITS  University,  Rebecca 

joined ‘The City’s Daily’ as a receptionist. Two years ago, when Bradley first 

met her, Rebecca maintained that the only way to the top was by starting at 

the bottom. After a few weeks he discovered that this was not entirely true: 

Rebecca was determined to become a journalist and had picked him as her 

mentor. Eventually he got used to her. As a matter of fact, Bradley had a lot 

of time for her. He was impressed by her quick wit, her astounding all-round 

general knowledge and her ability to put events into context.

Bradley smiled amused at her openly displayed excitement of seeing him 

again.

“I’m fine,” he replied. “I’ve missed you too,” and he wasn’t lying.

Letting go of him, Rebecca’s smile became even broader. “How’s Lauren?” 

she asked.

His  face  became  dark  and  he  pulled  the  corners  of  his  mouth  down. 

“Lauren’s gone,” he said. “She broke up with me a few weeks ago.

Rebecca  put  her  hand  on  his  arm.  “I’m  so  sorry,”  she  said,  genuinely 

concerned. “She was such a nice person. I really thought you two would get 

married one day.”

Bradley grinned at her lopsidedly. “So did I.”

All at once, a twinkle appeared in her eyes. “Sooo,” she drawled teasingly, 

“does that mean that there is hope for the two of us?”
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Bradley burst out laughing. “You are something else,” he said and tickled her 

side.

She squirmed away from him and slapped his hand lightly. 

“Who are you here to see?” Rebecca asked as she walked back behind the 

counter.

“Alex,” he replied.

Rebecca raised her eyebrows.

“Just a feature, which I want to drop off.”

She nodded. “Must I phone him for you?”

“Is he still hiding in his old office?” 

“Yep.”

“Then don’t worry. I’ll go and find him.”

Rebecca gave him one more beaming smile and he walked off towards the 

lift on the other side of the foyer.

Bradley got out on the third floor and as impressive as the reception area 

was, with its large oil painting on the wall and brown leather couches, so the 

third floor was grungy. Its passages were narrow and dim. Its walls, once 

upon a time painted white, had faded to a dull yellow. The floor was covered 

with an industrial, now threadbare green carpet. The doors to the individual 

offices were dark brown and marked with wear and tear white scratches. 

Bradley knocked on the door of the fifth office down the passage. Not waiting 

for a reply, he pushed open the door and entered the dingy little room. The 

office  was  just  big  enough  to  hold  Alex’s  huge  brown wooden  desk,  his 

ancient swivel chair and his only equally old visitor’s chair. The walls were 
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lined with bookshelves overflowing with magazines and battered lever arch 

files. The window, looking out onto another high-rise building, was shaded by 

beige blinds, the blades now grimy from cigarette smoke mingled with thick 

dust.  Mountains  of  bound  and  loose  papers  surrounded  a  computer  and 

keyboard on the desk and Alex himself  was hidden behind the computer 

screen.

“Hello Alex,” Bradley greeted him.

Alex’s almost bald head rose from behind the screen. His rimless spectacles 

were perched precariously on the tip of his nose and he stared at Bradley for 

a moment or two. Bradley stared back at him without moving a muscle. 

“Hey there, stranger,” his friend finally shouted and got up from his chair.

Alex walked around his desk and embraced Bradley in a bear hug. Bradley 

thought he heard his ribs crack. 

Alex  stepped  back,  the  skin  around  his  eyes  crinkling  into  a  thousand 

wrinkles and patted Bradley on the shoulder. “I’m really glad to see you,” he 

said.

“Same here,” Bradley answered, meaning it.

Alex waddled back to his desk and loaded his bulky frame into his swivel 

chair. 

He pointed to the wobbly visitor’s chair. “Sit, sit,” he commanded.

Bradley pushed a pile of magazines off the shaky contraption and sat down. 

His friend steepled his fingers and asked with a smirk, “Are we still  on for 

lunch?”

Bradley grinned, amused. “Sure,” he said. “We have to fill the huge hole in 

your stomach.” 
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Alex nodded pleased. Then his face turned serious. “But business first,” he 

said. “Did you bring the feature?”

Bradley held out the brown envelope. Alex took it, opened the flap and began 

reading. 

A couple of minutes later, he looked up appreciatively. “First class work, like 

always.” 

Bradley did not fake any humbleness. His grin was huge as he puffed out his 

chest. “Thanks, Alex.” 

Remembering the photos, he asked, ”Are you still interested in the pictures?”

Alex nodded eagerly. “Sure. Let’s see them.”

Bradley rose from the chair and put his hand in his jeans pocket. He fumbled 

around for a moment until he felt the tiny chip. 

“We have to download them onto your computer,” he explained. “I forgot to 

burn them onto a CD.”

“That’s okay. Come around.”

Bradley made his way around the desk and looked for a port at the back of 

Alex’s computer. As good a journalist as his friend was, so was he equally 

useless  with  a  computer.  Bradley  found  a  suitable  port  and  plugged  the 

device into it. He clicked a couple of buttons and within a minute and a half, 

the photos were downloaded onto Alex’s hard drive. He scrolled through the 

pictures making sure that every single one was copied. Then he took his chip 

out of the computer and put it back in his pocket.

“Thanks,” Alex said quietly. “I always feel such a fool not being able to do that 

myself.”
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Bradley pulled a face. “It’s not like you can’t do it, it’s just that you don’t want 

to do it.

Alex pursed his lips, glared at his friend, but kept quiet.

“Come,” Bradley said with a smile, taking the edge off his reprimand. “Let’s 

go for lunch.”

The doors of the lift closed behind them and Bradley waved a good-bye to 

Rebecca as they walked past the reception counter. Cheerfully she waved 

back and ignoring her co-workers shouted loudly, “Come back soon.”

With a laugh, Bradley pushed the front double doors open and stepped into 

the blazing sunshine. Alex was right behind him, but  as soon as he was 

faced  with  the  walk  through  the  crowded  mall,  Alex  grunted  something 

unintelligible.  Bradley  knew  that  his  friend  hated  any  kind  of  physical 

exercise, including walking five hundred metres to the nearest restaurant, so 

he teasingly asked, “What’s that?”

Alex squinted up at him. “Nothing.”

Bradley grinned from ear to ear and took a couple of quick steps towards the 

mall. Alex followed him grudgingly and rather slowly too.

Turning sideways to look at his friend, Bradley said, “So. What do you feel 

like? Steak or seafood?”

“Since when do I eat seafood?” Alex replied grumpily.

Bradley could not hide a grin. “Where do you want to go then? Rodriges or 

Pablo’s?”

Alex chewed his lip for a moment. “Let’s try Pablo’s,” he said.
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They  made  their  way  along  the  paved  pedestrian  street,  past  boutiques 

displaying haute couture, trendy shops selling the latest brand name jeans 

and T-shirts, shoe shops offering imported European footwear, coffee shops 

with pavement tables and umbrellas in front of their glass doors and various 

other restaurants spilling out onto the sidewalk. The odours of cooking and 

frying wafted towards them and Alex licked his lips in anticipation. Skirting 

around  a  concrete  flowerpot  overflowing  with  red  and  pink  azaleas,  they 

stopped in front of Pablo’s restaurant.

“Inside or outside?” Bradley asked.

Alex pursed his lips and quickly scanned the busy mall.

“Outside,” he said.

They chose a table close to the door and sat down under an orange canvas 

umbrella. Alex sighed contentedly and leaned forward with his forearms on 

the white tablecloth. They were surrounded by slim, beautiful young women 

dressed in business attire and stilettos, and handsome young men dressed 

in  slacks  and open-necked shirts,  all  networking  and talking  on their  cell 

phones whilst tourists ambled by. 

The majority of overseas visitors were easily recognisable. The men wore 

socks with their sandals and the women wore safari hats. Visitors dressed in 

sleeveless jackets with multiple pockets in khaki or olive green colours. Their 

outfits always amused Bradley. It was a standing joke between locals that 

tourists seem to believe that wild animals roamed the streets of the biggest 

city in South Africa. 
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The tables around them filled up swiftly. Bradley checked his watch and saw 

with surprise that it was already half past twelve. A waiter approached them 

and they placed their order. 

After  a  couple  of  sips  from  his  glass,  Alex  asked  tentatively,  “Do  you 

remember Pete?”

“Yes. What about him?”

“He resigned.”

Bradley looked sharply at his friend. “What?”

Pete was a twenty-six year old tall,  lanky guy, with pale blond hair and a 

broad mouth. Women loved him and men respected him. Alex and Bradley 

had both worked with him and they thought he was a brilliant journalist. He 

was quick minded and an excellent writer. He also had the knack of obtaining 

information from people, which nobody else seemed to be able to extract. 

Pete had joined the paper three years previously and everyone believed that 

he had a great future in front of him.

Alex began playing with a salt and pepper set on the table, pushing it from 

one side to the other.

“Why?” Bradley asked.

His friend lifted his chin and replied sadly. “Because of Motsepe.”

“Oh, no,” Bradley groaned.

Bradley  firmly  believed  firmly  that  Tim Motsepe was  the  most  loathsome 

person who had ever walked the earth. His first encounter with the man was 

about  two  years  previously  when  Motsepe  had  started  with  the  paper. 
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Although the office grapevine was buzzing, it soon became apparent that not 

one  of  Bradley’s  fellow  journalists  knew  anything  about  Motsepe’s 

credentials. His previous employment record was simply a mystery. Some 

journalists  claimed he had worked as editor  for  the SABC (South African 

Broadcasting Corporation), the mouth organ of the state. Others had heard 

that he had been employed by one of the major tabloids in England, but no 

one was entirely sure. Although puzzled and somewhat wary, Bradley had 

decided  to  give  his  new colleague  the  benefit  of  the  doubt.  Generously, 

Bradley offered the fat black guy with his chubby cheeks, broad smile and ill- 

fitting  suits  a  helping  hand  at  the  ‘City’s  Daily’,  but  he  soon  found  that 

Motsepe was a thorough bastard. 

Motsepe habitually smiled and grovelled in front of senior staff members, who 

were unaware that he was tattletaling to top management.  Staff  members 

eventually  noticed  that  they  had  a  spy  and  informer  in  their  midst  -  but 

unfortunately not fast enough. Heads rolled, people resigned and Motsepe 

was  promoted.  The  senior  journalists,  including  Bradley,  were  extremely 

angry. In their view, the man was not a journalist.  He could hardly speak 

proper English, let alone write a decent article. Staff members protested to 

senior management, but their complaints were ignored.

One afternoon, not  long after  Motsepe’s promotion, Bradley was about  to 

drop some documents with the Daily’s proof reader in the open-plan office on 

the second floor,  when he walked in  on a conversation between Michael 

Britton, the senior staff crime reporter and his colleague Nick Gorden. Both 
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men were  standing  beside  the  coffee  machine  filling  their  mugs with  the 

poisonous brew.

“I can’t understand what he was doing there,” said Britton.

“I agree,” Gorden answered.

 “What are you two talking about?” Bradley asked inquisitively. 

Keeping his back to Bradley, Britton put another spoon of sugar in his mug. 

Bradley glanced at Gorden, but the man did not offer a reply. Instead, he 

began to stroke his greying beard.

“Britton, what’s going on?” Bradley asked.

Deliberately stirring his coffee, Britton only grunted.

His curiosity roused, Bradley probed, “What juicy story have you picked up?” 

Finally Britton looked at him. His deep set eyes were worried and he glanced 

furtively in the direction of the desks in the open-plan office.

Bradley frowned, but waited patiently for the senior crime reporter to explain.

Britton cleared his throat and said, “This stays between us?”

“Sure,” Bradley confirmed.

“Do you remember ‘Smooth Murphy’?” he asked.

Bradley thought for a moment. “Wasn’t he the guy involved in that drug bust 

two months ago?”

The  police  in  conjunction  with  customs  had  had  a  break  through.  An 

anonymous informant  had tipped off  the  cops that  a  large shipment  was 

about  to  arrive  at  OR  Thambo  airport.  The  informant  had  also  supplied 

various names of people who were involved in this particular drug smuggling 

operation. The police had co-opted the assistance of customs and together 

they  had  nabbed  not  only  sixty  kilograms  of  cocaine,  but  also  ‘Smooth 
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Murphy’, one of the big players in the drug business. It was a major coup. 

Unfortunately, within hours of his arrest, ‘Smooth Murphy’ had been released 

on bail. How and why was anyone’s guess, but he was freely roaming the 

streets of Johannesburg again.

“Yes.  The  one  and  only,”  Britton  confirmed  and  Bradley  detected  some 

sarcasm in his voice. “I’m the one who’s covering the story.”

“Right.” Bradley said. “What about ‘Smooth Murphy?”

The senior crime reporter scanned the desks in the office again and dropped 

his voice. “Well,” he said. “it’s not so much about ‘Smooth Murphy’. I was at 

the court house this morning to check if anything was going down, but the 

court and our esteemed prosecutors are dragging their feet as usual. Nothing 

happened, so I left. When I came down the stairs in front of the court, I saw 

‘Smooth Murphy’, his lawyer and another man.”

Britton paused and looked at Gorden. Bradley arched an eyebrow and waited 

for the senior crime reporter to continue, but it was his colleague Gorden who 

took up the story.

 “Michael made his way across the street to have a better look at the three 

men and that’s when he saw our friend Motsepe.”

“What?” Bradley burst out.

Gorden raised his hand indicating for Bradley to keep his voice down.

“Yes,” Britton said. “Motsepe was having a fat  conversation with the drug 

dealer and his lawyer.”

“But  this  type  of  assignment  doesn’t  fall  into  Motsepe’s  job  description,” 

Bradley protested.

“Hmph.”
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“Did you hear what they were talking about?” Bradley asked.

Britton shook his head. “No. I was too far away.”

Bradley squinted at the senior crime reporter. “What the hell was Motsepe 

doing there?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Britton replied. “But I can tell you that they 

seemed to know each other very well. They were laughing and slapping each 

others’ backs.”

Bradley gulped some air. “What are you implying?”

Gorden’s lip curled into a snarl. “It appears that our colleague Motsepe has 

some very interesting friends.”

Three months  later,  Motsepe was promoted again.  It  became obvious to 

everyone at City’s Daily that Motsepe could do no wrong and that he was 

unscrupulous  and  dangerous.  Bradley  began  to  wonder  about  the  real 

reason for Motsepe’s employment.  The man was determined to climb the 

corporate ladder quickly, that much was clear, but the way he went about it, 

was  anything  else  but  honest.  Apart  from  being  generally  unpleasant, 

Motsepe also involved himself in issues he had no expertise in whatsoever. 

To the journalists’ dismay, Motsepe began meddling on the editorial side of 

the paper, making irrelevant suggestions or sabotaging work in order to help 

his buddies. Employees who had only just started with the ‘City’s Daily’ were 

all  of a sudden promoted to senior positions and people who had worked 

long and hard and had proven themselves over the years were ignored. 

Motsepe’s popularity, not the very best from the beginning, was diminishing 

by the day.
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During the following months, Motsepe was grist to the rumour mill’s wheels. 

Whispered  secrets  were  exchanged  about  Motsepe’s  coming  and  going. 

Employees noticed Motsepe disappearing for hours on end from the office, 

never telling anyone where he was going or what he was doing. 

Charles, a junior beat reporter claimed that he had seen Motsepe entering 

and  leaving  police  headquarters  in  downtown  Johannesburg  on  various 

occasions.  Lynette,  who  headed  the  social  column  for  the  paper,  said 

Motsepe had been sitting at  the table beside the Commissioner of Police 

during the annual police ball. Several times Motsepe’s car had been spotted 

by Ray, who worked for the community section of the ‘City’s Daily’. Ray was 

adamant that Motsepe’s car had been parked in Soweto, in front of the house 

of Themba Ntholi, a well known mobster.

Bradley listened carefully, but refrained from commenting and tried to stay 

out of Motsepe’s way.

Then one day, the ultimate insult occurred. Motsepe was promoted to Chief 

Editor.  All  at  once,  the  fat  man  started  censoring  and  blocking  special 

assignment  articles,  which  were  not  only  good  journalism,  but  contained 

information in the public interest. Bradley could only handle so much and he 

threw in the towel. 

Hearing the news that  Pete Fowler  had resigned made him sad.  Bradley 

thought that Pete might’ve been stronger and more determined than he was.

“What happened?” Bradley asked disappointed.

“Pete was on an assignment,”  Alex stopped and shrugged his shoulders. 

“Basically Motsepe sabotaged him.”
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Bradley understood Pete’s reaction. He knew how it felt. “Well,” he said. “it’s 

the paper’s loss.”

Alex was about to respond, when the waiter arrived with their food. The black 

man in his starched white shirt and dark pants placed the steaming plates in 

front of them, and both friends attacked their thick steaks with gusto. Their 

knives sank into the soft meat like it was butter. 

CHAPTER 09

Between mouthfuls of food, Alex said, “Paul Squire is having a disciplinary 

hearing tomorrow.”

Bradley looked up surprised and placed his knife on the plate.

“For sexual harassment.”

Bradley burst out laughing. “What?” 

Paul Squire was a thin waif of a man. His shoulders were stooped and he 

combed long strands of grey hair across a bald patch on top of his head. 

Squire was in his late fifties and a committed family man. As far as Bradley 

could tell, he was devoted to his loving wife and two grown-up daughters. He 

worked at  the  paper  as Manager  in  the Accounts  department.  Whenever 

Bradley had seen him, Squire  was hunched behind his  computer screen, 

punching  in  numbers  on  his  keyboard.  The  man usually  kept  to  himself, 

never  raising  his  voice,  never  giving  anybody  a  hard  time  and  treating 

everyone with  respect.  Bradley could  not  imagine how Paul  Squire  of  all 

people could sexually harass anyone.
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Alex gave him a grave look. “It’s true,” he said.

Although the situation was serious, Bradley grinned.

“Hey,” Alex protested. “It's not funny.”

Bradley raised his hands. “I’m sorry,” he said, still smirking. “I know it’s not 

funny. It’s just that I can’t imagine him sneaking up on some unsuspecting 

female and pinching her butt. Every time I think of him, he reminds me of 

Golum in the movie “Lord of the Rings”.

A small smile tugged at the corners of Alex’s mouth, but a moment later, he 

shot Bradley a sharp look.

Bradley banned the image from his mind and asked once again in a serious 

tone, “Who has done him in?”

Alex’s lip curled into a snarl. “Nene Sekele.”

Bradley’s eyes turned into small slits. “That little bitch.”

“Yeah.”

“What’s she saying that he did to her?”

Putting his finger on his lower lip, Alex hesitated for a moment. “You know 

that’s confidential.”

A  frown  furrowed  Bradley’s  forehead.  “Since  when  don’t  you  know 

something, even if it is confidential?”

Alex pursed his lips. It was true; no information was kept away from him for 

very long. People trusted him. He knew more than most of the employees in 

the office. Usually, Alex was the first one to be told a juicy story. It did not 

matter if the gossip concerned Top Management, fellow journalists or office 

staff. But he normally kept quiet and did not reveal any information he was 
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privy to. If Alex opened his mouth he made doubly sure that all the details 

were correct and that he had the facts straight.

While Bradley looked at him expectantly, Alex scratched the small bald patch 

on  top  of  his  head.  Finally,  he  said,  “Apparently  he  groped  her  in  the 

passage.”

Bradley drew a deep breath and shook his head slowly. “I don’t believe that 

for one minute. He’s not the groping type.” Then he laughed cynically. “And 

when was that supposed to have happened?”

“She says that they had been working overtime,” Alex explained. “It was late, 

after  hours,  everyone had gone home.  She claims that  he cornered her, 

pinned her arms over her head, held her up against the wall and fondled her 

breasts.” 

Bradley did not say anything, but looked doubtfully at his friend. In his view, it 

was very unlikely that thin Squire would be able to hold fat Sekele against the 

wall for more than a few seconds. The woman weighed at least 120 kg. She 

only  had  to  push  him  gently  and  Squire  would  fall  over  onto  his  bony 

backside.

“It gets worse,” Alex continued quietly. “She claims that he pulled her skirt up 

and put his hand between her legs.”

“That’s impossible,” Bradley blurted out. “First of all Squire is a light weight in 

comparison  to  Sekele  and  secondly,  he  would  never  touch  a  woman 

indecently.”

Alex nodded. 

“Are there any witnesses?” Bradley asked.
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His  friend’s  voice  dripped  with  sarcasm.  “What  are  you  talking  about? 

Obviously  there  are  no  witnesses,  and  remember,  you  don’t  need  any 

witnesses. The onus is on the company, in this case Squire himself, to prove 

that he didn’t do it.”

Thoughtfully, Bradley placed his chin in the palm of his hand. Something was 

missing  here.  Why  would  Sekele  charge  Paul  Squire  with  sexual 

harassment? Was it revenge? Was it jealousy? It made no sense. What did 

Squire have that Sekele could want? 

After  some  serious  contemplation,  Bradley  came  to  the  only  viable 

conclusion. “She’s after his job,” he stated categorically.

Alex’s head bobbed up and down. “And it looks like she’s succeeding.”

“Oh man. I never thought they would go this far,” Bradley groaned. “A thirty-

year-old coloured girl is filing a sexual harassment case against her middle-

aged white boss in order to get his job.”

Alex kept quiet.

“This is madness,” Bradley complained. “What does management say?”

His friend only raised an eyebrow. Bradley leaned back in his chair.

“This is crazy.”

“Agreed,” Alex said dryly.

They both were well aware of the corruption and nepotism practised at the 

paper.  Black  Managers  looked after  their  buddies,  making  sure  that  they 

were well cared for. Everyone in the office knew that Top Management used 

all labour-law tools available to them to rid the newspaper of white staff, in 

order to place black employees. 
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Almost all of the bosses at the ‘City’s Daily’ were black now and the majority 

of them belonged to the ruling political ANC party. They harassed the white 

journalists  by  censoring  their  articles,  particularly  those  that  criticised 

government. Good copy was sabotaged or not considered, and in general, it 

landed  straight  in  the  dustbin.  Every  written  word  had  to  be  optimistic, 

constructive, and had to reflect only positive development in the country.

Bradley firmly believed that this kind of journalism was not only biased but 

also detrimental to the country. South Africans were not living in cuckoo land. 

Bradley was shocked at Alex’s story. Having dealt with Paul Squire on many 

occasions, he was convinced that the man was innocent. Bradley believed 

wholeheartedly that Squire was a decent and very correct person. He did not 

think that Squire could ever cheat, neither in his job nor on his family. Squire 

struck  him as  a man who would  always adhere  to  expected morals  and 

ethics.

Bradley lifted his arms and folded them behind his head.

Top Management had really stooped low in this case: a sexual harassment 

charge lodged in order to get rid of Squire, making space for a black pal of 

theirs.  Getting  rid  of  Squire  the  retrenchment  route  would  mean  a  large 

payout, something the company was apparently too stingy to do. It all stank 

to high heaven. The worst was that Bradley and Alex both knew that there 

was nothing they could do about it. 

“Who’s chairing the meeting?” Bradley asked.

Alex shot him a quick look. “Motsepe,” he replied.

Bradley groaned softly. “Well that means Paul has no chance in heaven or 

hell to get out of there unscathed.”
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Alex bowed his head.

“His fate is sealed,” Bradley said, hoping his friend would disagree.

Alex avoided looking at him. “Yes.”

“Is there no one who’ll stand up for him?”

Impatiently, his friend drummed his fingers on the table. “There are plenty of 

people, but you know what the outcome will be.”

This time Bradley inclined his head. He had realised a long time ago that 

employees at the ‘City’s Daily’ only looked after themselves. Nobody would 

lift  a finger to help Squire. Everyone at the paper would be too scared to 

open their mouth in his defence, knowing that once they drew attention to 

themselves, they ran the risk of getting fired. The general sentiment was that 

it was not worth losing one’s own job over the plight of a colleague. 

The two friends sat for a while, eating their food in silence, each engrossed in 

their own thoughts.

Bradley eventually smiled at Alex and said, “What about you?”

Alex swiped up the last of his thick creamy gravy with a piece of bread and 

chewed deliberately.

“What about me?” he asked casually.

Bradley waved his hand in the air. “How are you holding up?”

Alex shrugged and his face became a blank mask. “I keep my nose out of 

things and my back covered,” he said flatly.

Bradley knew better  than to press the issue:  Alex always fought  his  own 

battles. They had talked about their problems ad nauseum. It was not easy 

being  a  white  man  in  a  now  predominantly  black  work  environment.  In 
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addition, his friend was not a youngster any longer. Not that he was old, late 

forties or so, but it did not make his situation any easier. 

Alex had often pointed out to Bradley that he was well aware that his days 

were  numbered.  Fortunately,  he  was  an  excellent  journalist  and  even 

despicable Motsepe could not find fault  with his work.  The paper actually 

needed his expertise and therefore, they left Alex alone, at least most of the 

time. 

Observing his friend closely, Bradley sensed clearly that Alex did not want to 

pursue the subject and instead of tormenting his friend, he let the silence 

between them settle.

A couple of minutes later, Alex’s face lit up. “Kerry is pregnant,” he said with 

a big grin.

“You don’t say!” 

“Yep. Baby’s due in five months.”

Kerry Williams was the assistant to the sport’s editor. She was a tiny thing, 

freckles on her nose and cheeks and full  of  confidence, taking nonsense 

from no one. She and her husband had been trying for years to have a child 

and the whole office knew about their check-ups and hormone treatments. 

Knowing  that  hormone  treatment  was  very  expensive,  Bradley  pondered 

briefly if they had any money left to clothe the baby!

Before he could say anything, someone shouted further down the mall. Alex 

had also heard the commotion and they both turned their heads. 

“Help, help,” a woman screamed at the top of her voice.
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Bradley craned his neck, looking past pedestrians blocking his view. A man 

in a blue suit stepped out of his line of sight, opening a gap for him to see 

what the tumult was about. 

A young black man, wearing dirty takkies, a tattered white T-shirt and a green 

beanie  pulled  over  his  ears  was  menacingly  towering  over  a  slightly 

overweight elderly woman. Her glasses, suspended from a cord around her 

neck, were swinging violently from side to side. The mugger was pulling on 

the strap of the woman’s red handbag and she was valiantly holding on to 

the other strap. Her face was flushed and contorted with a mixture of anger 

and fear. 

“Help, help,” she shouted again and looked frantically around for assistance. 

Although the mall was crowded with overseas tourists, and shoppers hurried 

along carrying plastic bags filled to the brim, nobody rushed to her aid. 

The black man lifted his left arm, and Bradley saw an object glinting in the 

sunlight. The thug brought his hand down on the woman’s head with a low 

thud. Instantly, blood gushed down the right side of her face. She groaned 

loudly and loosened her grip on the bag. The black man gave one last quick 

pull and ripped the strap from her grasp. She lurched after the mugger, but 

he sidestepped her on nimble feet and she fell painfully to her knees. The 

thief  checked  the  area  around  him  quickly  and  a  second  later  took  off 

towards the opposite end of the mall. Long strides took him past onlookers 

who stood frozen.

“Stop him,” she shouted. “Stop that black man!”

Blood flowed from her head wound, wetting her short grey hair. She put her 

hand close to the gash, not quite touching it, and groaned again. Bright red 
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blood dripped onto the collar of her dress. Her cheeks were pale with shock, 

but she remained orientated and pointed in the direction in which the thief 

had disappeared. 

Bradley jumped up from his chair ready to run after the attacker, but Alex put 

his hand on his arm, restraining him.

“He’s too fast,”  Alex said quietly. “By the time you get there, he’ll  be long 

gone.”

Bradley was furious that his friend had stopped him.

Alex shook his head. “Don’t.”

Bradley stared hard at his friend, but Alex kept his face impassive. 

After a few moments, his anger subsiding, Bradley took a deep breath. Alex 

was right. He would be too late. Letting his shoulders sag despondently, he 

slumped back down onto his chair. 

Bradley watched as the mugged woman was helped back up on to her feet. 

A bystander  produced something  white  and pressed it  gently  against  the 

bleeding  laceration.  The  paper  napkin  was  soaked  red  within  seconds. 

Bravely, the woman brushed away little stones stuck to her bruised knees. 

She  straightened  her  bright  summer  dress,  now  soiled  with  blood,  and 

brushed her hand through her hair, carefully avoiding the cut on her scalp. A 

tentative smile appeared on her face: a thank you to the people around her 

for their assistance. A white-haired gentleman in a charcoal suit held onto her 

elbow, steadying her, and led her to the nearest restaurant.

Watching the scene unfold, Bradley muttered, “At least people still care.”

Patting his arm reassuringly, Alex replied, “Not everyone is a villain.”
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Although Bradley heard reports of it on the news every day - people being 

mugged or murdered on the streets of Johannesburg - it still upset him. He 

looked over to the elderly lady who, by now, was sitting in a wicker chair in 

front of a coffee shop under a yellow canvas umbrella. She had cleaned the 

blood  off  her  face  and  was  pressing  a  fresh  napkin  against  her  head, 

stemming the blood flow.  Her  rescuer  sat  opposite her and was ordering 

refreshments from a waiter. Colour had returned to the lady’s face and she 

was smiling at her companion.

Bradley sighed. When would it ever stop? Beautiful,  vibrant Johannesburg 

was a great place, but people were mugged in broad daylight, right in front of 

shoppers  and  overseas  tourists.  He  knew  that  these  blatantly  executed 

crimes were destroying the country’s image. It made him sad to think that 

visitors  went  back to  their  respective countries carrying only memories of 

violence and death with them. 

Bradley crossed his arms in front of him. 

South Africa’s  statistics  showed the enormous disparity  between rich and 

poor.  One only  had to  spend a day on  the outskirts  of  Johannesburg to 

realise that poor people were dirt poor. They lived in cardboard shacks, had 

no electricity, no running water, begged for money and lived on scraps of 

food rummaged from dustbins. It was no wonder that some of them resorted 

to crime. 

Nevertheless,  it  was  unacceptable  that  people  were  hurt  during  these 

attacks. Bradley glanced over at the most recent victim and clenched his fists 

angrily. He should have run after the mugger. One could still live with a stolen 

handbag, but to get hit over the head for a few Rand?
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The voice of the waiter interrupted his train of thought. “Would you like some 

coffee?”

Annoyed, Bradley flicked his head at him. An elderly woman had just been 

mugged and the waiter was standing there smiling at them as if nothing had 

happened. 

Sensing Bradley’s irritation, Alex shot his friend a warning glance. 

Bradley clamped his mouth shut,  leaned back in his chair  and waved his 

hand in the air, indicating that it was up to Alex to deal with the waiter.

Alex turned sideways and said politely, “Two espressos, please.”

The waiter nodded and disappeared.

“Don’t act  as if  this was the first  time you’ve seen a mugging,”  Alex said 

quietly.

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. “So what.”

“Come on, now. Calm down,” his friend admonished him gently. “The lady’s 

alright. She’s been taken care of. Don’t spoil the rest of the afternoon.”

Bradley faced Alex and grinned lopsidedly. “Sorry mate. I’ve overreacted.”

Alex punched his arm lightly in a gesture of acknowledgement as the waiter 

arrived with their espressos. Blocking out the events of the past few minutes, 

Bradley picked up his tiny china cup and slurped the hot liquid.

The sun hung low and the sky was streaked with orange and pink as Bradley 

drove  up  William  Nicol  Drive  towards  the  intersection  of  that  morning’s 

accident  site.  He  slowed  down  and  shuddered  involuntarily.  White  and 

orange glass shards were still lying in the road. Small pieces of metal were 
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still strewn across the centre island. The destroyed Combis had been towed 

away and the victims of the crash had been taken to hospital. Noticing the 

black  skid  marks  and  the  dark  brown stains  on  the  road,  Bradley  could 

almost visualise how the accident had happened. But instead of wallowing in 

the tragedy, he pushed down on the accelerator and moved on. 

Traffic flowed easily and Bradley reached his townhouse complex in good 

time. He pressed the green button of his remote control and the heavy black 

metal  gates  rolled  back  slowly.  Driving  past  the  security  guardhouse,  he 

waved cheerfully to the uniformed black guard, who sat on a chair behind the 

window. Bradley made his way up the paved driveway lined with lush green 

bushes, saplings and patches of dainty flowers, finally stopping in front of his 

wooden garage doors.

Bradley unlocked his front door, pushed it open and stopped in his tracks. 

“What the hell ….!”

The  words  jammed  in  his  throat  and  he  was  unable  to  complete  the 

sentence. His left hand still on the doorknob, the other holding his keys, he 

stared  horrified  at  the  scene in  front  of  him.  His  mouth  gaped open.  He 

couldn’t  comprehend  what  was  before  him.  Eventually  Bradley  took  a 

tentative step into his ransacked townhouse. 

Broken glass crunched as he put his foot onto the beige tiles of his entrance 

hall. The lounge couch was turned upside down, its short stubby legs sticking 

up helplessly in the air.  The thick sofa cushions were slit  open, the white 

fluffy filling strewn over the floor. The coffee table had lost two of its legs and 

was tilting at an angle like a see-saw in a fun park. The dining room table 
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was  broken  in  half  and  looked  like  an  ocean  liner  in  distress.  The  high 

backed chairs were smashed to  pieces,  legs were ripped off,  seats were 

missing and the soft velvety material normally covering their backs hung in 

strips. 

A  knife  had  slashed  through  his  favourite  painting,  the  bright  shredded 

canvas  clinging  sadly  to  its  wooden  frame.  None  of  Lauren’s  picture 

collection was left  unscathed. The delicate frames were broken, the glass 

shattered  and  the  photos  torn  up  or  crumpled.  None  of  her  treasured 

ornaments was untouched. Not one tiny piece of her cherished hand crafted 

pottery plates, animals, and little people had survived.

A big ragged hole gaped at him from the TV screen. His stereo system was 

lying on the floor, round silver knobs, small grey buttons and black cables 

sprawling around it. 

But the curtains were still drawn, shielding the carnage of the inside from the 

outside world. 

Bradley walked into his kitchen and gasped again. All cupboard doors stood 

open,  their  contents spilled  on  the  floor.  Plastic  tupperware  with  red and 

green lids peeked out from under heaps of white cake flour. His cappuccino 

maker was half hidden by mountains of yellow pasta and rice; their packets 

ripped open and discarded, multiplying the mess. Both the refrigerator and 

deep  freezer  doors  stood  wide  open.  The  appliance  hummed  loudly, 

desperately trying to supply the electricity to keep the temperature low. 

Meat was defrosting on the kitchen floor. Reddish water mingled with white 

sugar grains, slushy sour cream and yoghurt, all producing a pink pulp. Milk 
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and fizzy cold drink puddles covered the kitchen floor, disappearing into tiny 

spaces close to the cupboards.

But the worst insult was the tomato sauce, which had been smeared in broad 

strokes over the walls.

Bradley turned his back on the kitchen and made his way carefully around 

the debris  down the  passage.  Peering into  his  bathroom he saw unused 

paper  rolls  stuffed  down  the  toilet  bowl.  His  towels  were  soaking  in  the 

shower. 

He decided to leave the study for last and walked into the master bedroom. 

A burning sensation in his throat threatened to choke him. 

His clothes were pulled out of the cupboards and strewn all over the room. 

Jeans,  shirts  and casual  pants  were dumped in  front  of  the window.  His 

favourite windbreaker covered the bedside lamp. Someone had wiped their 

feet on his charcoal cashmere blazer. Socks and underwear were lying all 

over  the  show.  His  blue  bed  linen  was  ripped  up  and  his  mattress  was 

slashed open diagonally. He could see the metal springs. 

Bradley rubbed his face with both hands.

Expecting the worst, he walked back down the passage and slowly pushed 

open the door to his study.

“Oh my God!”

Nothing  was  in  one  piece.  Loose  papers  covered  the  floor,  books  were 

ripped  apart,  magazines  slashed  and  the  spines  of  his  treasured 

encyclopaedias were broken. The shelves, which he had had assembled with 

meticulous care, were smashed and his desk was upended. Grey pieces of 
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his laser printer peered out from under a ragged edge of broken shelf. Stiffies 

and CDs had been used as Frisbees and were lying against the wall.

Bradley took one last look at the mayhem and finally screamed, “Nooo!”

He hammered his  fists  against  the  wall.  He kicked the  door.  Fury  raged 

through him like an all-consuming fire. Rage burnt in his eyes and his chest 

hurt as if constricted by a mighty steel band. 

He turned his back on the carnage in his study and made his way past the 

debris into the lounge. He did not know were to look. The whole place was a 

mess. There was no place to stand, never mind sit. 

Bradley manoeuvred his way around the wrecked furniture and stepped out 

of his front door. Making sure that there were no glass shards, he sank down 

on the top step by the door and pulled out his cell phone. He stared at the 

buttons:  who should he call? The only telephone number he knew off  by 

heart was the one for the Flying Squad. But surely this was not a case for the 

Flying Squad? They only came out if the crime was still in progress. His place 

had already been ransacked when he had come home. The burglars were 

long gone. 

Bradley turned his head and looked at the mayhem behind him. There was 

no way he could find a telephone book in that chaos and there was no way 

he could remember the number of the nearest police station.

For  another  moment,  Bradley  stared  at  his  cell  phone,  then  resolutely 

punched in the number of the Flying Squad: 10444. The call was answered 

after five rings.

“Detective Swanepoel,” a young male voice answered.
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“Yeah. Hello.”

“Can I help you?”

What was he supposed to say? Bradley wondered.

“Sir, can I help you?” the voice repeated.

Bradley could hear the faint sound of a siren in the background. “Yes,” he 

replied finally. “I’ve been burgled. Can you send someone over here?”

“What’s your address?” the efficient voice asked.

“3rd Avenue, number 22, Bryanston. It’s a townhouse complex.”

“What’s your name, sir?” the young man asked.

“Bradley, Bradley Tanner.”

“We’ll be there in a few minutes, Mr Tanner,” the young voice assured him 

and the line was disconnected.

Bradley pushed the cell phone into his jeans pocket, put his elbows on his 

knees and rested his head in his hands. 

Trying  to  figure  out  how  this  could  have  happened,  he  looked  at  his 

surroundings. He was staying in a secure townhouse complex for crying out 

loud! There were six foot high perimeter concrete walls, an electrified fence 

fixed on top of the walls, heavy automated metal gates and a guard who sat 

and watched twenty-four  hours a day.  Nobody could get  in  or  out  of  the 

complex without a remote control or the guard opening the gates. 

He frowned at his last  line of  thought.  The guard was there all  day long. 

Hadn’t he noticed anything?

Bradley got to his feet and looked in the direction of the gate. Leaving his 

front door open – everything was either broken or stolen anyway – he took a 
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step  towards  the  guardhouse,  when he saw a white  VW Golf  arrive.  He 

decided to wait a minute and watched as a young man rolled down his car 

window and spoke briefly to the black guard. A moment later, the gate rolled 

back and the car pulled into the complex driveway. The Golf drove slowly up 

the narrow road and parked behind Bradley’s Audi. 

A broad shouldered handsome man in his late twenties climbed out of the 

vehicle. His blond hair was cut short and Bradley noticed piercing blue eyes. 

He  wore  a  black  T-shirt,  jeans  and  light-weight  black  ankle  boots.  The 

shoulder holster of his gun was strapped across his chest and back. The man 

slammed the car  door  shut  and walked slowly  up  to  the entrance of  the 

house.

Bradley’s eyes wandered back to the Golf as the passenger door opened. An 

athletic young black man, his dark hair fitting like a helmet, got out of the car. 

He was also dressed in a black T-shirt, jeans and light-weight ankle boots. 

Bradley could see the grip of his gun sticking out of his shoulder holster. As 

the  black  man  approached  the  house,  Bradley  was  reminded  of  a  sleek 

panther stalking its prey. 

“Mr Tanner?” the blond man asked.

Bradley nodded cautiously.

“I’m  Detective  Greg  Swanepoel  and  this  is,”  pointing  to  his  left,  “my 

colleague, Detective John Khoza.”

The black man stepped forward. “Good evening, Mr Tanner.”
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His English was without the faintest trace of a black African accent, although 

he was as dark as the night. Khoza smiled at Bradley and his white teeth 

shone in his ebony face. Again, Bradley was reminded of a feral predator.

Swanepoel’s face was set and serious: no smile softened his features. Two 

deep lines cut from his nose to the corners of his mouth and Bradley was not 

entirely convinced that they were laughter lines. 

“So what happened?” the detective asked.

Bradley gestured in the direction of his townhouse. “I came home around five 

o’clock and when I opened the door, I was greeted by this.”

Swanepoel arched an eyebrow, staring hard at Bradley. “And they were gone 

before you got back home?”

“Yeah. I didn’t see anybody.”

“Can we have a look?”

Bradley bowed his head. “Sure.”

He turned around, walked the few steps back to the townhouse and entered. 

The two detectives followed close behind.

“Wow!” Khoza exclaimed quietly.

Bradley glanced at the black detective and saw how a look passed between 

him  and  his  white  colleague.  Bradley  switched  on  the  ceiling  light  and 

instantly the chaos seemed to take on new proportions. His broken furniture 

looked like rubble straight from a rubbish dump. The tomato sauce on the 

kitchen walls looked like streaks of blood. He almost expected to see a body 

bleeding on the kitchen floor.

The detectives made their way slowly around his lounge, peering into the 

kitchen, walking down the passage, looking into the master bedroom and the 
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study. Bradley stayed behind. He had seen it all before and he had no need 

to stare at the disaster again.

Swanepoel came back to the front door and put his hands on his hips. His 

eyes scanned the lounge area once more. 

“Do you know how they got in?” he asked.

Bradley shook his head.

Swanepoel checked the front door.

“Doesn’t seem as if they came through here,” he mumbled after a while.

Khoza walked gingerly across the lounge floor to the patio doors. He pulled 

the cream coloured curtains back.

“Here we go,” he said quietly.

Bradley approached the detective and standing beside him, asked, “Are you 

sure this is where they came in?”

Khoza pointed at some scratch marks around the latch. “You see this? They 

took a screwdriver and levered up the latch. Then it’s very easy to push the 

door back. When you get out, you do it the same way.”

Bradley  stared  at  the  faint  marks  on  the  wooden  door  frame.  “Bloody 

bastards,” he spat.

Khoza did not reply. He had seen this kind of burglary many times before, but 

Bradley had not and he was furious.

Khoza opened the sliding doors and stepped out onto the paved covered 

patio. Bradley switched on the outside light and followed him into the garden. 

He noticed that the heavy patio set was untouched. The fine reddish brown 
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dust covering the chairs was undisturbed. He heard foot steps and a moment 

later Swanepoel stood beside him.

“Can we sit down and get some details from you?” he asked.

Bradley nodded.

The patio lamp gave enough light for Bradley to see their faces. Khoza was 

relaxed and smiled occasionally. He crossed his legs and leaned casually 

back in a garden chair, but Bradley was not deceived by his easy manner. 

The man was in control of himself and his surroundings. Nothing escaped his 

sharp eyes. Swanepoel was the exact opposite. He was serious, his mouth a 

thin line, and he fidgeted and bounced his legs with nervous energy. 

Swanepoel pulled out a note pad and pen. “How long have you been staying 

here, Mr Tanner?”

“A few years now, about six, I think,” Bradley replied.

“Do you stay alone?”

Bradley  looked  away  for  a  moment.  Luckily,  Lauren  hadn’t  been  here. 

Luckily, she wouldn’t see this nightmare. 

He turned his gaze back to Swanepoel. “I stay alone,” he said firmly.

Swanepoel cocked his head to the side.

“My girlfriend moved out a couple of weeks ago,” Bradley explained quietly.

The  detective  scribbled  something  on  his  notepad.  “Did  you  separate 

amicably?”

Bradley leaned forward in his chair and frowned. “Why?”

Swanepoel just stared at him with his cold piercing eyes. Not the smallest 

ounce of sympathy radiated from him. A moment later, it dawned on Bradley.
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“You  don’t  think  she  had  anything  to  do  with  this?”  his  voice  sounded 

incredulous.

Swanepoel stayed silent, but was watching him like a hawk.

“Lauren would never do something like this!” he protested.

Bradley  was  outraged.  What  were  they  implying?  That  Lauren  could  be 

involved in this nightmare?

Swanepoel’s voice was cold.  “Are you sure she wouldn’t  elicit  someone’s 

help?”

“No,” Bradley shouted, raising himself out of his chair. “Absolutely not!”

Swanepoel  backed  off.  “Calm  down  Mr  Tanner.  We  need  to  explore  all 

avenues.”

Bradley slumped back into his chair and took a couple of deep breaths. “I 

guess you’re just doing your job,” he said more calmly.

Swanepoel nodded. “Please don’t be offended, but in many cases it’s the 

spouse who is responsible for this kind of mischief. Often we get called out 

only to find that it was the husband or wife who wanted to make life miserable 

for the other half. Usually the couple is going through a divorce. They hate 

each other and they don’t want the other one to have what they’ve lost.”

But Lauren wouldn’t do this, Bradley grumbled silently to himself. She had no 

need to.

Pushing his hands through his hair, he asked quietly, “Are you going to find 

out who did this?”

“We’ll try our very best,” Khoza replied.

They waited in silence while Swanepoel wrote on his notepad. 
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The sun had set and the night was dark. Bradley heard mosquitoes zizzing 

around, attracted by the yellow patio light. 

Khoza addressed Bradley. “Has anything like this every happened to you 

before?”

Bradley shook his head.

“This is a relatively secure complex?”

“Yes,” Bradley pointed with his thumb over his shoulder. “You’ve seen the 

walls, the electric fence and the automated gate. I don’t think there has been 

a burglary since I moved into this complex.”

Suddenly, Bradley remembered the guard. His voice rose with excitement. 

“Are you going to talk to the guard? Maybe he’s seen something.”

A knowing look passed between the two detectives.

“We will talk to him, Mr Tanner,” Khoza replied, “but don’t raise your hopes.”

“Why?” Bradley blurted out surprised.

Khoza pulled his mouth into a rueful grin. “These security guards are only a 

deterrent. They might turn a blind eye for the right amount of money, or if 

they are threatened they won’t react. Remember they are only human. They 

are not necessarily heroes.”

“What are you saying?” Bradley asked angrily. “That the guard is only there 

to look pretty, but when something serious happens he’ll roll over and play 

dead?”

“I’m not saying that this particular guard did not do his duty,” Khoza said. “But 

it happens often enough.”

Bradley let out a groan. 
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“Tell us, Mr Tanner, what’s your occupation?” Khoza continued the interview.

“I am … was a journalist.”

Khoza looked at him puzzled.

“I quit my job with the paper a couple of months ago. I’m now a freelance 

journalist,” Bradley explained.

“Which paper?”

“The City’s Daily.”

Khoza raised his eyebrows with surprise. “You are Mr Bradley Tanner, the 

journalist?”

Now it was Bradley’s turn to be puzzled.

Khoza laughed. “I read your articles.”

Bradley smiled. “So did a lot of other people.”

Swanepoel interrupted their banter. “Do you have any enemies you know of, 

Mr Tanner?”

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

Swanepoel cleared his throat and fiddled with the pen in his hand. Finally, he 

looked  Bradley  straight  in  the  eyes.  “We  don’t  think  this  was  a  simple 

robbery, sir.”

Bradley stared at him in disbelief.

“This is not your run of the mill burglary,” Swanepoel continued. “Usually, a 

burglar  wouldn’t  destroy  all  the  furniture  and leave  such a  mess  behind. 

Robbers get in, steal what they came for and get out. They don’t vandalise 

and if they do, then they don’t do it to such an extent. I mean, look at your 

place. It’s an incredible nightmare. Nothing is in one piece.”
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Bradley found his voice. “What do you mean?”

Swanepoel countered with another question. “Do you know what has been 

stolen?”

Bradley shook his head. “I haven’t looked yet.”

For the first time, Swanepoel’s voice was gentle. “We believe that you should 

think seriously about this. Go back through your recent past and try to find 

out whose toes you’ve stepped on.”

Bradley raised his shoulders helplessly. “I don’t know.”

Swanepoel got up from the chair. “Think about it,” he repeated. “If you know 

of anybody give us a call.”

He pulled out a business card and held it out to Bradley. “Our cell  phone 

numbers are on the back. You can reach us day and night."

Bradley nodded gratefully.

Khoza got to his feet and said, “In the meantime we’ll contact the forensic 

department. Please don’t touch or move anything until they’ve been here.”

Bradley peered through the window at the chaos inside his lounge. “When 

will they get here?” he asked pensively.

“In a few hours.”

“What?” He stared hard at  Khoza.  “What  am I  supposed to do until  they 

arrive?” Bradley gestured in the general direction of the chaos. “Do you want 

me to move out for the night?”

Khoza’s voice was reassuring but firm. “Mr Tanner, our colleagues will  be 

here as soon as they can. In the interim, I advise you to not touch or move 

anything.”
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Bradley clamped his mouth shut. He didn’t like it at all. Glancing around, he 

pulled a face. He was not looking forward to spending the next few hours 

sitting in the garden.

Swanepoel had started walking across the lawn towards the lounge. He was 

ready to leave. 

“We’ll be in contact, Mr Tanner,” he said over his shoulder.

Bradley nodded in response. He followed the two detectives out of his house 

and through the front door. They shook hands and the two detectives got into 

their VW Golf. Bradley watched them as they drove down to the gate where 

they stopped and got out of the car again. He could not hear what they were 

saying and decided to go back inside: he would not worry about the guard’s 

story  for  now.  At  least,  he  told  himself,  they  kept  their  word  and  were 

interviewing the guard.

CHAPTER 10

Bradley left the front door open and made his way slowly through the heaps 

of  broken  furniture  towards  the  patio  doors.  His  heart  was  heavy  as  he 

looked at his destroyed possessions. He fetched one of the cast iron chairs 

from the far corner of his small garden and pushed it in front of the open 

patio doors. The chair’s metal feet screeched on the patio tiles and left thin 

white ragged lines on the dark ceramic.

Bradley did not expect to be robbed twice in one day, but he was also in no 

mood to be surprised by any strangers. Slumping down into the chair, he 
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stretched his legs and folded his arms across his chest. What else could he 

do?

Staring wistfully at the chaos inside, Bradley’s eyes settled on his upturned 

couch and he remembered the day when he and Lauren had chosen it. For 

weeks on end they had not been able to agree on any purchase, until one 

day they walked, by chance, into a small factory shop. How they had gotten 

there, he still  had no idea. Nevertheless, they entered the crammed shop, 

white  lettering  painted  crudely  on  the  glass  door,  advertising  the  wares 

inside. 

The shop was literally overflowing with furniture. Couches and armchairs in 

all  colours and shapes were stacked back to  back.  Big  and small  coffee 

tables, with or without glass tops, in oak, mahogany and pine were standing 

against  walls.  There was hardly  any space to  move around and furniture 

spilled out onto the pavement. 

The shop attendant, probably a family member of the owner, was an old thin 

Indian man wearing a white cap and a kurta, a dark, long flowing dress-like 

coat. His hawkish nose twitched and his small eyes darted back and forth in 

anticipation of a sale. Bradley and Lauren ignored the old man, although he 

hovered around them the entire time they were in the shop. 

It didn’t take them long to find what they were looking for. In a far corner, 

hidden behind a tall freestanding mirror, they found the lounge suite of their 

dreams. They fell in love with it instantly. There was no argument. They only 

looked at each other, looked at the suite, and agreed. 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 203

It was slightly out of their price range, but Bradley and Lauren both fancied 

the design and the feel of the suite, so that the amount of money they finally 

spent had been worthwhile. 

Now their couch was lying upside down, its fabric ripped and its round silver 

feet sticking up in the air like the legs of a tortoise on its back.

No longer able to look at the chaos, Bradley slid further down in his metal 

chair and stared into the night sky. The air was still warm and stars glittered 

like  diamonds  on  the  velvety  firmament.  Instead  of  relaxing,  he  drew 

imaginary  lines  between  the  bright  planets,  the  patterns  very  soon 

resembling his wrecked furniture. 

The stars running diagonally across the sky looked like the slashed mattress 

of his bed. A constellation of stars to his right resembled the mess on his 

kitchen floor and the stars arranged in a circle above him looked like the 

ragged hole in his TV screen. 

Bradley rubbed his face tiredly and squeezed his eyes shut in an attempt to 

erase the ugly pictures from his mind. Squinting back at the disaster in his 

home he contemplated the request of the two detectives. 

If  the  two  detectives  were  right  and  the  damage  had  been  caused  by 

somebody who knew him, somebody close to him, then who would do such a 

thing? Which of his family, friends or acquaintances were spiteful enough to 

destroy his place? 

He shifted uneasily in his chair, trying to remember who he had met in the 

last six months. 
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With trepidation, Bradley realised that he had not met anyone of significance, 

partly  due to  his self-imposed idleness.  Most  of  his  time had been spent 

watching TV, reading some of his old articles, working out at the gym and 

waiting for Lauren to come home. There had been a few occasions when he 

had accompanied Lauren to functions she had been invited to attend. A few 

of the events had been black tie affairs that had bored him half to death. 

There  had also  been some casual  lunches,  which  he  had enjoyed,  even 

though he had been an outsider. 

Once a small party of medical colleagues had asked Lauren to join them at 

Sandton Square, a place where he would usually not be seen dead. Bradley 

felt that only snobs and the nouveau riche mingled in the fancy restaurants 

and coffee shops lining the paved plaza. It was nice enough to sit in the sun 

under colourful awnings, watching kids and pigeons playing in the shallow 

water of the fountain, but although he was not short of cash, he resented 

paying the prices those places charged. The food was not that great either.

Bradley and Lauren and her fellow doctors had sat facing the open square, 

the conversation revolving around the latest  medication,  gossip,  and new 

government legislation. Although not a doctor himself,  Bradley found their 

conversation  stimulating.  After  a  while,  he  realised  that  the  medical 

profession was in  the  same trap  as  the  media industry:  it  was also  held 

hostage by affirmative action. At one stage, the doctors took pity on him and 

explained the hard facts they were faced with in their profession.

Dr Reeves, a craggy-faced man sitting to Bradley’s right leaned over and 

said, “Did you know that government has implemented a quota system for 

admitting students to the universities?”
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Bradley inclined his head. “As far as I can remember, there was always some 

kind of quota system. Apart from the university exemption, your marks had to 

be pretty good to be admitted.”

Dr Fairview, a slender woman, introduced to him as a gynaecologist, chirped, 

“Yes, that’s correct. But if you want to study medicine it’s even worse.”

“What do you mean?” Bradley asked, intrigued by her statement.

“The quota system refers to race,” boomed Dr Nettle from the other end of 

the table. “Potential students are grouped together according to race. The 

universities have to admit 65 % black, 20 % white students, and the rest is 

reserved for Coloureds and Indians.”

Bradley  shook  his  head  disbelievingly.  “But  there  aren’t  that  many  black 

students who qualify in terms of entrance requirements.”

“That’s  right,”  Dr  Angelo,  on  Bradley’s  left,  confirmed.  “That’s  why  the 

admission requirements have been lowered.”

Bradley waited for her to continue.

“Black students are only required to have an average Matric pass rate of sixty 

two percent,” she explained, “while white applicants must show an aggregate 

of ninety eight percent.”

“You’re joking,” Bradley burst out.

Dr Angelo shook her head. “No,” she said firmly.

“But that’s discrimination.”

“Not in the eyes of the government,” Dr Fairview said. “We are living in post 

apartheid  years.  Reverse discrimination really,  so black students must  be 

given a chance. Government claims that it’s not a black student’s fault that 

his family is poor and he had to study by candlelight, couldn’t read the study 
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material  properly  and  therefore  did  not  pass  the  exam  with  appropriate 

marks.”

“You’re pulling my leg,” Bradley claimed.

“Not  at  all,”  Dr  Angelo  replied.  “Because  black  people  were  previously 

disadvantaged they must now have the opportunity to study medicine if they 

want to.”

“But that’s ridiculous.”

“You are  right,”  Dr  Nettle  said.  “No one is  happy about  it,  especially  the 

doctors.  Their  English is appalling.  Apart  from not speaking the language 

properly, they can’t write English either. You should see their assignments.”

“Never  mind  English,”  Dr  Reeves  said.  “They  can  hardly  pass  first  year 

chemistry and it is a continuous battle to get them to understand biology and 

anatomy. It’s the pits.”

“And they become qualified doctors?” Bradley asked flabbergasted. 

Dr Reeves smirked.

Bradley was stunned. “So they become the doctors who examine me and 

other  patients,  and who  call  themselves  gynaecologists,  neurologists  and 

dermatologists, and perform surgeries?”

Their answer was written across their faces. Bradley saw anger, dismay and 

resignation. 

The evening became cooler. A soft breeze stroked Bradley’s bare arms and 

he shivered involuntarily. Requested not to touch, move or remove anything 

from his house, Bradley swore quietly under his breath, wondering how long 

he would have to wait for the damn forensic team to show up. He was not 
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impressed at all and found this waiting ridiculous! How could they expect him 

to  wait  in  the garden? Luckily,  it  wasn’t  winter,  otherwise he would have 

frozen his butt off. 

A few minutes later, Bradley remembered that he had left his jacket in the 

Audi. Grumbling quietly to himself, he got up from his chair, pushed it back 

with a loud scraping noise and stepped into his lounge. He clenched his teeth 

while trying hard to ignore the chaos. Once out of the front door, he unlocked 

his car and took his windbreaker out of the boot. 

Bradley walked back into the garden and tried to make himself comfortable 

on the patio chair. Miserable, he watched a lonely brown Christmas beetle 

make a thudding noise while it flew repeatedly against the glass doors.

Bradley tried to recall who else he had seen in the last six months. A broad 

smile spread across his face. He remembered with pleasure his visit to his 

friends Robert McGill and his wife Amy. 

It must have been about two months previously that the telephone had rung 

in the late afternoon. It  was Robert  inviting him to a braai  at  their  home. 

Bradley  agreed  eagerly:  Lauren  had  other  plans  -  something  about  her 

girlfriends - and he was planning to spend the evening watching TV, gorging 

himself on pizza and generally being bored.

Happy  with  the  turn  of  events,  Bradley  got  in  his  car  and  raced  to  the 

neighbouring suburb, once again narrowly avoiding a speeding ticket. When 

he arrived at Robert and Amy’s house, they greeted him warmly, like a long 

lost friend, although he saw them on a fairly regular basis. 
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It was one of those warm evenings where one could sit outside the whole 

night without shivering once. Amy and Bradley sat under a canvas umbrella 

beside the pool and Robert turned steaks on the braai. The aroma of frying 

meat made his mouth water. Although he had arrived alone, he felt extremely 

comfortable in his friends’ company. They were such down to earth people, 

nothing snobbish or arrogant about them.

Amy looked lovely.  Her  cheeks were  glowing,  her  eyes shining,  and she 

looked like she had just stepped out of a fashion magazine in her yellow T-

shirt and blue shorts.

After  a  while,  Bradley  noticed  Robert  glancing  tenderly  at  his  wife  and 

eventually he asked, ”Is there something that you guys are not telling me?”

Amy blushed crimson red and Robert almost dropped his braai fork. Slightly 

puzzled, Bradley frowned. His friend walked over to Amy and put his arm 

around her slender shoulders.

Grinning sheepishly, Robert cleared his throat. “As a matter of fact, there is 

something.”

Bradley looked from one to  the other  and saw their  beaming smiles.  He 

added one and one together and came to two!

“Amy is pregnant,” he stated excitedly.

Robert’s eyes grew wide. “How did you know?”

Amy put her hand in front her mouth, chuckling quietly and Bradley joined in.

“What do you think?” he said. “Just look at you two; you two lovebirds.”

Amy lifted her face towards her husband and he kissed her lovingly. Bradley 

got up from his chair and put his arm around his friend’s shoulders.
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“Congratulations,” he said, patting Robert’s back. “Well done.” Bending down 

he kissed Amy lightly on her cheeks, making her blush again.

The rest of the evening was spent with a bottle of champagne and making 

plans for a future with a baby in the house.

Bradley’s gaze wandered back to the mayhem inside his house. It was such 

a waste. Sure, he was angry about his smashed furniture, but in the end, 

furniture was replaceable. It was only pieces of wood and fabric, without life. 

Sure, some of the furniture invoked memories, good and bad, but the items 

were neither warm to his touch nor could they talk back. 

Suddenly, Bradley felt terribly lonely. 

Lauren’s face flashed before his eyes. He could see her green laughing eyes 

and white even teeth, her long blonde hair cascading down to her waist. He 

thought he could hear her laughter peal through the dark air like champagne 

bubbles. 

Bradley shut his eyes and put his hand on his chest. His heart hurt as if it had 

been squeezed by a huge fist.

Urgently Bradley fumbled for his cell phone. Holding the small device in his 

hand, he stared at the tiny buttons. 

All  he  had  to  do  was  press  the  speed  dial.  Three  quick  pushes  on  the 

buttons. But, would she answer? He could not remember if her cell phone 

had caller identification. Maybe he should take a chance? 

Bradley lowered his cell phone and shook his head. 
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He missed her terribly, but the thought of her pressing the ‘end call’ button 

when she heard his voice was too much for him. There was nothing worse 

than being rejected.

Bradley lifted his face towards the night sky and stared at the blinking stars. 

The little phone felt heavy in his hand. He began playing with it, turning it 

around and around, almost dropping it at one stage. He tried to encourage 

himself. What did he have to lose? Either she spoke to him, or she did not. 

Again Bradley  stared at  the  buttons on  his  cell  phone.  His  finger  moved 

slowly over the keypad until it reached the first number. Softly, he pressed 

down and the phone emitted a faint beep. His thumb wandered further down 

and he pressed the next number. Breathing in deeply, he gathered up his 

courage and pressed the last button. Quickly Bradley held the phone against 

his ear. At least he would hear her voice when she answered, even if she cut 

the call off after that.

Bradley heard the phone make a connection. His hand began to sweat and 

his heart pounded in his chest. He cleared his throat noisily. The telephone 

rang and continued to ring. He hoped it would not switch over to voicemail 

because he did not know if had the courage to leave a message. Suddenly 

the ring tone stopped.

“Hello,” Lauren answered. 

Bradley’s heart soared. It was her voice, her sweet, sweet voice. Maybe she 

hadn’t seen his number or her cell phone had no caller ID. It did not matter to 

him. What mattered was the sound of her voice.

“Hello,” she said again.

Bradley took a deep breath and replied anxiously, “Hello, Lauren.” 
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There was a moment of silence, then he heard her say. “Hello, Bradley.”

He swallowed hard having no idea what to say next.

“Are you alright?” Lauren asked, concern echoing in her voice.

He nodded vigorously although she could not see him. 

“Bradley?”

A broad but  nervous smile  spread across  his  face.  Finally  he  answered, 

trying to sound full of confidence. “I’m okay.”

“Why are you calling me?” Lauren asked cautiously.

Bradley could almost see the small frown on her forehead.

Why had he called her? What was he supposed to say? He couldn’t really tell 

her that he felt lonely and that he missed her, or could he? 

“Bradley?”

He pursed his lips. “Well,” he mumbled. 

“Yes?”

“I miss you,” he blurted out. 

Bradley heard a sharp intake of breath.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly, worried that she might hang up. “I don’t mean to 

bug you, it’s just that I was lonely.”

There was silence on the other end. Careful not to tempt her into making a 

rash decision to disconnect, Bradley kept quiet. Just hearing her breathe on 

the other side made him feel better. 

After what seemed to him like an eternity, Lauren said softly, ”I miss you too.” 

Bradley almost  dropped his  phone.  His  sweaty fist  closed round the little 

device and his eyes grew wide. Did she really say that she missed him too? 

His heart started pounding in his throat.
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“Bradley?” she said quietly.

“Yes, yes. I’m here.”

He gulped some air and wiped his brow. Suddenly, there was hope. Hope 

that she was not lost to him forever. 

Nervously, Bradley rubbed the top of his leg until his hand became hot. He 

told himself that he must not mess up. Frantically he searched for the words 

to  respond  to  her  confession.  Should  he  push?  Should  he  keep  quiet? 

Should he sound happy or ignore her admission? 

Bradley took a deep breath and stopped rubbing his  leg.  “Well,”  he  said 

gently. “If you missed me, why didn’t you answer your phone when I called 

you?”

“Because I needed time to sort through some things,” Lauren replied softly. 

“But you could have done it here. Here with me,” he protested feebly. “You 

didn’t have to move out.”

“You don’t understand,” she sighed. “I needed to get away from you, create a 

distance to look at things objectively.”

“And that means not even answering your phone?” Bradley asked, mystified. 

“I mean is it not enough to be away from me physically?”

Lauren laughed lightly. “No,” she said. “That was not enough. Because if I 

heard your voice, I would have run straight back to you.”

Bradley frowned. What did she mean? What was she trying to say? Did this 

mean that she still loved him? That she still wanted to be with him? 

He pulled a face. Who understood women?
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Bradley stared at his feet and watched a colony of ants march across his 

bricked patio and disappear into a tiny crack between the garden wall and 

the house.

“Bradley?” her voice was small.

“Yeah.”

“I still love you.”

He nearly dropped the phone again. Pressing the cell phone against his ear, 

he jumped up from his chair. He began to walk around in circles, trying hard 

to  contain  his  excitement.  His  mouth  became  dry  and  his  sudden  joy 

threatened to overwhelm him. Swallowing a couple of times, he finally found 

his voice.

“I love you too,” he whispered.

“Ohh, Bradley.”

He walked alongside the garden wall, making his way across the grass to the 

patio, keeping his eyes glued to the patterned tiles on the floor. 

Taking a deep breath, he asked, “Where are you staying?”

“With a friend,” Lauren replied quietly.

He frowned. “A friend?”

“Mutual friends,” she said quickly.

Bradley drew a breath of relief. For a moment he thought she meant another 

man. That would have devastated him.

“Who?” he wanted to know.

“Robert and Amy.”

“Hmph,” was all he could manage.
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On the one hand Bradley was glad that Lauren had found refuge with his old 

friends, on the other hand, they had taken her in without saying a word to 

him.  Briefly,  he  wondered  if  he  should  call  their  behaviour  disloyal,  but 

decided against it. Robert and Amy were both their friends, not only his, and 

if they lent a helping hand to Lauren, then he should be grateful.

Bradley stared out into the dark garden, trying to distinguish between the 

different dark shapes, but not succeeding. The patio light shining from behind 

did not penetrate the darkness around him. He saw a small shadow moving 

slowly along the top of the wall: either a neighbour’s prowling cat or a rat. 

Contemplating his next move, he let the silence between them hang for a 

while, trying to gather up his courage to ask the next question.

“How long are you going to stay with Robert and Amy?”

“I don’t know,” Lauren said.

In his mind he could see her hands gathering up her long hair and twisting it 

into a thick rope, moving it first over her left shoulder, then pulling it back and 

letting it drop over her right shoulder. 

Bradley moved his tongue over his dry lips and finally croaked, “When are 

you coming home?”

There was no answer. 

He took the cell phone away from his ear, shook it, and inspected it briefly. 

The screen indicated that the call was still connected. Bradley held the cell 

phone back against his ear, but he could hear nothing.

“Lauren? Are you still there?” he asked cautiously.

“Do you want me home?”
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What a question, he wanted to shout. You are the love of my life. Nothing 

was more important than to put his arms around her and never let go.

“Yes,” he said, his voice shaking. “Yes. I want you home.”

Bradley heard her sniff on the other side.

“Are you crying?” he asked worriedly, thinking she might have changed her 

mind, regretting her earlier admission.

“Hmhm,” Lauren mumbled.

He was confused and it resonated in his voice. “Why are you crying?”

Bradley heard a couple more sniffles before she squeezed out, “Because I’m 

so happy.”

Shaking his head, he wondered how long it would take to understand her. 

While listening to her quiet sobs, Bradley’s eyes travelled through the open 

patio doors and settled on his upturned couch. He realized suddenly that if 

Lauren came home, she would be coming back to a shell of a townhouse. A 

low moan escaped his mouth.

“What is it?” Lauren asked anxiously.

“Well,” he replied, stretching out each letter. “Even though I want you home 

this very minute, there is unfortunately no furniture left.”

There was a small pause and then she asked, “What are you talking about?”

Bradley shuffled his feet apprehensively. ‘I … we’ve been burgled today.”

“Oh no!”

“Yes. I came home this afternoon and the place was trashed.”

“That’s terrible,” Lauren exclaimed.
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Bradley nodded a confirmation.  “But  that’s  not  the worst.  They didn’t  just 

steal stuff, they actually wrecked the place. You don’t want to see it. They 

slashed the mattress and smashed all our furniture, and I mean literally every 

chair, table and desk they could find. They emptied the kitchen cupboards 

and threw the food on the floor. You should see the mess. They stuffed toilet 

rolls into the toilet bowl and they smeared tomato sauce all over the kitchen 

walls. Not one of your ornaments is in one piece and they trashed my study.”

“Oh Bradley!”

“The bastards haven’t left one thing in one piece.” Frustrated, he rubbed his 

face.

“Have you called the police?” Lauren asked.

“Yep. The detectives were here.” Bradley paused, wondering if he should tell 

her  that  they  suspected  Lauren  of  instigating  the  mayhem,  but  quickly 

decided against it. 

“They implied that this wasn’t a burglary,” he continued. “The cops suggested 

that the wreckage looks like a vendetta.”

“A vendetta?” her voice sounded incredulous.

“Yeah. You heard right,” Bradley said. “I’ve been wracking my brain to think 

of someone who might have it in for me, but I can’t think of anybody.”

“Nobody hates you,” Lauren said firmly.

He shrugged his shoulders, but did not reply.

Lauren’s  voice came back clearly  over  their  satellite  connection.  “Do you 

want me to come over?”

Shaking his head vigorously, he said, ”No. You would be heartbroken and 

there is no place for you to sit, never mind sleep.”
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“Then we can make space.”

Bradley shook his head again. “It’s no use at the moment. I have to wait for 

the forensic team, you know, the guys who dust for fingerprints. Until then I’m 

not allowed to touch anything.”

“When are they supposed to arrive?” Lauren asked.

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

“Do you know what is missing?” she asked, and he could hear the hurt in her 

voice.

“Unfortunately,  not.  Like I  said,  the place is  in  such a mess and I’m not 

allowed to move anything.”

Bradley turned his back on the mayhem in the house and stared into the 

garden. “I’ll sort it out,” he said, trying to assure her.

“I know you will.”

Bradley kicked at a small clump of grass growing at the edge of the patio, 

raising  tiny  dust  clouds  and  disturbing  two  beetles,  making  them  scuttle 

deeper into the grass.

“Lauren?” he said tentatively.

“Yes?”

“Since I can’t see you tonight, would you meet me tomorrow?” He held his 

breath. Maybe she had changed her mind about him. 

His  concern was for  nothing,  because Lauren immediately  replied,  “Sure. 

Where do you want to meet?”

Bradley suppressed a victory shout but could not keep the excitement out of 

his voice. “Let’s meet at Camilla’s at Bright Water Commons,” he suggested.
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Her reply was quick. “What time?”

“How about eleven?”

Lauren hesitated. “I’m only finishing work at twelve.”

“Oh, right.” Bradley had forgotten about that. Although it was Saturday, she 

always saw patients until lunchtime. “What about half past twelve?” he asked.

Bradley could hear the smile in her voice. “Yeah. That would be nice.”

Anticipation made his hands tremble. “So,” he said, his voice full of hope. “I 

will see you tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“I love you,” he said quietly.

“I love you too,” Lauren replied softly.

She must have pressed the ‘end call’ button, because the connection was 

broken. Bradley stared at his cell phone for a moment, still not quite believing 

that he had just had a conversation with Lauren. 

Her words went round and round in his mind. Lauren still loved him and she 

was prepared to come back to him. He wouldn’t  be alone any longer. He 

would see her tomorrow. Briefly he wondered about the issues that had been 

bugging her. Had she worked through them? 

Bradley  cast  the  thought  aside.  Whatever  their  problems,  they  could  be 

sorted out once she was back with him. He couldn’t wait to hold her in his 

arms, smell her hair and caress her cheeks. 

A  knock  on  his  front  door  startled  him out  of  his  new found  happiness. 

Bradley pushed his cell phone into his jeans pocket and walked the few steps 

to the patio doors.
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“Hello,” a male voice shouted. “Anybody home?”

Cautiously,  Bradley  made  his  way  past  the  wreckage  in  his  lounge  and 

approached the entrance hall. 

A head appeared around the corner. “Are you Mr Tanner?” the man asked.

Suspiciously, Bradley stared at the man’s flaming red, spiky hair. His face 

was covered with freckles and his crooked smile revealed a chip in his front 

tooth. He looked like a leprechaun from a child’s fairytale book. 

“Yes,” he said cautiously. “I’m Bradley Tanner. Who are you?”

Spiky came around, his orange T-shirt clashing terribly with his red hair. He 

held a big black case in his right hand,  which he shifted to his left  while 

walking with bouncing steps towards Bradley.

Holding out his hand, he said cheerfully, “Forensics. Sorry I took so long.”

Bradley let out a sigh and shook Spiky’s hand. 

“Finally,”  he  said.  “I  thought  I  would  have  to  spend  the  night  out  in  the 

garden.”

Spiky  shot  him a  quick  glance checking  if  Bradley  was  complaining.  But 

Bradley was genuinely relieved to see someone from forensics and it showed 

in his face.

“Sorry,” Spiky said again. 

He turned around and shouted, “Sid, Rodney. Come on in. This is the right 

place.”

A tall Indian and a short, chubby black man stepped through the front door. 

Each of them held a big black heavy case. Spiky looked past Bradley and 

surveyed the lounge. A low whistle escaped his lips.

“Man,” Spiky said surprised. “What happened here?” 
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Bradley followed his gaze and replied, “I’ve been burgled.”

Spiky swivelled his head from one side to the other. “This looks more like a 

war zone than a burglary.”

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. How would he know? This was the first time 

in his life that anyone had ever broken into his home.

“Are you sure that this was only a burglary?” Spiky asked, glancing up at him.

Bradley frowned. “Why do you ask?”

Spiky’s eyes wandered again over the broken furniture. Instead of replying, 

he took a right turn, walked to the kitchen door and peered into the room. 

Pointing at the red streaks on the walls, he asked, “Is that blood?”

Bradley shook his head. “No. It’s tomato sauce. Nobody got killed.”

Spiky put his case down on the floor. “Shit,” he muttered.

His colleagues, Sid and Rodney, exchanged knowing looks. 

Bradley became more and more confused. What were they on about? First 

the cops, now the fingerprint guys. What had happened in his home?

Spiky bent down, opened his case and took out a pair of yellow latex gloves. 

He pulled them over his fingers and let them snap against his wrists.

“Do you know if anything was taken?” Spiky asked casually.

Bradley raised his hands, exasperated. “No, I don’t,” he almost shouted. “I’ve 

been told not to touch anything until you guys arrive.”

Spiky’s head bobbed up and down appreciatively. He made a wide sweeping 

motion with his arm. “Does the rest of the house look like this?”

“Yep.” Bradley rubbed his face tiredly. “Let me show you.”

He was about  to walk ahead of the team down the passage when Spiky 

stopped him. “Don’t,” he said. “We’ll find our way around. You better find a 
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quiet place to sit where you can keep out of our way.” Spiky spotted the chair 

in front of the patio doors. "Maybe sit down outside,” he suggested.

Bradley glanced at Spiky and swallowed an angry reply. 

Noticing Bradley’s expression, Spiky said, “This will  take a while. And it’s 

easier for us when you aren’t around.”

Resignedly Bradley made his way through the rubble.

“Do you know where they came in?” he heard Spiky’s voice.

Bradley stopped and pointed to the patio doors. “Apparently they lifted the 

leaver from outside, smashed the place and then left the same way.”

Spiky stood holding a small round dish and a brush in his hand. “That’s how 

they usually do it.”

He addressed his colleagues. “Sid, you take the master bedroom and the 

study, Rodney you take the kitchen.”

The two men pulled on rubber gloves like Spiky’s, picked up their cases and 

disappeared down the passage into the house.

“Man,” Spiky mumbled.

“Why are you so surprised?” Bradley asked.

Spiky  pulled  a face and gestured at  the  chaos.  “This  doesn’t  look  like a 

burglary,” he said.

“Why not?”

Spiky glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “Normally we find a broken 

window or door lock. We can see immediately what is stolen, usually a hi-fi, 

TV, DVD player, computer and some electrical appliances from the kitchen.” 

He paused for a moment. “You know, like when they order particular stuff, 

especially around Christmas.”
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Bradley  grinned  ruefully.  He  knew  about  burglary  orders,  placed  with 

professional gangs, who then broke into houses, stole the respective goods 

and sold them for a fraction of their retail price to ‘customers’.

“This looks completely different,”  Spiky continued. “This looks more like a 

vendetta thing.  You know, like when gangs take revenge?” His eyebrows 

rose questioningly.

Bradley stared hard at Spiky, not knowing what the redhead was on about.

“You know,” he explained. “Like an infringement on turf. Like when they want 

to warn you off?”

Finally Bradley made the connection. “But I’m a journalist,” he protested. “I’ve 

got nothing to do with gangs.”

Spiky smiled crookedly. “I never said you did. I’m just saying that it looks like 

that.”

Bradley swallowed hard and looked around his wrecked lounge. Spiky was 

right. It  did look like someone was sending him a message. Spiky walked 

closer to the patio doors and Bradley followed him slowly.

“You say you are a journalist?”

“Yes.”

Spiky dunked his brush into the dish, pulling it out covered with white powder. 

He touched the area around the lever gently, leaving fine white dust clinging 

to the brown wood of the doorframe. Bradley watched him for a moment, but 

then walked away, not wanting to disturb the man.

Out on the patio he heard Spiky mumble, “You better think of who you’ve 

offended, Mr Journalist.”
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Bradley stopped in his tracks ready to make a sharp remark, but then he 

remembered that the cops had said exactly the same thing. Who on earth 

had it in for him, he wondered angrily? On whose toes had he stepped?

Bradley sat down on the metal patio chair and hunched his shoulders. 

This is insane, he moaned quietly. Did he damage somebody’s reputation? 

Did he destroy someone’s career? And where were his neighbours and the 

guard out front? Why didn’t they hear or see anything? 

Bradley pushed his hands through his short dark hair. He could not fathom 

this and had no possible answer.

The minutes dragged by and became first half an hour, then an hour, then 

two hours. Through the window panes, Bradley watched the three men move 

around his house, dusting and brushing surfaces and objects. His body was 

stiff and he was cold. He wished they would finish up so that he could move 

back  inside.  Although  the  night  was  not  particularly  chilly,  he  felt 

uncomfortable sitting outside on the hard patio chair.

Eventually Spiky appeared in the open doorway. He pulled off his gloves and 

dropped them into his case.

“We’re done,” Spiky said tiredly.

Bradley checked his watch. It was just after eleven.

Spiky snapped his case closed and picked it up. His face looked worn and 

his  eyelids  drooped.  Bradley  got  up  from  his  chair,  his  bones  creaking 

dangerously. A sharp pain shot up through his back and he grimaced.

Walking towards Spiky, he asked, “Am I allowed to clean up now?”
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Spiky nodded. “We’ve dusted everything and lifted every single fingerprint we 

could find.”

Bradley pushed his hands into his pockets. “What happens now?”

“We take  everything  back  to  the  lab  and  try  to  match  the  prints,”  Spiky 

explained.

“How long will that take?”

“Couple of days, maybe longer.”

Bradley frowned. “So long?”

“Unfortunately,” Spiky sounded defensive, “there is a huge backlog.”

Bradley clenched his fists angrily. “And in the meantime, the bastards are on 

the loose?”

Spiky did not reply.

Bradley stared hard at the tired redheaded man.

Spiky returned the stare. “I’m sorry sir. We’ve done our job. There is nothing 

more we can do. We have to wait for the results.”

Bradley backed off. Spiky was right. There was nothing more the forensics’ 

expert could do. He had to give him credit, the guy was still working at eleven 

o’clock at night. 

Bradley shook his head tiredly. How many articles had he written about the 

understaffed and overworked police service in South Africa? Now he was 

experiencing their working conditions first hand. It was not Spiky’s fault. The 

forensic team had done its best.

“Sorry man,” Bradley apologised. “Thanks for coming out.”

Spiky  bowed  his  head  graciously.  “It’s  our  job.  Hopefully  they’ll  find  the 

culprits soon.”
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He turned around and waved to his colleagues to follow him. All  three of 

them sidestepped the household rubble and walked out of the front door. 

Bradley heard car doors slam, an engine start, and a car drive away.

 

CHAPTER 11

All at once, it was quiet. Bradley closed the front door and leaned his back 

against the dark wood. Staring at the chaos in front of him, he contemplated 

his next move. 

What  was of  immediate  importance  and what  could  wait  until  tomorrow? 

What did he need to do now? What could he live without for a few hours? 

Bradley sighed despondently. Everywhere he looked, he saw spots of fine 

powdery dust clinging to surfaces. The whole place looked as if ten cats had 

walked over his broken furniture with small paws covered in cake flour. 

Suddenly, it dawned on him that he had no clean clothes. What would he 

wear tomorrow to meet Lauren? He desperately wanted to look good. 

Slowly Bradley walked down the passage, colourful broken glass and fine 

china crunching under his feet. He stopped at the bedroom door and looked 

with dismay at his clothes strewn across the room. His cupboard was bare. 

Not  one  item had  remained  on  a  hanger  or  shelf.  A  green  T-shirt  hung 

peculiarly over a bedside lamp and a pair of jeans was jammed between the 

cupboard doors. His blue sheet and duvet cover were crumpled up in one 

corner, carelessly covering pairs of shoes.
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Bradley  walked  into  his  maroon  tiled  bathroom.  The  bright  yellow  plastic 

washing basket was jammed between the wall and toilet and he had to use 

some  force  to  free  it.  Holding  the  basket  in  his  arm,  he  surveyed  the 

nightmare. 

With consternation Bradley realised that he couldn’t have a shower or go for 

a pee until he had unblocked the toilet bowl and shower outlet. Holding the 

washing basket tighter, he swore loudly and stormed back into his bedroom, 

painfully bumping his shoulder on the doorframe. 

Bradley went down on his knees and began the tedious task of piling his 

clothes into heaps. Crawling around on the floor, he collected his garments. 

His underwear went into one pile, his white and blue button-down shirts into 

another, his suit pants behind him and his jackets in a heap to his left. His 

shoes were shoved into a corner; he would sort through them later. 

Placing  his  garments  in  individual  piles,  Bradley  noticed  that  they  were 

neither torn nor especially dirty. The burglars were obviously not interested in 

destroying his clothes - it seemed they were only out to make his life more 

difficult. Nevertheless, he dropped all his shirts into the washing basket and 

went  through  to  the  kitchen,  hoping  that  his  washing  machine  was  still 

working.

Bradley stopped at the kitchen door. There was no possibility of working in 

that mess. He put the overflowing clothes’ basket down and stepped carefully 

onto the sticky gum-like coating on the floor. Opening a tall cupboard, he saw 

with relief his broom and bucket. 
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Holding the broom tightly, he pushed the bristles with firm strokes across the 

floor, trying to sweep the pink goo into a corner. After a few minutes, he gave 

up.  He was making  things worse  than ever.  The tiles  were covered with 

layers  of  thick  stuff,  stubbornly  sticking  to  the  tiles,  refusing  to  be  swept 

away. Without hot water and soap he had no chance of returning his kitchen 

to any kind of normality. 

Leaving the broom to stand against the wall, Bradley bent down to inspect 

his washing machine. He opened the door, put his hand inside and spun the 

drum. It turned with ease. Satisfied that the washing machine might still be 

working, he loaded his clothes. Bradley checked for washing powder in the 

cupboard under the sink - the cupboard was empty. 

Searching  for  the  box,  he  found the  empty  green container  on  the  floor. 

Angrily Bradley kicked it into a corner, where it landed, spilling its last bit of 

soapy powder. 

“Shit,” he growled. “Damn it!”

Clenching  his  fists,  he  tried  to  control  his  fury.  He  was  ready  to  punch 

somebody’s face. Staring at  the kitchen walls, Bradley saw again the red 

tomato sauce streaks. His gaze wandered through the kitchen door into the 

lounge. Nothing was in one piece. Nothing had been left alone; absolutely 

nothing. 

Questions started to race through his mind, chasing one another frantically 

like puppies trying to catch their own tails. Who the hell were these burglars? 

What on earth did they want from him? Why did they have to destroy his 

home? Why did they have to create such chaos? 
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Forcing his anger to subside, Bradley checked his watch. It  was close to 

midnight. Where on earth was he going to find washing powder at this time of 

night? No washing powder meant no clean clothes. 

Annoyed, he pulled at his T-shirt. Looking closely, Bradley saw dark marks 

staining the material. Leaning against the kitchen counter, he closed his eyes 

glumly.

How could he face Lauren wearing these tatty clothes? He couldn’t afford to 

look scruffy when he met her. He just couldn’t afford to mess up!

Exhausted, Bradley sunk down on to his haunches. The smell of sugar mixed 

with baking powder, cake flour and washing powder rose up into his nostrils, 

making him sneeze. The concoction however, seemed to clear his mind. New 

energy flooded through him and he came to a decision. 

Bradley nodded to himself. Yes, that’s what he would do: he would clean up 

the rest of the house in his already dirty clothes and tomorrow morning he 

would buy a new pair of jeans and a new T-shirt before meeting Lauren.

Armed with a couple of black dustbin bags, Bradley made his way back to the 

bathroom. Although his stomach heaved as he fished out the soaked toilet 

paper from the bowl, he managed to clear the pipes. The wet, torn towels 

clogging the shower outlet also went into the plastic bag. At least now he 

would be able to take a shower and have a pee.

Back in his bedroom, Bradley pushed the base and slashed mattress upright 

against the wall. Rummaging on the top shelf of his cupboard, he found his 

old blow-up mattress and worn sleeping bag.  The manual  pump was still 

there.  Working  with  even  strokes,  he  pumped  up  the  mattress,  hoping 
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fervently that the air would not leak through a hidden hole in the middle of the 

night.  He spread his sleeping bag over the camping mattress and looked 

appreciatively at his makeshift bed. It was not as comfortable as his spring 

mattress, but he had a place to put his head that night. 

But when Bradley climbed into his makeshift bed, sleep would not come. He 

tossed  and  turned.  Pictures  of  his  destroyed  home  played  like  a  movie 

behind his closed eyes, one scene more horrid than the next. 

Disturbing thoughts of men wearing black ski-masks, holding guns against 

his head, threatening him with knives and trying to bludgeon him to death 

with  baseball  bats,  rushed  through  his  mind.  After  what  seemed  like  an 

eternity, he fell into a restless sleep.

The  sound  of  his  cell  phone  alarm  woke  him.  Groggily,  Bradley  looked 

around, wondering why he was lying on the floor, curled up in a sleeping bag. 

Then it all came back to him and he groaned. Remembering the night before, 

a rush of chores crowded his mind. He untangled his body and got up. 

Reluctant to put on last night’s grubby clothes, Bradley peered at the pile of 

jeans in the corner of his room. He took a tentative step towards the heap. 

The thought of somebody having touched his clothes with their grimy hands 

repulsed him;  it  made his  skin  crawl.  His  privacy  had been invaded and 

nothing felt like his own any longer. 

Bending down Bradley rifled through the pile and found a pair of reasonably 

clean jeans. Scrupulously, he checked the pair from top to bottom, turning 

them around and upside down. He shook the jeans and inspected the zip. 

Finally deciding that they were acceptable for now, he put them on. Bradley 
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went  through the  same process  with  his  T-shirts  before  selecting  one  to 

wear. 

The chaos in his lounge made him soon forget about his queasiness over 

wearing  clothes which  had  been touched  by  a  stranger.  Making  his  way 

carefully around the wrecked furniture, Bradley stopped at the window and 

pulled back the heavy cream-coloured curtains. 

In the early morning light, the devastation was even more pronounced than 

the  previous  evening.  Every  small  space  on  the  floor  was  covered  with 

broken items.  Shiny glass pieces mingled with dull  wood splinters on the 

beige  tiles.  Black  thin  electric  cables  snaked  under  upturned  chairs  and 

oyster-coloured sofa cushions. Blue, green and red canvas strips from his 

paintings hung limply down white washed walls.  The place looked as if  a 

bomb had hit it. 

An hour later, Bradley had carried most of the damaged furniture outside. To 

his delight he found the telephone and discovered that his stereo system was 

still working, although somebody had stepped deliberately on the amplifier. 

His hands were black with grime and sweat trickled down his back. On two 

occasions Bradley had had to remove tiny glass shards from his fingers, and 

his arms were covered with angry red scratch marks from carrying the broken 

furniture outside.

Standing in his lounge Bradley looked at the progress he had made. He had 

done well: the townhouse was clear of the mess. There was only one more 

place to sort out. 
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Bradley took a deep breath and mentally prepared himself to confront his 

beloved  study.  Slowly,  he  opened  the  door,  peered  into  the  room  and 

gasped. The destruction resembled the aftermath of a hurricane. 

Bradley rubbed his face leaving a streak of black dirt on his cheek, and finally 

walked reluctantly into the room. Pushing ripped magazines and books aside 

with his feet, he made his way to the overturned desk and chair. Once he 

had cleared even more torn paper away, Bradley was able to move his table 

back into an upright position. To his joy, his leather swivel chair and halogen 

desk lamp were not broken. He stacked the smashed pine shelves into one 

corner and started on the magazines, books and loose papers. An hour later, 

the reading material was lying in neat piles against the walls. 

Tired,  his  muscles  hurting  from  bending,  Bradley  sat  down  in  his  chair, 

stretched his legs and scanned the room critically. It did not look that bad any 

longer. His books were mostly intact, only thrown about. A few had broken 

spines, but those could be mended. No pages had been ripped out, which is 

what mattered most. Some of his CDs were badly scratched, but not cracked. 

A pile of loose papers had been torn into pieces, but these were old articles 

he had written and the missing sections could be replaced. 

Bradley swivelled his chair towards his desk and put his hands flat on the 

scratched  surface.  A  frown  appeared  on  his  forehead.  Something  was 

missing. He stared at his desk for a while and then it struck him: where was 

his laptop?

Wheeling his chair around, he scrutinised the room again. There were no 

hidden spaces.  The cupboard was empty and the books,  magazines and 

papers were all stacked neatly into piles against the walls. He turned back 
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and checked the drawers of his desk, opening one after the other. Bradley 

remembered distinctly that he had left the laptop on his desk, but he needed 

to be certain. After opening and closing each drawer a number of times, he 

decided that  his  laptop was definitely  missing.  And where was his  digital 

camera? 

So, Bradley thought, the intruders have actually taken something.

He leaned back in his chair, stretched his long legs and stared out of the 

window. Absentmindedly, he watched some sparrows hopping on the white-

washed boundary wall.

Why did they only take his laptop and digital camera and leave all the other 

electronic and electrical items behind, he wondered? His stereo system was 

worth much more than his laptop and digital camera. 

And  his  laptop  was  password  protected,  making  it  basically  useless  to 

anyone wanting to buy it off the street. They would have to re-format the hard 

drive  and reload all  the  programs before  they  could  work  on  it.  What  in 

heaven’s name did they want with it? And his digital camera? It was neither 

state of the art nor overly expensive. One could buy one in every retail store. 

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. 

They could have it. All his data was backed up on CDs and the insurance 

company was bound to pay up. He would be recompensed for his loss. 

Leaning forward, Bradley put his elbows on the desk and a small smile pulled 

at  the corners of  his mouth. Secretly,  he was relieved that he had finally 

found  something  that  the  burglars  had  taken.  The  knowing  looks  and 

comments  passed  between  the  detectives  and  the  forensics  squad  had 

worried him more than he wished to admit. 
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There you go, Bradley reasoned, it was only an ordinary burglary after all.

The telephone’s faint ringing tone reached Bradley’s study. Stiffly, he got up 

from his chair and walked along the now relatively clean passageway into his 

lounge. He had placed the instrument on a narrow windowsill  close to an 

upturned  couch.  The  sun  shone  warmly  into  the  room  and  small  dust 

particles floated in  the air.  Picking up the receiver with his  one hand,  he 

opened the patio doors with his other. Fresh crisp air rushed into the lounge.

“Hello,” he said.

Bradley heard a faint hum on the other end of the line.

“Hello,” he said again.

There were distant voices, but he could not make out what they were saying. 

“Hello?”

The noise subsided and the faint hum returned. Bradley moved the receiver 

away from his ear and looked at it. Maybe the telephone itself was broken? 

He shook the handset a couple of times, but he heard no loose parts rattling 

around in the device. 

Holding the receiver back against his ear, Bradley shouted, “Hello! Anybody 

there?”

All at once, Bradley heard some breathing.

“Lauren? Is that you?”

The breathing increased, but nobody answered.

Bradley became more irritated by the second. “Damn it! Anybody there?”

Suddenly  the  breathing  disappeared  and  the  faint  hum returned.  Angrily, 

Bradley slammed the receiver down. 
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“Assholes playing games,” he muttered under his breath.

Turning his back on the phone, Bradley made his way into the bathroom. He 

scrubbed his hands, working up a soapy froth, washing off the grime. His 

face  was  dripping  with  water  when  he  heard  the  telephone  ring  again. 

Groaning loudly, Bradley looked for a towel, but there was none.

The telephone continued to ring.

“Damn,” he swore again, and pulled the hem of his T-shirt up, wiping his face 

dry.

With quick steps, Bradley returned to the lounge, grabbed the receiver from 

the telephone set and pressed it against his ear.

“Hello,” he shouted.

“Hello, Brad.”

The familiar voice stopped him short. 

“Ohh ... hello Alex,” he stammered.

“Have I caught you at a bad time?” 

“No. Why do you ask?”

Alex chuckled. “You shouted into the phone.”

Bradley kept quiet for a moment. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s not been my best day.”

“Why?”

Bradley inhaled deeply. “It’s a long story. You don’t want to hear it.”

“Try me,” Alex encouraged him.

Bradley rubbed his forehead thoughtfully. 

“What’s up?” his friend asked.
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Bradley hesitated for a moment. He did not really want to burden Alex with 

the problems in his life, but then he took a deep breath. 

“They broke into my house yesterday,” he said. “After I left you, I came home 

to find my place totally wrecked.”

There  was a  short  silence on the  other  end.  Then Alex asked worriedly, 

“What do you mean ‘totally wrecked’. And who are they?”

Bradley leaned his shoulder against the patio door and stared out into the 

garden. 

“The place is totally destroyed,” he replied eventually. “They, whoever they 

are, smashed my furniture, the couches, my dining room set and the coffee 

table. They ripped the bed into pieces and cut up my paintings. The bastards 

opened the kitchen cupboards and threw all the food on the floor. My meat 

was left to defrost on a pile of sugar and flour.”

Anger  threatened to  choke him once again.  Bradley stared at  the almost 

empty lounge and tried to control his fury.

“The  skunks  even  smeared  tomato  sauce  all  over  the  kitchen  walls  and 

ripped my stereo from the wall unit. They actually stomped on it,” he shouted.

Closing his eyes, he slid down onto his haunches.

“I’m sorry,” he heard Alex’s voice. “It sounds really bad.”

“Well…”

“Do you need help?” his friend asked. “Do you want me to come over?”

A  tiny  smile  spread  over  Bradley’s  face.  His  anger  slowly  dissipated  on 

hearing his friend’s suggestion. Alex’s genuine concern felt like balm on an 

open wound. What would he do without his friend?
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“Don’t worry,” Bradley replied opening his eyes. “I’ve cleaned up most of the 

mess.” He paused, then he said, “I must admit it all looks quite sad.”

“Will you be okay?” Alex asked worriedly.

Bradley got back up from his haunches and stretched his legs. “Yeah,” he 

replied. “Yeah. I’ll be alright. I’m sure the insurance company will pay for the 

damage. I mean, the premiums cost enough every month.”

“Let’s hope so for your sake,” Alex grunted on the other end of the line. 

There was a short lull in their conversation. 

After a while, Bradley asked light-heartedly, “How come you phoned me? Did 

you have a premonition?”

“No,” Alex replied. “Not at all. And I’m sorry to add to your troubles.”

Bradley eyes narrowed. His friend did not sound happy at all. “What’s up,” he 

asked.

“Your feature …”

“What about my feature?”

Alex hesitated, then he blurted out, “They stopped the article for this week’s 

edition.”

Bradley groaned involuntarily.

“I’m sorry.”

He noted that this was the second time that his friend had apologized within 

the same conversation.

Pursing his lips, Bradley asked, “Why did they stop it?”

He could see the shrug of Alex’s shoulders. “I’ve got not idea,” he said. “All I 

know is that they pulled the plug.”
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Bradley’s forehead creased with a deep frown. “Who pulled the plug?”

There was silence on the other side.

“Alex,” he repeated, “who pulled the plug?”

He heard his friend breathing in deeply. “Tim Motsepe.”

“Oh shit!” Bradley burst out.

“Yep.”

“That asshole!”

“Yep, again,” Alex said.

“Anything I can do about it?”

His friend’s laugh sounded bitter. “I don’t think so.”

“Why did he stop it? Who does he want to impress this time?” His sarcasm 

was not lost on Alex.

“You’re asking the wrong person,” Alex replied tiredly.

“I know he had it in for me, but I’m not even working at the paper any longer.”

His friend did not reply. 

Bradley pushed his  hand through his  hair  and stared  out  of  the window. 

Nothing was going right at the moment. Everything was falling apart. What 

had he done to deserve this? First his townhouse was ransacked and then 

his article was pulled. He had spent three harrowing days in Angola to get a 

good story, now it wasn’t even going to be printed. 

Squinting at the bright sunlight, Bradley asked, “Did they say if they’re going 

to run the article at all?”

“They made the usual noises,” Alex replied. “They said that it would come out 

at a later stage.”

“But nothing definite. No date? Nothing?”
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“Nope.”

Bradley felt  his chest tighten. “Are they at least going to pay my expense 

claim?” 

“Sure. You don’t have to worry about that,” Alex assured him.

“Great,” he replied venomously. “At least they honour their debts.”

Bradley played with the black telephone cord, wrapping and unwrapping it 

around his index finger. Watching a brown Christmas beetle which was trying 

to crawl over the window ledge, he realised that his mind was in turmoil. His 

thoughts were scattered and he seemed incapable of stringing them together 

for longer than a few seconds. Alex’s voice drew him back to reality.

“What are you thinking?”

“Nothing,” Bradley replied distractedly. “I presume … it’s just all a bit much at 

the moment. And the news about the feature is a real blow.”

Alex sighed on the other end. “Hang in there,” he said kindly. “And if you 

need me, give me a call or pop around.”

Bradley nodded. “Sure.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything about your article.”

“Yeah … thank you.”

“Speak to you soon?” his friend said worriedly.

“Yep,” Bradley replied trying to sound cheerful. “Thanks for letting me know.”

Bradley replaced the receiver, but did not move away from the telephone. His 

anger resurfaced and he banged his fist against the wall. Tim Motsepe had 

stopped his feature article, the story he had been working on for almost a 

week. What a bastard! The useless guy was unable to write five sensible 
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words on a piece of paper,  but had the nerve to stop his story.  And this 

wasn’t only a story for the paper; this was also a stepping-stone to restoring 

his  relationship  with  Lauren!  How  dare  the  idiot  sabotage  his  future 

happiness! 

But deep down Bradley knew that there was nothing he could do about it. It 

did not matter how long he stood at the window silently ranting and raving, 

nothing  would  change  the  situation.  His  article  would  not  appear  in  this 

week’s edition. 

Bradley  also  understood  only  too  well  that  he  would  have  no  success 

approaching  Motsepe’s  superiors.  The  fat  man  was  so  high  up  in  the 

hierarchy  of  the  paper  that  those  who  were  in  charge  of  him  followed 

Motsepe’s judgement implicitly.

Bradley reminisced and for a short moment he was back at the newspaper 

office. His first image was of the fat man’s sweaty bald head bobbing down a 

grubby  passage.  He  still  hated  the  fat  man’s  obnoxious  attitude  with  a 

vengeance.

It was impossible to count how many run-ins Bradley had had with Motsepe - 

on a daily basis. Motsepe had tried to sabotage Bradley whenever he could, 

making  ridiculous  suggestions,  editing  whole  sections  out  of  his  articles, 

doubting credible sources, undermining his reputation, or just simply losing 

his documents so that they could not be traced before the deadline expired.

Most of the time Bradley had put the man in his place, but each time Bradley 

knew he was digging his own grave a little deeper. During all those years 

Motsepe had nothing on him personally, thus forcing the fat man to live with 
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his adversary. But he had made Bradley’s life very difficult. So when Philip 

Tanner died and left Bradley a huge inheritance, the opportunity to quit was 

handed to him on a silver platter. Obviously, Motsepe believed that Bradley’s 

resignation was his own personal victory. 

On Bradley’s last day, Motsepe lurked in the shadows, grinning his greasy 

smile, not bothering to hide the fact that he was checking Bradley’s every 

move. He was determined that Bradley would not take even a paper clip from 

the company. Bradley had refrained from punching Motsepe’s face, weighing 

up that his hand might hurt more than the pain he was likely to inflict on 

Motsepe. 

On his way out, Motsepe had the audacity to hold out his hand in farewell. 

Bradley had looked at the hand, had looked Motsepe in the eye, and had 

walked out without saying a single word. Bradley had hoped that he would 

never ever encounter Motsepe again, but fate had other plans. 

Now he was faced with  Motsepe again,  who had even more power than 

before, since Bradley was only a freelance journalist without the company’s 

backing. 

Although smarting, Bradley realised it was a waste of time dwelling on the 

issue.  Motsepe’s  time  would  come.  In  the  meantime,  Bradley  had  more 

important things to do.

Checking his watch, Bradley was reminded that time was running out. He still 

had to buy new clothes before he met Lauren. Inspecting his jeans and T-

shirt, he decided they would do for the next hour or so. Securing the patio 

doors and making sure that the lever was locked tight, Bradley picked up his 
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keys, wallet and cell  phone from the kitchen counter and locked the front 

door behind him.

It was a beautiful morning. Warm sunrays danced through the air caressing 

flowers and shrubs alike. The sky was a hazy blue and far away. Bradley 

drove down to the gate and stopped at the guardhouse. The guard leaned 

out of his window and Bradley opened his car door.

“Morning, Jonas,” Bradley greeted him with a friendly smile.

“Morning, sir.”

Bradley  cleared  his  throat  noisily.  “Jonas,”  he  said.  “You  know  what 

happened to my place yesterday?”

The guard straightened the jacket of his uniform and stood to attention. “Yes, 

sir. Somebody broke into your house. The cops told me.”

Bradley arched an eyebrow. “And what did you tell the cops?”

Jonas scratched behind his ear. “I’ve seen nothing, sir. I was here all day, but 

I’ve seen nothing.”

“You’ve seen nothing,” Bradley repeated, more to himself than to the guard. 

His  reply  was more  or  less  what  the  detectives  had predicted  the  guard 

would  say.  Nevertheless,  Bradley  needed  to  make  sure  that  Jonas  was 

telling the truth.

Fixing Jonas with a stern look, he asked. “Did you see any strange cars?”

“No, sir,” the guard replied shaking his head. “Everybody was out at work. 

Only Miss Myer’s and the baby was here.”

“Are you sure?” Bradley probed.
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Thinking hard for a moment, Jonas hitched up his pants. “In the afternoon, 

Mrs Weatherby’s son was here,” he finally declared. “And Mr Pikes had some 

stuff delivered, but there was nobody else.”

“Were there any pedestrians?” Bradley asked.

Jonas looked at  him with wide eyes and Bradley realised that he had to 

rephrase his questions.

“Were there any people on foot …. walking?”

The guard frowned with the effort to remember. Eventually he said, “No one 

came. Only the boy with the newspapers.”

Bradley  sighed  despondently.  It  was  obvious  that  he  wouldn’t  get  a 

satisfactory response from the guard. 

“Am I in trouble, sir?” Jonas asked worriedly.

Bradley smiled reassuringly. “No, Jonas,” he said. “You are not in trouble.”

The guard relaxed visibly. 

Bradley closed his car door and shifted into first gear. Waving to Jonas, he 

let the car roll forward slowly.

“Have a good day, sir,” Jonas called eagerly.

“You too,” Bradley replied and drove out of the gate.

Making  his  way  through  the  quiet  suburb,  Bradley  wondered  again  why 

Jonas had not seen any strangers enter the complex, and why he had not 

noticed anything untoward. 

Maybe Jonas had been threatened by the intruders or he had received a 

bribe,  as the  cops had suggested.  Maybe it  was a conspiracy.  Bradley’s 

forehead creased with a frown. On the other hand, even if Jonas did help 

“them”, he would never be able to prove it. 
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Bradley turned into William Nicol Drive and joined the mid-morning traffic. 

Soon he was stuck on the bridge over the N1 highway. As usual, the four-

lane  road  was  congested  with  vehicles,  and  immediately  hawkers 

approached  his  stationary  car  with  their  wares.  He  shook  his  head  in 

response and refused to make eye contact. 

Once  across  the  bridge,  Bradley  passed  the  huge  brown  buildings  of 

Montecasino,  a  hotel  and  casino  inappropriately  named after  the  original 

Monte  Cassino,  a  15th century Benedictine place  of  worship  destroyed in 

World War II. The copy’s walls were painted trompe l’oeil, revealing peeling 

plaster and raw bricks. Fake wooden shutters were mounted next to artificial 

windows.  Square  towers,  poorly  impersonating  an  old  fortress,  rose  in 

uneven intervals along the structure. 

Bradley left  the casino behind and about  two kilometres further down the 

road he approached Fourways Mall shopping centre. The building occupied 

three city blocks and was surrounded by small  dusty trees, sand covered 

shrubs  and  paved  parking  lots.  The  sun  reflected  off  hundreds  of  tightly 

parked cars, creating a colourful metallic carpet. No windows were visible on 

the outside of the shopping mall and the burnt-orange face bricks enhanced 

the image of a huge rectangular cube squatting in a low valley. 

Turning  left,  Bradley  followed  the  road  and  drove  into  the  shadowy 

underground parking lot. He circled the crowded area a couple of times until 

he found an empty parking space. Squeezing his Audi in-between a grey 

painted pillar  and a red BMW convertible,  Bradley let  out a small  sigh of 

relief. For a moment, he had been afraid that he was going to have to leave 
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his car outside in the hot sun. It would be no fun getting into his car after it 

had been heated up to fifty degrees centigrade or more.

Together with a handful of other shoppers, Bradley stepped out of the lifts on 

the second floor and walked briskly through the friendly well-lit  tiled mall. 

Pleasant pop music floated softly from speakers hidden in the ivory coloured 

ceiling far above him. A cool air-conditioned breeze gave him goose bumps, 

but he welcomed the chill. 

Knowing  exactly  where  he  wanted  to  go,  Bradley  manoeuvred  his  way 

around  a  large  group  of  grey-haired  pensioners  on  a  Saturday  morning 

outing. Stooped men in brown cardigans and corduroys stood closely beside 

ladies  wearing  their  best  Sunday  dresses,  clutching  their  bags  tightly, 

chatting excitedly and walking slowly while peering into shop windows. 

Hurrying  along,  Bradley  avoided  collisions  with  young  harried-looking 

mothers wearing flat shoes, shorts and T-shirts, their faces pinched, pushing 

squeaking  trolleys  filled  to  the  brim,  while  trying  to  control  their  unruly 

offspring. 

Bradley passed fashionably dressed couples in their  late twenties holding 

hands,  taking a leisurely  stroll,  and teenagers wearing takkies,  jeans and 

colourful T-shirts, listening to MP3s and portable CD players, all  the while 

ragging and jostling each other. Bradley made his way past a crowded coffee 

shop, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee floating towards him, and caught a 

glimpse of delicious looking pastries, cakes and pies - making his stomach 

grumble. He rushed around a crowd of small  Chinese visitors standing in 

front of a Persian carpet shop, their voices sounding like faint chirps of baby 

birds.
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Eventually,  Bradley  entered  Malcom’s,  an  upmarket  men’s  store  offering 

fashionable casual clothes and elegant, understated business attire. With a 

quiet chuckle, he remembered it was Lauren who had introduced him to this 

particular shop.

In his line of work Bradley had given up wearing business suits long ago. 

Apart  from  being  expensive,  suits  were  also  uncomfortable.  Early  in  his 

career  as  a  journalist  he  believed  that  a  business  suit  reflected 

professionalism, but Bradley soon realised that the people who he wanted to 

interview were suspicious of him when he arrived in his Boss suit and Italian 

loafers polished to a high shine. 

Attending  community  meetings  as  a  reporter  dressed  to  the  nines  was 

inappropriate: poor black people stared at him or dismissed him with sullen 

looks and village chiefs were often downright hostile. Black male community 

members arrived at the meetings wearing old shiny trousers, worn leather 

shoes  and  polyester  shirts  with  frayed  collars.  Women  dressed  in  faded 

simple cotton dresses and open shoes.

Meetings were normally low-key affairs, held in a church or a dilapidated hall. 

A councillor would address the people living in an area at the fringes of a 

wealthy suburb and talk about a proposed new low-cost housing complex. 

Ward councillors would inform the community about the rising crime rate in 

the area and try to elicit the suburbanites’ participation in the fight against 

crime.  Other  government  officials  would  listen  to  a  mantra  of people’s 

grievances: a lack of housing, a lack of ablution and sewage amenities and a 

lack of education facilities.
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In  the  beginning,  community  members  were  unable  to  decide  where 

Bradley’s loyalty lay. Did he attend meetings to gather information on their 

grievances or  was he a spy for  some kind of  government agency or  big 

corporation? Poor and often living illegally on the land where they had built a 

hut made them vulnerable. The fear of losing their few possessions because 

an owner or company had decided that  they wanted their  land back was 

foremost in their minds. A forceful removal by the infamous ‘Red Ants’, an 

organisation engaged by municipalities to evict illegal squatters, destroying 

anything in their path like a troop of Matabele ants, was possible at all times.

Bradley knew that it was important for him to establish a rapport with these 

people if he wanted to get good stories, and wearing suits wasn’t going to 

help him. Old takkies, faded jeans and plain T-shirts was the wiser choice. 

After a while they accepted his presence and a few months later they began 

talking to him, passing on information and letting him in on their way of life. 

Obviously the trust they developed between each other was not only based 

on  the  kind  of  clothes  he  wore,  but  Bradley  thought  that  it  played  an 

important role; fitting in and adapting was imperative to his job. Since those 

days, his typical outfit for the day consisted of takkies, jeans and T-shirts.

When Bradley met Lauren, she was horrified to find that his cupboard was 

filled with casual clothes and that his suits had become a feast for moths and 

silverfish. Bradley tried to explain to her that he did not need fancy clothes 

and the suits he required for high level meetings were still  in good order. 

Lauren had given him a sub-zero look, and wisely he had kept his mouth 

shut.
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One Saturday  morning  she  took  him to  Malcolm’s  in  Fourways Mall  and 

made him buy a whole new wardrobe. Bradley admitted that she had good 

taste and he enjoyed the shopping spree thoroughly. Lauren even made him 

buy a couple of suits. He did not mind, because even if he had to say so 

himself, he looked good.

When  Bradley  entered  the  hushed  atmosphere  of  Malcom’s,  he  nodded 

reassuringly at the shop attendant, who affected a nonchalant look though 

she was puzzled by his dirty clothes. Walking past displays of colourful T-

shirts  and  plain  cashmere  sweaters,  tall  racks  holding  the  latest  fashion 

business  suits  in  muted  greys,  black  and  blue,  his  eye  caught  the  new 

summer colours. 

Bradley stopped and rifled through shirts hanging on a waist-high rotating 

stand. He could not help grimacing when he saw an orange shirt with thick 

white stripes. It might be this season’s height of fashion, but it was a bit bright 

for his taste.  Bradley knew he was safe choosing a thin striped blue and 

white button down-shirt made of soft cotton. Holding is up against his chest, 

he looked for a mirror and took a step back. Instantly Bradley felt the foot of 

another shopper under his own.

Turning around, he blurted, “I’m sorry.”

The shopper lifted up a black Italian loafer and scrunched up his face.

“I’m sorry,” Bradley said again.

He gave him a quick once over. The man was in his early forties, of medium 

height with a slim and trim body. His pale eyes were an icy blue and a pair of 

expensive sunglasses hung from his shirt  pocket.  His sandy hair  was cut 
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short and sported a few silver strands. He wore a casual open-necked cream 

shirt over his dark pleated trousers.

Bradley was about to open his mouth to apologise a third time, when the man 

held up his hand. “No problem,” he said, his voice husky with a faint accent 

which Bradley could not immediately place.

The man took a step back and turned away. Bradley watched him walk with a 

slight limp to the other side of the shop. He shrugged his shoulders. It was 

not his fault that the man had been standing right behind him when he turned 

around. He said he was sorry.

Putting the man out of his mind, Bradley faced the stand again and picked 

out  another  two  shirts.  The racks  stacked high  with  jeans  in  all  sorts  of 

fashionable cuts and various hues of blue caught his eye. Quickly he pulled 

down two classic pairs in his size and walked to the change room. Bradley 

was almost certain that the clothes would fit him, but Lauren had taught him 

to make doubly sure. 

Closing the curtain behind him, Bradley dropped the items on a low chair in 

the corner. He peeled his soiled jeans off his legs and pulled the new jeans 

over his hips. The pair was like a second skin. Taking the old T-shirt off and 

pushing his  arms through the short  sleeves of  his  new shirt,  he admired 

himself in the mirror. 

Pleased  with  what  he  saw,  Bradley  decided  to  wear  his  new  clothes 

immediately. He crunched his old clothes into a ball, hung the other items 

over his arm, opened the curtain and walked across the dark brown carpet to 

the till.
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The young woman at the till produced a pair of scissors and cut off the labels. 

Bradley paid with his credit card and walked out of the shop, ready to meet 

Lauren, feeling like a million dollars.

CHAPTER 12

With  his  two  plastic  bags  swinging  by  his  side,  Bradley  walked  jauntily 

through the mall. The shopping centre was crowded and a soft hum drifted in 

the cool air. A flower shop tempted him with its metal buckets overflowing 

with red, pink and orange roses, yellow daffodils,  dark ruby giant daisies, 

pale carnations and orange strelitzias - the majestic crane flower. Bradley 

stopped in his tracks and looked admiringly at the beauty spread out before 

him.  Sweet  flower  scent  drifted  towards  him and made him slightly  light-

headed. 

With sudden clarity Bradley remembered that at least once a week a fresh 

flower arrangement had appeared on the sideboard in his lounge. It was a 

small thing, which he had never taken any particular notice of. After all, he 

was a man, and men did not place any particular value on flowers, except 

when they wanted to woo a woman. 

Standing  in  front  of  the  sea  of  flowers,  Bradley  pictured  the  beautiful 

bouquets Lauren had placed regularly into vases and brass buckets.  Day 

after day she removed the wilting flowers and rearranged the remaining ones 

until it was time to buy a new bunch. 
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Without further hesitation, Bradley walked into the small, but brightly lit shop. 

The  store’s  atmosphere  resembled  that  of  a  greenhouse.  There  where 

flowers everywhere: in battered buckets, in delicate glass vases, in brown 

heavy clay pots, in fancy shaped bins and plain white plastic containers. The 

colours were overwhelming. Bright  red, subtle orange, happy yellow, pale 

lilac and cheeky pink competed with each other, trying to draw his attention.

Slowly  Bradley  turned  full  circle,  having  no  clue  as  to  which  flowers  to 

choose. The shop attendant, a chubby woman in her early fifties wobbled 

away from her cluttered counter and approached him. 

“Can I help you sir?” Her soft voice reminded him of a kind nursery school 

teacher.

Looking around, Bradley nodded tentatively. 

Sensing his uncertainty, she asked, “What would you like?”

Bradley rubbed his nose thoughtfully. What would Lauren like, he wondered. 

He was no flower  expert.  All  of  the  flowers  were  beautiful.  How was he 

supposed to decide?

Tilting her head to one side, the shop attendant looked up at him. “Are they 

for someone special?”

Bradley nodded again. Aren’t flowers always for someone special? He lifted 

his hands helplessly. “I don’t know,” he said. “They are for my girlfriend.”

An amused smile played around her lips. 

“It’s sort of a peace offering,” Bradley mumbled.

Lightly, the woman placed her hand on his arm. “That’s fine,” she said. “I’ll 

find you something that’ll do the trick.”
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The shop attendant pointed to a gorgeous flower display of red and yellow 

roses, white carnations and purple irises, interspersed with dark green fern 

and thin long grass blades. “How about this one?” she suggested.

Bradley pursed his lips appreciatively. The bouquet was indeed beautiful. He 

made his mind up quickly. “Yes,” he said. “I’ll take that one.”

The woman bent down and with surprising ease picked up the flowers. She 

wobbled back to her counter where she wrapped clear cellophane around the 

bouquet and its pale ceramic pot.

Bradley smiled appreciatively. In his opinion, the wrapped flowers resembled 

a work of art. 

Her fingers punched a couple of keys on the till and Bradley pulled out his 

wallet.  Swiping  his  credit  card  through  the  machine  and  signing  the  slip 

completed  the  transaction.  Bradley  picked  up  his  purchase  and  grinned 

happily. 

The lady smiled back at him. “Good luck,” she said.

“Thank you,” he replied and moved towards the door.

Once outside  the  florist,  Bradley  realized  sheepishly  that  he  couldn’t  see 

where he was going. He took a couple of tentative steps, but the gigantic 

bouquet was awkward to hold and blocked his view. Standing still, Bradley 

carefully  shifted  the  arrangement  to  his  left  arm,  the  cellophane  paper 

rustling quietly. He tilted the bouquet somewhat and cold water poured over 

his hand.

“Damn,” he swore loudly. 
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He had forgotten that  the ceramic  pot  was still  filled with  water.  Quickly, 

Bradley placed the flowers on the floor and inspected his new clothes for 

water damage. Only a few drops had spilled onto his shirt. He brushed them 

away with the back of his hand. 

Gazing wistfully at the flowers by his feet, Bradley decided that there was 

only one way of getting the arrangement through the mall and into his car. 

Searching for some means of transport, his eyes roamed over the heads of 

shoppers to a food market on the opposite side of the mall. Battered metal 

trolleys stood in  neat  lines beside the large shop doors.  His  eyes rested 

briefly  on  a  man  who  was  facing  him.  The  shopper  seemed  somewhat 

familiar.  Disregarding  the  man,  Bradley  looked  down  at  the  flower 

arrangement.  Pensively,  he  gnawed on  his  bottom lip.  Fetching  a  trolley 

meant leaving his bouquet unattended on the floor in the mall. By the time he 

got back, his arrangement would probably have grown feet and become a 

present for another lady.

Once more Bradley gazed past people milling in front of the trolley queue on 

the  other  side  of  the  mall.  His  eyes  rested  again  on  the  shopper  now 

standing beside the food store. The man was still looking in his direction. It 

seemed as if he was watching him. 

A frown appeared on Bradley’s forehead. Where had he seen him before? 

The man’s sandy hair, cream-coloured shirt and dark pants looked vaguely 

familiar. Bradley narrowed his eyes, staring at the man, trying to remember 

where he had encountered him before. Suddenly, Sandy Hair turned on his 
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heel  and  walked  into  the  food  store,  quickly  disappearing  from Bradley’s 

view. 

At  once,  Bradley  remembered.  He  had  stepped  on  the  guy’s  foot  while 

buying his clothes at Malcom’s. A crooked smile played around his mouth. 

Surely  Sandy  Hair  was  not  harbouring  a  grudge  and  now  looking  for 

revenge? Bradley chuckled quietly: revenge for stepping on someone’s foot? 

Rejecting the thought as ridiculous, he turned his attention back to the flower 

arrangement. 

Dismissing  the  trolley  idea,  Bradley  bent  down and  picked  up  the  flower 

arrangement.  Holding  it  precariously  in  his  left  arm,  he  peered  carefully 

through the gaps between the flowers and made his  way down the mall 

towards the lifts. 

Bradley approached the coffee shop again. All marble topped tables standing 

in  front  of  the  shop were  occupied.  Waiters  in  starched uniforms  hurried 

about, advising hungry visitors, taking orders and expertly carrying their trays 

to and from the counter.  Briefly,  Bradley thought of  stopping for  a cup of 

coffee and a quick bite to eat. His stomach rumbled loudly. He hadn’t eaten 

anything  since  the  pizza  yesterday.  Slowing  his  pace,  Bradley  peered 

longingly into the coffee shop. The cakes behind the glass counter front were 

definitely  tempting,  and  the  coffee  aroma  wafting  towards  him  smelled 

enticingly. 

Sighing heavily, Bradley checked his watch. It was getting late. There was no 

time for a snack. His stomach rumbled again, almost painfully, and he pulled 

a long face.  A moment later,  his  mood brightened. What  was he worried 

about? In less than half an hour he was going to meet Lauren  and have a 
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slice of cake. He decided that his stomach could wait a few minutes longer. 

With a new smile on his face, he quickened his step. 

While waiting impatiently for a lift  to arrive, Bradley quietly revelled in the 

appreciating looks of the women who passed by. He was not sure if they 

were admiring him, or if it was the flower arrangement, but it did not matter. 

Either way, Bradley had their nod of approval.

Briskly, Bradley made his way along parked cars until he reached his Audi. 

Opening its boot, he gingerly placed the arrangement on the carpeted floor. 

Taking one last look at the beautiful flowers, he shut the lid. 

Eyes glued to  the  rear  view mirror,  Bradley  reversed carefully  out  of  his 

parking spot. 

His foot hit the brakes and his car came to an abrupt stop. Quickly Bradley 

turned  his  head  and  stared  through  the  back  window.  Sandy  Hair  was 

standing a few metres to his left, watching him drive out of the parking. 

“What the hell,” Bradley muttered irritably under his breath. “I’m going to find 

out what you want from me.”

As Bradley’s hand reached for the ignition key, Sandy Hair spun around and 

rapidly walked in the opposite direction, away from Bradley’s Audi, weaving 

his way through parked cars. Within seconds, he was gone, together with 

Bradley’s chance of confronting him.

“Coward,” he mumbled. Then he shrugged his shoulders. Putting his hand 

back on the steering wheel and taking his foot off the brake pedal, Bradley 

reversed out of his parking space. 
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He stopped briefly at the ticket cubicle to pay the few Rand he owed and 

drove out of the underground parking lot into the hot midday sun. Joining the 

traffic  on William Nicol  Drive, Bradley raced down the broad road. It  was 

getting dangerously late and he did not want to let Lauren wait. He overtook 

cars on his right and once he cut off a driver, earning an angry hooting. It 

took him less than twenty minutes to reach Bright Water Commons. Circling 

the  parking  lot,  he  found  a  parking  space  right  in  front  of  the  entrance. 

Juggling the flowers in his arms, Bradley walked into the centre.

A few years ago, Bright Water Commons had been called ‘The Waterfront’. A 

small  creek  flowing  through  the  town  of  Randburg  had  been  dammed, 

creating an artificial lake. A large food store, various clothing shops, a movie 

house, a great variety of restaurants and coffee shops had been built around 

it, enclosing the large body of water and creating a four-city block recreation 

centre, the interior only accessible through two entrances placed on opposite 

sides of  the venue. It  had become the favourite Sunday outing for  young 

couples and families with children. A favourite activity was leaning over the 

lake’s balustrades to feed huge carp swimming aimlessly in murky water. 

Unfortunately, some years later, the water began to rot the foundations of the 

buildings  surrounding  the  lake,  and  engineers  advised  draining  it.  New 

management decided to fill  the large muddy hole with rubble and planted 

grass and small  shrubs on the levelled ground. Pretty thatched rondavels 

were hired out to flea market vendors to sell their wares and narrow, brick-

paved  walkways  snaked  across  landscaped  grounds,  connecting  shops 

across a huge lawn.
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Bradley made his way through a long enclosed entrance area resembling a 

mini mall and joined a handful of people strolling past a food store, a camera 

shop,  several  Autoteller  machines,  a  perfume  shop  and  a  candy  store. 

Bradley smelled roasted nuts as he entered the entertainment area. A small 

boy holding a large ice cream, pink slush dripping off a soggy cone onto his 

blue and red Spiderman T-shirt, nearly walked into him.

The  coffee  shop,  where  he  was  to  meet  Lauren,  was  situated  about  a 

hundred metres to his left, occupying a large paved area bordering on the 

manicured lawn. Huge beige canvas umbrellas shed pleasant shadows over 

round cast  iron tables and chairs  with  soft  rust-coloured cushions.  A few 

elderly  couples  and  single  women meeting  for  lunch  were  seated  at  the 

tables.

Where was Lauren? Bradley checked each face carefully, but was unable to 

see  her  petite  figure  and  long  flowing  hair.  He  looked  at  his  watch  and 

realised with dismay that he was fifteen minutes late. 

Worried  thoughts  tumbled  through  his  mind:  Maybe  she  had  left  already 

because he was not on time? What if she was annoyed with him because he 

hadn’t arrived at the promised hour? 

Anxiously Bradley stepped closer to the entrance of the coffee shop, peering 

through the windows, examining the dim interior, his eyes wandering slowly 

from one table to the next. But she was not inside. 

Bradley wondered what to do. His huge bouquet of flowers was becoming 

heavier by the minute. He hoped that he hadn’t gone to all the trouble of new 

clothes, a flower arrangement, and the risk of a speeding ticket, for nothing. 
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Sudden optimism surged through him. Maybe she was late? Maybe she was 

held up? Maybe a patient had taken longer than anticipated? Maybe there 

had been an emergency?

Hoping that it was Lauren who was late, Bradley approached an empty table, 

placed his flowers on the uneven surface, pulled out a chair and sat down 

heavily. Keeping his back straight and placing his hands flat on the table, he 

faced the mall’s large open entrance and stared with anticipation at every 

person who walked through. 

A young black waiter with a pock-marked face, wearing a white shirt and a 

burgundy bow tie, walked up to his table, politely enquiring if he wanted to 

order. Impatiently, Bradley waved his hand in the air, shushing him away. 

Looking up and seeing the waiter’s disappointed face, Bradley regretted his 

harshness.

”I’m waiting for someone,” he said with a tentative smile.

The waiter  slung  a  white  cloth  over  his  left  arm,  nodded  with  pretended 

understanding and retreated. 

Bradley  continued  to  stare  at  the  entrance.  Minutes  ticked  by  and  his 

optimism vanished rapidly. With every new shopper who stepped around the 

corner his hopes surged, but plummeted as quickly when he saw that they 

were not Lauren. After a while, Bradley slumped in his chair hardly lifting his 

head when another customer walked through the entrance.

Sadly Bradley glanced at the beautiful flowers under the cellophane. He had 

meant so well. Briefly, he contemplated phoning her from his cell phone, but 

rejected the idea. If Lauren had really left because he had been late, then 

she would be too angry to answer her phone. 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 258

His eyes wandered over to the other tables. Bradley envied the patrons who 

were obviously enjoying each other’s company. He felt  alone, abandoned, 

and his heart was heavy. He had messed up again! Why could he never get 

it right? He could not bear the thought of losing Lauren forever. A dark cloud 

settled over him.

Bradley felt the pressure of a hand on his shoulder. Startled, he looked up - 

right into Lauren’s smiling face. He jumped up, bumping his leg painfully on 

the edge of the table in the process. Ignoring the sting, he held out his arms 

to embrace her. Lauren stepped forward and put her slender arms around his 

waist. Bradley squashed her, burying his nose in her silky hair, feeling her 

heart beating against his chest, and promised himself that he would never let 

her go again.

“Sorry I’m late,” Lauren mumbled into his shirt.

Releasing her, Bradley put his hand under her delicate chin and lifted it up. 

Her green eyes sparkled and a huge grin spread across his face.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I would wait for you forever.”

Lauren placed her slim hands flat against his chest, her long fingers playing 

with the buttons of his new shirt. 

“I’m glad you waited,” she said, and he thought he heard relief in her voice.

Bradley let her go and pulled out a chair. Sitting down gracefully and crossing 

her slender legs, Lauren pushed her hair over her right shoulder and tilting 

her head, she gazed at him from under thick long lashes.

“My last patient took longer than anticipated,” she said.

Bradley looked at her expectantly, waiting for her to continue.
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“It was a little boy,” Lauren explained. “He was scared of the needle and it 

took us a while to convince him that it would not kill him.”

Bradley nodded with understanding, but deep down he did not care why she 

was  late.  Slowly  he  sank  into  his  chair,  unable  to  take  his  eyes  off  the 

beautiful creature in front of him. He drank in her tiny freckled nose and her 

sensuous mouth, made to be kissed long and hard. He yearned to drown in 

her green eyes and wanted to run his fingers through her silky blonde hair.

Instead, he placed his hand over hers. Immediately Lauren curled her fingers 

around  his  grip.  Bradley  inhaled  deeply  at  her  touch  and  she  smiled 

reassuringly at him. In an instant, his world was whole again. All his troubles 

were forgotten. He needed her like a tree needed water. Without her, he was 

like a piece of wood drifting on the endless ocean. He had missed her so 

much.

Lauren’s eyes wandered to the huge bouquet on the table and she raised an 

eyebrow questioningly. 

Bradley nudged the flowers towards her. “For the most beautiful woman on 

earth,” he said.

A  smile  danced  around  her  eyes.  “Thank  you,”  she  replied.  “They  are 

gorgeous.”

Bradley felt a sudden knot in his throat. He had almost lost her. Would he be 

able to keep her this time around? Worriedly, he squeezed her hand.

“What’s up?” Lauren asked, sensing his anxiety.

Bradley swallowed hard and croaked, “Are we good again?”
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The right corner of her mouth lifted into a half smile. Bradley watched her 

closely, nervously waiting for her response. Instead of giving him an answer, 

Lauren pulled her hand free and wrapped a strand of her long hair around 

her finger.

Vividly  remembering  one  of  the  reasons  for  their  arguments  in  the  past, 

Bradley blurted out, “I’ve done what you said I should do.”

“What do you mean?” she asked puzzled.

“I got a job,” he replied excitedly. 

Lauren let go of her hair and looked at him sharply. Bradley blushed violently 

under her scrutiny.

“Okay,” he said guiltily. “It was only an assignment, not a full time job, but I 

got busy. I didn’t just sit around the house doing nothing.”

Eager to prove to her that he had taken her seriously, Bradley rambled on. 

“Alex got me an assignment. The paper wanted a feature on refugee kids in 

Angola  and  I  went.  It  took  me  almost  a  week  to  get  all  the  facts  and 

background story together, but I’ve done it. I handed it in yesterday.”

“Angola,” she said with surprise.

Bradley nodded seriously. “It wasn’t easy.”

“Where did you go?”

“Luanda,” he replied.

A small frown appeared on Lauren’s forehead.

Leaning back in his chair, he explained, “I went to a Red Cross station to the 

south of Luanda. Apparently it’s the biggest one in that area.”
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Memories of his recent trip flashed rapidly through his mind and his eyes had 

a  faraway look.  “It’s  situated  right  in  the  middle  of  a  refugee camp.  The 

station consists of only a few army tents, but it’s been there for many years.”

Bradley steepled his fingers thoughtfully. “There were thousands of people. 

They are unimaginably poor and all are literally starving. Most of them were 

women and children and they have absolutely nothing: no place to stay, no 

money, no food, only the clothes on their backs and a few possessions which 

they carry around with them. All of them were seeking medical help and food 

from the Red Cross.”

Lauren sat very still.

“I  saw  the  hospital  tent  where  they  treated  young  kids,  the  victims  of 

landmines. Most of them had lost either one or both of their legs.”

A small gasp escaped Lauren’s mouth.

“You can’t imagine the misery,” he said quietly. “Those kids have no future, 

no hope. They’ve got no home, nobody to care for them. All they’ve got is the 

Red Cross.”

Bradley clenched his jaw tightly. “And all because of an idiotic civil war.”

Sensing his anger and underlying guilt, Lauren took his hand and said, “It’s 

not your fault.”

“I know,” he said sharply. “I’m well aware that the war had nothing to do with 

me.”

He took a deep breath. “It’s just …. the situation is so hopeless and it makes 

me frustrated and angry. The whole countryside is littered with landmines. 

Just walking off a trodden path can get you killed.”
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Remembering the children lying on their metal cots in the oppressive heat, 

Bradley shook his head. “At least those kids in the hospital are well cared for. 

The volunteer staff is marvellous, but they fight a never ending battle. There 

are no funds, hardly any medical supplies and Angolan soldiers make their 

lives very difficult.”

“What do you mean?”

An image of the black soldier who had pointed his automatic weapon at him 

crossed his mind and Bradley swallowed hard. Averting his eyes, he said, 

“When I was there some army trucks arrived, loaded to the top with bags of 

maize meal. Obviously the people went mad. I  thought the food would be 

handed out immediately to the starving women and children.”

Lauren watched him carefully.

Bradley cleared his throat noisily. “Unfortunately the soldiers had other plans. 

They unloaded the bags and stored them in one of the tents.”

“How do you know?”

“I watched them unload the maize meal and followed the line of soldiers to 

the storage tent. I was surprised and thought it unfair that they kept the food 

away from the people. So I took some pictures.”

Lauren looked at him with total disbelief.

Bradley held up his hands. “I know it was foolish and dangerous. Believe me 

I learned my lesson. Those soldiers take nonsense from no one. As soon as 

they spotted me, one of them pinned me down with his automatic weapon. 

He did not care if I was a journalist or the President of South Africa. In his 

opinion, I was not supposed to be in the tent.”

“What happened?” she asked worriedly.
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A crooked smile appeared on his face. “After he inspected my accreditation, 

he decided to let me go, but only after ramming his rifle butt into my stomach 

for good measure.”

Lauren’s eyes went wide.

“I was lucky that he only hit me with his automatic rifle butt,” he said quietly. 

“At one stage I thought he was going to shoot me.”

“Ohh, Bradley.”

Grinning self depreciatingly, he said, “It wasn’t that bad. At least I’m still alive. 

I’m more concerned about all the poor people who were hoping to get some 

of the maize meal and lost out.”

Lauren shook her head. “I’m glad you made it out of there alive. I  wasn’t 

aware that it is that dangerous.”

Bradley rubbed his face. “Unfortunately,  the situation is dismal.  The army 

rules and as you know, those in charge can decide who will be fed and who 

won’t. They might have a democracy, but the soldiers are still very much in 

control. And,” he added, “it’s not only the army, but also rogue elements who 

live in the rural areas and make life miserable for the people.”

Bradley shifted uneasily in his chair, the story of the two murdered Red Cross 

volunteers flashing through his mind. He wondered if he should tell Lauren 

about them, but looking at her worried expression, he decided to leave the 

story well alone. Maybe, he would tell her at a later stage. 

“I feel for the children,” Lauren said, distressed.

Bradley  nodded.  “They  are  my  main  concern.  Their  young  lives  are 

shattered,  destroyed by  a  war  created  by  adults  who are  not  taking  any 

responsibility.”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 264

Her green eyes were sad.

“Maybe my feature will make a small difference,” Bradley said. “Maybe my 

story will  create some awareness and people in  South  Africa might  then 

support the Red Cross’s effort. I know there are already organisations which 

are sweeping for  mines and defusing them. Maybe once people read my 

article, there will be even more support for the people of Angola.”

Knowing from experience that Bradley had a soft spot for children, especially 

children who were suffered, Lauren squeezed his arm softly.

Bradley raised his hands. “I wish I could do more, but all I can do is report on 

the situation.”

“You know that  you have to detach yourself  from the story,”  Lauren said 

quietly.

He  bowed  his  head.  “I  know,  but  it’s  difficult.  Those  kids  are  innocent. 

They’ve  done  nothing  to  deserve  their  fate.  And  for  what?  What  has 

changed? There is no future for them in Angola. They have no family left and 

even if they return to their villages, what are they going to do? The few men 

who are still around can’t tend the fields.” 

Stabbing his finger in the air, he stated passionately, “Millions of landmines 

are buried in the ground and nobody cares. People are starving to death and 

the world shrugs its shoulders.”

Lauren listened intently, without saying a word.

Eventually calming down Bradley sighed again. “The civil war has wrecked 

that country completely and I really don’t know if it will ever come right again.”
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The  waiter  arrived  at  their  table.  Bradley  looked  up  irritated,  but  Lauren 

seemed to welcome the disruption.

“Good afternoon,”  the waiter  said politely,  addressing Lauren. “Would you 

like to order some coffee?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please. I’ll have a café latte and a slice of 

lemon meringue pie.”

Bradley’s stomach grumbled loudly and he realised again how hungry he 

was. Suddenly glad that the waiter had intruded, he smiled kindly. “I’ll have a 

Coke and a bacon and avocado tramazzini.”

Lauren glanced at him with surprise. 

He shrugged his shoulders apologetically. “I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

The  waiter  hurried  off  and  for  a  moment  Bradley’s  eyes  wandered  past 

Lauren’s face towards the mall’s wide entrance. 

He leaned forward and looked at a man leaning against the wall of the candy 

shop at the corner. The man wore a cream-coloured shirt and dark trousers. 

The rim of a black baseball cap was pulled down over his eyebrows, hiding 

his eyes. Casually, he held a bag of popcorn in his right hand, popping the 

deep fried maize into his mouth one bite at a time. It seemed that he was 

waiting for someone, but occasionally he would glance in Bradley’s direction.

“What is it?” Lauren asked.

Bradley  flicked  his  head  towards  the  candy  store  and  said,  “The  man 

standing there, leaning against the wall, I think I’ve seen him before.”

Lauren turned her head and rested the palm of her hand against her cheek. 

She glanced at the man. “And?” she asked.
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Bradley did not reply immediately, but continued to stare at the man. He was 

almost sure that it was Sandy Hair, the man who had followed him around in 

the shopping centre. Although his baseball cap covered his hair, it was not a 

particularly good disguise. A cold shiver ran down his spine. Had Sandy Hair 

followed him here, or was it just a weird coincidence? Bradley decided that 

there was only one way to find out. 

Slowly, not wanting to immediately alarm anyone in the coffee shop and in 

particular Sandy Hair, Bradley pushed his chair back from the table. Moving 

his  feet  into  a  starting  position,  he  tensed  his  calves  and  like  a  spring 

uncoiled, jumped up from his chair. Rounding the table in one smooth move, 

he sprinted towards the candy shop. 

Sandy Hair looked at him startled. A second later, realising that Bradley was 

rushing towards him, he dropped the bag of  popcorn,  spilling puffy  white 

buds  across  the  paving.  Pushing  himself  away  from the  wall,  he  turned 

around  and  started  running  back  through  the  entrance.  Bradley  followed 

close  behind.  He  rounded  the  corner  in  time  to  see  Sandy  Hair  racing 

towards the main entrance. The distance between them increased quickly. 

Before long Bradley’s breath came in short gasps. He wasn’t a one hundred-

metre sprinter. His shoes made an awkward slapping sound on the tiled floor. 

Shoppers stared with surprise and suspicion, but made way for him. 

Too soon Sandy Hair approached the double glass doors on the far end of 

the Bright Water Commons entrance and Bradley knew that he would lose 

the  guy once he had made it  out  into  the  parking  area.  Bradley  pushed 

himself harder. His heart pounded in his throat and blood pulsed in his ears. 
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Sweat trickled down his temples and into his eyes. Sandy Hair pushed the 

door open and in a flash, he was through. 

Bradley  came  up  to  the  doors.  He  threw  himself  against  the  aluminium 

frames and the doors flung open with  a  loud crash.  Racing out  onto the 

pavement, he looked around wildly. Craning his neck, Bradley tried to look 

past vans, trucks and cars, but Sandy Hair was gone. 

“Damn,” he swore angrily.

He bent down, and resting his hands on his knees, caught his breath. 

A short while later, his breathing steadied. Wiping sweat from his forehead, 

Bradley made his way down the first row of vehicles, carefully checking the 

spaces between the cars. The sun stung his face and incredible heat rose 

from the black tar, burning through the soles of his shoes. Bradley reached 

the  end  of  one  row  of  vehicles  and  turned  around,  scanning  the  area 

between parking lot and mall. No one in sight wore a black baseball cap. And 

no one had light coloured hair. Sandy Hair had disappeared! 

Disappointed and frustrated Bradley asked himself what the hell was going 

on. He checked the parking lot once again, but could see no one who even 

remotely resembled Sandy Hair.

Slowly Bradley made his way back to the coffee shop. Stepping out of the 

shady  arcade  into  the  hot  sun,  he  walked  past  the  candy  store,  smiling 

lopsidedly at Lauren as he approached their table. Exhausted, he dropped 

into the chair next to her and gratefully grabbed his cold drink. Water droplets 

ran  down the  glass,  wetting  his  hand.  Bradley  drank  with  big  gulps  and 

finished his Coke in no time at all.
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“What was that all about?” Lauren asked.

Bradley put the empty glass on the table and rested his elbows on his legs. “I 

think that guy has been following me.”

She squinted at him. “Why?”

He shook his head. “I don’t really know.” 

Wiping his face with his wet hand, he explained, “I went to Fourways Mall to 

get new clothes. I was in Malcolm’s checking out some shirts and took a step 

back. This guy was standing right behind me. I didn’t see him – honestly! 

Unfortunately, my foot came down hard on his.”

Lauren’s expression was serious.

“Obviously, I apologised and he seemed to accept my apology.” 

He rubbed the top of his head with his hand.

“After I bought your flowers, I saw him again. He was standing in front of the 

food store on the opposite side of the mall and was staring at me. At least, I 

think he was watching me.”

Bradley tilted his head to the side, looking at Lauren for reassurance, but she 

made no comment on his story. Instead she began playing with a long strand 

of her hair again. He let the silence drift between them and began wistfully 

tracing the intricate pattern of the wrought iron table with his forefinger.

Drawing a deep breath, he continued. “I walked down into the parking garage 

and as I reversed out of the parking lot, I saw him again.” His voice rose a 

notch. “I couldn’t believe my eyes! I wanted to confront him, but when he 

realised that I had seen him, he took off. He was gone in a flash.”
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Lauren  let  go  of  her  hair  and  took  a  sip  of  her  café  latte.  Holding  the 

steaming  glass  with  both  hands,  she  looked  at  him expectantly.  Bradley 

leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms behind his head.

“The rest you know,” he said quietly.

Delicately, Lauren placed the glass back on the saucer and took a bite out of 

her pie. 

Bradley  watched  her  chew  and  marvelled  how  the  small  muscles  in  her 

cheeks  moved,  making  her  ears  go  up  and  down.  He  could  not  resist 

reaching out and touching the finely shaped shell  of her pink ear. Lauren 

turned her head and kissed the palm of his hand. His heart soared and he 

blushed like a sixteen year old teenager. Seeing him blush made her smile. 

Once again,  Bradley promised himself  that he would do everything in his 

power to keep this woman by his side for the rest of his life. 

The sound of her voice startled him. “Do you think he holds a grudge against 

you?”

“Why?”

“You might have hurt him when you stepped on his foot,” she pointed out.

Bradley’s  short  laugh  sounded  like  a  burst  of  gunfire.  “You  think  he’s 

following me around because I stepped on his foot?”

Lauren shrugged her shoulders. “I know it sounds a bit far fetched, but why 

else would he follow you?”

Bradley’s  eyes  narrowed.  Suddenly,  he  remembered  his  destroyed  home 

and the enigmatic words spoken by the detectives and the forensic team.
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Sensing his mood, Lauren reached out and touched his hand softly. “What is 

it?”

Rubbing his finger round the rim of his empty glass, he thought of telling her 

about the strange remarks made by the police officers. However, was it really 

necessary to bother Lauren with this? He had only just found her again and 

he  did  not  want  to  spoil  their  fragile  relationship  by  worrying  her  with 

assumptions and weird theories. And, most of all, he felt that he could handle 

the situation himself. 

Lauren increased the pressure on the back of his hand, indicating that she 

was waiting for an answer. Bradley opened his mouth to give her a sharp 

reply,  but the expression on her face stopped him short.  Her green eyes 

scrutinised his every move, and it seemed as if she could read his mind by 

monitoring  his  body  language.  Bradley  clamped  his  mouth  shut.  For  a 

moment he had forgotten that she was neither a little girl, nor dumb. 

He lifted his left hand in a motion of surrender. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll tell you.”

Lauren leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs nonchalantly, her eyes 

never leaving his face.

“Remember my place was ransacked?” he began.

She nodded her head in confirmation.

“After  I  spoke  to  you,  the  forensics  crew  came.”  Bradley  hesitated,  still 

reluctant to tell her the rest. Picking up his fork, he pushed bits of tramazzini 

around on his plate.

Lauren watched him for a moment, then nudged him softly on the shin with 

her toe. “And?”
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With a shrug, he continued, “The guy in charge took one look at my place 

and asked if someone had it in for me.”

“What do you mean?” she asked baffled.

“That’s what he said. He said that usually burglars don’t wreck a place like 

that. They break in, take what they want and get out. My place looked as if a 

bomb had hit it. Everything was either slashed or viciously broken. There was 

even  tomato  sauce smeared  on  the  kitchen wall  and  toilet  paper  stuffed 

down the loo.”

Tilting her head a fraction, Lauren asked, “Who is ‘they’?”

Making a steeple with his fingers, he replied. “I haven’t got the faintest idea.”

Her eyebrow rose, giving her a bewildered expression. “Are you sure that this 

isn’t a vendetta?”

Bradley shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Why?”

“Because they’ve actually taken stuff from the house,” he said triumphantly.

Lauren uncrossed her legs, placed her arms on the table and stared at him 

intently. “And what have they taken?”

Bradley stretched his long legs comfortably. “They took my laptop and my 

digital camera,” he said.

A frown appeared on her smooth forehead. “Is that all?”

Bradley  nodded  cautiously.  He  was  not  sure  why  she  sounded  so 

incredulous.  His  laptop  and  digital  camera  were  important  tools  in  his 

profession. He would miss the information on both devices, although they 

could be replaced and weren’t particularly expensive. 
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Lauren’s voice was sharp when she asked, “That’s all they took and you say 

that your place was totally wrecked?”

“Yep.”

“This all  sounds very strange,” she said slowly. “They, whoever ‘they’ are, 

only took your laptop and camera, but they destroyed your home completely. 

And now you’ve also noticed that you are being followed by someone. This 

all makes me very nervous.”

A cold shiver ran down his spine, as if the soft breeze blowing across the 

open grass carried ice. Retelling the events of the last twenty-four hours put 

the situation into a different perspective for him. And Lauren connecting the 

burglary  and  the  man  following  him  made  him  feel  very  uneasy  indeed. 

Maybe  there  was  more  to  the  housebreaking  incident  than  he  initially 

thought. 

“Have you reported all this to the police?” Lauren enquired.

Bradley nodded vigorously. “Sure I did.”

“Even your suspicion of being followed?” she asked.

Bradley held his breath for a second, then discarded her idea immediately. 

Why on earth  would  he  want  to  report  it  to  the  police? The man was a 

nuisance, not a murderer. 

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t be a fool,” he growled.

Angrily, Lauren tossed her head and crossed her arms.

The silence created a gulf between them and Bradley could feel her slipping 

away. He breathed a sigh of relief when she turned her head back to him, 

after a few minutes.



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 273

“Look,” Lauren said, but her voice was like steel. “You do whatever you want, 

but I would still report it to the police. Who knows what this is all about.”

Bradley leaned back in his chair, mulling over her words. Maybe she had a 

point. The last thing he wanted was to start an argument with her. Rather 

than risk losing her, he was ready to keep the peace. What was so bad about 

telling the cops anyway? At the very least, a phone call would pacify Lauren.

“You may be right,” he relented.

Her face softened somewhat.  “You better do it  right away,”  she said in a 

conciliatory tone. 

“Hey, don’t push it.”

Lauren’s face was set and she stated firmly, “There is no time like the time 

right now.”

Bradley lifted his hands in surrender. “Alright, alright. I’ll do it.”

CHAPTER 13

Bradley got up from his chair, pushed a hand into his pocket and pulled out 

his cell phone. Opening the flap wearily, he again hesitated. 

Why did Lauren have to be so insistent that he report the incident to the 

police? It  had been nothing, he grumbled to himself.  Nobody had tried to 

shoot him. Nobody had mugged him. He didn’t even get hurt. 

He really did not want to phone the cops, knowing from experience that there 

was a vast difference between the detectives from the flying squad and the 

ordinary officers at a police station. Whenever station cops were involved, 
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they  messed  things  up  badly.  They  lost  dockets  by  the  hundreds,  were 

corrupt,  and in general were lazy. In his opinion station cops were totally 

incompetent. Bradley was quite convinced that if he phoned them, he would 

have to go through a whole rigmarole for nothing. It would all be a total waste 

of time.

Shaking his head, Bradley decided against phoning the police station. He 

was  about  to  close  the  flap  of  his  cell  phone  when  he  saw  Lauren’s 

expression. Expectancy had made her face glow and Bradley realised with a 

jolt that it would be a very bad idea indeed not to follow through with the 

phone call. He made up his mind, quickly. Phoning the cops was the lesser of 

two evils.

Smiling weakly, Bradley asked, “Which police station do you think I should 

phone?”

“I haven’t got a clue,” Lauren replied.

He rolled his eyes. This was so typical of their relationship. Lauren started 

something, then left it up to him to find the solution. Since it was her plan, she 

should know what to do next.

“It was your suggestion …”, his voice trailed off.

Lauren waved her hand in the air. “I know, I know.”

Sitting back down, making himself comfortable on the rust-coloured cushion, 

Bradley stared at his cell phone as if a telephone number would pop up on 

the illuminated display like a genie out of a bottle.

“How about phoning the Randburg police station?” Lauren said.
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A small frown appeared on his forehead. “But I didn’t only see the guy here. 

He was also following me at Fourways Mall. Fourways and Randburg are two 

different suburbs and are monitored by two different police stations.”

Lauren pursed her lips. “That’s true, but it was here that you saw him last, not 

so?”

Bradley nodded.

“Then report it to Randburg police station.”

Holding up his cell phone, he asked, “Do you have the number?”

“I think so.”

Lauren reached for her oxblood red leather handbag hanging over the back 

of her chair, and pulled it on to her lap. Her long hair fell over her face as she 

dug in the bag. She rummaged around for a while and then her head came 

up and in  her  hand Lauren held  a  small  leather  bound booklet.  Pushing 

blonde strands behind her ear, Lauren thumbed through the pages of her 

address book until she found what she was looking for.

“Here we go,” she said with a satisfied smile.

“Shoot.”

“Randburg Police Station,” Lauren said and read out the number.

Bradley punched the relevant keypads on the cell phone. When the display 

showed a connection, he put the device against his ear and listened to the 

ring tone. 

“Randburg Police Station, Constable Zama,” a voice finally answered.

The woman’s black African accent was so strong that Bradley could hardly 

make out what she was saying.
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“Who is speaking please?” Bradley asked.

“Constable Zama.”

This time he understood her a little more clearly. At least he had caught her 

name despite her difficult-to-understand guttural African accent.

“Ahh, yes. Constable Zama, I would like to report an incident.”

“What incident?” she rasped.

Bradley wondered if the woman was actually able to follow him, her English 

pronunciation  and  her  African  accent  being  so  bad.  For  a  moment,  he 

pictured her leaning lazily across a wooden counter, her fat butt sticking out 

jauntily  and  her  blue  sweat-stained  uniform  straining  across  her  huge 

breasts. 

Hastily,  he  extinguished  the  image.  The  constable  was  after  all  a  police 

officer, employed to serve and help him.

“Somebody has been following me,” Bradley explained politely, as he rolled 

his eyes theatrically at Lauren. In reply, Lauren held her hand in front of her 

mouth, suppressing a giggle.

“One moment please,” the constable said.

Bradley heard a couple of beep tones and wondered briefly if the woman 

knew how to connect a call. A low hum came over the line. 

He moved the phone away from his ear and said pointedly, “She’s trying to 

connect me.”

Lauren smiled sweetly.

Bradley held the cell phone back against his ear in time to catch a voice on 

the other end.

“Constable Ntlhaba.”
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This woman’s articulation was as bad as the first one’s, but Bradley thought 

he had caught her name correctly.

“Constable Ntlhabe,” he said courteously, “I would like to report an incident.”

There was a moment of  silence, then the constable asked, “What kind of 

incident?”

Trying to stay patient, he replied, “A man has been following me.”

“Just hold,” she said and the line went back to an irritating low hum.

Bradley closed his eyes annoyed. 

“What’s wrong?” Lauren asked.

“She put me on hold,” he said through clenched teeth.

Lauren patted him on the arm and smiled encouragingly. “Hang in there, my 

love.” 

A while later another voice came on the line. This time it was a black African 

male.

“Constable Siyengo.’

Bradley  took  a  deep  breath.  “Constable,  you  are  the  third  person  I’m 

speaking to in less than ten minutes.”

“Yes.”

Having visited many police stations in his life, Bradley visualised the black 

man holding the receiver gingerly between his fingers, slouching in an old 

brown swivel  chair  behind  a  battered  desk,  his  cold  greasy  French  fries 

drenched with tomato sauce and lying in a wax-paper wrapper in-between 

brown manila envelopes holding robbery, rape and murder dockets. 
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Suppressing the image with an effort, Bradley said, “I would like to report an 

incident.”

“Yes.”

Bradley grew cautious. The man’s one word responses did not sound right.

“Constable, can you help me?”

“Yes.”

Bradley lost his temper. “Damn it. Is there anybody who can help me?”

“Yes.”

He counted slowly to  ten.  “Constable,  could you put  me through to  your 

supervisor?”

“Yes.”

The line went dead and the low hum returned. Bradley’s face was grim as he 

stared hard at Lauren. “I told you this would be a waste of time.”

She looked at him innocently. “What’s the matter? Are they giving you the run 

around?”

“Run around?” he snapped. “The telephone is manned by idiots. I shouldn’t 

have listened to you.”

Bradley was about to disconnect the call, when Lauren put her hand on his 

arm.

“Don’t be daft,” she said sharply. “You got so far, you are not giving up now.”

He pulled a sour grimace.

“Remember, you promised to report the man.”

“What do you think is going to happen?” Bradley argued, waving his free 

hand in the air. “Do you really think they will do something about it? They are 

imbeciles! They can’t even answer the phone properly.”
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“At least try,” Lauren said calmly.

Reluctantly, Bradley pressed the cell phone back against his ear. 

Finally,  after  what  seemed like eternity,  a woman with  an English accent 

came on the line.

“Constable Richards,” she said.

Bradley breathed a sigh of relief. At last someone whom he could understand 

without difficulty.

“Good afternoon, Constable,” he replied pleasantly. “Are you the officer in 

charge?”

“Yes,” her voice was firm. “What can I do for you?”

Bradley crossed his legs, readying himself for a report on the day’s events. “I 

would like to report a man following me,” he said.

“Sir?”

“A man has been shadowing me the whole day,” he repeated.

“Sir, what exactly do you mean by ‘a man has been shadowing’ you?”

Irritable, Bradley started tapping his foot. All he wanted to do was to make a 

statement. He only wanted to report what was happening to him. 

“Constable Richards,” he said with an edge. “Last night I came home and my 

place  was  burgled.  All  my  furniture  was  trashed  and  tomato  sauce  was 

smeared all over my walls. The detectives who attended the scene, as well 

as the forensics team, both told me that it was very unusual to have a house 

trashed like that.”

“Sir,”  she interrupted  him.  “A moment  ago you said  that  you were  being 

followed.”
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Bradley’s foot tapping became faster and his eyes narrowed. “I’m giving you 

the full story,” he snapped. “Are you listening?”

“I am listening,” the Constable replied icily. “Please come to the point.”

Bradley  took  a  deep  breath,  bringing  his  irritation  under  control.  “Alright. 

Today I noticed that I’m being followed.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end. Bradley wondered once 

again why he had agreed to phone the cops. This was all useless. He knew 

this was how it was going to be. 

“Sir. What is your name.”

“Tanner,” he replied. “Bradley Tanner.”

“Mr Tanner, you said that somebody was following you.”

“Yes,” he said, exasperation colouring his voice. 

“Can you describe the man?”

“Sure. He is about 1.80 m tall, slim build with sandy coloured hair. He might 

be in his mid forties. He is wearing a cream-coloured shirt, dark pants and 

fancy loafers.”

There  was  more  silence.  While  waiting  for  her  reply,  he  went  over  his 

description.

All at once, Bradley winced. What a fool he was. How many thousands of 

men  in  their  mid  forties  had  sandy  coloured  hair?  What  had  he  been 

thinking? Bradley swallowed hard and felt heat rise to his cheeks. Angrily, he 

stared  in  Lauren’s  direction,  but  his  girlfriend  had  her  eyes  averted.  He 

regretted ever having made the call, but now it was too late.



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 281

The constable’s voice interrupted his train of thought. “Mr Tanner, what did 

you say this person has done?”

Gnawing at his lower lip, he replied, “As I said, he was following me around, 

shadowing me.”

“Did he approach you?”

“No.”

“Did he hit you?”

“No.”

“Did he mug you?”

“No.”

“Did he swear at you?”

“No.”

Bradley’s  voice  became  smaller  with  each  response.  What  an 

embarrassment! At least the constable was not laughing at him.

“Sir,” she said firmly. “It seems that no harm has come to you. Therefore, 

there is nothing we can do.”

“But …” Bradley mumbled.

“Mr Tanner,  I  understand that  you are concerned,  but  unless this  person 

does you bodily harm, our hands are tied.”

Bradley pushed his hand through his hair. He had known from the beginning 

that the whole exercise would be futile. And what had he expected? That 

they would send out a squadron to protect him? He had acted against his 

better judgement.

“Mr Tanner, do you know this man’s name?”
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Bradley shook his head fiercely. “How would I know his name? I’ve never met 

him in my life.”

“Sir,” the Constable replied calmly, “if you knew his name, we could try to 

trace him, find out his address, and then you could apply for a restraining 

order.”

Bradley  knew  all  about  restraining  orders.  First,  one  had  to  find  out  the 

person’s  name,  then  the  person’s  address,  then  one  had  to  apply  for  a 

restraining order, waiting days for it to be issued; then the offending person 

was informed and finally  there was nobody who was able to  enforce the 

order. To him, a restraining order was one big farce.

He shrugged his shoulders despondently. 

The constable had made it very clear to him that there was nothing the police 

could do. He had to wait until the guy assaulted him before they could react. 

But, hadn’t he known that all along?

“Constable Richards,” Bradley said politely. “I appreciate your assistance, but 

I’ve decided not to pursue the matter.”

“If you think so,” she replied.

“Yes,” he said. “Thank you.”

Bradley rang off and glared at Lauren. “I told you it was a waste of time,” he 

snapped.

She wagged her head from one side to the other. “It was worth a try and 

don’t you feel better?”

Bradley’s voice was incredulous. “Why would I feel better? The cops are not 

going to do anything. They didn’t even write the information down. She didn’t 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 283

even pursue the idea that there might be a connection between the burglary 

and the guy following me. So what’s there to feel better about?”

Lauren held her hands up. “Don’t shout at me, Bradley Tanner. I thought it 

was the right thing to do.”

Her face was so sweet, her eyes so large and her mouth so inviting that he 

could not stay angry with her for long. It was not her fault that the station 

cops were incompetent. Leaning over, Bradley cupped her chin in his hand 

and kissed her softly on the lips.

The sun began to set and the sky was streaked with red and orange, melting 

into purple and finally dark velvety blue. Lights from lamp posts lining the 

paved walkways cast a soft glow across the green trimmed lawn. Waiters 

hustled about placing lanterns on tables covered with white smooth cloths. 

Unwilling to part,  Lauren and Bradley decided to leave the coffee shop to 

amble along the walkways, looking for a place to eat dinner. 

Lauren stopped in front of an Italian restaurant. He glanced at her sideways 

and said with a surprised grin, “Is this for my benefit or yours?”

She smiled back and said, “For both of us.”

Bradley  was  somewhat  disappointed  that  she  hadn’t  picked  a  seafood 

restaurant. They had often dined at one of the fancy fish restaurants in town, 

since they loved to eat seafood, and for him there was the added joy of 

watching her eat.

Lauren absolutely delighted in smashing the hard orange shell  of  a crab, 

peeling pink meat  out  of  the purple-blue  cast  of  a  lobster,  slurping  fresh 
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oysters  from  their  shells  with  brown  Tabasco  sauce  and  sucking  white 

translucent flesh out of clams. 

Unfortunately, he would not be able to watch her eat seafood tonight. Lauren 

had picked an Italian restaurant, why, Bradley had no idea.

They sat down at a table and ordered antipasto, a bottle of dry red house 

wine and garlic bread for two. The muted hum of conversation hung in the 

warm  air,  complemented  by  the  lively  Italian  music  playing  from  small 

speakers mounted on the exterior walls of the restaurant. 

Indulging in pastas, his with a spicy meat sauce for a change – hers with 

seafood – Bradley’s eyes furtively began searching male faces at the other 

tables. He was looking particularly for sandy coloured hair. Every passer-by 

was  checked  and  matched  with  the  picture  Bradley  carried  in  his  mind. 

However, his inattentiveness did not go unnoticed for long.

“What’s  wrong?”  Lauren  asked  with  obvious  concern.  “You  haven’t  been 

listening for a while.”

Her voice was not accusing, but Bradley caught the hint. 

“Nothing,” he mumbled quickly, focussing on her lovely face.

She tilted her head to one side. “Are you sure?”

“Yep,” he replied and with pretended enthusiasm, he shoved another forkful 

of pasta into his mouth.

Lauren and Bradley ate in silence until their plates were clear, scraping up 

the last bit of sauce with pieces of garlic bread. Bradley’s eyes roamed over 

the patrons again. Lauren put her hand on his arm and guiltily he faced her.

“What are you doing?” she asked gently.
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Bradley pushed out his  bottom lip,  wondering if  he should answer her.  It 

wasn’t  her  problem and he did  not  really  want  to  bother  her.  Seeing  his 

expression, she raised her right eyebrow, indicating clearly that she expected 

an explanation. Bradley did not want to ruin the evening and hesitated. The 

pressure on his arm increased slightly and her green eyes never left his face. 

Keeping quiet or fobbing Lauren off would not help him. Bradley knew from 

experience that she was much more stubborn than he was and that he would 

lose the impending battle of wills. 

“I was only checking if I’m being followed again,” he said quietly.

Lauren withdrew her hand and leaned back in her chair. “Aren’t you being 

paranoid?”

Bradley shook his head slowly. “I don’t think so. The guy’s been shadowing 

me the whole day. Why would he stop now?”

“Maybe it was really all just a coincidence?” she replied. “Or maybe he’s tired 

of the game?”

Now it was his turn to raise an eyebrow. “Really? What made you change 

your mind?”

Lauren shrugged her shoulders. 

Bradley picked up his wineglass, drank a huge mouthful and set the glass 

back down on the table, holding onto its stem. Staring into the dark liquid, he 

could see Sandy Hair’s face floating in the red wine. 

Bradley mulled over her words for a while, admitting to himself that at first he 

had also thought that it was a coincidence, but the more he pondered the 

issue,  the  more  doubtful  he  became.  It  wasn’t  only  that  Sandy Hair  had 

followed him from Malcolm’s to the flower shop, to the parking garage and 
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then to Bright Water Commons. What bothered him was that the previous 

evening his townhouse had been wrecked as well. When he examined each 

incident separately, then everything seemed to be a coincidence, but looking 

at  every  occurrence  in  conjunction  made  him  very  uneasy.  Once  again, 

Bradley tried to put the picture together.

Was it possible that someone was out to get him? And if so, who? Who had 

he offended in the past? On whose toes had he stepped? Where had he 

made enemies? 

Bradley  knew  that  in  his  line  of  work  he  had  been  unable  to  please 

everybody and some of his articles had implicated people who preferred to 

stay out of the limelight. But, he had always tried to be fair and objective and 

he was sure that he had not exposed anyone who had spoken off the record. 

Bradley twirled the stem of his wineglass with his fingers, brooding over past 

events, recalling interviews and articles and several issues came to mind. 

There  was  for  example  the  investigation  of  some  senior  politicians,  who 

allegedly used government issued travel  vouchers for  private purposes or 

had exchanged them for hard cash.

The wily men had fought fiercely declaring their  innocence, covering their 

tracks  with  counter  allegations  and  aggressive  behaviour.  Bradley  had 

covered the whole story. He had prodded and probed and had made some of 

the politicians very uncomfortable. In the end the allegations proved to be 

true and the scheming men faced either jail  sentences or hefty fines. But 

Bradley honestly couldn’t imagine them plotting his current harassment. 
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Another issue involved the alleged kidnapping of a student from a wealthy 

Durban family. The whole episode smelled suspect from the beginning. He 

had interviewed friends, ex-lovers and family members and had asked them 

uncomfortable questions from the start. The parents had tried to avoid him 

and had verbally abused and threatened him on more than one occasion, but 

he had persisted. After a few of days, with the help of the police, their sham 

was uncovered. The parents had been involved in a money extortion scheme 

which had backfired. Looking back on this episode, Bradley realised it was 

well possible that these people could be out for revenge.

There were similar events which he had covered, like the attempted cash-in-

transit  heist  in  Rosebank  some  months  back;  the  bribery  case  involving 

several  overseas  companies,  the  abuse  allegedly  condoned  by  prison 

warders and the heatedly disputed pardons granted for convicted criminals 

serving less than a ten-year prison sentence. 

All of those people had something to lose and Bradley acknowledged that 

they could be out for revenge. 

Unfortunately he could not be sure, because once a story was published, he 

moved on to the next one, forgetting irrelevant names and faces and finer 

details. 

Bradley sighed deeply. 

Maybe he should speak to Alex about reviewing recent cases. Maybe they 

could come up with one or more likely suspect.

Bradley finished the wine in his glass and exhaled, finally conceding that it 

was pointless to ponder the issue tonight.
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The waiter brought their deserts. Listlessly, Bradley pushed his spoon around 

in his rapidly melting vanilla ice cream.

Lauren’s voice penetrated his brooding mood. “Hello handsome,” she said, 

reminding him that she was sitting opposite him and wanting his attention. 

Bradley looked up and with an effort managed to put his unsettling thoughts 

aside. 

Candlelight reflected in her huge green eyes and her moist lips beckoned to 

be kissed. Suddenly, he yearned to hold her lithe body in his arms, feel her 

heart beat softly against his chest, and smell her unique feminine scent. 

A smile played around her lips. Lauren had read his mind.

“Do you want to go home?” she asked tenderly.

Home? Bradley winced. Yes, of course he wanted to go home, but there was 

no home to go to. He had no furniture to sit on, never mind sleep on. His bed 

was a blow-up mattress on the floor.

Sadly, Bradley shook his head. “I  wish we could go home, but I  have no 

furniture.”

Lauren’s shoulders slumped.

Bradley reached out and took her slender hand into his, squeezing it lightly. 

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I wish I could take you home this instant.”

A tentative smile returned to Lauren’s lips. “Are you sure you can’t make a 

plan?”

He  pressed  her  fingers  apologetically.  “I’m  sleeping  on  a  single  blow-up 

mattress and I really don’t think the old thing will hold both of us.”

Understanding dawned on her. “Is it that bad?”

“Yep. It’s that bad.”
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Her eyes grew wide. “Don’t you have anything left?”

“Nothing.”

Lauren’s smooth forehead creased with concentration. Bradley watched her 

closely, wondering what she was thinking, but her mouth remained closed. 

After a short while, she stated, “That means you need new furniture.”

Bradley nodded slowly.

“Are you insured?”

“Sure,” he said, puzzled.

A mischievous grin spread across Lauren’s face. “Then let’s go shopping.”

A burst  of  laughter  escaped his  mouth.  So this  was what  she had been 

contemplating. He should have guessed, because he hadn’t met a woman 

yet who didn’t enjoy shopping! Leaning back in his chair, Bradley thought it a 

good idea. Lauren had excellent taste. She had proven it the last time around 

when they set up house together. He desperately needed a new couch, a 

coffee table and a big bed - especially now that Lauren and he were together 

again.

She looked at him expectantly, her eyes half closed like those of a cat ready 

to pounce. 

There was nothing to think about. Bradley needed furniture badly, so he said, 

“Fine.”

Lauren uttered a small excited cry and clapped her hands together like a little 

girl. Her enthusiasm was contagious and Bradley grinned from ear to ear.

“When would you like to go?” he wanted to know.

“Ohh,” she said. “What about tomorrow?”

He nodded a confirmation.
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“I’ll meet you at Fourways Crossing,” she stated. “You know that big furniture 

store there? The one in the far left corner when you drive into the parking 

lot?” Not waiting for a reply she continued, “They have everything and prices 

are reasonable.”

Not  that  he  had  to  worry  about  money,  Bradley  thought,  amused.  His 

inheritance was earning interest. 

Checking  her  watch  Lauren  announced,  “Let’s  make  it  10h00  tomorrow 

morning.”

Not leaving him much of a choice in the matter, Bradley indicated consent. 

They ordered another  bottle  of  red  wine  and  for  the  rest  of  the  evening 

Bradley  forgot  about  his  shadow  and  instead  enjoyed  Lauren’s  excited 

chatter about what they were going to buy.

It was well past midnight when Bradley got home. His head was swimming 

and he realised that he had drunk too much wine. As he walked into his 

lounge, the wreckage floated in and out of his vision and a couple of times 

Bradley stumbled over objects he thought weren’t in his path.

He thought it would be a good idea to have a shower. Leaving his clothes 

strewn across the floor, he stood beneath the shower head and let the hot 

water run over his body. The warmth of the water made him desperately tired 

and Bradley only just made it onto his makeshift bed on the floor. As soon as 

his back hit the spongy blow-up mattress, he fell asleep.

The shrill  ringing of the telephone woke him up. Bradley squinted into the 

bright  sunlight  filtering through his  thick cream curtains and groaned.  His 
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tongue was furry like the top of mouldy cheese and his head had expanded 

to the size of a balloon ready to pop any second. 

The ringing continued. Bradley rolled onto his stomach and pulled the blanket 

over his head. He was in no mood to talk to anyone, not even Lauren. 

After a while, the ringing stopped, but by now he was wide awake.

Bradley pulled himself into a sitting position, drew his legs up and put his 

forehead on his knees. A headache pounded his skull relentlessly. After a 

few  minutes  of  quiet  contemplation,  he  heaved  himself  into  a  standing 

position.  Squeezing  his  eyes  shut,  Bradley  tried  to  find  his  balance  by 

steadying himself with one hand on the wall. He desperately needed some 

Panado. 

Gingerly, Bradley put one foot in front of the other and made his way into the 

bathroom.  Glancing  at  the  small  cabinet  mirror  a  low groan  escaped  his 

mouth. He looked like hell. A stubble shadowed his cheeks, his eyes were 

bloodshot, his face was grey like that of an overcast sky and although his hair 

was cut short, it looked like a rat’s nest. Slowly he shook his head, careful to 

avoid the onslaught of an even greater pounding in his skull. 

Opening the cabinet door, Bradley sighed deeply when he saw a bottle of 

Panados. He shook out two tablets and opened the water tap. Cupping water 

into  his  curved  palm  he  swallowed  the  headache  tablets.  He  definitely 

needed a double dose this morning, and so he popped an extra tablet into 

his mouth.

Bradley was about to zip up his jeans, when the telephone rang again. The 

shrill  sound pierced his fragile brain  and he cringed. Trying to  ignore the 
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ringing, Bradley continued to dress, but the noise persisted. Finally, with a 

grunt, he made his way into the lounge. Bradley picked up the receiver and 

held it gingerly against his paining head.

“Hello,” he croaked.

A low hum greeted him.

“Hello,” he said again.

While waiting for a reply, Bradley pushed the curtain aside. Dazzling sunlight 

stung his eyes and he squinted until he was able to focus on the garden. His 

neighbour’s big fat ginger cat was sitting on the boundary wall, staring at him 

through the window, its tail tip whipping up and down. 

The humming on the other side continued.

“Is anyone there?” Bradley asked loudly.

All at once, he heard faint voices.

“Hello?”

Voices drifted in and out, but Bradley could not make out what was being 

said. He strained his ears, but could only hear a faint murmur. 

“Hello!” he shouted again, growing impatient. 

But there was no reply.

Maybe youngsters were playing with their parent’s phone? Maybe mom and 

dad were out shopping? It was not unusual for parents to leave their kids at 

home  alone,  and  some  bored  brats  made  nuisances  of  themselves  by 

dialling numbers at random just to irritate the residents. The best fun of all 

was if the phone calls made someone really furious.

Bradley tried one more time. “Hello, anyone there?”
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There was still no reply, and a moment later, he heard the distinct click of a 

disconnected line.

“Arseholes,” he mumbled to himself and replaced the receiver.

Turning away from the window, Bradley wandered into his kitchen to search 

for strong coffee. Streaks of red tomato sauce on the walls greeted him and 

he moaned softly. 

Why  did  they  have  to  smear  tomato  sauce  on  his  walls?  Wasn’t  it  bad 

enough to smash all his furniture? What had actually been their purpose? Did 

they just want to wreck and soil his place, or were they actually out to steal 

something? Who were they anyway? Were they professionals or only petty 

theft criminals? 

Bradley  had  heard  about  criminals  who  drank  potions  for  courage.  This 

specially brewed ‘muti’ gave the bastards breaking into houses or hijacking 

cars  an  untouchable  feeling.  Often  these crimes escalated  into  rape and 

murder because the intruders felt invincible. Was this what had happened in 

his place? Did the effect of the ‘muti’ distort their sense of purpose so that 

they went berserk? Did the ‘muti’ contain some kind of drug that made them 

violent and destructive? He shook his head. What was the use of trying to 

figure out what happened? 

Bradley opened the top kitchen cupboard door and to his delight, he found a 

jar with instant coffee containing lifesaving caffeine. He looked for his kettle 

and found it pushed into a far corner of the counter. Pulling it closer, Bradley 

inspected it. The outer metal was dented, but the cord was still attached. He 

filled it with tap water and pushed the plug into a wall socket. After a few 
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moments, the water began to bubble. His kettle was working! Bradley’s mood 

lifted and he went in search of a mug. Opening another top cupboard door, 

he found all his mugs in one piece. 

While spooning instant coffee into a white mug, the telephone rang again. 

Bradley stared hesitantly into the lounge. Should he answer it? The shrill 

ringing continued, torturing his fragile brain. There was only one way to stop 

the  pain.  Quickly  Bradley  walked  towards  the  telephone  on  the  lounge 

windowsill and picked up the receiver.

“Hello?”

As before, a low hum greeted him. His patience dissipated completely and he 

became angry.

“Stop  messing  around  with  the  phone,”  he  shouted,  and  slammed  the 

handset down.

“Idiots,” he growled and walked back into the kitchen.

While pouring hot water over coffee granules in his mug, the telephone rang 

again.

“Damn,” Bradley swore under his breath. 

The ringing continued. 

This  time Bradley  was determined to  ignore  the  caller.  Leaning  his  back 

against the counter top, he lifted the mug to his mouth and slurped the hot 

brew, revelling in its bitter taste. 

The shrill ring of the telephone persisted.

He took another sip of coffee, feeling his vital signs improving.

The ringing continued.
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Irritated, Bradley stared in the direction of the phone, willing it to stop. But it 

rang again. 

He frowned irritably. Maybe he should unplug the damn thing. After a couple 

more shrill rings, he walked over to the instrument.

He picked up the receiver, held it against his ear and shouted, “Stop messing 

around.”

About to throw the receiver back on the set, Bradley was stopped short.

“We’re not messing around,” a man rasped.

Startled,  Bradley  took  a  step  back,  almost  pulling  the  handset  off  the 

windowsill. Hastily, he pushed the instrument back to safety.

“Hello?” he said tentatively.

“Good morning, Mr Tanner,” the man replied. 

Bradley listened carefully to the voice, but did not recognise the caller. “Who 

is calling?”

There was a moment of silence then the voice croaked, “It is not important.”

Puzzled, Bradley shook his head. Why was it not important? What the hell 

was going on? 

“Who are you?” he asked again.

“You know who we are,” the caller replied cruelly. 

Bradley  was  astonished  by  the  viciousness  of  the  reply  and  raised  an 

eyebrow. “Excuse me,” he said pointedly, “How would I know who you are? I 

don’t recognise your voice.”

“I  would be surprised if  you did  recognise my voice,”  the caller  muttered 

under his breath.
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Bradley became annoyed. This was a waste of time and he had better things 

to do than to listen to some crank call. “If you don’t tell me right now who you 

are, I’ll put the phone down,” he stated firmly.

“I wouldn’t do that, Mr Tanner,” the voice snarled.

The frown on Bradley’s  forehead deepened.  How did  the caller  know his 

name? 

“Who are you?” he demanded again.

Eventually, a harsh laugh came over the line. “Look around you.”

Bradley swivelled around, almost expecting to see someone standing behind 

him. But there was no one. Nobody had snuck through the door. He let out a 

deep breath and his gaze wandered over to the rest of his sad place.

Suddenly a thought flashed through his mind. Bradley gripped the receiver 

hard. “Are you responsible for the mess in my house?” he shouted.

The caller laughed nastily.

“Tell me,” he bellowed, “did you break into my place? Did you wreck it?”

“Don’t  you  think  the  tomato  sauce  was  a  nice  touch?”  the  man  asked, 

ignoring Bradley’s questions. 

Bradley clenched his fist so that his knuckles turned white. “You bastards,” 

he hissed.

Suddenly there was silence on the other end. Bradley listened carefully, but 

could not hear any sounds except the now familiar low hum. Instinctively he 

knew that the connection was still standing and he held on. Seconds ticked 

by and he listened to his own breathing.

All at once the cruel laugh was back.
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Keeping his temper in check, Bradley asked firmly, but cautiously, “Why did 

you do it?”

“To make sure you understand,” the caller grated.

“To understand what?”

“That we can do whatever we want. That we are in control. That we have 

eyes and ears everywhere.”

Bewildered,  Bradley  listened  to  the  caller’s  words.  What  the  hell  was he 

talking  about?  Trying  to  figure  out  the  man’s  intentions,  his  gaze  again 

wandered across his ruined lounge and into his kitchen, resting briefly on the 

empty plastic shopping bag from Malcolm’s still lying on the counter top. 

His brain somersaulted. “Are you having me followed?”

“What do you think?” the caller replied sarcastically.

Bradley  swallowed  hard.  What  on  earth  was  going  on?  What  was 

happening? He needed answers fast. Keeping his voice steady, he asked, 

“Why?”

“Because we want to know where you are at all times.”

A cold shiver ran down Bradley’s spine. Rubbing the back of his neck with his 

hand, he asked uneasily, “What do you want?”

“You know what we want,” the man replied without hesitation.

Bradley listened carefully, trying to identify the caller’s voice, but he was sure 

that he hadn’t heard it before. “I don’t know what you want,” he replied after a 

moment.

Bradley strained his ears trying to make out background noises which might 

give away the caller’s location and provide him with a hint of who he was. But 
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there was nothing: no traffic sounds, no people talking, no machines hissing, 

absolutely nothing: only silence.

The voice came back over the line. “If you don’t know what we want, then 

think about it and figure it out.” And the connection was terminated.

“Damn,” Bradley swore under his breath and his knee jerked in a spasm. 

Slowly, Bradley replaced the receiver. He had no idea who the caller was. 

The voice on the other side was totally unfamiliar. And why was he supposed 

to know what they wanted from him? What did he possibly know or have that 

they  wanted?  His  thoughts  went  round  and  round  in  his  head.  Was  he 

expected to be worried? Going over the telephone call in his mind, Bradley 

concluded that the undertone in the man’s voice had been threatening. What 

was  he  supposed  to  do?  Call  the  cops?  Bradley  let  out  a  dry  laugh, 

remembering his call to the station at Lauren’s insistence. What a joke that 

conversation had been, not to mention a waste of time. 

Concerned, Bradley rubbed his face.

At  least  one  thing  was  clear  now.  The  burglary  and  Sandy  Hair  were 

connected. Obviously they were after something – but what? 

Thoughtfully Bradley put his forefinger on the tip of his nose. If he couldn’t 

figure out what they wanted, and if they did not get it very soon, would they 

turn to measures that were more violent? He was not a coward, but intuitively 

Bradley knew that he should be concerned. 

Finally,  taking  a  deep  breath,  Bradley  determined  that  the  one  and  only 

choice he had was to deal with the situation incident by incident. He would be 

on the lookout for weird or strange situations. And, he needed to speak to 
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Alex. His friend had to pull out the most recent controversial stories which he 

had covered. He needed names of people whom he might have angered. 

The sooner he got a handle on all this, the better. 

Bradley picked up the telephone and dialled his friend’s number.

CHAPTER 14

Alex answered the phone.

“Hey Alex,” Bradley said. “How are you doing?”

“Hello Bradley. What’s up?”

Bradley could almost physically see his friend lounging in his black leather 

Lazy Boy, feet on his battered coffee table, chewing peanuts and glancing 

with one eye at his big screen TV. 

Smiling at the image, Bradley said, “I need a favour.”

“Umph.”

“Can we meet tomorrow morning at your office?”

“Why?” Alex asked, caution in his voice.

Rubbing the top of his leg, Bradley replied, “I need you to pull my last articles 

and research material.”

There was a moment of silence. Staring through the window not really seeing 

anything, Bradley listened to Alex crunching peanuts.

Avoiding a direct answer, Alex asked, “What’s wrong with your laptop?”

Bradley pulled a sour grimace. “Stolen.”

“Ahh, yes. Right.”
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Sensing his friend’s reluctance, Bradley pleaded. “Come on Alex, I need this 

favour.”

He began gnawing on his  lower  lip,  hoping  and praying  that  Alex  would 

agree,  knowing  full  well  that  his  friend  hated  computers  and  his  favour 

involved the extensive use of his desktop.

Alex’s voice sounded gruff. “Why do you need to pull your stuff?”

Placing his palm flat against the wall, Bradley replied, “It’s a long story. You 

wouldn’t want to know all the details.”

“Try me,” Alex suggested.

Bradley  slid  down  the  wall  and  sat  cross-legged  on  the  cold  tiled  floor, 

leaning the back of his head against the rough plaster of the wall. 

“Remember my place was wrecked two days ago, after I left you?”

“Yes,” Alex confirmed.

“Well, all my furniture was totally smashed and tomato sauce was smeared 

over my kitchen walls,” Bradley explained. “When the forensics guys arrived, 

they had their doubts about it being a simple burglary. It just looked as if the 

intruders had overdone it.”

Bradley let his eyes wander across his lounge and Alex waited patiently for 

him to continue. 

Eventually,  recalling  the  events  from  the  previous  day,  Bradley  said, 

“Yesterday I went to Fourways and I was followed. The man shadowed me 

right  up  to  Bright  Water  Commons  where  I  met  Lauren.  When I  tried  to 

confront him, he ran away.”

Bradley heard Alex’s  Lazy Boy squeak and knew he had his  friend’s  full 

attention.
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“You didn’t catch him?” Alex asked, concerned.

“No,” Bradley shook his head. “Unfortunately not. The guy was too quick on 

his feet; or maybe I’m out of shape.”

Alex chuckled quietly. 

Ignoring his friend, Bradley rushed on, “But that’s not all. It started yesterday. 

The  telephone  rang  and  when  I  picked  up,  there  was  silence.  At  first  I 

thought that some youngsters were bored and were playing a prank, but after 

about  the  third  call,  this  man  spoke  and  admitted  to  knowing  about  the 

trashing of my house. He also basically confirmed that they were shadowing 

me. Not that I know who ‘they’ are,” he added cynically. “When I demanded 

the reason for destroying my place and why they were following me around, 

the man claimed that I knew the reason for it. He also claimed that I knew 

what he wanted.”

Alex drew in a sharp breath, but did not reply immediately. Playing with the 

telephone cord, Bradley listened to the squeaking sounds of the Lazy Boy. 

A few seconds later his friend’s voice came back over the line. “And do you?”

“Do I what?” Bradley asked bewildered.

“Do you know what they want from you?” Alex asked impatiently.

Drumming his fingers on the floor, Bradley shook his head. “No. I haven’t got 

the faintest idea what he was on about.”

Alex’s chair squeaked again. “So now you want to look at your articles and 

research material to figure out who might have it in for you?”

He appreciated  Alex’s  sharp  mind.  “Yes,”  Bradley  confirmed.  “Before this 

gets out of hand, I need to know who I’ve pissed off.”
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There was another moment of silence, then Alex asked, “Have you thought 

about that kidnapping hoax a couple of months back?”

Bradley  nodded  automatically.  “Sure,”  he  replied.  “I’ve  considered  all 

possibilities.  I  thought about all  my stories,  even if  they were only slightly 

controversial.”

“And?”

“None  of  them seem to  warrant  an  attack  on  me.  The  kidnapping  hoax 

included.” He hesitated. “I don’t think those people are involved. Remember, 

the  parents  lost  their  fortune  in  some  stock-broking  gamble  and  needed 

money  desperately.  It  was  the  brother-in-law  who  put  them  up  to  it  by 

suggesting  that  they  stage  a  kidnapping.  The  whole  scheme  was  full  of 

holes, but the brother-in-law sold it to them anyway, believing they could fool 

the  insurance company and pocket  the  ransom money.  Unfortunately  for 

them it  all  backfired.  The cops figured out  their  scam very quickly.  They 

weren’t very good actors and the ‘kidnapped’ son finally got cold feet. The 

family did not get any money, were arrested and the matter was closed.”

“You are right. I’ve actually forgotten the finer details. But wasn’t there an 

uncle somewhere in the background?” Alex asked. “He appeared to be pretty 

peeved. Could he be after you?” 

Bradley scratched his cheek thoughtfully. “No, I don’t think so. Although he 

was the brain behind the scheme, he was gone very quickly and very quietly 

after the cops arrested the rest of the family.”

There was a brief pause on the other end of the line. 

Bradley felt the warm rays of the sun on his skin. Watching tiny dust particles 

dancing  in  the  air,  he  waited patiently  for  his  friend to  say  what  he  was 
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thinking. It was almost as if he could see Alex’s mind churning. Maybe his 

friend would think of some link between his articles and his current situation 

since his own mind was on a blink.

“Do you remember when you worked with Simon on the drug story?” Alex’s 

voice came back over the line.

His  former  colleague’s  dark,  handsome face flashed in  front  of  Bradley’s 

eyes. Simon and he had worked closely together on many stories. Over the 

years they had become more than colleagues. They had become friends, 

trusting  and  relying  on  each  other,  appreciating  each  others’  intuition.  In 

many  ways  they  complemented  each  other,  although  they  came  from 

different backgrounds and lived totally different lives. 

Simon had often teased him by calling him a spoiled rich, white boy living in a 

bubble in the up-market Johannesburg suburbs without any knowledge about 

real life. Bradley had always countered by calling Simon a poor black man 

who was a racist and had a chip on his shoulder. Together they made a 

formidable team, which always delivered.

Bradley had not seen Simon for a while, although they had spoken over the 

phone a few times. Simon had been covering a fraud and corruption case in 

Durban.  An  Indian  businessman,  Rajif  Govender,  had  been  accused  of 

bribing the Deputy President of South Africa. Bradley had followed Simon’s 

articles with great interest. His friend showed a deep understanding of the 

intricacies of the case and his stories provided many background details. 

The  court  case  took  months.  Documents  and  witness  statements  were 

declared  inadmissible.  Representatives  of  a  foreign  company  were 
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subpoenaed to testify. Ex-employees of Govender’s company were called as 

witnesses. The accused’s legal team were fiery adversaries, exploring and 

exploiting every avenue. 

In  the end it  was found that  ‘a  mutually  corrupt  relationship’  had existed 

between  the  businessman  and  the  Deputy  President  and  the  judge 

sentenced Rajif Govender to fifteen years in prison. 

“What do you think?” Alex’s voice drew Bradley back to the present.

Straightening his back, Bradley asked, “About the drug story?”

“I recall that you and Simon stepped on some very big toes.”

This time it was Bradley’s turn to be quiet. He remembered the story very 

well. Simon and he had researched a feature on drug use by school children. 

Teenagers at various local schools had come forward voluntarily and were 

interviewed. Both parents and teachers had cooperated. The investigation 

had gone without  a  hitch until  one teenage boy had named names.  The 

young guy, a weed, who was slightly built and had a nerdy look about him, 

had pointed out people, and by fingering them, had invariably drawn attention 

to himself, Simon and Bradley. 

After that, the story became bigger by the day, dragging Simon and Bradley 

into the dark recesses of Hillbrow. They had interviewed young people from 

all  walks of like who were either peddling drugs or using them. They had 

flushed  out  some  interesting  connections.  Simon  and  Bradley  prodded, 

probed and scored invaluable information. It was only when the police made 

an appearance that the informers became twitchy. 
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The friends became the prey and drug dealers as well as cops had chased 

Simon and Bradley through the dim dirty streets of Hillbrow. Fearing for their 

lives, the friends had eventually hidden in a dilapidated apartment building 

where they spent a night amongst homeless people and junkies. 

By arresting a few middlemen, the cops did some real damage to a drug 

syndicate  operating  out  of  Hillbrow.  Although  drug  syndicates  realign 

themselves in no time at all, Bradley and Simon believed firmly that they had 

played a pivotal role in the arrests.

“You think it could have something to do with that?” Bradley asked wistfully.

“It’s possible,” Alex suggested.

“It’s quite a while ago. Why would they start to harass me now?”

Alex did not reply.

Bradley waved his hand in the air.  “I  mean,  if  they wanted revenge, why 

would they wait this long?

Alex grunted impatiently. “Maybe they were locked behind bars until now.” 

Bradley swallowed hard at his friend’s sarcastic reply. “Hey,” he protested 

feebly.

“Your instincts are really shot,” his friend exclaimed. “I’m amazed. You can’t 

even put two and two together.”

Bradley was not sure why or where the sudden attack came from, but it did 

not matter. He knew Alex was right. Since he had left the paper, his senses 

had lost their sharpness, his gut feeling had often left him in the lurch, and 

his brain did not make the right connections. It  was a sad state of affairs. 
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Bradley knew instinctively that the situation he was in now would not have 

happened if he was still working as a full time journalist.

Bradley  took  a  deep  breath.  “You’re  right.  My  apologies.  I’m  really  not 

thinking straight.” He rubbed his face tiredly. “But shouting at me doesn’t get 

us anywhere either.”

Alex grunted something unintelligible.

“How about it?” Bradley asked. “Will you meet me at your office tomorrow 

morning? It will be much easier to figure something out once I have a look at 

my material.”

“Fine,” his friend grumbled.

“Thanks, Alex.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Bradley got to his feet and stretched his legs. He was about to replace the 

receiver on the handset when Alex asked, “By the way, have you told the 

police about this whole matter?”

Bradley pursed his lips. “No.”

“Why not?” Alex asked surprised.

“Because  it  only  happened  half  an  hour  ago  and  because  the  cops  are 

useless,” Bradley snapped.

He visualised his friend’s face turning grim. Bradley could almost feel  the 

reprimand coming, although Alex hadn’t said a word. 

“And you know as well  as I  do that the cops won’t do anything,” Bradley 

pointed out, trying to keep a cynical edge out of his voice.

“How do you know?” Alex asked cautiously.
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Bradley was ready to give another sharp reply, but at the last moment kept 

his tongue in check. He did not want to argue with Alex.

Alex sighed. “Bradley, think! There are too many unknowns here. You should 

do yourself a favour, and report everything to the police.”

Bradley  pushed  his  hand  through  his  hair,  contemplating  his  friend’s 

suggestion.

“It can’t do any harm,” his friend tried to persuade him.

“I know it won’t do any harm,” Bradley replied irritably, “it’s the amount of time 

I’m going to waste. If I could talk to someone competent, then it would be a 

different story.”

Bradley heard Alex snort,  not  sure if  it  was a failed laugh or  a  sound of 

contempt. “What about those detectives who came to your place after you 

reported the break-in?” Alex asked.

Bradley shook his  head.  “They are youngsters,  just  in  their  mid twenties. 

What would they know?”

“At least it’s a start,” Alex replied. “The break-in is already on record. And if 

they can’t help you, their boss might.”

Bradley picked on his lower lip. The two detectives hadn’t appeared to be 

incompetent, just very young. Was it worth a shot? Undecided, he rubbed his 

nose with his forefinger for a couple of seconds. What the heck! If it didn’t 

work, then all he had lost was his time.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll phone them.”

“Good for you,” Alex replied with relief. “When are you going to call?”

Bradley hesitated. Looking at his watch, he saw that it was already close to 

nine o’clock. He was supposed to meet Lauren at ten. 
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“After I come back from shopping,” he said.

“Why not now?”

“Because I’m going to run late if I call them now, that’s why,” he said touchily.

“Hold your horses, pal,” Alex protested.

Immediately  regretting his  outburst,  Bradley said,  “Sorry.  I  didn’t  mean to 

snap at you.”

Alex chortled quietly. “I understand. You’ve been under a lot of strain and 

have a lot on your mind. I’ll meet you at the office tomorrow morning. Just 

don’t forget to phone the cops.”

“Sure.”

They hung up simultaneously.

Bradley locked his  front  door  making  doubly  sure that  it  was secure.  He 

climbed into his Audi and activated the central locking system. Reversing out 

of  the  driveway,  he  noticed  his  neighbour’s  trailer  parked  in  front  of  his 

house. The Accountant was on the prowl again. Nearly every weekend, he 

and his skinny, but pretty wife were off to a wildlife resort. They either went to 

the Sun City area, or to the Kruger Park, or to some other little known place 

in the bush. 

Although Bradley enjoyed South Africa’s wildlife, he preferred the comfort of 

a decent bed and a solid roof over his head, with breakfast served in the 

morning  and dinner  prepared at  night.  Bradley  was not  very fond of  self 

catering, or sleeping in a hot tent or caravan. He had no urge to be bitten by 

mosquitoes  or  to  shake  out  his  sleeping  bag  to  get  rid  of  spiders  and 

scorpions. 
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As Bradley turned his steering wheel, his neighbour appeared in the open 

door and waved. With a low groan, Bradley stopped and rolled down the 

window. Forcing the corners of his mouth into a smile, he looked up at the tall 

bony  man  dressed  in  tailored  khaki  clothes,  his  John  Lennon  glasses 

emphasising  his  hollow  cheekbones  and  thin  humourless  lips.  Bradley 

wondered once again how such an uninteresting man had been able to catch 

such a pretty woman. 

“Hello, Mr Tanner,” the bony man called out.

Bradley smiled, hiding his embarrassment. He had forgotten the Accountant’s 

name again. 

“Hello there,” he greeted him back. “I see you are off on one of your trips.” 

Bradley nodded in the direction of the trailer. 

His  neighbour  beamed  and  jovially  pushed  his  hands  into  his  trouser 

pockets.

“Yup. We are going to Bakobung.” He turned to Bradley and stepped closer. 

“This  time  we  are  not  camping.  We’ve  booked  into  the  lodge.”  If  it  was 

possible,  the  Accountant’s  smile  became  broader.  “It’s  our  wedding 

anniversary.”

Bradley tilted his head to one side. “Congratulations,” he said, with genuine 

warmth. “How long have you been married?”

The Accountant shuffled his feet, embarrassed. “Three years today.”

“Well, enjoy your trip and especially your anniversary.”

His neighbour’s cheeks turned pink with pleasure. Bradley put his right hand 

back on the steering wheel indicating that he was about to drive off.
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“Say,” the Accountant’s voice stopped him. “Did you have trouble at home 

the other night?”

Bradley took his hand off the steering wheel. “Yeah. My place was broken 

into.”

“I heard.”

“Did you see anything?”  Bradley asked hopefully.  “I  mean did  you notice 

anybody suspicious? Anyone who did not belong in the complex?”

His neighbour shook his head. “No. Unfortunately not.”

“Are you sure?” Bradley pressed.

The smile disappeared from the Accountant’s face. “Yes, I’m sure,” he said. 

“We weren’t even home. We only heard about it when we got back. The old 

lady in number 38 told us about it.”

Bradley hadn’t thought of the old lady, Mrs Weatherby. He secretly called her 

the complex’s spy. People often saw her wrinkled face peering from behind 

her lace curtains. Her house was at the top of the driveway and from that 

vantage point,  she could see almost  all  their  front  doors.  Mrs Weatherby 

knew everyone in the complex: what unit they stayed in, if they were married, 

or not, if they had children, or not, what their professions were, when they 

were home, when their families visited, and when couples had an argument. 

Bradley wondered occasionally if the old woman also knew how much money 

everyone earned. It was not entirely out of the question.

Bradley didn’t dislike the old lady, who kept mostly to herself. Overall, she 

was a pleasant old thing. Her short white hair was always neatly layered into 

waves and she usually wore a pale-coloured silk dress with printed flowers. 

Whenever she went out in her well-kept 1930s Oldsmobile, she stopped to 
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have a quick friendly word. The old lady was quite bright for her age, which 

he guessed was closer to eighty than seventy, and she did not resemble a 

tottering granny at all.

“Maybe I should have a word with Mrs Weatherby,” Bradley ventured.

The Accountant bobbed his head up and down encouragingly. “I think that’s 

a very good idea. Maybe she saw something.”

Bradley flicked his head back. “Unfortunately, I’m in a bit of a hurry.” Looking 

in the direction of Mrs Weatherby’s unit, he said, “I’ll call on her later.”

Turning back to the Accountant, he smiled. “In the meantime, have a good 

trip. Enjoy your third honeymoon.”

The Accountant blushed again. “Thanks.”

Bradley  pulled  his  elbow  back  from  the  open  car  window,  pushed  the 

accelerator lightly, and rolled down the driveway. 

Thick white cumulus clouds floated across the blue sky. It promised to be 

another  scorching  hot  day.  When  he  reached  the  bridge  across  the  N1 

highway, Bradley closed his window tightly and checked that his doors were 

locked. There seemed to be more hawkers lining the road than usual. He 

approached the first set of traffic lights and slowed down. A couple of cars 

were in front of him and he stopped behind a red Golf  GTI.  Immediately, 

hawkers swarmed towards the idling cars, their black faces glistening with 

sweat as they sauntered past the line of vehicles. 

Suddenly there was a loud bang. Instinctively Bradley looked up at the Golf 

in front of him. A tall black guy with hair cropped close to his head, wearing a 

brown shirt and baggy jeans was leaning into the car window on the left hand 
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side of the Golf. The woman inside the car appeared to be screaming and at 

the same time holding on to an object. She was rising up out of her seat, 

clutching and pulling hard at her bag. 

An instant later, a short black guy wearing fancy sunglasses and carrying a 

tray with cold drink bottles approached the driver’s side. Nonchalantly, he 

knocked on the woman’s window and as she automatically looked up, the 

woman loosened her grip on her bag. This was the opportunity the man on 

her left was waiting for, and he gave her bag one more hard tug, ripping it out 

of her hands. 

The bag now in his hand, the man was free to weave his way through the 

cars  in  the  oncoming  lane,  soon  disappearing  down  the  embankment 

studded with dry brushes. The vendor who was holding the cool drink tray 

made his way casually past motorists behind Bradley, and he too was soon 

gone from everyone’s view. 

It was over in seconds. It had all happened so fast that it seemed not to have 

happened at all, except that the slivers of glass from the broken car window 

were  scattered  on  the  road.  Bradley  looked  at  the  woman who  had  just 

become  a  victim  of  a  smash-and-grab.  Her  hands  were  on  the  steering 

wheel, her arms stretched out straight and her head was leaning against the 

headrest.

Sadly, there was nothing Bradley or anyone else could do. Fortunately she 

hadn’t been shot. These smash-and-grabs happened on a regular basis. It 

was useless to jump out of one’s car in an effort to catch the culprits. They 

had worked out a perfect routine, making it almost impossible to apprehend 

them. While one guy smashed a window, another would distract the victim. 
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They were fast  and efficient.  Hardly anybody ever got a good look at the 

grabbers and that meant that they were almost never caught. The victim’s 

only choice was to drive over the broken glass, report the incident to the 

police, cancel all credit cards immediately, and claim from insurance. 

Women in particular were warned not to leave their handbags on passenger 

seats, but men were also targets, especially when they left their laptops on 

their  backseats,  or  were  talking  distractedly  on  their  cell  phones  at  an 

intersection. Statistically, every motorist sooner or later became a victim of a 

smash-and-grab. 

The traffic light turned green and the line of cars began moving. The woman 

in the Golf followed the car in front of her, knowing full well that she had to 

get to a safe location quickly. It was not a good idea to drive around with a 

broken window. Bradley drove behind her until she turned into a side street, 

then he accelerated, putting the incident out of his mind.

Reaching the reddish brown block of  Fourways mall,  Bradley turned right 

instead  of  left.  Fourways  Crossing  was  a  sprawling  complex  of  small  to 

medium sized stores built around a huge open parking lot. It was a cheaper 

version  of  an  upmarket  mall.  Shop  owners  who  could  not  afford  the 

exorbitant  rentals  inside  the  closed  shopping  centre  opened  their  stores 

across the road, still benefiting from the reputation of the well-known mall. 

Bradley drove around a traffic circle, turned right and made his way into the 

crowded  parking  lot.  The  sun  beat  down  relentlessly  and  reflected  off 

windows and roofs of parked cars. His air conditioner was blowing cold air full 

blast. Cars were coming and going, without a moment’s gap for him to take 
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advantage of. Bradley drummed his fingers on his steering wheel. Finding a 

parking spot would be a bitch. 

Bradley crawled through rows of parked vehicles hoping and praying that it 

would not  take too long until  a shopper  reversed out  of  his spot.  Having 

circled the lot three times already, and losing patience fast, Bradley finally 

saw a couple pushing their full trolley towards a beige Toyota. 

Like a hawk honing in on its prey, he followed them. They stopped and he 

stopped. Bradley flicked his indicator determined not to relinquish his position 

for  all  the  money  in  the  world.  A  few minutes  later,  having  packed their 

purchases into their boot, the couple drove off leaving Bradley to park his 

Audi. He switched off the engine, opened the door and stepped out of his 

car. 

The heat was oppressive and Bradley gasped for breath. Scanning the sky 

he noticed that the clouds had formed into huge mountains - a thunderstorm 

was brewing. He walked quickly across the parking lot, feeling the heat rise 

up from the tar through the soles of his takkies. Stepping into the shade of an 

arcade, he wiped pearls of sweat from his temples. 

Bradley made his way briskly past a jeweller, a budget clothing store, a large 

food store, another clothing shop and a computer store, finally reaching the 

furniture  shop  in  the  corner  on  his  right.  Lauren  must  have  watched  his 

hurried journey, because the glass doors opened and she stepped out of the 

store. A huge smile spread across Bradley’s face as she walked up to him 

and put her arms around his neck.
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Lauren’s  lithe  body  snuggled  against  his  and  he  could  feel  her  breasts 

rubbing against  his  chest  through her  thin  clinging cotton T-shirt.  Bradley 

bent down, dug his hand into her hair and kissed her long and deep. 

After a moment, Lauren drew away, little lights dancing in her eyes. “Hello 

lover,” she said, slightly out of breath.

Bradley definitely needed a new bed fast. “Hello darling,” he croaked.

Lauren pushed her hand firmly against his chest, holding him at bay. “Shall 

we go shopping?” she asked breathlessly.

Sensing her unspoken thoughts, Bradley laughed. “We’d better hurry.”

Lauren  turned  on  her  heel  and  walked  towards  the  glass  doors  of  the 

furniture  store.  Bradley  followed  her  slowly,  admiring  her  tight  buttocks 

wiggling from side to side, imagining his hands caressing her smooth soft 

skin. A moment later, he shook his head. The realisation of his fantasy would 

have to wait a couple of hours.

Picking  out  furniture  turned  out  to  be  more  tedious  than  Bradley  had 

anticipated. Within minutes they were back to where they had been six years 

previously, arguing about shape, colour and style. The salesman on the floor 

was useless, unhelpful in his checked shirt, maroon tie and carrot red hair. 

Wandering through the aisles a third time, Bradley noticed that they were not 

making any progress at  all.  He was becoming more and more impatient. 

They had looked at the same furniture over and over again unable to make 

up  their  minds.  Standing  in  front  of  an  old-fashioned style  brown leather 

lounge suite, Bradley decided that he had had enough. His feet hurt and he 

couldn’t stand the tickling of fine fluff in his nose any longer. If it were up to 
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him, they would have been out of the store a long time ago. He slumped into 

a deep armchair and refused to get up again.

Slowly  sinking  onto  the  couch  opposite  him,  Lauren  looked  at  him 

questioningly. “What now?” she asked quietly.

Bradley shrugged his shoulders.

Lauren rang her hands, distressed. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I don’t mean 

to be difficult.”

Bradley tilted his head to one side and smiled crookedly. “We have different 

taste, that’s all.”

As Lauren bent her head, her long blonde hair fell over her face, hiding it 

from view.

He screwed up his eyes. “Come on,” he said. “Don’t be upset.”

She shook her head. “I’m not upset.”

Rubbing the tops of his legs with his hands, Bradley looked around the store. 

Six- and four seater lounge suites covered in black, pink and orange canvas 

or patterned velour, with either round cushions or narrow armrests stood in 

between round, square and oval dining room sets, with either high or low 

backed chairs.  Glass topped, solid oak, cherry wood round and rectangle 

coffee  tables  made  way  for  green,  blue  and  orange  beanbags.  Single, 

double, queen and king-size beds from at least six different manufacturers 

were stacked high against the walls. Three quarter and full wall units in pine, 

dark oak or mahogany, with or without glass doors stood on carpets in all 

sizes  and  textures.  The  store  was  crammed  to  capacity.  Scanning  the 

furniture, Bradley wondered how any sane man could ever decide on any 

one item. They all looked good to him. 
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Pulling a funny grimace, he turned to Lauren. “You know what?”

Her face lit up at his sudden cheerfulness.

“You choose.”

Suspicious, Lauren squinted up at him. “What do you mean?”

Leaning forward in his armchair, Bradley reached out and pushed a strand of 

hair behind her ear.

“You choose the furniture,” he repeated. “You walk around and pick the stuff. 

When you’re finished, call me, and I’ll pay.”

Her eyes became wide. “Are you sure?”

Bradley nodded vigorously. “I’m very sure.” He laughed self-consciously. “I’m 

no good at this kind of thing and before we argue until we’re blue in the face, 

you decide.”

Lauren stared at him speechless.

“I trust you,” he said, putting his finger on her nose.

Leaning back on the couch,  she probed,  “You really  want  me to  choose 

everything?”

“Yep.”

A small frown appeared on her forehead. “And where will you be?”

Bradley thought quickly, remembering the shops he had passed on his way 

to the furniture store. “I’ll be next door, at the computer store,” he said. “You 

don’t like computers anyway.”

Lauren nodded enthusiastically.

Bradley got up from the armchair and held out his hand. Pulling her up onto 

her feet, he asked, “So it’s settled then? You choose and then call me?”

Lauren patted his arm teasingly. “As long as you pay.”
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Nonchalantly,  Bradley  waved  his  hand  in  the  air.  “Don’t  worry  about  the 

money. Just choose what you like.”

“Great,” she exclaimed excitedly.

Bradley bent down and kissed her softly on her lips. “I’ll see you later.”

“Yes,” Lauren managed, her head already turning in the direction of the wall 

units.

Bradley let go of her hand and walked off, glad to leave her to it. This was not 

a man’s job. All this was designed for women. What was the use of arguing 

about some furniture? In the end, Lauren would have her way and he would 

only have wasted his time.

Swiftly,  Bradley moved past  a couple of  serious shoppers and exited the 

store.

The air stood still and if anything, the heat outside had intensified. Bradley 

squinted at the sky and saw that the mountainous clouds were no longer 

white, but dirty grey and moving towards each other with enormous speed. 

He stayed under the arcade and walked swiftly to the computer store further 

down the way. Pushing open the doors, he gratefully escaped the heat and 

was instantly engulfed in the breeze of cool, air-conditioned air. 

The shop was busy. Teenagers were looking at displays or discussing the 

latest  computer  technology.  A  few younger  children  were  eyeing  shelves 

stacked with games, whilst a salesman explained the intricacies of a new 

operating system to a couple of interested shoppers. 

As the door swung closed,  a young man approached Bradley,  his  badge 

identifying him as a salesman for the store. The salesman did not look a 
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month  older  than  eighteen  years.  His  face  was  covered  with  angry  red 

pimples and his blond hair hung scraggly around his ears. His black T-shirt 

was two sizes too big and his baggy jeans seemed ready to fall off his butt 

any second. His smile however, was genuine and warm.

“Can I help you, sir?” he asked politely.

Startled, Bradley turned to the young salesman. He was not used to being 

called sir. Suddenly, he felt old. An instant later, Bradley caught himself. He 

wasn’t that old.

The young shop attendant was waited patiently. “What are you looking for, 

sir?”

“I’m looking for a laptop,” Bradley said, returning the young man’s smile.

“Very well.”

The salesman turned on his heel and sauntered towards the centre of the 

shop. About ten different laptops were on display in a low aluminium cabinet 

with locked glass front doors. Fancy colourful pictures flickered across sleek 

flat  screens.  Some  laptops  had  a  mouse  attached,  others  were  without. 

Sitting beside one computer on a small acrylic pedestal was a calculator pad. 

Bradley recognised various shaped keyboards, but had no idea what all the 

silver buttons were for.

“What  exactly  are  you  looking  for?”  the  salesman asked,  leaning  his  hip 

against the cabinet.

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. He was looking for a laptop. As long as the 

thing worked and did what he told it to do, what did it matter?

Pointing at the computers, the young man began to rattle off the features of 

each laptop. Bradley heard giga bytes, operating systems, Internet access, 
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RAMs  and  ROMs,  memory  space  and  upgrades.  While  explaining  the 

individual characteristics of each laptop, the salesman’s fingers tapped on 

keys, changing settings and displays. 

After the third description, Bradley was totally lost. Deep down, he envied the 

young man who seemed to know exactly what he was talking about. Bradley 

felt like a dinosaur in a shop full of computers.

Not getting feedback from Bradley, the salesman looked up and immediately 

interpreted his customer’s expression correctly.

“Sir,” he said kindly, without condescension, “what are you going to use it 

for?”

Gratefully,  Bradley breathed a sigh of  relief.  At  last  he had something to 

contribute. “I basically want to type and do research via the Internet. And do 

a couple of simple spreadsheets,” he replied.

The young man waggled his head with understanding. “So, you don’t want to 

play games?”

Bradley  burst  out  laughing.  “No,  my  friend.  I  don’t  play  games  on  my 

computer.”

“But it must still be quite fast, because you use the Internet?” he asked.

“I presume so,” Bradley replied cautiously.

The young man pointed to a very thin, flat laptop in a shiny silver housing. 

“This is our latest model.” He opened the flap and started rattling off features 

again. 

Bradley stopped him after a minute or two. “Hang on,” he said. “Can it do 

what I want it to do?”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 321

The young man hesitated. “You obviously need the latest Windows operating 

system, a word and spreadsheet processing program and Internet access.”

“So?”

“When you load them, then your computer will do what you want it to do.”

“Fine.”

“If you want them, I can load them for you.”

Bradley nodded. “Perfect. When can you do it?”

The young man grinned. “After you’ve paid.”

Bradley grinned back. “Let’s do it.”

The young salesman got down on his haunches and pulled back the sliding 

cabinet door. He chose a box, pulled it out, and got to his feet again. After 

selecting a couple of more boxes from a shelf on his right, he turned around.

“Would you like a mouse?”

Bradley contemplated his reply for a moment. Touch pads were a pain in the 

neck. With his thick fingers, he often battled to get the cursor into the right 

position and when he clicked, the damn thing had moved already.

“Yes,” he replied. “Give me a mouse.”

“Would you like wireless or traditional?”

Bradley frowned, trying hard not to let on what was going through his mind: 

what  was the difference between wireless or traditional? A mouse was a 

mouse. 

Not wanting to sound too ignorant, Bradley said with more confidence than 

he felt, “Give me a wireless.” He would figure out later what the difference 

was.
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The young man picked another box from a shelf to his left and with his arms 

full, walked to a counter beside the front door. Leaving the boxes next to the 

till, he made his way behind the counter. The young sales man began ringing 

up  his  customer’s  purchases  when  Bradley  lifted  his  head  and  looked 

through the floor to ceiling window behind the counter. 

Bradley  stared  at  the  man who stood in  front  of  the  shop trying  to  peer 

through the reflective glass. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Although the man 

wore jeans, a blue checked shirt and a green baseball cap, there was no 

mistake: it was Sandy Hair. The shadow had followed him and was standing 

right outside the store. 

Rage flooded Bradley and he balled his hands into fists. How dare he? How 

dare  he  follow him around? Not  taking  his  eyes off  his  shadow,  he said 

through clenched teeth, “Give me a moment.”

He threw his credit card on the counter and moved slowly towards the door. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the puzzled expression of the young 

salesman.

“I’ll only be a moment,” Bradley assured him. “Just carry on.”

Bradley put  his  hand against  the aluminium doorframe and pushed softly 

against it. 

CHAPTER 15
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Suddenly,  Sandy  Hair  turned  his  head  towards  the  computer  shop’s 

entrance. Bradley pushed harder and the door flew open. The man was fast. 

Instantly he realised that his target had spotted him. In a flash, Sandy Hair 

spun  on  his  heel  and  started  racing  down  the  arcade.  Startled  by  his 

shadow’s quick reaction, Bradley hesitated for a split second, but then ran 

after him. 

Fifty  metres  on,  his  shadow  collided  with  a  white  haired-man  in  baggy 

clothes. The old man’s trolley toppled over and groceries spilled onto the 

pavement.  Sandy  Hair  lost  his  footing  and  his  arms  flailed  wildly  as  he 

stumbled. He stepped on a carton of milk, which burst with a loud pop. Milk 

poured over  his  shoes.  Shoppers  stopped and looked inquisitively  at  the 

enfolding scene.  Bradley caught  up a little,  silently  thanking shoppers for 

slowing his shadow down. He gained some ground, but Sandy Hair quickly 

found his  balance.  He gave Bradley a backward glance,  pushed his  way 

roughly through the gathering crowd, and started running again. 

The shadow circumvented the many shoppers and rapidly approached the 

steps leading down to an undercover parking lot.  Bradley’s heart pumped 

hard, blood rushed in his ears, his breath came in short bursts and his throat 

burned. He narrowly avoided a woman holding a baby in her arms as she 

stepped out of a grocery store. 

His shadow reached the top of the stairs. Afraid to lose the man, Bradley 

tried  to  squeeze  through  a  gap  between  a  pillar  and  a  shopper. 

Underestimating the narrowness of the space, he hit his shoulder against the 

pillar’s hard unforgiving concrete. Searing pain made him groan. He put his 

hand up to his shoulder and slowed down considerably. 
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Bradley looked up at Sandy Hair and came to an abrupt halt. His shadow 

was standing perfectly still  at the top of the stairs, glaring at him coldly. A 

grey metal object was glinting dangerously in his outstretched hand.

Bradley froze.  The blood drained from his face. With utter  horror Bradley 

realised he was staring at a pointed gun. 

Adrenaline flooded his brain and he dove behind a concrete flower box. He 

hit the ground hard. His knees grazed the rough pavement. His head missed 

the side of the box by a centimetre. Sliding his hands on the concrete tiles, 

small pebbles embedded themselves in his palms.

Waving his arm above his head, Bradley shouted, “Get down! Get down!

The crack of a gunshot made him bury his head in the crock of his arms. The 

bullet whined past him, burying itself in a pillar behind him. 

“Shit!” Bradley swore loudly. His shadow was shooting at him! 

Carefully Bradley raised his head a few centimetres and looked up at the 

shoppers around him. Panic had broken out. People around him screamed. 

High pitched screeches reached his ears and he saw men hitting the ground, 

women dragging  their  children  back into  the  shops and teenagers  hiding 

behind pillars. 

Another shot rang out. Bradley flinched. The bullet ricocheted off the edge of 

the flower box. Tiny concrete chips rained down on him. Out of the corner of 

his eye, he saw someone fall. Bradley turned his head cautiously. A woman 

was lying on the pavement. Blood pooled around the body. People shouted 

hysterically,  trying to get away from the body on the ground. Pedestrians 

scattered frantically and emptied the area. Chaos reigned.
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Lying behind the stone flower  box,  Bradley nervously  waited for  the next 

sharp crack of bullets; but they did not come.

He waited another few moments, then slowly eased forward on his belly to 

the edge of the flower box. Cautiously, he peered around the corner.  His 

eyes scanned the stairs leading to the underground parking lot. He moved 

another  few centimetres forward and squinted  at  the area in  front  of  the 

steps. 

Sandy Hair  was gone.  No one was standing on the stairs  holding a gun 

pointing in his direction. His shadow had simply disappeared.

Bradley got to his feet. He scrutinised the area once more; but his shadow 

was  definitely  not  there.  He  looked  at  the  bleeding  body on the  ground. 

Several shoppers were crouched beside the woman. A black man in a blue 

shirt had his cell phone squashed against his ear; he was shouting for an 

ambulance - a pedestrian had been shot. 

Ignoring the stabbing pain  in  his  shoulder,  his  burning palms and knees, 

Bradley walked forward. He approached the stairs and began taking one step 

at  a time downwards,  continually  on the look out for  his  shadow. People 

passed him on their way up, unaware of the danger.

Bradley reached the dim underground parking lot and instinctively knew that 

Sandy Hair had gone. Too much time had lapsed. But a careless moment 

could cost him his life, so Bradley kept alert, looking first left and then right, 

checking the areas between parked cars and particularly the areas close to 

the concrete pillars. Tense, ready to drop to his haunches at the first moment 

of danger, Bradley made his way into the parking lot. 

There was no sign of Sandy Hair.
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“Damn it!” he swore loudly.

Another opportunity gone. Again, his shadow had outwitted and outrun him.

Bradley heard the faint siren of an approaching ambulance. With one last 

futile look around, he made his way back up the stairs. 

A  bunch  of  people  had  formed  a  tight  circle  around  the  woman  on  the 

ground.  Bradley  walked  up  to  the  scene  and  elbowed  his  way  past  the 

curious on-lookers. A young black woman was lying motionless on her back, 

her mouth half open, her skin ashen. She had lost a high-heeled sandal. Her 

striped pencil skirt had ridden up her thighs and her white blouse was blood 

soaked. 

A man in jeans and a brown shirt was kneeling beside the victim. Gently he 

lifted the woman’s head and cradled it in his arms. His black skin appeared 

grey  and  deep  lines  were  edged  around  his  mouth.  A  white-haired  man 

slipped out  of  his cardigan,  went down on his  haunches and pushed the 

rolled up jacket under the woman’s neck. 

Bradley heard muttered comments, but otherwise the people surrounding the 

victim  stayed  quiet.  There  were  no  hysterical  screams  or  frenzied 

movements. Shocked into silence, people only stared at the victim, helpless 

and frightened.

The siren of  the  ambulance bleated from across  the parking  lot.  Bradley 

watched it stop at the curb. The doors opened and two paramedics jumped 

out. The crowd opened up a gap, letting the men clad in blue uniforms, pass. 

With quick efficient movements, they snapped on their latex gloves. Ripping 

the woman’s blouse open, the paramedics found her injury immediately. The 

last bullet had entered her abdomen. Bright red blood ran down the victim’s 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 327

side  and  gathered  underneath  her  on  the  pavement,  colouring  the  grey 

concrete a dull brown. The paramedics set up a drip and at the same time 

asked  questions  from  the  on-lookers  about  what  had  happened.  A  third 

paramedic brought a gurney and together they lifted the woman it. Slowly 

they rolled it towards the ambulance.

Bradley noticed another flashing light racing across the parking lot. This time 

it was blue. A police car pulled up to the curb. Sudden movement behind him 

indicated that on-lookers were dispersing swiftly. It was one thing to watch 

someone’s pain, but it was an entirely different story to stick around when the 

police arrived. Judging by their reaction, most people thought it better not to 

be  involved:  involvement  spelled  trouble.  Bradley  was  unconcerned.  He 

welcomed the officers’ presence, eager to tell them what had happened.

Two black cops got  out  of  their  car.  The short,  fat  one tucked his  white 

uniform shirt into his pants as he sauntered over to the ambulance. The other 

cop straightened his cap, as he followed close behind. They addressed the 

paramedics, but Bradley was standing too far away and could not hear what 

they were saying. While talking to the ambulance crew, the officers glanced 

several times at the pool of blood on the ground.

The cops ended their conversation and walked towards the group of people 

who were still left at the accident scene. Bradley took a step forward ready to 

impart with his information, but the cops ignored him, instead directing their 

attention to a black man wearing brown baggy pants standing to Bradley’s 

left.

“Good afternoon,” the short, fat cop said, hitching up his pants.

The man bowed his head in response.
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“Can you tell us what happened here?” the cop asked.

The man shrugged his shoulders. “I came here after it happened. I didn’t see 

anything.”

On  hearing  the  witness’s  negative  response,  Bradley  took  another  step 

forward, pushing himself in front of the man with the baggy trousers. 

“Excuse me,” Bradley said eagerly. “I was here. I know what happened.”

The fat  cop  turned  slowly  and  looked him up  and  down.  His  expression 

showed annoyance. “If we want to talk to you, we’ll come to you.”

Taken aback, Bradley swallowed hard.

The cop turned his attention back to the black man next to him. “Did you see 

the shooter?”

The shopper shook his head. “I was over there,” he pointed at a store further 

down the mall. “I only came here afterwards.”

Bradley opened his mouth again, ready to explain, but the cop held up his 

hand. “Please do not interfere in our investigation,” he snapped. “I told you, 

we will talk to you if we need to.”

Bradley’s eyes narrowed at the cop’s harsh rebuff,  but he kept his mouth 

shut.

The officer turned his back on him and addressed a pretty black woman in 

her mid-twenties, who was wearing cargo pants and a matching T-shirt. She 

looked at the police officer shaking her head already before he could ask her 

any question.

“Did you see anything?” the cop asked, nonetheless.

“No,” she whispered, avoiding his intense stare.
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Putting  his  hands  on  his  hips,  the  cop  insisted,  “You  must  have  seen 

something.”

The young woman folded her arms across her chest and shook her head 

again.

Bradley  became  increasingly  irritated  as  he  listened  to  the  cop’s  futile 

attempts to extract relevant information from bystanders. Bradley came to a 

decision. Determined to pass on the details about the shooting, he walked 

around the cop standing in front of him.

“I know what happened,” Bradley stated firmly. “If you will just listen to me.”

A corner of the officer’s mouth curled into a snarl. Without replying, the cop 

lifted his hand, grabbed Bradley’s arm with an iron fist and pulled him to the 

side. 

“Hey,” Bradley protested, unable to resist the officer’s force.

The cop raised his forefinger and pointed it warningly at Bradley. “Stay out of 

our way,” he growled.

Angry,  Bradley  hunched  forward,  clenching  his  fists,  ready  to  punch  the 

officer. The cop stared at him motionless, waiting for Bradley’s next move. A 

sense of survival made Bradley relax his shoulders; hitting a police officer 

would amount  to  assault  and would get  him into  serious trouble.  Bradley 

stepped back and hooked his thumbs onto his back pockets. 

Suddenly, his cell phone rang. Turning his back on the police officer, Bradley 

pulled it out of his pocket and opened the flap.

“Hello?”

“Bradley, it’s Lauren.”
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“What’s up?” he asked, staring across the open parking lot.

“That’s what I want to know from you,” she said breathlessly.

“Hmph.”

“We heard shots being fired,” Lauren’s voice sounded anxious. “They made 

us stay in the store.”

Bradley squinted up at the darkening sky. “That’s good,” he said.

“Tell me,” she demanded. “Was there really a shooting?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“Ohh, no! What happened?” Lauren asked worriedly.

Bradley glanced at the pool of blood on the pavement. “A woman was shot 

accidentally.”

“Oh my God! Is she alive?”

“Yes,”  he  said.  “The  ambulance  is  here  and  the  cops  are  questioning 

everyone.”

There was a brief pause, then Lauren asked, “Are you at the scene?”

“Yep.”

“What are you doing there?” she asked astounded.

Bradley took a deep breath. “It’s a long story,” he replied.

“Are you hurt?”

“No. I’m not hurt,” he said.

“What happened?” Lauren probed.

Bradley  shuffled  his  feet  uneasily.  Should  he  tell  Lauren the  whole  story 

now? He decided against it.

“I’ll tell you later,” he said. “I’m a bit busy right now.”

There was another brief silence. “Alright,” Lauren said finally.
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“Are you still at the furniture shop?” Bradley asked.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “I’m almost finished.”

“Give me a call when you need me to pay.”

“Hmhm.”

“See  you  just  now,”  he  said,  and  closed  the  flap  of  his  cell  phone, 

disconnecting the call.

Bradley saw the cop walking over to an elderly black man, his curly hair, 

grey. Watching from a few steps further back, he did not hear the question, 

but saw the man shaking his head. The officer walked from one person to the 

next, but appeared not to receive one positive response. 

Finally, Bradley realised that the black cop was only interested in the black 

bystanders. He pulled his mouth into a cynical smile. Not one of the white 

people  standing  in  the  crowd had  been asked.  Minutes  passed,  and  the 

police  officer  moved  further  and  further  away  from  where  Bradley  was 

standing.  Either  the  cop  had  forgotten  about  him,  or  was  intentionally 

ignoring him.

Bradley  checked his  watch.  He was tired  of  waiting  around.  Most  of  the 

crowd had dispersed. Where there had been panic and frantic running a few 

minutes ago, everyone now was going about their business as if nothing out 

of the ordinary had happened. Bradley looked once more in the direction of 

the  police  officer.  He was talking  to  a  black  woman standing  beside  the 

ambulance.  She  moved  her  hands  animatedly  and  the  cop  listened 

attentively. It appeared the officer had found someone who could answer his 

questions.
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With a shrug of his shoulders, Bradley turned around. It was obvious that he 

was not  needed any longer.  Picking  small  pebbles  out  of  his  palms and 

rubbing his painful  shoulder gently,  Bradley walked back to  the computer 

store. 

Pushing the door open, Bradley welcomed the ice-cold air inside the shop. 

He stopped in front of the counter where the young salesman was waiting for 

him.

“Are you okay, sir?”

Bradley nodded. 

“We heard gunshots,” the salesman continued.

Bradley smiled sadly. “A woman was shot accidentally,” he said.

The young man’s eyes became wide. “Is she alright?”

“The ambulance took her away,” Bradley explained.

Avoiding further curious questions, Bradley walked over to the store’s exit 

doors. Still rubbing his shoulder, his eyes darted around the area outside the 

store’s window. How did Sandy Hair know that he had been at the door? Did 

he have supernatural powers? Bradley looked through the glass and then it 

struck him. The closer he was to the window, the less it reflected. It was so 

easy! His shadow had obviously spotted him as he was standing by the door. 

Bradley shook his head miserably: he never had a chance of catching Sandy 

Hair. 

The voice of the young shop attendant drew his attention back to the counter. 

“Do you still want me to load the programs?”

Bradley managed a smile. “Sure.”
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The young salesman handed Bradley a credit card slip to sign. Placing the 

slip in the cash register drawer, he motioned Bradley to follow him to the 

back of the shop. The youngster pointed to a couch pushed against the wall 

and said, “Have a seat. This will take a while.”

Bradley slumped down, picked up a magazine from a stack on the coffee 

table in front of him and settled down to wait.

Although Bradley tried hard to focus on the magazine, his mind went round 

and round in circles.  He replayed the scene in the arcade over and over 

again,  trying to figure out  if  there could have been another way. He was 

angry with himself for not being able to catch the guy, before he pulled the 

gun  and  fired  the  near  fatal  shots.  Bradley  groaned  softly.  An  innocent 

woman had been seriously hurt and he had no idea why.

Rubbing  his  shoulder,  he  pondered  once  again  what  these  mysterious 

people wanted from him. The man on the phone had stated that Bradley 

knew what they wanted, even disbelieving Bradley’s confused responses. At 

least one thing was clear now: they were serious and dangerous, definitely 

prepared to resort to violence. 

His intense brooding was interrupted by the ringing of his cell phone. 

Bradley opened the flap. “Yes?”

“Hello darling,” Lauren said somewhat subdued. “I’m finished and I need you 

to pay.”

Bradley forced the memory of the attempt on his life to the back of his mind 

and looked at the young salesman, who sat on a high stool behind a counter 
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cluttered with computer parts, tapping keys and concentrating hard on the 

screen. 

“Just hang on a moment.”

Bradley lowered his phone and addressed the young man. “How long do you 

still need?”

The guy glanced up at him, his look far away. It took him a moment to focus 

on Bradley. “Oh,” he replied. “Another half an hour or so.”

Bradley flicked his head towards the door. “I’m just going over to the furniture 

store. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Sure,” the young man mumbled, turning back to the computer screen.

Bradley lifted his phone to his ear. “Did you hear that?”

“Yes.”

“I’m coming right now.”

“I’ll be waiting for you, darling.”

Bradley closed the flap of his cell phone, pushed it back into his pocket and 

got up from his chair. With a nod in the direction of the young man, he made 

his way through the shop and out of the door. 

It took Bradley literally two minutes to join Lauren at the till in the furniture 

shop.  As Bradley put  his  arm around her,  a sharp pain  shot  through his 

shoulder and he winced. 

Immediately Lauren’s face showed concern. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he replied hastily.

Reaching up, she touched his shoulder gently, but although her touch was 

soft, Bradley winced again.
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“Don’t tell me it’s nothing,” Lauren said firmly. “Does it have to do with the 

shooting in the arcade?”

Shuffling his feet, he mumbled, “Let’s first get out of here.”

Lauren gave him a hard stare, but kept quiet.

Bradley pulled out his wallet and handed his credit card to the cashier. She 

swiped his card and he signed the slip without checking the amount.

“Don’t you want to know what I bought?” Lauren asked surprised.

Bradley smiled down at her. “No. I said I trust you … and I’ll see the furniture 

sooner or later.”

Facing the cashier, he queried,” When will you deliver?”

She picked up an A4 sheet from beside the till and studied it for a minute.

“You are in luck,” the cashier said. “We can deliver this afternoon.”

Bradley’s eyebrows rose with surprise. “This afternoon?”

“Yes. Doesn’t it suit you?”

“No, no,” he replied. “It’s perfect.”

A huge grin spread across his face. Pulling Lauren close, he pressed a kiss 

on top of her head. He felt her arm around his waist and heard her chuckle 

quietly. After folding the over-sized invoice, Bradley pushed it into his back 

pocket. With one last look around, they left the furniture store and walked 

arm in arm into the computer shop. 

Lauren and Bradley made their way towards the back where the young man 

was just closing the flap of Bradley’s newly acquired laptop.

“I’m finished,” the guy said with a smile.
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He handed Bradley his laptop, who held it with mock delicacy. “Anything I 

need to know?” he asked.

The young man shook his head. “You’ve worked with a laptop before?”

Bradley nodded.

“Then there is nothing to it.”

Bradley managed a lopsided grin. That’s what they always said, but once he 

sat in front of these little wizardry things, then weird things started to happen. 

“If you say so,” he said doubtfully.

The young salesman smiled encouragingly. Reaching under the counter, he 

pulled out a business card and handed it to Bradley. “In case you run into 

any trouble.”

Bradley scanned the information on the small card: name of store, telephone 

and fax number, e-mail address and web site. At the bottom was a name: 

Martin Benning.

“Thanks, Martin.”

“Nothing to thank me for, sir.”

Benning slid off his high stool and walked them to the door.

“Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

Lauren and Bradley exited the store and looked down the arcade trying to 

identify  the  earlier  accident  scene.  The  ambulance  and  police  car  had 

disappeared. The crowd had dispersed and shoppers were going about their 

daily business. Lauren and Bradley stood for a moment, undecided.

“What now?” she asked.
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Bradley smiled. “How about going home? While we wait for our furniture to 

arrive, I  can try out my laptop and you can inspect the place and decide 

where you want to put what.”

Lauren smiled back at him. ”Good idea.”

Bradley kissed her and she responded eagerly. He couldn’t wait for the bed 

to arrive. Out of breath, Lauren tucked her hair behind her ears. Her cheeks 

were flushed a soft pink and her eyes shone. 

Caressing his face gently, she said, “I’ll see you just now.”

“Don’t be too long,” he croaked.

The interior of his car was as hot as the inside of an oven. The warm air 

made it difficult for him to breath and he felt the soaked-up heat from the seat 

through his jeans. Once again, Bradley let icy cold air dry the sweat on his 

body. He looked up at the sky and saw that the clouds had formed into a 

thick, dark grey blanket. In the distance, lightning strikes hit the ground and 

the low rumble of thunder drifted towards him.

Arriving home, Bradley unlocked his front door, walked into his small hallway 

and stopped in his tracks. Every time he entered his house, fury and outrage 

welled up inside him. Although he had cleaned up and dumped most of the 

broken furniture around the corner of the house, the emptiness jumped up at 

him reminding him of what had happened.

Bradley clenched his fists so that his knuckles turned white. First, there was 

the break-in; then he had been shadowed; then he had been pestered with 

phone calls; and finally, he had been shot at. 

For a brief moment, Bradley wondered what else they were going to do. 
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Sandy Hair seemed to be wherever he was. The man was fast and clever 

and looked absolutely ordinary. He had a face like a thousand other men and 

furthermore, Sandy Hair dressed inconspicuously. Bradley gritted his teeth. It 

was obvious that this was not the first time the man had been given such an 

assignment. But why was he following him? What was his purpose? And was 

his shadow going to lurk around indefinitely? 

Bradley  hadn’t  been  able  to  identify  the  voice  on  the  phone,  but  he 

recognised the malice in it. What did they want from him? The man had said 

that he knew, but he really didn’t have a clue about what they wanted. And if 

they didn’t get what they wanted, would they kill him? 

His thoughts tumbled around in his head, but Bradley did not come to any 

sensible conclusion. He rubbed his face and with some effort,  pushed the 

worrying thoughts out of his mind.

Bradley stepped away from the entrance hall, his footsteps sounding hollow 

on the tiled floor. He left his laptop on the kitchen counter, walked across his 

echoing lounge and opened the patio doors.  Trying to clear his mind, he 

breathed in the hot moist air. He checked the sky again and contemplated for 

a moment how long it would take for the thunderstorm to break loose.

A few minutes later, Bradley heard Lauren’s car in the driveway. He cocked 

his head to the side when she opened the front door.

“Oh, my God!” Standing in the small hallway, she held her hand against her 

mouth and her green eyes grew huge with shock.

“This is horrible!”
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She dropped her hand to her side. Her face was pale. Bradley walked up to 

her and took her into his arms.

“It’s not that bad,” he mumbled, stroking her head softly.

Lauren pushed him away and made her way into the lounge. Stopping in the 

centre of the room, she turned on her heel, taking in the emptiness.

“Was it all broken?” she asked, tears choking her.

“Yes.”

Lauren looked at him pleadingly. “My ornaments?”

Bradley nodded.

“And the paintings?”

He nodded again.

Leaning with his good shoulder against the wall, Bradley gave her time and 

space to acquaint herself with the empty place. Lauren took a few tentative 

steps in the direction of the kitchen.

“They even destroyed the sideboard.”

It was not a question any longer, but a statement, and Bradley did not reply. 

With a look full of hurt, Lauren walked through the open doorway into the 

kitchen.

“Bastards!” she shouted.

Her outburst could only mean one thing: she had discovered the red streaks 

of  tomato  sauce  on  the  walls.  Although  Bradley  was  glad  that  she  was 

showing anger instead of despair, he pulled a face, remembering that he had 

had no time to clean up the kitchen - the pinkish mush was still stuck to the 

tiles on the floor. 
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Lauren’s  tiny  figure  appeared  in  the  open  doorway.  Her  white  face  was 

distorted with fury and her fists were clenched. Without looking at  him or 

saying another word, she walked down the passage, the tips of her long hair 

whipping from one side to the other like the tail  of  an angry cat.  Bradley 

heard her opening the door to his study.

“Oh no!” she cried, but she did not come back into the lounge. Instead, she 

made her way into the bedroom.

“I can’t believe it!” she exclaimed.

Walking back along the passage way,  Lauren’s eyes brimmed with tears. 

“Wait until I get my hands on those bastards,” she hissed.

Bradley  smiled  at  her  outrage.  That’s  how  he  had  felt  when  he  had 

discovered the carnage in his place. Lauren shook her head, her hair flying in 

all directions.

“Those bastards,” she repeated.

“Think of it this way,” Bradley ventured. “At least it’s given you a chance to 

buy new furniture.”

Lauren spun around, facing him. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she spat.

He reached out and said quickly, “Nothing. It was an attempt to be funny. I’m 

trying to see the lighter side of things.”

Lauren tilted  her  head to  one side  and squinted  at  him suspiciously.  He 

maintained a blank face and after a moment or two, she smiled tentatively at 

him. 

“Look, it’s not that bad,” Bradley said soothingly. ”I’ve cleaned up most of the 

mess and in no time at all, we’ll have our place back as it was before.”
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Stretching  her  arms behind  her  head,  Lauren pulled  her  long hair  into  a 

ponytail and glanced at him sideways. Finally, she shrugged her shoulders 

and sighed. “You’re right.”

Lauren walked back into the kitchen and Bradley followed her.

Hooking his thumbs onto his jeans pockets, he said, “Sorry. I haven’t had 

time to clean yet.”

She pushed her toe into the pink mush and sighed again. Pointing at the red 

streaks on the walls, she asked, “This isn’t blood?”

Bradley shook he head firmly. “No. It’s tomato sauce.”

“Tomato sauce! Why would they smear tomato sauce all over the walls?”

Shrugging his shoulders, he offered, “Vindictiveness, maybe?”

“But why?” she exclaimed.

A frown appeared on his forehead and he raised his hands. “I don’t know.”

Hearing the irritability  in his voice, Lauren took a step closer and put her 

hand on his arm.

“I’m sorry,” she said, contrite. “I don’t mean to make it worse than it is.”

Bradley did not comment, but his frown disappeared.

Avoiding the pink mess on the floor,  Lauren moved towards the counter. 

“This is terrible. Didn’t they leave you with anything?”

He burst out laughing. “They didn’t break the instant coffee jar and they left 

my kettle and a few mugs alone. I had a cup of coffee this morning.”

A grin spread across her face. “What about cleaning stuff?”

“I haven’t checked.”
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Starting to open cupboard doors, Lauren shook her head and said mockingly, 

“Typical man.”

Bradley watched her go down on her haunches, inspecting the contents of 

his bottom cupboards. 

“Here we go,” she stated, and pulled out bottles and containers of cleaning 

material. 

Realising that Lauren would not rest until the kitchen was clean, Bradley left 

her to it, quietly backtracking out of the kitchen. He picked up his new laptop 

and made his way into his study.

Bradley closed his door softly, walked over to his desk, put his laptop on top 

of the table and sat down in his chair. He unrolled the cable and connected 

the AC adapter with a power plug in the wall. After flicking open the silver 

cover of his laptop, he pressed the green on-button. The screen lit up and to 

his delight, he recognised familiar icons. Bradley plugged a 3G into an USB 

port and clicked on the Internet access button. A second later the distinct 

low-pitched sound of a cyberspace connection came over a tiny speaker built 

into his laptop.

The  service  provider’s  colourful  homepage  came  up  and  Bradley  typed 

‘thecitysdaily.co.za’ in the empty grey space on top of the screen. His cursor 

changed to an egg timer and he waited patiently for the newspaper’s web 

site to run up. It did not take long. The home page displayed its familiar logo. 

The day’s top headlines appeared in a red framed box in the middle of the 

page  and  a  few pull-down menus  appeared  on  the  left  and  right,  which 

directed him to various other services. He wanted archives. 
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Bradley  was  determined  to  find  out  who  was  behind  the  threatening 

telephone calls; and who was his shadow. He believed that his articles would 

provide the essential  link.  This all  had to stop and the sooner the better. 

Bradley admitted to himself that he had finally started to become worried, 

especially now that Lauren was around again. He could look after himself, 

but he didn’t want her to get drawn into this mess. Who knew what those 

men were up to? 

Bradley  navigated  his  mouse  around  the  archive  site,  arranging  articles 

according to names, and soon the headlines of his articles were displayed. 

Sorting them according to date, he saw with surprise that his latest article 

was  already  six  months  old.  Was  it  that  long  ago  that  he  had  left  the 

newspaper? Shaking his head, Bradley scrolled down the list of titles: 

“Media Harassment in Harare increases”

“Drug Kingpin nabbed in Hillbrow”

“Violence in Eastern Cape School escalates”

“Petroleum Association admits involvement in scam”

“Greater Municipality unable to deliver services”

“KwaZulu Hospitals overcharging patients”

“Mpumalanga MP convicted of corruption charges”

“State Broadcaster accused of withholding information”

“Western Cape MP’s involved in fraud”

“Police accused of brutality”

The list of articles went on and on. There were literally hundreds of them. 

Bradley scrolled down to the bottom of the screen and titles flashed by in a 

blur. Stopping at the last headline, he sighed and scrolled back to the top of 
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the list. Leaning back in his chair, Bradley stared at the screen and steepled 

his fingers. 

There was no way that he was going to be able to go through all  of the 

articles. It would take him days to read them and he didn’t have the time or 

patience. Every single article was important! Each one had involved a lot of 

research and had usually taken a long time to be compiled. Interviews were 

conducted and important leads had been followed up until the story emerged. 

Names and connections were of essence, but he could not remember all of 

the  details  just  by  looking  at  the  headlines.  Maybe,  Bradley  thought,  he 

should sort his articles according to themes. 

Leaning forward, Bradley moved his mouse and clicked on pull-down menus. 

After a few minutes, he gave up. The site did not give him the option to sort 

according to themes. Bradley took a deep breath, realising that there was no 

other way than to read every single article. Setting his jaw determinedly, he 

stopped wasting time and clicked on the headline on top of the list. 

Bradley went from one article to the next, scanning information, remembering 

names  and  places.  Minutes  ticked  by  and  he  hardly  noticed  that  it  had 

become dark outside. The first raindrops splashed against his window and he 

heard the rumble of thunder close by. Undeterred, Bradley continued with his 

reading exercise. 

Bradley did not hear the door of his study opening and jumped with fright as 

Lauren appeared beside him.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said apologetically.

He leaned back in his chair, his heart beating rapidly. 
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“It’s fine,” he managed with a smile. “I’ve been so engrossed in my articles 

that I didn’t hear you.”

Lauren bent down, scanning the text on his screen. “What are you doing?”

Bradley pursed his lips, briefly contemplating if he should explain his exercise 

to her. One look at her concerned face made him decide to tell her.

“I’m trying to find a link between the people in my articles and the trouble I’m 

in.” 

Mystified, Lauren frowned at him.

“There must be a connection between the people I’ve investigated in the past 

and what’s going on now,” he explained. “I  think I must have stepped on 

somebody’s toes and they’re out for revenge.”

Worry lines appeared on her forehead. “You think so?”

“I can’t think of anything else.”

“But what do they want from you?” she asked.

Bradley  shrugged  his  shoulders.  “I’ve  got  no  idea.  That’s  why  I’m  going 

through my articles, trying to remember if there were any nasties.”

There  was a  moment  of  silence,  then Lauren  asked  quietly,  “Are  you  in 

danger?”

Bradley hesitated.  Was he actually  in  any danger? His shadow had fired 

shots at him! But had he aimed directly at him or was he firing over his head? 

One of the bullets had buried itself in a pillar high above him. The other had 

ricocheted off the flower box. The bullet had hit an innocent bystander, it was 

true, but that was an accident. Maybe his shadow was only trying to get him 

to stop the chase.
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Bradley  forced the  corners  of  his  mouth  into  a  smile.  Trying  to  reassure 

Lauren and himself, he said, “No. I don’t think so. I think those people are 

only a nuisance, trying to make my life difficult. But I want it to stop.”

Lauren nodded in agreement. 

Returning her attention to the screen, she asked, “So, how’s it going?”

Bradley shook his head with frustration and slapped his hand on the desk. 

“Nothing jumps out at me.”

Pulling her hair over her shoulder,  Lauren said encouragingly,  “Don’t  give 

up.”

“I won’t,” he said determinedly, “but it’s time consuming.”

“Something will come up,” she said with confidence. Smiling down at him she 

continued, “In the meantime, do you want a cup of coffee?”

He nodded. “Yes, please.”

Lauren turned away from him and put her hand on his shoulder. Bradley 

winced, involuntarily.

She tilted her head to one side. “So it’s still hurting?”

“It’s nothing,” he said quickly.

Perching on the edge of his desk, she looked at him sternly. “Don’t tell me it’s 

nothing. What happened?” 

Bradley rubbed his shoulder gently and glanced at her. Lauren’s face had 

that determined look. She would not rest until he had capitulated. 

Taking a deep breath, he began to explain. “Remember when you were in 

the furniture shop, and I went to the computer store?”

“Yes,” she replied.
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“I was just about to pay, when I spotted the guy who had been following me 

from yesterday.”

“You’re not serious,” she exclaimed.

“Yes, I’m serious,” Bradley said, his face darkening. “He was standing right in 

front of the shop. This time I was determined to catch him. I wanted to get my 

hands around his neck, to squeeze him for information. I want to know who 

sent him, who pays him, who is causing this shit.”

Bradley paused. Avoiding her gaze, he deliberately omitted that the man had 

fired shots at him, the shots she had heard in the furniture store. It wasn’t the 

right time to tell her this piece of information. He did not want to worry her 

unduly.

“Unfortunately,” Bradley continued, “I misjudged the gap between a concrete 

pillar and a shopper and slammed my shoulder into the pillar.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. It was pretty sore.”

Always the doctor, she demanded, “Let me see.”

Lauren reached out and began unbuttoning his shirt. Her long hair fell over 

her  shoulder  and tickled  his  cheek.  Bradley  watched  her  delicate  fingers 

push the buttons through the tiny slits in his shirt front and the hear rose in 

his  groin.  Before  he  could  react,  Lauren  had  pulled  his  shirt  back  and 

touched his shoulder.

“Ouch,” he exclaimed again.

“Sorry,” she said, but did not sound very convincing.

Lauren probed his tender flesh and he squirmed uncomfortably under the 

pressure of her fingers. 
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“Hold still.”

Bradley  tried  to  sit  quietly,  but  the  sharp,  little  stabbing  pains  made  it 

impossible.

A few minutes later, she stated, “I don’t think anything is broken, but you’ll 

have a nice bruise. We’ll  rub some Deep Heat on and it’ll  be better  in a 

couple of days.”

Lauren leaned forward and kissed his aching shoulder, which to his surprise 

seemed to ease his pain somewhat. Feeling better already, Bradley put his 

hands around her tiny waist and tried to pull her down into his lap, but she 

held his hands, resisting his efforts.

“No,” she laughed. “Not now. I still have to clean your kitchen and anyway, 

we should wait until the furniture arrives.”

Sulking, Bradley pushed his lip out like a little boy, but let go of her waist. 

Lauren caressed his cheek softly.

“Not long anymore,” she whispered.

Bradley held her hand and kissed her fingertips, desire burning inside him. 

Her mouth formed a small pout, but after a moment, Lauren pulled her hand 

away.

“In the meantime, it’s either a cold shower or a cup of hot coffee,” she teased.

His regret was clear to see, but he replied valiantly, “A cup of coffee would be 

good.”

Lauren nodded and Bradley watched her as she sauntered out of the room, 

her hips swinging seductively. At the door, she stopped and blew him a kiss. 

“See you just now.”

Lauren closed the door and Bradley turned back to his computer.
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Soon Bradley was engrossed in his articles again. He became increasingly 

irritated. It didn’t matter how many of his articles he read, Bradley still could 

not make any connection with them and the upheaval in his life. He could not 

believe that an MP in his late seventies would organise some thugs to wreck 

his house. It also did not seem to make any sense that some officials sitting 

on the board of a municipality would send a man to shadow him, or make 

threatening phone calls. Besides, these stories were older than six months. 

The cases he had written about had been resolved long ago. People had 

been charged, tried in court, fined, or about to be sent to prison. He had done 

nothing wrong and nobody could accuse him of being unjust or vindictive. All 

his articles were based on facts and not conjecture. 

A sudden clap of thunder startled him. Bradley looked out of the window and 

saw a pitch black sky. Rain beat the window pane relentlessly and occasional 

lightning strikes illuminated the darkness outside. 

Bradley turned his gaze back to his computer screen. Maybe he was wasting 

his time. Maybe it was a useless exercise. He needed more information than 

that contained in his articles. Gnawing on his lower lip, he scrolled down to 

the bottom of the list. It was too much. There were still another few hundred 

articles which he had to read.

From far away Bradley heard the telephone ring.

“I’ll get it,” Lauren shouted. 

Thunder rumbled outside and the splatter of raindrops on the window was 

hypnotic.
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Lauren’s raised voice penetrated Bradley’s pre-occupied brain. “What do you 

want?”

There was a brief  pause,  then Bradley heard her  shout  again.  “Who are 

you?”

Bradley jumped up from his chair and raced to the door. He ripped it open 

and the door crashed with a loud bang against the wall. A few quick steps 

brought him into the lounge and another couple of frantic steps carried him to 

the  telephone.  Bradley  grabbed  the  receiver  out  of  Lauren’s  hand  and 

listened to the voice on the other side. 

It  was  the  same  man  as  before,  and  he  sounded  as  malicious  as  the 

previous time.

“Are you worried my pet?” the man rasped. “You should be.”

Rage coursed through Bradley’s body. “Leave her alone,” he shouted.

There was a moment of silence, then the man cackled. “So you are around.”

“Leave her alone,” Bradley hissed through clenched teeth.

In reply a malevolent laugh came over the line. “If you want us to leave your 

precious girlfriend alone, then give us what is ours.”

“I don’t know what you want,” Bradley shouted.

The man sniggered. “Then find out.”

Bradley made a fist with his right hand and pounded the wall. “I’ve got no 

idea what you want from me.”

There was a small pause, then the man whispered. “You shouldn’t poke your 

nose into things which don’t concern you, Mr Journalist.”

Bradley’s  mind  raced.  Names  and  faces  flashed  through  his  head.  He 

desperately tried to identify the caller’s voice, but drew a blank. 
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All at once his decade-long journalist training took over and Bradley became 

calm. “If you don’t tell me who you are,” he said as persuasively as possible, 

“how can I know what you want from me?”

Sensing the sudden shift in his victim’s mood, the caller hesitated.

“I’ll  gladly give you what you want, if I know what it is,” Bradley continued 

confidently.

There was a snarl on the other end.

“I’ve got no reason to hold onto something which is not mine,” he assured the 

man.

“Don’t think you can get away that easily,” the caller growled.

“I’m not trying to get away with anything.”

“You know what we want,” the voice rasped. “And if you don’t hand it over 

very soon, we’ll go after your girlfriend.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Think about it,” the caller whispered viciously. “If you don’t comply, we will 

make you comply. I believe your girlfriend has long blonde hair and a tiny 

waist. She’ll be a wonderful toy for my friends. Although I wonder how long 

she will last?”

Bradley went cold and hot at the same time. Lauren! They would go after 

Lauren! 

He lost his temper. “Fucking arsehole! How dare you threaten my girlfriend? 

How dare you threaten anyone? You piece of shit!”

The man laughed maliciously.

“Tell me who you are,” Bradley shouted.

“Think, Mr Journalist. You can figure it out. You are soooo clever.” 
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And the line went dead.

“Hold on,” Bradley screamed. “Who are you? What do you want?” 

But only the soft hum of a disconnected line answered him.

Slowly Bradley put the receiver back on its cradle and looked at Lauren. Her 

face was snow white and her green eyes were huge with fear.

“What did he say?” her voice quivered.

Bradley reached out and pulled her close. Lauren pressed her face into his 

chest and clung to him.

“What did he say?” he heard her muffled voice again.

“Nothing,” he replied. “Nothing, my darling.”

Lauren  pushed  herself  away  and  punched  his  chest  with  her  small  fist. 

Bradley winced. Although she was tiny, her punch still hurt.

“Don’t tell me nothing,” she shouted, her eyes blazing with anger. “What did 

he say?”

Bradley shook his head determinedly; he was not prepared to share what the 

caller had said.

She pummelled his chest with her fists. “Tell  me,” she screamed. “Did he 

threaten me?”

Bradley caught her fists and held her hands tight. Looking down at her, he 

saw her fear. He did not want her to get hurt! She had nothing to do with it – 

whatever it was! Why were they focussing on her all of a sudden? She was 

not  a  journalist!  She was a doctor  for  crying  out  loud!  She had not  hurt 

anyone! She helped people get better, for goodness sake! 
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Nevertheless, Lauren was now in danger! It was his fault, his problem, even if 

she had been targeted against his will!  Did he have the right to keep the 

information to himself? Did he have the right to keep her ignorant? Bradley 

wrestled with himself for another few seconds, then he took a deep breath. 

Lauren remained motionless, waiting for him to speak.

“Yes,” he said. “He threatened you.”

A small whimper escaped her mouth. “What did he say?”

“He said that they would go after you if I didn’t give them what they want.”

“What is it they want?”

“I don’t know,” Bradley shouted.

“Why don’t you know?” Lauren screamed, pulling her hands out of his grip. 

“Why can’t you figure it out?”

Bradley shook his head.

“They’re coming after me! They’re going to hurt me!” Lauren screeched with 

sudden panic.

Bradley looked at her worriedly.

“Oh, my God,” she babbled. “Oh, my God!”

Lauren’s shoulders shook with fear and tears streamed down her face. “You 

are supposed to know! You are supposed to find an answer!”

Bradley tried to pull her close, but she evaded his arms. 

Pointing a finger at him, she shouted, “What about your articles? What have 

you found out?”

Bradley looked at her helplessly.

“So  it  was  all  for  nothing?”  Lauren  sneered.  “You  spent  all  those  hours 

behind your computer for nothing!
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Bradley  lifted  his  hands  and  looked  at  her  pleadingly.  “I  wish  I  had  the 

answer,” he said quietly.

Acknowledging his obvious defeat and worry, Lauren forced herself to calm 

down. “Oh Bradley. What are we going to do?”

He shook his head again. “I don’t know.”

They  stood  in  front  of  each  other,  not  saying  a  word.  The  thunderstorm 

rumbled  outside  and  lightning  strikes  illuminated  the  empty  lounge  at 

irregular intervals. Bradley watched Lauren closely and saw the expression 

on her face change slowly. A short while later Lauren looked up at him and 

her jaw was set firmly. “You are going to tell the police.”

Bradley reached out and drew her close again. Feeling Lauren’s face against 

his chest, he put his chin on her head and nodded. He had come to the same 

conclusion. “Yes,” he replied. “I’m going to phone the cops. This has gone 

too far.”

Bradley let her go, and she sunk onto the floor with her back against the wall. 

Her long hair hid her face while she held her head in her hands. He pulled 

out his wallet and looked for the phone number of the detectives who had 

been sent to investigate the break-in. They had been young, but he had to 

tell someone. Bradley found the number on a card, pushed his wallet back 

into his pocket and picked up the receiver. 

A loud knock on the front door echoed through his empty lounge.

CHAPTER 16
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Bradley almost  dropped the receiver,  catching it  only at  the last  moment. 

Lauren’s head came up abruptly and she glanced fearfully at the door. 

Bradley stood frozen. 

Were they coming for them already? Had they become impatient? Had they 

grown tired of waiting and playing games? Would they shoot them right away 

or would they torture them first? 

Bradley squeezed his eyes shut and saw a horde of black and white men 

flooding through his front door. They smiled viciously, spreading out in his 

lounge, some leaning against the walls, others standing in small groups, all 

eagerly waiting for the spectacle to begin. 

Bradley saw himself bravely stepping in front of Lauren, shielding her with his 

body, trying to protect her, two men roughly shoving him aside. He falls to his 

knees and yelps involuntarily when a sharp pain races up his legs. The thugs 

grab Lauren and the men raise their fists. 

Jumping  to  his  feet,  yelling  at  the  top  of  his  voice,  Bradley  feels  a  fist 

smashing into the side of his head and he blacks out.

Waking up, Bradley sees Lauren lying on the floor, her face swollen, blood 

dribbling from the corner of her mouth, her teeth broken, bushels of her long 

hair ripped from her head, her lips split and her arms tied behind her back. 

A huge black man, his shaved head gleaming in the light, leans over her, 

grips her tight T-shirt and tears it apart. Bradley feels the restraints on his 

wrists,  the  hands  on  his  arms  holding  him  back.  Bradley  hears  them 

laughing;  he  hears  himself  screaming and fury  rages through him.  He is 

helpless to come to her rescue. 
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Another knock on the front door brought Bradley sharply back to reality. Rain 

water  gushed from a drainpipe mounted on the side of  the house and a 

lightning flash zigzagged through the dark sky. Bradley rubbed his face hard 

and shook his head to banish the vile images from his mind. 

Slowly, common sense took over. Criminals didn’t knock politely before they 

broke down a door. If they wanted to kill the two of them, they would have 

been inside his townhouse already. Nevertheless, Bradley continued to stare 

across his empty lounge, wondering what to do. 

There was another more persistent knock. Bradley decided to take a chance.

Bending down, he caressed Lauren’s cheek reassuringly. She took his hand 

and kissed his fingertips softly. Her face was pale and Bradley could see fear 

and absolute trust mingling in her huge green eyes. His throat constricted, 

and he hoped to God that he could protect her. Bradley tried to smile, but the 

muscles of his face were tense and hard. Letting go of her hand, he made his 

way across the lounge. 

Putting his palm on the cold doorknob, Bradley turned it slowly, preparing to 

be attacked at any moment. The lock clicked and cautiously he opened the 

door a few centimetres. Keeping his foot on the bottom of the wooden frame, 

Bradley peered through a small gap. Rain was pouring down and thick dark 

clouds obscured the sky. 

Two black men wearing blue cotton overalls stood huddling under a small 

overhang from the roof, trying to stay out of the downpour. The short one on 

Bradley’s right held a few green A4 sheets in his hand, whilst his other hand 
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was raised, ready to knock again. The younger man had a small scar above 

his right eyebrow. 

Bradley tried to read the men’s expressions, but their  eyes only reflected 

indifference.  He gauged their  body weights.  They were  both  slender  and 

wiry. Towering over them, Bradley knew if push came to shove he would be 

able to take on both of them. Although they did not look like criminals, one 

could never be too cautious. 

The black man dropped his hand and queried, “Mr Tanner?”

Bradley nodded slowly.

“We are here to deliver your furniture.”

He stared at the man, not quite comprehending what he had said.

“Mr Tanner?”

Then the words sunk in and instant relief flooded through him. Bradley let out 

a guffaw. He opened the door, took a step forward and peered into the rain. 

A big white truck was parked in his driveway, blocking the entrance. 

Bradley waved at the men standing outside. “Come in, come in.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lauren standing behind him.

“It’s only the furniture guys,” he explained quickly.

The built-up tension left Lauren at once, and she began to giggle. Holding 

her hand in front of her mouth, she gulped little breaths of air, but could not 

stop her trembling laughter. Smiling himself, Bradley put his arm around her 

shoulders and gently pulled her away from the door.

The first black man followed them inside and wordlessly held out the sheets 

of paper. Bradley took them and glanced over the written words without really 
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seeing  them.  Eventually  he  nodded  and  the  delivery  man  walked  back 

outside. 

Bradley watched the wiry man run through the rain.

How  could  he  have  been  so  silly  to  think  that  they  were  about  to  be 

attacked?  The thugs  would  not  come after  them in  broad  daylight.  They 

would wait until it was dark or when he and Lauren were in an isolated area. 

They would not want any witnesses. He needed to be rational. The gangsters 

would not choose his townhouse as a venue for a surprise attack at all. It was 

much too open and there were too many people around. For starters there 

was the security guard positioned at the entrance to the townhouse complex, 

and then there were his neighbours, and the old lady living further up the 

driveway.

A small sigh escaped Bradley’s lips. 

If his reasoning was correct, then Lauren and he were relatively safe for the 

time being. In future he would stay calm and not let his overactive mind scare 

him.

Finally relaxing, Bradley looked out into the rain and watched how the black 

delivery man expertly opened the hatch on the back of the vehicle. Two more 

black men jumped down onto the paved driveway from the inside of the truck. 

Bradley could hardly distinguish between them. All four wore blue overalls 

and all four were about the same height. The only difference was that the 

latter two seemed to be slightly younger than the first two.
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With encouraging shouts and careful  instructions from the older man,  the 

delivery  crew  began  unloading  the  purchases.  Luckily  everything  was 

wrapped  in  plastic  so  the  furniture  was  protected  from the  pouring  rain. 

Lauren directed the men to the respective rooms, pointing at places where 

they were to leave the furniture. The crew’s feet left wet marks on the tiles 

and soon the floors became slippery. Worried that they would end up on their 

backsides, Lauren produced an old worn towel and put it down at the front 

door. But it did not help much. She hurried back and forth watching with an 

eagle  eye,  making  sure  that  nothing  carried  into  the  house  was  either 

scratched or broken.

Feeling redundant, Bradley walked into the kitchen and leaned comfortably 

against the counter top. In no time at all the black men’s faces were covered 

with sweat and he heard them grunt each time they went past. However, they 

were fast  and efficient.  Within  half  an hour  everything was unloaded and 

placed more or less where Lauren had indicated. 

The short black man approached Bradley, wiping sweat from his brow.

“We’re finished,” he stated.

Bradley nodded a confirmation.

The man pointed to the papers on the counter.  “Can you sign the goods 

received note?”

Groping quickly for the sheet, Bradley complied. He ticked off all the items on 

the list and when he reached the bottom of the page, Bradley signed his 

name. With a smile, he handed the delivery note back to the man standing in 

front of him.

“Thank you,” Bradley said.
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The  black  man  shrugged  his  shoulders  without  replying.  He  took  the 

document, folded it several times and shoved it into his front pocket. Wiping 

his brow once more, he made his way to the door. Bradley followed close 

behind.  Reaching the door,  he noticed that  the other  crew members had 

disappeared - they were already sitting in the back of the truck. The short 

man closed the hatch, effectively locking in his fellow crew members, and 

without another word climbed into the cabin, started the engine and drove off.

Bradley closed the front door behind him. 

Lauren was busy ripping the heavy plastic off their new couches. Seeing her 

battling with another protective cover, Bradley walked over and pulled at the 

unwieldy plastic sheet. With some grunts and groans, they pushed their new 

sideboard beneath the dining room window and placed the telephone on top 

of it. 

Leaning with his hip against their new piece of furniture,  one arm around 

Lauren’s  waist,  Bradley  inspected  the  room.  Looking  at  what  she  had 

chosen, he admitted that he was impressed. Lauren had bought two new 

couches  with  low  backs  and  armrests,  now  placed  facing  each  other.  A 

coffee  table  with  a  smoked glass  top  stood in  between the  couches.  An 

elegant light oak dining room table was surrounded by six high-backed chairs 

covered in cream velvet. There was no rug and there were no paintings on 

the walls yet, but his place looked habitable again. His home did not echo 

any longer.

Bradley pulled Lauren close. “This is nice,” he whispered into her ear.

“Thanks.”
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“It looks even better than before.”

Lauren began to giggle.

Looking down at her, Bradley saw mischief glinting in her eyes. “What?”

Instead of replying, Lauren took his hand and pulled him down the passage. 

She  opened  the  bedroom  door  and  gently  pushed  him  inside.  Amazed, 

Bradley stopped in his tracks. Whirling around so that her fair hair flew in all 

directions, Lauren held out her hand. “Ta, ta,” she sang.

A new huge bed stood in the centre of the room. Beside it were two light 

stained wooden nightstands. Delicate halogen lamps threw a soft warm light 

over the walls. His old blow-up mattress and sleeping bag were pushed into 

a corner of the room and a heap of clothing lay piled on top. Lauren had 

taken  the  plastic  off  the  bed  and  had  found  a  clean  sheet  to  cover  the 

mattress.  His  thick  curtains  were  drawn,  blocking  out  the  still  raging 

thunderstorm.

Lauren  came  closer  and  stopped  in  front  of  him.  Bradley  smelled  the 

fragrance of her shampoo as her fingertips trailed across his chest. He stood 

very still and slowly she undid the buttons of his shirt. 

His hands had a mind of their own and wandered under her T-shirt. Gently, 

Bradley caressed her silky skin and Lauren lifted her face. The soft light from 

the halogen lamps danced in her huge green eyes. He bent his head and 

they kissed hungrily. Their caresses became urgent and soon their clothes 

fell to the floor. Within minutes, they were lying on their new bed, their limbs 

entwined, losing each other in the heat of their bodies.

Afterwards,  they held  each other.  Their  breath was steady now, but  their 

bodies  still  glistened  with  sweat.  Bradley  pulled  his  hand  softly  through 
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Lauren’s long hair and let it cascade back onto the sheet. Lauren smiled at 

him contentedly. Looking at the gorgeous woman lying beside him, Bradley’s 

heart  overflowed with love for her.  Her fingertips traced the outline of  his 

cheek and when they touched his mouth, Bradley kissed them lightly. Sighing 

deeply, Lauren curled up into his arm. Soon her breathing came steadily; she 

was fast  asleep.  Relaxed,  he closed his  eyes and within seconds he too 

drifted off.

Bradley woke with a start. Bright sunshine was flooding the room through a 

gap in  his  thick curtains.  Lauren’s  naked body was entangled in  the bed 

sheet and her long hair lay across her breasts. He reached out and touched 

her warm back gently, feeling it rise and fall with each breath she took. A 

smile pulled at  the corners of  his mouth as he remembered the previous 

night. Lauren had been insatiable. After the third time, he needed a rest. The 

woman did not know when to stop.

Quietly, Bradley got up and padded into the bathroom. He closed the door 

softly, trying not to wake her. For a few minutes, he let first hot, then cold 

water run over his aching body. Feeling revived, he switched off the water 

and wrapped a thick white towel around his waist. With water still dripping 

from his shoulders, Bradley walked back into the bedroom. Lauren woke up 

as he pulled on his jeans, stretching her slim body lazily.

“Hello there,” she smiled.

“Good morning.”

Bradley moved over to her side of the bed and sat down on the edge. “Did 

you sleep well?”
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Her arms reached out and encircled his waist. She pulled him down onto the 

bed and began covering his face with little kisses. “I  slept very well,”  she 

purred.

Lauren’s hand moved downwards and slipped below the waistband of his 

jeans. Quickly, Bradley held her wrist and a laugh escaped his mouth. “Oh, 

no my darling. Haven’t you had enough?”

Nibbling on his lower lip, she mumbled, “Never.”

Bradley  disentangled  himself  and  got  up  from  the  bed.  Seeing  her 

disappointment, he said, “Later, my baby. Later.”

With a playful pout, Lauren leaned against the headboard and pulled up the 

sheet, covering her breasts. 

Bradley pulled a T-shirt over his head, when he noticed a frown appear on 

Lauren’s forehead. She avoided his eyes and began fiddling with a strand of 

her long hair.  Bradley watched her for  a moment,  sensing her increasing 

unease.

“What is it?” he asked concerned.

Lauren  pulled  harder  on  her  hair  and  replied,  “I  was  thinking  about 

yesterday.”

Instantly, dreadful pictures flashed through his mind and he knitted his brow.

Seeing his expression, Lauren said with a small voice, “I’m scared.”

Bradley reached out and cupped her chin in his hand. “Don’t worry. Nothing 

will happen to you.”

Holding on to his wrist, her face suddenly pale, Lauren whispered, “How do 

you know?”
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Bradley held her gaze and said firmly, “Because I’m going to sort this out, 

once and for all.”

“How?”

A grim smile spread over his face. “I’m going to phone the cops this morning. 

It’s their duty to help us. They will have to take some kind of action to protect 

us;  and  then  I’m  going  to  meet  Alex.  We’ll  go  through  all  my  research 

material and notes; we’ll examine every single article I’ve ever written. We’ll 

find out who is behind this.”

Lauren  pulled  his  hand  away  from  her  chin  and  kissed  his  palm  whilst 

glancing at him out of the corner of her eye. “Are you sure?”

He nodded firmly. “Yes, my darling. No harm will come to you, I promise you. 

Very soon this will all be over and then we’ll be able to laugh about it.”

“Ohh, Bradley.”

“Don’t worry.”

He placed a kiss on the tip of her nose and caressed her cheek gently. The 

fear Bradley had seen earlier in her eyes disappeared slowly and Lauren’s 

face regained some colour.

“You have a shower. In the meantime I’m going to phone the cops.”

Without  waiting  for  an  answer,  Bradley  walked  around  the  bed  and  out 

through the door.

Bradley  dug  in  his  back  pocket  for  his  wallet.  Rifling  through  the 

compartments, he found Greg Swanepoel’s business card. The detective had 

left it behind after his initial visit to investigate the alleged burglary. Bradley 
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picked up the receiver and dialled the number printed on the card. He did not 

have to wait too long. After a few rings, the telephone was answered.

“Violent Crime Unit,  good morning. How can I help you?” a young female 

voice with a black African accent asked.

“Good morning,” Bradley replied. “I’m looking for Detective Greg Swanepoel 

or Detective John Khoza.”

“One moment please.”

For a couple of minutes, Bradley listened to some music from a local radio 

station until a male voice answered the phone.

“Detective Greg Swanepoel. How can I help you?”

In the background Bradley heard people talking loudly, telephones ringing 

shrilly and doors banging shut. He remembered the police station as a busy 

place, crowded with people hurrying in and out. The trick was to distinguish 

plain clothes police officers from criminals, the latter usually recognised only 

by  handcuffs  wrapped  tightly  around their  wrists.  Bradley  had visited  the 

violent crimes’ unit many times as a reporter for the ‘City’s Daily’. The last 

time he had been in the incident room was in connection with a botched 

robbery. 

Bradley cleared his throat and replied with a smile, “Good morning, detective. 

It’s Bradley Tanner here.”

He heard another door bang shut.

“Good morning, sir. What can I do for you?” Swanepoel asked coldly.

All at once Bradley had the distinct feeling that the detective did not know 

who he was, although the break-in had only occurred a couple of days ago.

He said tentatively, “Detective, do you remember me?”
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The young man’s voice was dismissive. “Yes, sir. I know very well who you 

are.”

Bradley was taken aback. It seemed the young detective did not want to talk 

to  him  at  all.  Annoyed  at  Swanepoel’s  lack  of  acknowledgment,  Bradley 

balled his fist.  The officer’s attitude stank to high heaven. Bradley drew a 

deep breath. What the hell, it did not matter if Swanepoel wanted to speak to 

him or not. The detective was a police officer, serving the public, and he had 

to listen to his story.

“Detective,” Bradley said with forced calmness. “You responded to an alleged 

burglary  at  my  place  and  while  you  were  there,  you  made  a  couple  of 

disturbing and in my opinion irrelevant comments. When you left, you gave 

me your card and told me to contact you if I had any further concerns.”

There was a moment of silence on the other side of the line and in his mind, 

Bradley could see Swanepoel leaning forward in his old creaky swivel chair, 

yellow stuffing spilling out of a tear in the brown material. 

“What  kind  of  comments  are  you  referring  to,  Mr  Tanner?”  the  young 

detective asked cautiously.

Sensing Swanepoel’s uneasiness, Bradley almost snickered. 

“You mentioned that  the damage caused in my house seemed to  be too 

malicious to be categorised as an ordinary break in.”

Bradley waited impatiently for Swanepoel to make up his mind if he should 

admit to what he had said or not. A moment later Swanepoel’s voice came 

back over the line.

“That’s correct, sir,” the detective conceded carefully. “I believed too much 

damage had been done in your home to justify a simple burglary.” 
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Bradley pursed his lips, satisfied. At least the detective had not tried to deny 

it.

Swanepoel hesitated for a second, then asked, “Do you have any concerns?”

“Yes,” Bradley stated firmly.

He heard the old chair creak as the handsome young detective leaned back, 

picked up a cheap ballpoint pen and pulled a notepad across the top of his 

battered grey metal desk. 

“All right,” Swanepoel sounded resigned. “What can I do for you?”

Pleased  that  he  had  finally  gained  the  detective’s  full  attention,  Bradley 

quickly gathered his thoughts. Keeping the events in chronological order, he 

began to recount what had happened to him.

“As you recall, my place was broken into on Friday, while I was out. I did not 

believe at first that it was more than a burglary, especially when I found that 

my digital camera and my laptop had disappeared, presumably stolen during 

the break-in. But on Saturday I noticed that I was being followed.”

Swanepoel interrupted him. “What do you mean you were being followed?”

“Let me finish, Detective,” Bradley replied harshly.

Swanepoel sighed impatiently, but Bradley ignored him and continued with 

his story.

“I went to Fourways Mall to buy some clothes and it was there that I noticed a 

man shadowing me. He followed me into the underground parking lot and out 

to Bright Water Commons in Randburg, where I was expecting to meet my 

girlfriend. When I tried to approach the man, he ran away. Unfortunately I 

was unable to catch him and therefore have no other information for you.”
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The detective interrupted him again.  “How do you know he was following 

you? Maybe it was a coincidence. Saturdays are busy days. He could have 

been an ordinary shopper who was at the same place at the same time as 

yourself.”

Bradley shook his head. “No, it wasn’t a coincidence. You’ll see.” Focussing 

his thoughts, he said, ”I did not link the burglary and the shadow at first, so I 

reported  the  incident  to  Randburg  police  station  instead  of  to  you. 

Unfortunately the officer in charge at Randburg informed me that there was 

nothing she could do. I didn’t have a very accurate description of the man 

and he had done me no harm. However, the same day when I got home I 

received an anonymous phone call. The caller confirmed that they - whoever 

they  are  -  were  responsible  for  the  break-in  and  that  they  had  a  man 

shadowing me.”

“What?”

Bradley nodded grimly. The young detective seemed to have finally grasped 

the seriousness of the situation. 

“Yes,”  he  growled.  “Apart  from  the  fact  that  the  caller  sounded  very 

intimidating and I could not recognise his voice, he also claimed that I have 

something of value which I’m supposed to return to him.”

Irritation edged Swanepoel’s voice. “And what is it that you have?”

Bradley closed his eyes and placed his fingertips against his temples. “I don’t 

know.”

There was a pause on the other end and Bradley took the gap to continue 

with his explanation.
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“After I went to Fourways Crossing yesterday, the man who shadowed me 

tried to kill me.”

“Excuse me?” Swanepoel said surprised.

Bradley  rolled  his  eyes.  Which  part  of  the  sentence  did  Swanepoel  not 

understand?

“The man who shadowed me tried to kill me,” Bradley repeated slowly.

“But why and how?” Swanepoel asked bewildered.

Bradley sighed impatiently. “I don’t know the why, but he pulled a gun and 

fired shots at me. It was no fun hugging the ground.”

“Were you hit?”

Bradley shook his head exasperated. “No.”

There was a small pause. Faint voices were calling out in the incident room. 

Bradley waited for the detective to say something.

Eventually Swanepoel asked carefully, “Are you sure the shots were directed 

at you?”

Bradley gasped. “What are you talking about?”

“It could have been an accident,” Swanepoel suggested. “Maybe the bullets 

were not meant for you, but for someone standing beside or behind you.”

“There  was  nobody  standing  beside  or  behind  me,”  Bradley  replied 

sarcastically. “The bullets smashed into a pillar behind me and a concrete 

flowerbox in front of me.”

Swanepoel grunted something unintelligible. A minute later, he said, “Maybe 

the man only wanted to scare you off. He could have deliberately aimed first 

high and then low.”
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“Sure,” Bradley growled cynically. “And the bullet ricocheted off a flower box 

hurting an innocent bystander. A young woman was hit in her stomach.”

“Uumph.”

Somewhat  astounded  by  Swanepoel’s  lack  of  concern,  Bradley  asked 

mockingly, “Are you telling me you don’t you know that someone has been 

shot at Fourways?”

“No,” the detective replied off handedly.

Bradley’s eyes grew wide with surprise. Was Swanepoel really saying he had 

no knowledge of the shooting at Fourways Crossing? That he had no clue a 

young woman had been seriously injured?

His amazement turned into irritation. How efficient was the police force in 

fact? Then he remembered: nothing in the police force was centralised. If a 

crime happened in the suburb of  Yeoville,  it  was reported to the Yeoville 

police station. If  a murder occurred in the suburb of Sandton, it would be 

reported to Sandton police station. It was even worse when crimes occurred 

in Durban or Cape Town, cities hundreds of kilometres apart. Police stations 

would liaise with each other, but there was no centralised computer system 

from which  detectives  could  extract  data  in  order  to  connect  crimes and 

ultimately suspects. This was the reason why so many criminals in South 

Africa literally got away with murder. It was not necessarily the incompetence 

of the cops, which definitely played a role,  but the archaic system still  in 

place.

Before  Bradley  could  complain  about  the  police  force’s  inadequacy,  the 

detective asked, “Was there anything else that happened?”
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Swanepoel’s question drew Bradley back to the reason why he had phoned 

the detective in the first place, and gathering his thoughts, he continued with 

his report.

“The anonymous caller  phoned a  few times and the  last  time,  yesterday 

afternoon, after I tried again to get through to him that I had not the faintest 

idea about what he wants from me, he threatened my girlfriend.”

“How did he threaten her?”

“He said that if I did not deliver the item or items which belong to him, they 

would come after her.”

“Hmm.”

Bradley took a deep breath. “So,” he said. “What are you going to do about 

it?”

Swanepoel did not reply and Bradley let the silence hang. He stared through 

the  dining  room  window  into  his  garden.  Irrelevantly,  he  noticed  that 

yesterday’s heavy rain had broken off some flower heads and that the grass 

seemed to have grown overnight. 

Eventually  Swanepoel’s  voice  came  back  over  the  line.  “Do  you  feel 

threatened, Mr Tanner?”

Bradley swallowed hard. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. A man 

had tried to kill him and an anonymous caller had threatened his girlfriend. 

Obviously he felt threatened! Why else would he phone the police? Why else 

would he go to the trouble of calling Swanepoel? 

Frustrated, Bradley hit the wall with his flat hand. Then a thought crossed his 

mind. Maybe the detective didn’t  believe him? Maybe he thought  he was 
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making this all up. Maybe he believed Bradley was only an attention seeker. 

He’d better put the record straight right away.

Through clenched teeth, Bradley said, “Do you think this is a joke? Do you 

think I’m spinning a tale, here? How dare you ask me if I feel threatened! I 

would appreciate it if you could give me some credit. I’m a grown man and I 

can handle all sorts of things, but this is serious and potentially fatal stuff!”

“Calm down,  Mr  Tanner,”  the  detective  said  in  a  conciliatory  tone.  “I  am 

taking you seriously.”

“Just making sure,” Bradley growled, calming down a bit.

Swanepoel asked, “Do you have a description of the man who fired the shots 

at you?”

“No, not really,” Bradley replied cautiously. “You see, as you mentioned, the 

man looked like an ordinary shopper. When I saw him again at Fourways 

Crossing,  he  had  added  a  baseball  cap  to  his  disguise.  Otherwise,  his 

clothes were not unusual, no fancy labels, no bright colours, neither scruffy 

nor expensive looking; they were completely ordinary clothes. All I can tell 

you is that he is about my height, slim, and has sandy coloured hair streaked 

with silver.”

“That’s not much to go on.”

“I know,” Bradley admitted with a sigh.

“What about the caller? Do you have any idea who he could be?”

Bradley shook his head. “No. I don’t think I’ve ever heard his voice before.”

“And are you positive that somebody wants to do you bodily harm?”
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“Yes,” Bradley snapped. “I’m not an idiot. I’ve been working with people all 

my life and I believe that I can determine very well if my life is in danger or 

not.”

Swanepoel  said  nothing  and soon Bradley regretted  his  outburst.  On the 

other hand, why did the detective treat him as if he was overreacting? He 

wasn’t making all this up! He could still hear the bullets whining past his head 

and the viciousness in the caller’s voice when he said that they would go 

after Lauren. He could still see the gruesome pictures of his overactive mind. 

What he was experiencing was real, much too real.

The noise in the incident room drifted over the phone while Bradley waited 

for Swanepoel’s reply. “Can you think of any situation where you might have 

angered  somebody?”  the  young  detective  asked.  “Family,  friends, 

colleagues?”

Bradley closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against the cold glass of 

the  window.  “No.  I’ve  been wracking  my brain,  but  I  can’t  come up with 

anything.”

The detective snorted at the other end. “You aren’t a big help.”

“I know.”

“It’s impossible for us to take any action with so little information.”

“But there must be something you can do?”

Swanepoel hesitated a moment before he replied, “Not really.”

Bradley recoiled at the detective’s answer. 
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“What are you saying?” he shouted. “Are you telling me that you are going to 

do nothing? That I’m on my own? That the famous South African police force 

won’t help me?”

“Stay calm, Mr Tanner.” Swanepoel tried to pacify him.

“How can I stay calm when you are not prepared to do something,” he yelled. 

“Must somebody get hurt first before you do anything? Must my girlfriend first 

be raped before you make a move? Must I get shot first, before you take any 

action?”

“Mr Tanner, please be reasonable,” Swanepoel said quietly. “What do you 

expect us to do?”

Bradley took a deep breath, steadying himself. 

When he answered, his voice was edged with sarcasm. “Maybe you can tap 

my telephone in case they contact me again so that you can trace the call. Or 

you could send a cop car around to my house just  in case they pay me 

another visit. Maybe you could offer some protection for my girlfriend, who is 

a woman on her own.”

Swanepoel laughed mirthlessly. “Don’t be ridiculous, Mr Tanner. That’s not 

possible.”

Again, taken aback by the detective’s response, Bradley did not know what to 

say.

“We can’t just tap your phone because you say so. And as for sending a car 

to protect your girlfriend, please! If we had to send a car to every female in 

South Africa who feels threatened, we would need ten million officers!”
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Although delivered harshly, the detective’s words rang true and realisation 

dawned slowly upon Bradley. He sank down on one of the new dining room 

chairs surrounding the table.

“Isn’t there anything you can do?” he asked quietly.

Swanepoel sighed. “I’ll tell you what. I’ve noted down everything you have 

said to me. I’ll take it all up with my superior and also inform Detective Khoza. 

In the meantime,  keep your eyes open.  Tell  your girlfriend not to go into 

isolated places. Preferably she should be with someone whom she trusts. 

Keep  your  cell  phones  on  at  all  times.  As  soon  as  you  notice  anything 

suspicious, call me. And try to figure out who these people are and what they 

want from you.”

Despondently, Bradley brushed his hand through his hair.

Swanepoel’s voice came back over the line. “Mr Tanner, let me assure you, 

we are  taking your  concerns seriously,  and we will  be  there  to  help  you 

should you find yourself in trouble.”

Bradley rubbed his face glumly. “I just hope nothing serious happens.”

“I also hope so.”

Having nothing more to add, they said their good byes and Bradley replaced 

the receiver.

Lauren’s arm looped around his waist and he put his chin on top of her head, 

holding her close.

“So,” she said quietly. “They are not going to help us?”

Bradley breathed in the smell of her still damp hair, wondering what to tell 

her. Lauren nudged him lightly.
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Rubbing her shoulder softly, he replied, “It’s not that they don’t want to help 

us … it’s just that they can’t.”

She stepped away from him and faced him. “What do you mean?”

Bradley sighed deeply. “As I tried to explain to you before, we haven’t got 

enough information. They won’t do anything just on my say-so.”

“But he threatened us!”

“I know.”

“And I’ve seen the guy who followed you with my own eyes!”

He nodded, but did not reply. 

“Does that mean we are on our own?” Lauren asked cautiously.

Bradley hesitated, then said, “Yes. Unfortunately.”

Lauren bent her head and her long hair fell forward covering her face.

“Detective Swanepoel instructed me to tell you to stay out of lonely places 

and to keep your cell phone on at all times.”

Her laugh was cynical. “And then what? Do I have to wait for them to get me? 

Do I have to prepare myself to be beaten up and raped? Maybe even shot?”

Bradley reached out trying to pull her closer, but she put her hands against 

his chest pushing him away.

“I’m a doctor for crying out loud,” she shouted angrily. “I see patients all day 

long. Most of them I don’t know. They are strangers! I’ve never seen them 

before. How do I  know one of them is not the caller or connected to the 

caller?”

Her  words  jarred  him to  the  bone.  Lauren was right.  What  if  one of  her 

patients was the caller? Bradley shook his head determinedly. He would not 

let any harm come to her! 
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“Can’t you stay off work for a few days,” he asked. “Can’t you re-schedule?”

Lauren’s expression was incredulous. “What? You want me to hide?” She 

shook  her  head  so  that  her  hair  flew  in  all  directions.  “I’m  not  going  to 

abandon my patients. People need me! They are sick! They need my help. 

Even if one of them is the caller, I can’t let the rest of my patients down. I’m 

not going to hide away because somebody has it in for you.”

“But …”

“No,” she shouted. “Absolutely not. I’m not staying off work. I’m a doctor for 

Christ’s sake!”

Bradley held up his hands in defeat. “Alright,” he said. “I understand. But I’m 

worried for you.”

Lauren’s face softened. “I know. I’m also scared, but I can’t let this situation 

get the better of me. I’m not prepared to stop my life.”

Bradley admired her courage. They had no idea who was after them and that 

meant danger could come from the most unexpected quarter. 

Lauren’s voice was firm when she said, “So, it’s settled then. I’m going to 

work and you are going to meet Alex.”

Bradley nodded slowly. What else could they do? 

Lauren moved away from the sideboard and reached up, touching his cheek 

gently.

“You’ll find out who is behind this,” she said confidently. “And soon we’ll be 

laughing about it.”

Bradley pulled her close and hugged her fiercely.
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His eyes followed Lauren as she gathered her car keys and handbag. Still 

leaning against the sideboard, Bradley scolded himself. What on earth had 

come over him? How could he agree to let her go to her consulting rooms 

alone. 

“Lauren?”

“Yes?”

“I want to spend the day with you at your rooms.”

Lauren turned around, her eyes big with surprise. “Why?”

“Because I feel it’s safer when I’m with you.”

Her look was incredulous. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “You can’t sit at the 

doctor’s rooms the whole day.”

“But …”

“No way,” Lauren said firmly. “I’m not a little girl. You don’t have to hold my 

hand while I’m working. And what would my patients think?”

Bradley knew she was right. He could not sit in her consulting room while she 

treated patients; for a start, it went against the rules of confidentially and how 

would he explain his presence to the receptionist? 

Nevertheless, Bradley did not want to let her go. “Can I at least drive you to 

your practice?”

Clutching her handbag with both hands, Lauren burst out laughing. “Don’t be 

silly! I can drive myself.”

He pursed his lips. “I know you’re a grown woman, but I would feel better if I 

knew you were safe.”

Lauren pushed her hair over her shoulder. “I’ll be okay,” she said. “I’m going 

to lock my car doors, I’ll be vigilant, and I’ll keep to the main roads.”
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Her voice did not leave any room for an argument. Bradley did not want to 

patronise her. On the one hand, it was good that she was not going to let the 

situation defeat her, but on the other hand, maybe she was only trying to fool 

herself. Maybe she underestimated the seriousness of the situation.

Worriedly, Bradley chewed on his lower lip. He had promised himself to look 

after her, to protect her, but now she would not let him. Undecided, Bradley 

stayed at the other side of the room, not really knowing what to do. Maybe it 

was better that Lauren did not know how concerned he actually was. Maybe 

her denial would keep her safe until the whole thing was sorted out. 

Slinging her handbag over her shoulder, Lauren gave him a confident smile. 

“Don’t look so anxious,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

Bradley tried to smile, but knew that his face was uncooperative. Lauren blew 

him a kiss as she walked out the front door. A minute later, he heard her car 

start and then she was gone.

All the way to the ‘City’s Daily’ offices in Rosebank, Bradley thought about 

Swanepoel’s  inability  to  help.  He  thought  about  Lauren’s  reaction  to  his 

suggestion about his spending the day with her. Now that she had gone off 

on her own, Bradley was worried sick about her and he kicked himself for not 

being more insistent. What if something happened to her? He would never 

forgive himself.

Lauren’s doctor’s rooms were situated in a quiet suburb where the patients 

were  mostly  the  people  who  lived  in  the  area.  The  rooms  were  only 

accessible  through a front  door,  barred by a security  gate.  A receptionist 

could see whoever was at the door and entry was only possible after she had 
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pressed a button to release the security gate. Every patient had to report to 

the reception counter first. 

But how would the receptionist recognise a new patient from an imposter? 

Sure, a new patient was required to complete a form, stating name, address, 

telephone numbers, employer,  medical  aid number and a couple of  other 

details, but how easy was it to lie? The information was only checked after 

the patient had been treated, which meant that anyone who gained access to 

Lauren's rooms was also a potential threat. 

Although he knew that Swanepoel was right, Bradley silently ranted about his 

resistance to  help.  Why couldn’t  he  send a  cop car  around to  check on 

Lauren?  At  least  Swanepoel  could  send  someone  to  patrol  the  area. 

Agitated, he clenched his hands around his steering wheel. 

What if the caller walked into her rooms and threatened her? What if he held 

a  knife  to  her  throat? What  if  he killed her  to  make an example of  her? 

Bradley’s worry for Lauren began to overwhelm him as his overactive mind 

ran  riot:  he  saw Lauren helplessly  pressed into  her  chair;  a  man’s  hand 

hidden in  her  long hair,  pulling it  back so that  her  long white  throat  was 

exposed. A large knife with a serrated edge was against her skin and drops 

of blood ran down the side of her neck. Lauren’s eyes were closed, but she 

was trying to breathe calmly. Her hands were clenched around the chair’s 

armrests and her knuckles stood out white.

A loud groan escaped Bradley’s mouth. Holding on to the steering wheel with 

his right hand, he groped for his cell phone. While keeping one eye on the 

road, Bradley punched in the number of  her direct  line. After  a couple of 
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seconds, he heard his phone find the correct connection. Bradley pushed his 

cell phone between chin and shoulder and listened to the ring tone. Seconds 

ticked by, but Lauren did not pick up. Panic rose inside him like a dark wave. 

CHAPTER 17

Why was she not picking up? Bradley’s hand began to tremble. He pressed 

the cell phone harder against his ear, willing her to answer his call, but the 

monotonous ringing continued. 

Come on Lauren, Bradley prayed silently, pick up the telephone. Let me hear 

your voice! Tell me that you are all right!

Small beads of sweat gathered on his forehead. After a couple more rings, 

Bradley decided to try another number. By now, he was worried sick. A huge 

lump sat in his throat and his stomach had turned into a knot.

Bradley pushed his thumb on the red button, intending to cancel the call, 

when the phone slipped from his damp hand. With a quiet thud it dropped 

onto the carpeted floor landing in between the accelerator and brake pedal.

“Damn it,” Bradley swore loudly and eased his foot off the accelerator. 

His car slowed down considerably and his fellow travellers overtook him on 

the right side. Eagerly, he bent down to reach his cellphone. Keeping his 

eyes above the dashboard, Bradley struggled to steer his car in a straight 

line,  away from the  vehicles rushing past  him.  Groping around for  a  few 

moments, his fingers finally found the little device and he nudged the phone 

towards his seat.
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Suddenly, a dark shadow loomed up beside his car. Bradley checked in his 

side mirror and gasped for breath. An eighteen-wheeler truck was thundering 

down  the  second  lane,  its  tarpaulin  sides  flapping  angrily.  The  distance 

between the two vehicles closed within seconds. Soon the eighteen-wheeler 

was  hovering  behind  his  Audi,  making  his  car  look  like  a  toy.  The  truck 

driver’s horn sounded, annoyed, warning Bradley to get out of the way. With 

shock, Bradley realised that they were on a collision course. 

In  a  flash,  Bradley  came  up  from  his  stooped  position.  He  grabbed  his 

steering wheel with both hands and swerved to the left. Pulling away from the 

truck, he slammed down on his brakes at the same time. Horns blared and 

tyres squealed as vehicles tried to avoid hitting him from behind. The Audi 

came to a sudden halt. With only a few centimetres to spare, the enormous 

truck roared past him.

“Damn it,” Bradley swore again and slapped the steering wheel with his flat 

hand.

Breathing slowly in and out, he watched the eighteen-wheeler race up the 

incline.

“That was close,” he mumbled to himself.

Wiping the sweat off  his forehead, Bradley retrieved his cellphone, shifted 

gears and moved back into the lane, following the truck at a safe distance.

Holding his cellphone firmly in his sweaty hand now, Bradley punched in the 

number of the switchboard at Lauren’s practice. The line connected and he 

listened impatiently to its ringing. Trying hard to concentrate on the traffic 

around him, his mind went into overdrive again. 
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What if something had happened to her? What if her staff were prevented 

from answering the phone? What if somebody was holding them hostage? 

What if … ?

The phone clicked.

“Doctor Shelton’s rooms,” a friendly female voice said.

Instant relief flooded through him, but a second later Bradley tensed again. 

Just because the receptionist had picked up the phone it didn’t mean that 

Lauren was safe.

“Good morning,” he croaked. “This is Bradley Tanner. Could I please speak 

to Dr Shelton?”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the receptionist replied. “Doctor is consulting. I can’t put you 

through.”

His heart lurched. Lauren was consulting! That meant she was fine! It also 

meant nobody was holding her hostage! She hadn’t picked up her direct line 

because she was busy.

With his forearm, Bradley beads of sweat off his forehead and a small smile 

tugged at the corners of his mouth.

“Can I help you?” the receptionist asked politely.

Still  a  bit  nervous, Bradley needed to  hear  Lauren’s voice.  He wanted to 

make absolutely sure that she was in one piece.

“Yes,” he said. “Please put me through to Doctor Shelton.”

The receptionist cleared her throat noisily. “I’m sorry, sir,” she replied. “That’s 

against the rules.”

Bradley knew that it was against protocol, nevertheless he tried again. “Can’t 

you make an exception?”
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“No,  sir,”  she said  and he heard irritation in her voice.  “You can leave a 

message for her to call you back.”

Knowing how touchy Lauren could be, Bradley shook his head. “No. Thank 

you,” he said. 

If he left his name and number, Lauren would be annoyed with him, believing 

he didn’t trust her to look after herself. All explanations that he was worried or 

only wanted to make sure she was fine would fall on deaf ears and he had 

enough trouble without adding Lauren’s wrath to the list.

“Do you need an appointment?” the receptionist persisted.

“No,” Bradley said, then hesitated.

“Yes?”

“Tell me, is doctor okay?”

Having regained her good humour, the receptionist laughed amused. ”Sure 

she’s fine. Why do you ask?”

Feeling a little foolish and not wanting to alarm her unnecessarily, Bradley 

replied, ”Only general concern.”

“Oh.”

After a brief pause, the receptionist asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to 

leave a message?”

Placing the cell phone between his chin and shoulder, Bradley picked at the 

hem of his T-shirt thoughtfully. 

Maybe he should leave his name. He loved Lauren enough to be worried 

about her, so why shouldn’t he let her know that? Inhaling deeply, Bradley 

said. “Could you tell her that Bradley Tanner called?”

He could feel her smile over the phone. “Yes, sir.”
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“Thank you.”

“It’s a pleasure.”

Bradley disconnected the call and turned his attention once more to getting 

through the traffic. 

As Bradley approached Rosebank the streets became congested. Several 

roads were blocked off forcing commuters to take alternate routes. Bradley 

was stuck behind a cement truck delivering its cargo to a construction site on 

the other side of Rosebank. Johannesburg - in fact the whole of the country - 

was preparing for the 2010 soccer world cup. The Gautrain was a project 

which would make travelling from OR Thambo airport to Pretoria so much 

easier. Visitors would be able to board the train at the airport in comfort and 

embark  at  various  stations  on  the  way,  including  Sandton.  To  enjoy  this 

future convenience, the railway tracks would lead through various towns and 

suburbs above and below ground. Houses en route were being demolished 

and  rocky  terrain  was  blasted  out  of  the  way.  Traffic  flow  was  greatly 

disrupted and commuters had to find different roads in order to reach their 

destinations, more often than not doubling their already extensive travel time 

considerably. 

Bradley arrived in the underground parking area at Alex’s Rosebank office 

and squeezed his Audi into a small gap between a green Rover and a blue 

BMW convertible.  The  heat  and  smell  of  oil  and  petrol  fumes  stung  his 

nostrils. He locked his car and walked through the dimly lit basement towards 

the lifts. On the ground floor he elbowed his way out of the crowded lift and 

was rewarded with a couple of angry grunts.
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Bradley  pushed  the  tinted  glass  double  doors  open,  pressing  his  hand 

deliberately against the stencilled gold lettering, leaving his prints smudged 

over the newspaper’s name. Behind the huge reception counter telephones 

were ringing and polite female voices were intermittently answering calls. His 

shoes made a soft squeaking sound on the white and brown veined marble 

floor.

Leaning  over  the  rosewood  reception  counter,  Bradley  searched  for 

Rebecca. His eyes roamed over the women sitting in their cubicles. Their 

fingers flew over computer keyboards and the microphones attached to their 

headsets were wedged firmly under their chins. A young pretty black woman 

approached him. 

Long extensions, adorned with a multitude of colourful beads, were woven 

into her hair. Large golden hoops hung from her earlobes, rocking to and fro, 

threatening to hook on her plaited hair with every step she took. She placed 

her hands flat on the counter top. Glancing at her nails, Bradley shivered 

involuntarily  at  their  length,  imagining  the  damage they  could  inflict  on  a 

man’s face. Nevertheless, he admired the little painted art works on each 

fingernail. 

“Can I help you, sir?” Her voice was dark and melodious.

Bradley smiled and asked, “Is Rebecca here today?”

Her expression was puzzled. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m an old friend of hers.”

“And who are you?”

“Bradley Tanner.”

Recognition crossed her face. “The Bradley Tanner?”
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Briefly he wondered about the the, but nodded in response.

Her hand went self-consciously to her hair and she pulled her braids to one 

side. Bradley was surprised at the effect he had on this young woman.

“Rebecca used to talk about you all the time,” she explained with a shy smile. 

“You have quite a reputation.”

He cocked his head to one side.

The young receptionist averted her eyes and said quietly, “You are famous.”

A laugh escaped his mouth. “I’m not famous,” Bradley protested.

She nodded eagerly.  “Yes,  you are.  At  least  here  at  the  paper  you are. 

Rebecca always said that you were the best journalist this paper had ever 

seen and that they should be sorry you left.”

Bradley grinned sheepishly. “Thank you for the flattery.”

“I’m not flattering you. Everyone still talks about your work.”

“Who is everybody?”

“Like … the other journalists and all the interns.”

Bradley raised one eyebrow mockingly.

“It’s true,” the young woman insisted. “And now, because you helped her so 

much,  Rebecca  is  working  upstairs.”  She  sighed.  “I  wish  you  were  still 

working here so that you could also help me.”

“Rebecca is working upstairs?” Bradley asked, astonished.

She nodded excitedly. “They moved her into the crime section as a junior 

beat reporter.”

Bradley smiled appreciatively. So, his young charge had finally made it. She 

was  a  real reporter  now.  He  hoped  she  was  enjoying  the  experience. 

Grinning to himself, Bradley remembered his time on the beat. It was tedious 
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and tiring work, but maybe Rebecca was cut out for it. Maybe she would get 

the opportunity to cover a great story and make her mark; something which 

had never happened to him. He had had to work very hard to get his dream 

position in ‘Special Assignments’, without any lucky break.

“I wish her all the best,” Bradley said sincerely.

The young woman’s eyes widened. “Are you coming back to work for us?”

He shook his head regretfully. “No. I’m not coming back. I’m only here to see 

Alex Digby.”

“Oh,” she replied, disappointed. Recovering quickly, the receptionist pulled at 

her tight top and said, “You are here to see Mr Digby?”

Bradley nodded in response.

“Do you still know the way, or must I call him for you?”

An amused expression crossed his face. “I haven’t been gone that long. I still 

know the way.”

The young woman pulled on her braids again and smiled shyly. “Maybe you 

will change your mind and come back to work for us?”

Turning his back on the reception counter, Bradley mumbled, “Maybe, one 

day.”

With a few quick strides, Bradley walked over to the lift and pressed a button 

beside the doors. He rode up in the lift and stepped out onto the shabby third 

floor.  Turning right,  Bradley marched along the narrow and dim passage. 

Suddenly, his foot hooked on a thread of the thin industrial carpet covering 

the floor and he stumbled. His arms flailed helplessly and he only caught his 

balance at the last moment. 
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“Damn,” he swore quietly.

Holding on with one hand to the dull yellowish passage wall, Bradley pulled 

at his shoe and the nylon thread.

As he looked up, ready to continue his journey, Bradley found himself staring 

into the face of Motsepe, his archenemy. He hadn’t heard him approach and 

to tell the truth, he was in no mood to engage in conversation with the fat, 

bald-headed  black  man.  Holding  his  tongue  in  check,  Bradley  reminded 

himself that he was a guest in the building and that he could not afford to 

make any snide remarks. So instead, Bradley presented a grimace which he 

hoped would pass as a friendly smile. 

Bradley  attempted  to  push  his  way  past  Motsepe  as  inconspicuously  as 

possible, but the obese man blocked the passage from one side to the other, 

leaving no gap for Bradley to use. To his utter dismay, Motsepe grinned at 

him.

“Ahh,”  Motsepe  squealed  in  his  high-pitched  voice.  “Mr  Tanner!  What  a 

pleasure to see you again.”

Involuntarily, Bradley frowned at this amicable greeting. 

Motsepe held out a sweaty hand. Bradley hesitated, but took the hand as a 

gesture of politeness. They shook hands, and then letting go of Motsepe’s 

hand, Bradley subtly wiped it dry on the back of his jeans.

“It’s  wonderful  to  see  you,”  Motsepe  continued.  “What  brings  you  to  our 

humble offices?”

Bradley considered for a moment how to answer the question. One thing was 

for certain, he was not going to tell Motsepe the truth.

Clearing his throat, he said, “I’m here to see Alex Digby.”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 390

“Ahh,” Motsepe replied, and Bradley thought he saw a quick glint in the black 

man’s eyes.

“And what are you seeing him about?”

“We  are  going  over  an  article  I’ve  only  recently  written  and  submitted,” 

Bradley said easily.

Motsepe opened his tight fitting suit jacket and pushed his hands deep into 

his trouser pockets. Swaying slowly back and forth on the balls of his feet, he 

smiled grandly.

“You mean the article about the Angolan children?”

Bradley  was  slightly  taken  aback.  How  did  Motsepe  know?  Then  he 

remembered: Alex had said it was Motsepe who had pulled the article. 

Cocking his head to one side, but keeping his face blank, Bradley asked, 

“That reminds me, wasn’t it you who pulled the plug on the story?”

Motsepe’s  expression  became mournful.  “Yes.  Unfortunately  there  wasn’t 

enough space in the edition. I was really sorry we couldn’t publish it. It was 

really very well researched and written. The pictures which went with it, were 

excellent. We didn’t know you were such an accomplished photographer.”

Not used to such praise from Motsepe, Bradley squinted at him suspiciously. 

His  adversary’s  face  was  streaked  with  apparent  remorse,  but  Bradley 

concluded that Motsepe was probably mocking him.

“When do you think you’ll publish the article?” Bradley asked innocently.

Motsepe pursed his plump lips and wiped his shiny bald head with an open 

palm.

“I really don’t know,” he replied smoothly. “As you know, it has to fit in with 

the rest of the stories in a particular edition.”
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Bradley felt  his blood starting to boil.  The fat  man had never  shown any 

publication sense of layout or composition. He wouldn’t know what would fit 

and what would not. The overweight bastard couldn’t even put together five 

decent words, but was able to dictate which articles were to appear in the 

newspaper and which ones were to be culled. 

It seemed it wasn’t enough for Motsepe that Bradley had quit his job. Bradley 

had the distinct feeling that Motsepe wanted to spite him. 

Bradley clenched his fists and said sharper than intended, “Which means that 

it will never be printed.” 

“Now, now, Mr Tanner. Don’t get upset. You know the newspaper business.”

“Don’t patronise me, Mr Motsepe,”  Bradley snapped. “I’m not one of your 

employees any longer.”

Motsepe arched an eyebrow mockingly. “But you are working as a freelancer 

for us.”

Bradley clamped his mouth shut. Motsepe was right. He wanted to continue 

working as a freelancer. There were still plenty of stories out there that he 

wanted to cover.  It  was better  to keep quiet  even though he would have 

preferred to argue with the fat bastard; but that would accomplish nothing. It 

would only alienate him. Motsepe had the power and authority to deny him 

access to the offices and could refuse to print any of his articles if he chose 

to do so. Bradley forced himself to stay calm. 

He inclined his head in mock defeat. “You are right. I would like to continue 

submitting my articles.”

Motsepe raised his  hand and patted  Bradley’s  arm in  a conciliatory  way. 

“That’s my man.”
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Bradley  desperately  wanted  to  wipe  his  upper  arm  where  Motsepe  had 

touched him, but with effort refrained from doing so. Instead, he pulled the 

corners of his mouth upwards, resembling a smile.

“If you don’t mind, Mr Motsepe, I’ve got an appointment with Mr Digby and I 

don’t want to let him wait.”

Motsepe nodded solemnly. “You are right.  Time is money and Mr Digby’s 

time is precious.”

Seething inwardly, Bradley took a deep breath and managed to nod politely.

Stepping aside, the fat man said, “Off you go young man.”

For a second, Bradley wondered if  he should slam his fist into Motsepe’s 

sweaty face. Instead, he held his anger and squeezed another smile from his 

lips. “Have a good day, Mr Motsepe.”

Bradley pushed past the fat man, breathing in a whiff of Motsepe’s sweat 

stench, making him want to throw up. Swallowing hard, Bradley made his 

way down the passage.

“You too, and I hope you keep your nose out of things.”

What  did  Motsepe  say?  Bradley  thought  he  heard  Motsepe  mutter 

something, but when he turned around, the fat man was gone. Did he say he 

should keep his nose out  of  things? The sentence was very familiar.  Did 

Motsepe mean he should stop reporting on particular topics? It was his job 

and vocation for crying out loud! He was a journalist! He had spent his whole 

life  covering issues which were of  interest  to  the general  public.  Was he 

supposed to give up his profession? What the hell was Motsepe on about? 
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Bradley’s thoughts came to a halt as he approached Digby’s brown door. He 

knocked once, and not waiting for a reply, pushed the door open and entered 

Alex’s office. 

His friend looked up from behind his huge dark oak desk and greeted him 

with a broad smile. “Hey there, Bradley. You made it.”

Bradley shoved a stack of magazines off the ancient visitor’s chair and let 

himself fall into it with a groan.

“Hello Alex,” he greeted his friend. “You won’t believe who I’ve just met in the 

passage.”

Alex leaned back in his creaking chair. “Who?” he asked curiously.

“Take a guess,” Bradley smirked.

Alex shrugged his shoulders.

“Motsepe!”

A grin spread across his friend’s face. “Is he still alive, after meeting you?”

“Sure,” Bradley replied cynically. “It’s not worth getting into a fight with that fat 

bastard. His stench alone would probably suffocate me in seconds.”

They both burst out laughing.

“What did he want from you?” Alex asked.

Crossing his arms in front of  his chest,  Bradley contemplated his friend’s 

question for a moment.

“I don’t know,” he replied.

“What did you talk about?”

“We  didn’t  really  talk,”  Bradley  said.  “Motsepe  reminded  me  in  his  very 

friendly way that he is the one who decides which articles are to be published 

at this paper.”
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Alex nodded thoughtfully.

“And he told me to keep my nose out of things,” Bradley added.

“What was he referring to?”

Bradley shook his head. “To tell you the truth, I have no idea.”

His friend steepled his fingers. “I wonder what this is all about.”

Stretching his long legs, Bradley said, “Me too.”

They were silent for a moment or two, then Alex pulled his chair towards his 

desk.

“Never mind,” he said. “Who knows how Motsepe’s devious mind works. We 

have other things to occupy ourselves with.”

“Yep,” Bradley confirmed and moved closer to Alex’s desk.

“Tell  me,  my friend,  has anything more happened since the last  time we 

spoke?” Alex asked, with concern in his voice.

Bradley sighed and quickly relayed the facts as they had occurred over the 

past few days. He ended with his call  to the cops, which had resulted in 

nothing.

“Not good news,” Alex said quietly.

“That’s an understatement.”

Leaning forward, Alex pulled his keyboard closer. After tapping a couple of 

keys, he said, “Let’s see what we can come up with. I’ve done some prior 

sorting, so we only have to look at your research material over the six months 

before you left. I don’t think we have to go back much further than that.”

His friend swivelled the terminal towards Bradley and they both eyed the list 

of articles scrolling down the screen.
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“Let’s check your material about the Melville prostitutes first,” Alex suggested.

Bradley looked at him surprised. “Why?”

Alex  replied,  “Because  I  think  it  relates  to  violence  and  in  particular, 

harassment. I can imagine these type of people coming after you.”

Slowly, Bradley inclined his head. Alex moved his mouse and clicked on a 

few icons until Bradley’s notes on the prostitute matter came up. 

Alex pointed his finger at a name on the screen. “What about Ramones?”

“What about him?” Bradley asked. 

“Could he be involved?”

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think so. He was a weasel type of 

guy. Skinny as hell,  with slicked-back greasy hair,  and dressed always in 

black. He treated his prostitutes badly, and he was small fry. As soon as we 

came  close,  he  spilled  the  beans.  Revealed  everything.  Actually  quite 

pathetic when I think about it. He only ran two or three prostitutes, but was 

trying to cash in by using the bigger operations.”

Tilting  his  head  to  the  side,  Alex  asked,  “You don’t  think  he  could  have 

anything to do with you?”

“No,“ Bradley shook his head. “He has probably set up somewhere else by 

now. You know how they are. He probably latched on to another prostitution 

ring. He’s not interested in making trouble for anyone and anyway I don’t 

think he has it in him.”

Alex scrolled further down through the notes. “Anything else which stands 

out?”

Bradley shook his head again.
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His friend clicked onto the next file. “What about the corruption case in Home 

Affairs?” he asked.

Bradley  looked  at  the  screen  and  rapidly  read  through  his  notes.  He 

remembered Tsonga, the supervisor in the department; a big black guy with 

small piggy eyes and stubby fingers. When the pieces of the story began to 

fall into place incriminating Tsonga, he openly threatened Bradley. Over the 

years, a lot of money had changed hands, supplementing Tsonga’s income 

so that he could afford a big house in the northern suburbs. Other Home 

Officials had feathered their own nests the same way.

When Bradley first arrived at the Home Affairs offices, he instinctively knew 

that something was wrong, because the average government employee did 

not  earn  enough  money  to  be  granted  a  bank  loan  to  purchase  luxury 

vehicles like the latest model Mercedes and BMW standing in the parking lot.

Bradley nodded slowly. “He could be a possibility.”

Alex looked at him expectantly, waiting for him to continue.

“He had a lot of connections and I don’t think we got to the bottom of the 

story.”

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

“I had the feeling Tsonga held back,” Bradley explained. “I think he took the 

fall for some other people. Don’t ask me why! It’s just a gut feeling I have.”

His friend raised an eyebrow questioningly.

Bradley sighed. “The story came together too easily. When we put the final 

pieces  together  there  was  something  missing,  but  for  the  life  of  us,  we 

couldn’t figure out what we overlooked. Eventually we let go, because the 

cops had what they wanted and we had a brilliant story.”
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“So,” Alex said. “Do you think he could have it in for you?”

Bradley pressed his finger against his lower lip. After a while, he shook his 

head slowly.

“No,  I  don’t  think so. There was a lot  involved and we wrecked a line of 

additional  income for  a  few people,  but  I  don’t  think they are behind the 

current operation. They are only interested in how to score easy; revenge is 

not their thing.”

Alex turned back to his screen. He opened the next file and together they 

began to  read. They ticked off  article  after  article,  but  Bradley’s research 

material revealed nothing of significance. Names, places and dates invoked 

memories, but none seemed to be connected to his current situation. 

Bradley’s back hurt from leaning forward and Alex rubbed his eyes tiredly. It 

was  well  past  midday  and  their  stomachs  rumbled  hungrily.  The  air  had 

become stale in the dingy office and Bradley felt a headache coming on.

Suddenly the door opened. Startled they looked up as a tall handsome black 

man, dressed in jeans and a casual maroon shirt,  stepped into the office. 

Bradley blinked his eyes a couple of times.

“Hey, Tanner,” Simon Keohane said in his deep baritone voice.

Bradley got up from his chair, a huge grin spreading across his face. “Hello, 

Simon. Good to see you.”

Simon held out his hand and Bradley gripped it firmly, following Simon’s lead 

into an African handshake by hooking their thumbs together.

“How have you been?”
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Simon walked over to a sideboard overflowing with papers and leaned his 

back against it. “I’ve been all right,” he replied. 

“I see you’re covering the murder of Peter Fletcher,” Bradley said.

“Yep.”

Peter Fletcher was a mining magnate and a prominent business man who 

owned several large South African mines and other unrelated companies. 

Over the last few years rumours had surfaced that Fletcher was in financial 

trouble and that he was involved in some shady business deals. Recently, on 

his way to an appointment in the late evening, Fletcher had been shot. The 

police claimed that it was a drive-by shooting, but somehow the evidence did 

not add up. 

The papers reported that Fletcher’s car was washed thoroughly only hours 

after the crime had taken place, eliminating all traces of fingerprints and other 

evidence. A homeless man came forward a few days later, claiming he had 

seen the assassins, but nobody believed him. Ex-business partners alleged 

Fletcher had swindled them out of millions of Rands. The list went on and on. 

Simon said cautiously, “I tell you, that is one can of worms.”

“Why?”

Puffing out his cheeks, Simon explained, “Everyone thought it was a simple 

drive-by shooting, but rot is rising to the surface and causing a lot of trouble.”

Bradley nodded. “You mean about the enormously speedy car wash and the 

homeless man?”

“That’s not all.”

Bradley leaned back in his chair and looked at his friend expectantly.

Simon raised his eyebrows. “This is strictly off the record.”
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“Certainly,” Bradley assured him.

“The cops claim they have arrested the killers, but by the same token, these 

same killers have all of the sudden turned state witness.”

Bradley’s eyes widened.

“Apparently, Fletcher’s best friend, Damien Patrizio, ordered the murder on 

Fletcher’s own request.”

“What?”

Simon scratched his head and smirked. “I told you there’s more to this story 

than meets the eye.”

“Where is this Damien Patrizio now?” Bradley asked.

“The cops have arrested him and are questioning him.”

“And?” Bradley asked impatiently.

Simon shrugged his shoulders. “That’s it for the moment. But I’ll let you know 

what happens, or you can read my articles.”

Bradley laughed good naturedly.

Simon made himself more comfortable against the sideboard. “It’s been quiet 

here since you left.”

Bradley grinned appreciatively. Simon’s words were like soothing balm on an 

open wound. Although he would never openly admit it, Bradley missed the 

hustle  and  bustle  of  the  newspaper.  He  especially  missed  his  former 

colleagues,  their  input,  their  intellect,  their  wit,  teasing and friendship.  He 

missed working on a good story, throwing ideas around, chasing deadlines, 

being busy during all hours of the day and night and working together with 

the best. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to quit his job after all. 
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Bradley sunk deeper into the rickety chair. “I’ve missed you man,” he said 

quietly.

“You can always come back,” Simon suggested.

Bradley eyed him carefully. “I don’t think they would let me.”

“You never know.”

Bradley flicked his head. It was out of the question right now. He had other 

things to deal with, things that would not go away.

Stepping forward,  Simon bent  over  the desk and looked at  the computer 

screen. “Are you two getting anywhere?” he asked.

Surprised, Bradley turned to Alex.

“I’ve told him about your predicament,”  Alex explained, with an apologetic 

gesture. “I thought it would be fine with you. We need all the help we can get 

and maybe Simon has an idea or two.”

Bradley nodded. “Sure.” Looking up at Simon, he asked, “And? Any bright 

ideas?”

“I’ve done my own research, concentrating on the stories where we worked 

together, but I didn’t come up with anything.”

Bradley rubbed the top of his head despondently. “I wish I knew what this 

was all about. I’m really getting worried.”

Neither friend replied. 

Simon cleared his throat, and Bradley glanced at him expectantly.

Pushing his hands into his jeans pockets, Simon said cautiously, “Have you 

thought about your very last article?”

Bradley looked at him quizzically. “What do you mean?”
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“The article about Angola,” Simon prompted his friend memory. 

“What about it?”

Simon’s  fingers  drummed  a  beat  on  the  sideboard.  “Maybe  something 

happened there?”

Bradley burst out laughing. “I don’t think so,” he said. 

“Why not?” Simon asked, surprised at Bradley’s reaction.

“It was a piece about the Red Cross,” Bradley replied derisively. “It was about 

doctors and nurses from overseas giving selflessly and caring for children 

with blown off legs. It was not political, nor did it have an underlying criminal 

issue.” 

Simon’s eyebrows rose by a centimetre. “You mean it had no further depth to 

it?”

“Yeah.”

“But I think it would still be worthwhile having a look,” Simon insisted.

“Why?”

“Who knows,” Simon said. ”Maybe you interviewed someone not related to 

the story and accidentally put your foot in.”

Bradley pursed his lips, contemplating Simon’s idea for a moment. Finally, he 

conceded. “All right. Let’s have a look.”

Alex’s hands went to his keyboard and he tapped in a command. The screen 

became busy and changed its layout. He moved his mouse and clicked on a 

box in the right hand corner. A list of file names came up and Alex scrolled 

down. Suddenly, his forehead creased with fine lines. Alex scrolled up and 

down again, but his frown did not disappear. He closed the folder and started 
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from the beginning, clicking on the box in the right hand corner and waiting 

for the document files to come up. His frown deepened.

“What is it?” Bradley asked after a while.

Alex grunted in reply.

Simon leaned forward and scanned the file names one by one.

“It’s not here,” Alex exclaimed surprised.

“What’s not there?” Bradley asked.

“Your article.”

Bradley waved his hand in the air. “What are you talking about?”

Alex looked at him with utter astonishment.  “Your article on Angola is not 

here.”

Disbelieving his friend, Bradley demanded, “Let me see.”

He bent over the desk, took the mouse and went through the sequence of 

calling up file names. He scrolled up and down but could not find the title of 

his story.

“Are you sure you saved it in this folder?” Bradley asked cautiously.

Alex glared at him sideways. “Yes.”

“Did you delete it by accident?”

“No,” Alex shouted, exasperated. “I never delete anything. I don’t even get 

close to the delete button.”

Bradley gestured towards the computer. “What about the pictures?”

Alex shook his head. “They were attached to the document.”

“Alex,” Simon implored. “Are you sure you didn’t delete the file?”

Alex pressed his lips into a thin line and looked from Bradley to Simon and 

back again.
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“I’m not a moron,” he muttered. “I might not be as clever as you two with a 

computer, but I did not delete that file.”

Bradley let go of the mouse. “What about the archive?”

Alex  shook  his  head  again.  “We  haven’t  saved  it  in  the  archive  yet. 

Remember, we only put the articles in once they are published.”

“Right,” Bradley sighed. “And the article wasn’t published.”

They looked at each other confused.

“What now?” Alex asked.

“I wonder,” Simon began tentatively.

Alex and Bradley turned towards the tall man standing against the sideboard.

“I mean, if Alex is sure that he saved the article in that particular directory and 

it’s gone now,” he hesitated.

Bradley nudged him lightly on the arm.

“… and Alex  is  sure that  he  didn’t  delete  it,  then maybe somebody else 

deleted it.”

Alex looked at him with incredulity. “What are you talking about?”

“Somebody else might have deleted the file on purpose.”

“You have a devious mind,” Bradley stated.

Simon shook his head and stared hard at his friend. “No, not devious. I’m 

looking at the situation from every angle, considering every possibility.”

“Who would want to do something like this,” Bradley exclaimed.

“Somebody who  doesn’t  want  us  to  see the  article,”  Alex  replied  calmly. 

”Somebody who doesn’t want the article to be published.”

Perplexed, Bradley squinted at Alex, “You are not serious?”
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“Why not?”

“Are you actually suggesting that somebody deliberately deleted the file?” 

Bradley asked.

Alex nodded.

“But I’ve got a copy and it’s no big deal to reload it onto the computer.”

Simon raised his eyebrows. “Do you have a copy?”

Bradley pulled his head back as if stung by a bee. “No,” he said slowly. “I 

don’t have a copy.”

“Your laptop was stolen, wasn’t it?”

Bradley nodded.

“I’m calling Tommy from IT,” Alex stated angrily.

“Why would you want to call Tommy?” Bradley asked.

“Because I want to know how a file can disappear from my computer without 

me deleting it.”

Alex picked up the telephone, punched a few digits and settled back in his 

chair. He waited gloomily until the phone was picked up on the other end.

“Hello Tommy,” he said. “It’s Alex Digby here. I’ve got a problem with my 

computer. Can you come up here?” 

Alex paused, listening to the reply, then said, “No, it can’t wait. I need you 

here now.” 

Alex waited impatiently for Tommy’s answer.  Heatedly he barked, “I  don’t 

care about your deadline. I want you up here in two minutes.” 

Alex threw the receiver on to the handset and grumbled, “He said he’ll come 

right away.”
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The three men remained quiet, the silence hanging heavily between them 

while they waited for the IT technician to arrive. 

Two minutes later the door opened with a loud bang. A short dark haired 

youngster sauntered into the office.  He looked like a teenager dressed in 

baggy jeans, the laces of his takkies untied and his Polo shirt hanging loosely 

over his belt. 

“Hey  there,  Mr  Digby,”  he  said,  not  showing  much  respect.  “What’s  the 

problem?”

Alex pointed to his computer. “A file disappeared from my computer and I did 

not delete it.”

Tommy strolled across the room and moved behind Alex’s desk. Alex rolled 

his chair out of the way to give the youngster access to his computer. The 

techie leaned his elbows on the desk and placed his hand on the mouse. 

Looking over his shoulder at Alex, he asked, “Do you remember the file’s 

name?”

“I’m not an idiot,” Alex grumbled.

“I didn’t say that,” Tommy chirped.

Alex glared at him for a second, but Tommy remained unperturbed.

“It’s  called  ‘Tanner-Angola’.  Tanner,  for  Bradley  Tanner,”  Alex  explained, 

“and Angola because it’s about Angola.”

“Not very imaginative,” Tommy quipped.

“This isn’t about creativity,” Alex moaned.

“Relax Mr Digby.” 

Alex sighed, exasperated, and leaned back in his chair.
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Tommy faced the screen and began clicking the mouse. Then he tapped on 

the keyboard. A while later he clicked with the mouse button again. After a 

few minutes, he stood up straight.

“Are you sure you had the file on your computer?” he asked.

Alex squinted at the youngster perched on his desk. “I am very sure. Why?

Tommy crossed his arms in front of him. “I can’t find a trace of it. There is 

absolutely nothing on your computer to indicate that this particular file has 

ever been there.”

“That’s not possible,” Alex exclaimed.

Tommy shrugged his shoulders.

Alex looked at Bradley and said, “You can ask Mr Tanner. The file has been 

there. He even loaded the pictures onto my computer.”

“Yes,” Bradley confirmed. “I’ve helped him with the download.”

“How is it possible that a file just disappears?” Alex asked.

Tommy cleared his throat. “It’s not impossible,” he said.

Bradley looked at him with interest.

“Any hacker can take stuff off your computer.”

Alex’s eyes became wide. “What are you talking about?”

Tommy tilted his head to the side. “If you really want to you can hack into any 

computer.”

“Please explain,” Alex demanded.

Tommy grinned mischievously. “You see, all our computers are connected to 

a server. Most of the information is stored on its hard drive. Once you get 

past  the  firewall  and  the  password  protection,  you  can  do  whatever  you 

want.”
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Alex swallowed hard. “It can’t be that easy,” he protested.

Tommy  smirked.  “No,  it’s  not  quite  that  simple.  You  need  an  outside 

connection,  like  an  unprotected  wireless  hub  and  you  need  a  special 

program. You also need to know what you are doing.”

Bradley chewed on his lip. “I presume you would know how to do it?”

Tommy grinned. “Obviously. I  can drive from Rosebank to the airport and 

connect to the Internet without spending a cent. You would be surprised how 

many companies are using wireless connections without firewalls. What they 

don’t realize is that I can easily hack into their servers and extract all their 

information without them being any wiser.”

Worriedly Bradley glanced at Alex.

“Once I changed the passwords of a whole company’s staff just for fun,” he 

bragged. 

“Do many people know how to hack into a company’s server?” Bradley asked 

concerned.

“Sure,” Tommy replied casually. “They hack into banks, into hospitals and the 

government’s information systems.”

Alex gasped. “Are you telling us that data is not secure?”

“Why  are  you  so  surprised?”  Tommy  said.  “The  big  companies  employ 

hackers to find holes in their security. Once they find them they know how to 

close the hole.”

“What about the government’s data?”

“Sure, the government tries to hire the best, but they don’t pay enough, so 

they  lose  out.”  Tommy’s  foot  bounced  up  and  down.  “You  have  to 

understand, it’s the age of information technology. Everything is stored on 
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computers and nothing is safe. If someone wants information, then he hires a 

hacker who retrieves it  for him. They can get everything about you. Your 

name, your address, your identification number, your bank records, your tax 

returns, every imaginable data.”

“But that’s illegal,” Alex protested.

“But the money is good,” Tommy countered.

Bradley stared at the computer contemplating the consequences of Tommy’s 

revelation, when Alex said hesitantly, “After what you’ve explained, it seems 

that someone could theoretically hack into the paper’s server and retrieve or 

delete information.”

Tommy nodded.

“But my file was stored on my hard drive, not on the server.”

Tommy picked on the hem of his T-shirt. “Do you leave your computer on at 

night?” he asked.

Alex shook his head.

“Hmm. Then it’s a slightly different story,” Tommy said.

“Why?”

“You see, someone can only access your personal computer and your hard 

drive when the computer is switched on. If it’s off, there’s no connection to 

the server.”

“But my file was deleted from my hard drive,” Alex complained.

Tommy looked at  him wistfully.  “There  is  another  possibility.”  He paused 

briefly. “You see, someone could access your personal computer when they 

know your password.”

“Nobody knows my password, but me,” Alex stated angrily.
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Tommy lifted his hand. “That’s right, but everyone has to hand in a sealed 

envelope when they choose their password.”

Alex inhaled sharply. He had forgotten about that. “But the IT guys said the 

envelopes would be placed in a safe and only accessed in an emergency.”

“Yes. They are all kept in a safe,” Tommy confirmed.

“So,” Alex said helplessly.

Tommy tilted his head to one side. “There are several people who can open 

the safe.”

Simon who had followed the conversation with  interest,  asked,  “Who are 

they?”

“For one, there is my boss Norman.”

“That’s a given, but who else?” Simon asked.

“The Chief Financial  Officer,  Mr Motaung,” Tommy replied. “He needs the 

passwords in case one of the staff members saved information on their hard 

drive and there is a suspicion of fraud.”

The three men nodded. It made sense that the CFO should have access to 

the envelopes.

“Then there are Mrs Tsepetsi from administration, Mr Rotter from the Board 

of Directors, Mrs Worthley, Mr Motsepe …”

“Mr Motsepe,” Simon interrupted him surprised. “The Mr Tim Motsepe, the 

Chief Editor? Why would he need to know our passwords?”

Tommy  shrugged  his  shoulders.  “I  don’t  know.  I  don’t  decide  who  gets 

access and who doesn’t.”

Simon looked pointedly at Bradley. “Doesn’t it strike you as strange that Mr 

Motsepe has access to Alex’s password?”
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“But he’s not the only one.” Bradley pursed his lips thoughtfully. “There are 

several people who have access to Mr Digby’s password.

Bradley looked at  Tommy. “Anyone of  those people you have mentioned 

could have deleted the file, not so?” he asked.

Sensing  the  sudden  tension  in  the  room,  Tommy  hesitated  and  looked 

furtively from one man to the next. “It is possible, but why would they want to 

do it?”

“That’s the million dollar question,” Simon said wistfully.

Uncomfortable  with  the  direction  the  conversation  was  taking,  the  young 

techie slid off the desk. “Do you still need me?” he asked nervously. 

Becoming aware of Tommy’s uneasiness, Simon shook his head. “No, I don’t 

think so. Thanks for your help.”

Tommy  glanced  questioningly  at  Alex.  “It’s  alright,  Tommy,”  Alex  said. 

“Thanks.”

Without another word, the techie turned on his heel and fled the room.

“So there is no hardcopy and the only other copy that exists was on your 

laptop, which was conveniently stolen,” Simon said in summary.

Bradley crossed his arms in front of him. “But I could easily rewrite the piece.”

Simon looked at him thoughtfully. “Then maybe it wasn’t the article alone.”

He turned to Alex. “Didn’t you say that pictures were attached to the file?”

“Yes,” Alex confirmed. “They belonged together, so obviously I saved them 

together.”

“That means the pictures are also gone,” Simon concluded.

“Obviously,” Alex snapped.
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Simon held up a hand. “I’m not blaming you. I’m just trying to figure out what 

happened here.”

“So,”  Bradley  said  casually,  “are  you  saying  that  there  is  a  connection 

between my trip to Angola, the situation I’m in and the paper?”

Simon nodded slowly.

The three men sat silently and Bradley let the idea sink in gradually. 

If Simon was correct, then why would someone at the paper want to delete 

the  article  on  the  work  of  the  Red  Cross  in  Angola?  The  article  was 

innocuous. There was nothing in it that wasn’t general public knowledge. It 

was  just  a  refresher  on  known facts.  He had added  a  couple  of  human 

interest issues, but otherwise it was not a Pulitzer Prize winner. To make it 

more interesting, he had taken a lot of pictures so that readers could better 

relate to the story. 

Bradley’s mind began to race. 

What about the pictures? Maybe he had taken a picture of somebody who 

didn’t want to be recognized? 

A moment later, Bradley shook his head sadly. But the pictures too were 

gone.

All at once his head came up. “The pictures,” he said.

“What about them?” Alex asked.

“I was wondering why they stole my digital camera,” he said. “It wasn’t worth 

much, so it doesn’t have a great resale value, but I was still annoyed.” 

“And?”

Bradley grinned. “I don’t have the camera, but I’ve still got the chip.”
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Simon’s head snapped around. 

“So what are you waiting for?” Alex asked impatiently.  “Load those damn 

pictures.”

Bradley dug in the front pocket of his jeans and pulled out the little black chip. 

Leaning over the desk, he plugged the tiny device into the computer, clicked 

a couple of buttons and waited for the images to load. He took the chip out of 

the socket and put it back into his pocket. Eagerly, the three men stared at 

the images. 

“Let’s do them one by one,” Alex said and began calling up single pictures.

They  scrutinized  the  faces  of  the  people  in  the  photos,  and  Bradley 

commented on every person who came into focus, explaining who they were 

and how they fitted into his article. 

There was Celeste Dupont, the French doctor, committed to working at the 

Red Cross station in Luanda; young black kids in white metal  beds, their 

stumps  covered  with  white  bandages;  Amos  and  Philip,  the  two  black 

bodyguards who had escorted them on the trip to Dondo and who had also 

helped Celeste and him to free the Rover.

There  were  Bradley’s  tourist  shots  of  Luanda;  photos  Alex  and  Simon 

guffawed over. Other pictures showed Ben Swenson, the doctor at the Red 

Cross station in Dondo and lover of Celeste Dupont; and a few black nurses 

in starched uniforms with their small charges. 

They looked at the photos of the market place in Dondo and Bradley was 

about to call up the next image, when Alex shouted, “Hold it.”
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CHAPTER 18

Simon and Bradley abruptly turned to him.

Alex stabbed his finger at the screen. “Don’t they look familiar?”

Both leaned forward to have a closer look. 

Bradley stared at the image of two men getting out of a 4x4. He shook his 

head. “No. Why? Do they look familiar to you?”

“Go back,” Alex demanded. “Go back to the pictures of the evening you ate 

out.”

Bradley  clicked  on the  frames  until  the  sequence  of  the  restaurant  night 

came up.  The shots  depicted people milling about  on the promenade,  or 

sitting at tables in front of restaurants, eating, laughing, and generally having 

a good time.

“Stop,” Alex shouted again. He pointed excitedly. “Look.”

Bradley  examined  the  picture.  The  shot  showed the  same scene  as  the 

previous one. People, dressed smartly or casually, were frozen in movement 

as they walked along the promenade,  standing in  front  of  restaurants,  or 

sitting at tables. 

Bradley wiggled the mouse irritably. “What are you seeing that I don’t see?”

“There,” Alex said and tapped the screen. “Those three men.”

Bradley’s head bobbed up and down enthusiastically. Alex was right. Two of 

the  three  men  in  the  picture  looked  exactly  like  the  two  who  had  been 

photographed getting out of a car in the Dondo market square. 

Simon  was  intrigued.  “And  now?  What  is  the  connection?  What  does  it 

mean?”
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Alex shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

“Have you seen those men before?”

“No,” Bradley said, glancing sideways at his former colleagues. “Has anyone 

of you seen them before?”

Alex and Simon shook their heads simultaneously.

Bradley clicked on the images until he reached the photo of Dondo’s market 

place again.  “So how can we assume that  there’s  a connection between 

them and my situation?” he asked.

Alex looked at him blankly and Simon avoided his eyes.

Leaning back and letting go of the mouse, Bradley sighed deeply. “We’ve got 

two pictures of three men. One was taken in Luanda of three of them walking 

down a narrow side street. The other one shows two of them getting out of a 

car in Dondo. What’s the significance?”

Simon  stretched  and  folded  his  arms  behind  his  neck.  “It  could  be  a 

coincidence, but it strikes me as suspicious that they were in Luanda one 

night  and  the  next  in  Dondo.  What’s  the  distance?  Three  hundred 

kilometres? A drive of what, four to five hours?”

Bradley squinted up at him. “More or less.” 

“They could be aid workers,” Alex ventured.

“Do they look like aid workers to you?”

“They could be there on business,” Alex persisted.

Simon rubbed his face. “What kind of business is there in Dondo? You’ve 

seen the pictures. Business in that town seems to be almost non-existent.”
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Bradley studied the images on the screen. Simon was right. There had been 

hardly any business in Dondo. Locals sold some fresh produce, but other 

items were hard to come by. He remembered a small  guesthouse across 

from the market place, and a coffee shop, but  it  was no longer open for 

business. Other small shops around the square displayed outdated items, all 

covered in brown dust. People in Dondo were poor and scraped by on the 

meagre items they could produce themselves, or use as a means to barter. 

The question was: why were those two men visiting Dondo? 

Bradley squinted at the computer screen. “Did you notice how well dressed 

they are?” he asked quietly. “And check out the car they’re driving.”

“It seems odd,” Simon agreed.

“I wonder who they were planning to meet?” Bradley thought aloud.

“Who could be in Dondo of such importance that somebody would make a 

special  trip?” Alex contemplated. “I  for one would not drive for four hours 

through the middle of nowhere to meet just anyone.”

Bradley slid down in his chair and gazed through the window, his mind far 

away. Alex had a point. It was a trip into hell and back. Bradley remembered 

the pothole-pitted road, the green forest closing in on all sides, the silence, 

the humidity, the smell of decay and the feeling that he was being watched 

the entire time. What had Celeste said? Terrorists haunted the edges of the 

landmined forest to rob travellers passing by on the cleared strips of road 

made safe for travel; and ex-soldiers ruled the countryside. Whole villages 

were raided, burned down to the ground and inhabitants killed mercilessly if 

they did not support the militia. Locals lived in perpetual fear and Bradley had 

been genuinely scared when they got stuck on their way back from Dondo, 
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afraid  that  the  incident  in  which  the  two  Red  Cross  doctors  had  been 

slaughtered would repeat itself.

“Hey, Bradley,” Simon called.

Slowly he turned his head and looked at his friend, his face immobile.

“What are you thinking?”

Bradley placed his elbows on his chair’s armrests and steepled his fingers. “I 

was trying to figure out who would be interested in travelling to Dondo, and 

especially why. There is hardly any decent business there and the area is 

ruled by terrorists.”

“Maybe it was an innocent visit by engineers,” Alex suggested. “Dondo has a 

power plant, not so?”

Bradley tilted his head slowly. “Yes. Dondo has a dam, but I’m not sure if the 

power station is operational. The whole area was very run down. I don’t know 

where they get their electricity from, but the Red Cross station had their own 

generators.”

“But it’s possible that these guys could be engineers?” Alex insisted. “They 

could have come to Dondo to inspect the dam and the power plant?”

“I don’t think they were engineers,” he said. Leaning forward, he tapped his 

finger on the screen. “Check them out. Do they look like engineers to you?”

Alex glanced at the screen.

“And why did they scrutinise the area around them as if they were worried 

about  being  watched?  I  really  don’t  think  they  were  engineers,”  Bradley 

concluded firmly.

“What then?” Simon asked.

“What if they were drug dealers?”
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Alex’s expression was doubtful. “Drugs? In Dondo?”

“Yes,” Bradley said. “Why not?”

“Why would anyone go to the trouble of driving into the middle of nowhere to 

sell drugs?” Alex asked. “The people in Dondo have nothing as it is. Why on 

earth  would they spend their  meagre possessions on drugs? They would 

rather buy food and clothes.”

“I agree,” Simon stated. “Those people are too poor to spend any money on 

drugs.”

“And as you know,” Alex added. “The locals grow marijuana for their own 

consumption. They don’t need foreigners to sell them their local weed.”

“What about buying drugs?” Bradley ventured.

Simon muttered something unintelligible.

Alex  shook  his  head  unconvinced.  “What  would  they  sell?  That  bit  of 

marijuana  they  grow?  You  don’t  have  to  drive  three  hundred  kilometres 

through a landmine littered forest into the interior of Angola to buy dagga. 

You can buy that stuff much easier on any street corner in Luanda.”

“But it’s possible,” Bradley insisted.

“Everything  is  possible,”  Alex  grumbled  sceptically.  “Did  you  see  any 

marijuana fields when you were there?”

Bradley looked at him sharply. “No. I saw nothing of the sort.” He flipped his 

head to the side. “They wouldn’t grow it at the edges of the town. They would 

grow their crops deep in the forest.”

“So,” Alex said quietly. “We agree then that the men in the pictures were not 

in Angola for a holiday.”
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“Since they look so suspicious maybe they are criminals,”  Bradley stated 

resolutely. “We just have to figure out what kind of criminals they are.” He 

turned to Simon. “Any ideas?”

Simon shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

“Let’s go through what we have,” Alex suggested. “Dondo is situated three 

hundred kilometres from Luanda. The townspeople are poor, the town itself a 

ruin.  They have a  dysfunctional  power  plant  and a functional  Red Cross 

station. You get to Dondo by driving through a landmined forest and have to 

watch out for terrorists …”

“That’s it,” Bradley interrupted Alex excitedly.

“What?”

Bradley bounced to his feet. “Do you realise what you’ve just said?”

Alex and Simon stared at him blankly.

“Think,”  he  encouraged  his  friends.  “What’s  in  Dondo  that’s  of  interest? 

Nothing! The place is a ruin.  Nobody sane would go there, like you said, 

Alex.”

He  paused  for  a  moment,  waiting  for  his  friends  to  respond,  but  they 

remained quiet.

Bradley raised his hand. “No one would go into that area … except for guns.”

“Guns,” Simon and Alex blurted out the word together. 

There was a moment of shocked silence, then Alex said slowly. “You are 

right. It’s a possibility.”

“Come on,”  Simon objected.  “We might  live  in  Africa  and  we are  talking 

Angola here, but I don’t think it’s likely that those two were meeting obscure 

warlords!”
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“Why not?” Bradley asked.

“It seems too far fetched.”

Bradley hooked his thumbs onto the back pockets of his jeans.

“It fits with what’s happening in your life, right now,” Alex ventured. “If those 

men are really gun runners, then you really have put your foot in. They must 

have seen you taking  pictures and they  rightly  assumed that  you caught 

them on camera.”

Simon held his hand up. “Are you two not going overboard here?”

Bradley shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he pointed at the screen. “Look at 

those pictures again. A white guy, a black guy, and a Portuguese guy, all 

together, walking down a dark side street at night. A very unlikely mixture and 

an even more unlikely event. If they were on legitimate business, they would 

meet during the day, probably in an office somewhere.”

Alex picked up Bradley’s line of thinking. “And, if they are gun runners, then it 

explains a lot. They have enough money and manpower to make your life a 

living hell.”

A cold shiver ran down Bradley’s spine.

“It’s also quite possible that they broke into your house,” Alex continued, “that 

they shadowed you and that they made those phone calls. They won’t shy 

away from killing you in order to get what they want.”

“So why haven’t they killed me yet?” Bradley asked, braver than he felt.

After a moment of thought, Simon replied, “Because they want something 

from you!”

Bradley slumped back into his chair. “But what? I’ve got nothing!”
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For a while they sat in silence, each mulling over various possibilities and 

scenarios. 

“Come  on,  Bradley,”  Alex  said.  “Think!  What  could  you  have  in  your 

possession that they would be interested in?”

Bradley flicked his fingers impatiently. “I don’t know.”

“You must have some kind of evidence,” Alex urged. “Did you interview them 

unintentionally?”

“No. I haven’t spoken to them at all,” Bradley replied thoughtfully.

“Did they sit at a table next to you when you were eating out in Luanda?” 

Alex asked.

The corners of  Bradley’s  mouth curved downwards.  “No.  I’ve never  been 

anywhere close to them that I know of.” 

“Did you stay at the same hotel?” Alex probed.

Bradley shook his head. “No. I was alone at Pedro’s guesthouse. I’ve got no 

idea where they stayed.”

“Where else did you see them?” 

Bradley muttered. “The only times I saw them was in Luanda and then again 

in Dondo.”

“Did you pick something up from the street which they accidentally dropped?” 

Alex asked.

“No. Nothing,” Bradley replied, becoming irritable. “I only took the photos.”

All at once he gasped. “I know what they want,” he exclaimed.

Simon’s head came up. “What?”

“They want the chip! The chip from my digital camera,” Bradley declared.

Alex arched an eyebrow. 
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“When they broke into my place they wrecked it as a warning to me and to 

deflect from their real intentions,” Bradley explained. “I only found out that my 

laptop  and  my  digital  camera  were  stolen  once  I  started  cleaning  up. 

Obviously they thought that when they got my equipment it would be the end 

of their pursuit of me and that they were safe. However, when they checked 

my camera, they found that the chip was gone.” 

Bradley looked at his friends triumphantly.

“That’s  what  they  want!  They  want  the  chip,”  he  said  smugly.  “Because 

someone could identify them from the photos and that’s what they want to 

avoid like hell.”

“But why those phone calls?” Simon asked. “They could have killed you and 

that would have been the end of it.”

“No,” Bradley countered. “Killing me doesn’t help them. First of all, we are in 

South Africa, not Angola. Although the cops are useless here, a murder is 

still  taken seriously and would be investigated in some depth. Since I’m a 

well-known journalist, my death would not be brushed off. The danger would 

be too great. While investigating the crime, someone could find out about 

their gun running. Secondly, they don’t know how much I found out and they 

have no idea where the chip is. I could have given it to anyone. What they 

want  is  to  make a  hundred  percent  certain  that  the  chip  is  taken out  of 

circulation.”

Simon nodded, “Right.”

“What are you going to do?” Alex asked.
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Bradley drummed his fingers on the desk. “I think I’m going to give the chip to 

the police. Let them handle it.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea,” Simon asked cautiously.

Bradley was surprised. “Why?”

“Maybe you should rather give the chip to someone else for safe keeping,” 

Simon suggested.

Bradley frowned at his friend.

“You never know with the cops,” Simon reminded him. “They might just lose 

it.” 

Bradley rubbed the top of his leg until it became hot. “But whom could I trust 

with it?” he asked.

“Give it to me,” Simon said easily. “I’ll hold on to it for you.”

Astounded, Bradley drew his head back. “You want to hold onto it for me?” 

he repeated. “You would risk you life for me?”

Simon shrugged his shoulders. “You would do the same for me.”

“Are you sure about that?” Bradley laughed.

Simon glanced at him out of the corner of his eye ignoring Bradley’s jibe. 

Bradley hesitated. Was it really a good idea to give the chip to Simon?

His friend held out his hand waiting for the hand over.

Bradley looked at Alex. “What do you think?”

“Maybe we should wait,” Alex replied with a mischievous glint in his eye.

“Why?”

“Maybe  we  should  look  into  this  ourselves  a  bit  more.”  Alex  suggested 

casually. 
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Seeing the incredulity on Bradley’s face, Alex added hastily, “I mean, this is a 

great story. Let’s handle it ourselves for now.”

Bradley pressed his lips together. It would make fantastic copy, especially if 

they  found  out  the  true  identities  of  the  gun  runners.  He  was  seriously 

tempted. Then Bradley remembered his shadow and that he had tried to kill 

him.  The  malicious  voice  of  the  arms  dealer  also  rang  in  his  ears.  The 

images of Lauren as the gun runner threatened to offer her as a sex toy to 

his compatriots made him shudder. Bradley groaned softly. 

“I don’t think so,” he said firmly. “This is not a municipal corruption case or a 

local prostitution ring. We are talking vicious gun runners here, who stop at 

nothing. This crosses borders. Who knows how big this is? I don’t want to get 

killed over it.”

Alex bowed his head slowly. But his bloodhound nose had detected a great 

scoop.

“Talking to the cops is the best option,” Bradley insisted. “They might have 

started investigating the case already.  Maybe these people are known to 

them.”

Simon shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “On the other hand, the 

police  might  not  want  to  deal  with  it.  They  haven’t  taken  you  seriously 

before.”

Bradley breathed in deeply. “I know, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

Simon held out his hand once more. “Why don’t you give the chip to me for a 

while, at least until you are in the clear.”
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“No thanks, my friend.” Bradley shook his head determinedly. “I won’t risk 

your life. It’s bad enough that the gun runners are after me. I wouldn’t forgive 

myself if something happened to you.”

“But nobody would know that you gave it to me,” Simon pointed out.

“I appreciate your offer,” Bradley said, “but I think it’s better to hand it to the 

police.”

Simon pushed his hand into his pocket. “As you wish. Give it to the cops. We 

can always follow up on it.”

“I was just thinking,” Alex said quietly, looking again at the computer screen. 

“Somebody went to great lengths to cover his tracks.”

He clicked a couple of times with his mouse. “Your article and photos were 

deleted from my computer without a trace.” 

Simon and Bradley looked at him blankly.

“If you two are right and those men are gun runners,” Alex continued, “then 

they have vital resources and great influence.”

“What are you saying?”

Alex  glanced  at  Simon  and  Bradley.  “In  order  to  get  to  my  computer, 

someone must be able to get into my office, must know that the article is on 

my computer and must be able to delete it.”

Bradley listened carefully.

“Who knows about the article and the photos?” Alex asked pointedly.

Bradley stared at  Alex,  his  mouth hanging open at  an idea that  had just 

occurred to him. Finally he voiced what was going through his mind. “Are you 

implying that it was Motsepe?”
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“Yes,” Alex replied slowly. “I know you two dismissed his involvement earlier 

on, but I think it is a real possibility.”

“Shit!”

“Remember, it was he who pulled the story,” Alex explained. “And what did 

he say to you in the passage about not poking your nose into things which 

don’t concern you?”

“No,” Bradley exclaimed. “He is too bloody stupid to delete the files on his 

own initiative.”

Alex wiped some imaginary dust off his desk. “He might not have acted on 

his own initiative,” he said. “He might have been ordered to do it. He saw the 

article and pictures, realised the danger, reported it to whoever is in charge 

and they told him to take action.”

“Damn,” Bradley swore under his breath.

“Motsepe could have opened the safe and taken my password out of  the 

envelope, so he could have access to my hard drive,” Alex continued.

“I can’t believe it,” Simon exclaimed. “Our editor can’t be tangled up in this. 

Sure, he’s an arsehole and he doesn’t know what he is doing most of the 

time, but this is going a bit far.”

“Why?” Bradley sneered. “Anything is possible.”

“Hold it,” Simon objected. “I know you don’t like him and you had to fight him 

on all levels, but …”

“Who else could have deleted the files?” Bradley interrupted him. “Who else 

knew about  the story? It  was he who pulled my article.  Motsepe has the 

power and the means.”
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“I wouldn’t put it past him,” Alex said thoughtfully. “Also, the man has some 

shady acquaintances, making his general movements very suspect.”

Bradley turned to his friend, waiting expectantly for Alex to continue.

“If rumours are anything to go by, then Motsepe was seen on more than one 

occasion with Striker,” he reminded his friends.

“Striker, the mobster?” Bradley asked.

Slowly, Alex nodded his head confirming Bradley’s question.

“Come on guys,” Simon protested. “This is really going too far.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed. “You know very well that our Chief Editor is known for 

his  dubious  friends.  It’s  not  only  Striker  he’s  seen  with,  but  also  Mishak 

Tshabala, the one who was running the low cost housing scam. Motsepe has 

met with Hosiah Rumbelo, who was involved in the car hijacking syndicate 

and Joseph Nokusa, who was eventually convicted of fraud.”

“Do you always believe all the rumours you hear?” Simon asked mockingly.

“Where there is smoke, there’s a fire,” Alex countered.

“This is only gossip,”  Simon replied easily.  “There’s no proof that he was 

actually associated with those people.”

“What’s your stake in it?” Alex asked sharply. “Why are you defending him?”

At a loss for words, Simon just glared at his friend.

Bradley’s squinted across the room through the window. “There is one other 

thing,” he mumbled.

“What’s that?” Alex asked curiously.

“Tommy said that everyone who has access to the passwords in the safe can 

also look at information on the paper’s server.”
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Simon leaned forward. “What about it?”

“If it was Motsepe who deleted the files from Alex’s computer, then it is also 

quite possible that he accessed other files on the server,” Bradley said.

Alex scratched his cheek wistfully.

“What information would he be interested in?” Bradley asked quietly.

Simon’s expression was puzzled.

“Theoretically he could have accessed my personnel file,” Bradley explained. 

“I always wondered how the anonymous caller got hold of my home phone 

number. It’s not listed in the Johannesburg telephone book.”

Simon shuffled his feet uneasily.

“And,”  Bradley  continued,  “if  he  can access that  file  then he also  knows 

where I live.”

Alex exhaled noisily.

“It’s lousy to think that Motsepe could have accessed your personnel file and 

knows all  your details,”  Simon thought loudly. “But on the other hand, it’s 

good  news,  because  if  Motsepe  is  really  involved,  then  it  gives  us  an 

advantage..”

“That’s right,” Alex agreed, not really having given up on pursuing the story 

entirely.

Bradley looked at his friends flabbergasted. “Are you saying you want to use 

me as bait?”

Seeing Bradley’s expression, Simon backtracked. “It was only an idea. But 

imagine what a scoop it would be. It would be an exclusive …”

Exasperated, Bradley wrung his hands. “You forget that my life is on the line. 

I could be killed in the process.” He shook his head determinedly. “We can’t 
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investigate it ourselves. Even though we have a lead on a potentially great 

story, it is way too dangerous.”

“All right, all right,” his friend said, raising his hands. “Talk to the cops. Tell 

them what you want them to know.”

Glancing  at  Simon,  Bradley  saw  resignation  and  disappointment  in  his 

friend’s face. But it was his call. It was not only his life in danger, but he had 

to think of Lauren as well.

The ringing of his cell phone interrupted the heavy silence in Alex’s office. 

Bradley pulled the device out of his pocket and looked at its display. Caller 

identification indicated a private number. Bradley opened the flap and held it 

up to his ear.

“Hello?”

“Good afternoon, Mr Tanner.”

Instantly Bradley recognised the voice on the other end and his hair stood up 

on his arms. “What do you want?” he growled.

Alex made questioning gestures in the air, but Bradley ignored him.

“Now, now, Mr Tanner,” the caller said smoothly. “Don’t be so rude.”

Bradley clenched his teeth and refrained from replying.

“Did you enjoy your visit to your old employer?” the man enquired ever so 

politely.

With trepidation, Bradley realised that he had been followed again. The caller 

knew exactly where he was and it sent a shiver down his spine. Did the man 

know who he was visiting? Were his friends in any danger? 

Trying to keep his cool, Bradley asked calmly, “What do you want?”
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The caller snickered. “You know what we want!”

Bradley decided to act stupid. “As I’ve tried to explain to you before, I’ve got 

no idea what you want from me.”

“Don’t be insolent, Mr Tanner,” the caller admonished.

Bradley bristled at the words and heat rose to his cheeks. “I really have no 

inkling of what I have that you could want,” he reiterated, trying to sound as 

natural as possible.

Alex looked at Alex who followed the conversation with open curiosity. 

“Mr Tanner,” the caller said firmly. “You know what we want from you and we 

want it now. If you continue refusing to co-operate, we will take certain other 

measures. Think of your friends before you make any rash decisions.”

“Why?” Bradley snapped. “What are you going to do?”

“We will leave that up to your imagination.”

Previously  conjured  images  of  Lauren  being  held  hostage  by  these  men 

flashed through his mind. Again Bradley could see her sitting in a chair with a 

sharp knife held against her throat, drops of blood trickling down the side of 

her neck. Looking from Alex to Simon, he visualised his friends being beaten 

viciously,  their  bones  breaking  and  bullets  entering  their  chests,  blood 

spurting from deep holes. 

Bradley closed his eyes, trying his best to rid himself of the images. It did not 

matter if they threatened him, but Lauren, Alex and Simon were a completely 

different matter altogether. 

Bradley  swallowed  hard  and  glanced  at  Simon,  whose  face  remained 

passive as he waited for Bradley to reply.
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Holding  his  hand  over  the  speaker  opening,  Bradley  whispered,  “He  is 

threatening us.” 

Simon waved his hand in the air, indicating that Bradley should not worry.

Suppressing the panic which rose up in him, Bradley took his hand off the 

speaker and replied as calmly as he could, “I don’t have what you are looking 

for.”

The caller sighed deeply. “Think about your answers carefully, Mr Tanner. Is 

it worth risking your girlfriend’s beautiful face for a lie? Just imagine what 

could happen to her if we were to hand her over to the less civilised branch 

of our organisation.”

The blood drained from Bradley’s face. He did not want to imagine anything. 

It was as if a cold hand had grabbed his heart and squeezed the life out of it. 

As  he  gasped  for  breath,  Simon  stepped  forward  and  put  his  hand  on 

Bradley’s shoulder. The warm feel of his friend’s touch brought him back to 

his senses. 

The blood returned to his face and Bradley clenched his fist angrily. Who did 

they think they were? 

“Mr  Tanner,”  the  caller  said  smoothly.  “Have  you  thought  about  the 

implications?”

“I don’t need to think about the implications, because there won’t be any,” he 

answered heatedly.

“Are you sure about that?”

“You’ll never get the chip from me,” Bradley snapped. “Hell will freeze over 

before I give it to you.”
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There was a chuckle on the other end. “So you do know what we want from 

you?”

“You are after the chip,” Bradley said furiously. “But let me tell you that you 

won’t get it from me.”

“Do you think that is he right way to go,” the caller asked calmly.

“I  won’t be involved with a bunch of gun runners,” Bradley shouted. “You 

guys support  warlords in Angola.  You are responsible for  the suffering of 

millions of people. It’s you people who blow kids to pieces and maim their 

parents. You are the ones who litter the countryside with landmines so that 

farmers cannot plant crops. I won’t be part of any of this.”

The caller said sharply, “That is business, nothing more.”

“Business,” Bradley hissed. “You have no conscience. You don’t give a damn 

what happens to people and for that matter to a country. All you care about is 

how much money you can stuff into your pockets. You’re supplying weapons 

to terrorists and that’s illegal. You are contributing to the murder of thousands 

and I won’t have it.”

In the silence that followed his outburst, Bradley looked over at Alex who 

shook his head in disbelief. Taking a deep breath, he turned to Simon who 

had crossed his arms in front of his chest. Both looked unimpressed. Seeing 

their dismayed expressions, Bradley realised that he had made a mistake. 

He shouldn’t have given away what he knew. The gun runners wanted the 

chip and the reason for those photos should have made him wary; instead he 

had blown his top. 
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Wondering how much damage he had done, Bradley rubbed his forehead 

pensively. Unfortunately, he knew that there was nothing he could do now. 

The words were out and he could not take them back. 

The caller’s voice came back over the line. “Why do you want to be a martyr, 

Mr Tanner?”

“Why would I do that?”

The caller did not react to Bradley’s taunt. “Now, what do you intend to do 

about the chip?”

Quickly weighing up his options, Bradley decided that he had nothing to lose. 

“I’m going to give it to the cops,” he said with more confidence than he felt.

“Fine,” the man replied coldly. “If that’s your decision then so be it. Just don’t 

say that you haven’t been warned.”

“What’s that suppose to mean?” Bradley snapped. 

“Mr Tanner, let’s be clear about all this. One way or another we will get the 

chip. You have the choice to either hand us the chip voluntarily and you’ll be 

left in peace, or involve the police and we will take other measures. But be 

rest assured, we will get the chip.”

“How do I know that you’ll  leave me alone after I’ve given you the chip?” 

Bradley argued. “What guarantee have I got that you are not going to kill me 

once you’ve got what you want?”

“There are no guarantees in life, Mr Tanner, but you’ve got my word.”

“Your  word,”  Bradley  shouted.  “The word  of  a  criminal!”  He took  a deep 

breath. “I’d rather take my chances with the police.”

“As you wish, Mr Tanner. Goodbye.”
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For a couple of seconds, Bradley listened to the hum on his cell phone, then 

he closed the flap. Clenching his teeth, he threw the little device onto Alex’s 

desk. It slithered across the polished surface and off the edge, dropping with 

a low thud onto the floor.

“That was very clever,” Simon’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

Before Bradley could reply, Alex asked, “What was that all about?”

Avoiding his eyes, Bradley replied sharper than intended, “You heard.”

“You’ve been a bit foolish,” Simon said pointedly.

“I know,” Bradley growled.

“What exactly did he say to you?” Simon asked from the other side of the 

office.

Lifting his head, Bradley glanced at his friend. “He threatened to use Lauren 

as a means to an end, as well as you guys,” he explained.

Simon’s eyes grew large and round. “How?”

Bradley shrugged his shoulders.

“How did he threaten us?” Simon repeated.

Bradley put his elbows on the desk and rested his chin in his hands. “He said 

that they would take certain measures if I didn’t hand over the chip.”

A bewildered expression crossed Simon’s face. “What kind of measures?”

“He wasn’t specific. He said he would leave that up to my imagination.”

Bradley noticed that Simon’s dark brown skin had become a shade lighter. 

It wasn’t so much the threat. All of them had received death threats before, 

but this one somehow felt different. They were now being threatened by a 

bunch of gun runners operating across borders. Who knew how organised 
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they were? Who knew what influence they had? Who knew what they were 

capable of? 

Usually  the  three  of  them  would  shrug  their  shoulders  at  such  threats. 

Admittedly they always covered their backs and alerted the police, but the 

normal kind of threat usually lead to nothing. This time round they weren’t so 

sure. Not one of them was willingly prepared to die over a story. They weren’t 

that idealistic. They knew their limits and knew when to involve the police, 

although their faith in the cops’ abilities was often shaky. Nevertheless, the 

police had always been a reassuring presence when push came to shove.

Bradley ran his hands through his hair. Alex sat opposite him gazing at the 

wall and Simon stood with his back against the sideboard, his nostrils flaring. 

All three of them were pondering the seriousness of the situation. From the 

expression  on  their  faces,  Bradley  knew that  his  friends  blamed  him for 

putting their lives in danger. After a few more minutes of brooding, Bradley 

could stand the silence no longer. 

He raised his hands defensively. “I know I should have played it cool, but I 

couldn’t help it.”

There was no anger  in  Simon’s voice.  “It  doesn’t  matter.  The damage is 

done. You’ve given the game away.”

Bradley nodded grimly.

Alex inhaled deeply. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll find a way to deal with it.”

Grateful for not being lectured on his foolishness, Bradley said, “I better talk 

to the cops very quickly.”

Simon slapped the sideboard softly. “I think that’s a very good suggestion.”
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Holding out his hand, Bradley turned to Alex. “Will you give me my phone?”

In his attempt to make light of the grave situation, Alex’s groaned theatrically 

as he bent down to retrieve Bradley’s cell phone from the floor. Handing it to 

Bradley he smiled tentatively. “Let’s hope this all ends well.”

Bradley appreciated his friend’s smile. He knew he had messed up badly. 

Where had his professionalism been when he needed it? Guiltily, he avoided 

Alex’s eyes. Pulling his wallet out of the back pocket of his jeans, Bradley 

quickly found Detective Swanepoel’s business card. Once again he flipped 

open his cell phone and punched in the number of the police station.

“Violent Crime Unit, how may I help you?” a friendly voice with an African 

accent asked.

“Detective Swanepoel, please.”

“One moment, sir.”

While listening to the music on hold, Bradley faced Simon who had his head 

tilted to one side. Seeing Bradley glancing at him, Simon gave him a thumbs-

up. “It’s going to be all right,” he said.

“I hope so,” Bradley mumbled.

The phone was picked up on the other side and an unfamiliar voice barked, 

“Squad room.”

“Detective Swanepoel, please.”

The receiver was dropped and Bradley heard it clatter onto a desk. Typical 

sounds of a busy squad room continued: doors slamming, telephones ringing 

and voices shouting in the background. Bradley imagined the smell of the 

different odours: stale cigarette smoke, sweat, damp carpets and cold coffee. 
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The noise continued, but nobody came to the phone. After a few minutes 

Bradley began fidgeting in his chair.

“What’s happening?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know,” Bradley replied. “I presume they are trying to find him.”

“Maybe you should phone again,” Alex suggested.

“Hmm. Maybe you are right. Maybe they’ve forgotten about me.”

Bradley disconnected the call and dug in his wallet for the business card of 

Detective John Khoza. He punched in the number and the phone was picked 

up after a couple of rings.

“Violent Crime Unit. How can I help you?” the same friendly voice asked.

“Detective John Khoza, please.”

“One moment.”

Again  Bradley  listened  to  the  music  on  hold.  Eventually,  the  awful  beat 

stopped and a voice shouted over the background noises. “Squad room!”

“I’m looking for either Detectives Swanepoel or Khoza,” Bradley said.

There was a moment of silence and Bradley feared that the receiver would 

be dropped onto a desk again, but after a few seconds a male voice came 

back over the line. “Neither are here right now.”

“Ohh,” Bradley muttered off guard. He hadn’t considered the possibility of the 

detectives being unavailable.

“Would you like to leave a message or can I help you?” the officer asked 

politely.

Bradley remembered that the detectives’ cellphone numbers were printed on 

their business cards. “No thank you,” he said. “I’ll try to get them on their cell 

phones.”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 437

The officer hesitated briefly, then said, “I don’t think you’ll get hold of them 

right now. They’re on assignment.”

“Then I’ll leave a message on their voicemail,” Bradley said quickly.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Bradley disconnected the call  and punched in  Detective Swanepoel’s  cell 

phone  number.  A  voicemail  message  announced  that  the  detective  was 

unavailable and that the caller should leave a message.

Bradley  cleared  his  throat.  “This  is  Bradley  Tanner.  Please  contact  me 

urgently. I think I’m in danger. I’m in possession of vital evidence. My number 

is 081 9372 886.”

Lifting his eyes, he saw Alex’s incredulous expression.

“What?” Bradley asked.

“I think I’m in danger?” his friend repeated.

Puzzled, Bradley raised his eyebrows. “What’s wrong with that?”

Alex pounded his fist on the desk. “You don’t think you are in danger, you 

know you are in danger! Your life has been threatened!”

Bradley looked at him dumbfounded.

“Jeez, man,” Alex groaned, stabbing his finger at his friend. “Gun runners are 

trying to kill you!”

Quickly,  Simon intervened.  “Don’t  argue.  Just  be more precise when you 

have to leave another message.”

Glaring  angrily  at  Alex,  but  keeping  his  mouth  shut,  Bradley  dialled  the 

number for Detective Khoza who was also not available. At the tone, he left 

his message: “This is Bradley Tanner. Please contact me urgently. I have 
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received death threats because I’m in possession of vital evidence relating to 

a gun running operation. My number is 081 9372 886.”

“Was that better?” Bradley snapped.

With a dark expression on his face, Alex nodded.

His friend leaned back in his chair.  “And now? What are we going to do 

now?”

Bradley sighed. “I don’t know.”

They looked at each other helplessly. There was nothing more they could do. 

“Maybe we could investigate Motsepe’s history,” Simon ventured. “See if we 

can find a connection, or turn up something suspicious?”

“Good idea,” Alex replied.

Bradley hesitated. “I  would prefer to check on Lauren,”  he said quietly.  “I 

think it’s better if I’m with her from now on. Just in case.”

“Right,” Alex agreed.

“Sure,” Simon said. “We understand. You go and check on Lauren and we’ll 

dig into Motsepe’s past.”

Bradley got up from his chair and stretched. His neck and back were sore 

and he could feel a tension headache coming on. 

He shuffled towards the door. “Let me know what you find.”

“We’ll call you later,” Alex replied.

“Thanks guys.”

Bradley left them to their research and made his way down the dim passage.

Reaching the basement, Bradley stepped out of the lift and stood still for a 

moment, listening to the hum of an industrial air conditioner mingling with the 
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sound of running car engines and squealing tyres. His eyes roamed over 

tightly  parked  cars,  stopping  now  and  again  when  he  thought  he  saw 

somebody  suspicious.  Bradley  wished  he  could  see  behind  every  pillar. 

Sandy Hair had obviously concealed himself very well, not even an unusual 

flicker of movement caught Bradley’s eye. 

Moving  cautiously,  Bradley  approached  the  side  of  his  car,  pressed  the 

button of his remote control and opened the door. With one last look around, 

he slid into his seat and firmly closed the door behind him. Reversing out of 

his parking space, he checked his rear view mirror continually, but there was 

no sign of his shadow. 

Bradley wondered if Sandy Hair had given up or if he was only being more 

careful. Maybe they had assigned somebody else to him, somebody whom 

he didn’t know, somebody he would not recognise until it was too late. There 

was no way of knowing for certain and Bradley decided to concentrate on his 

driving.

The sun was still shining brightly when Bradley exited the basement parking 

lot and he pulled out his sunglasses. Joining the general traffic flow, he drove 

through the busy streets.  At a red traffic  light,  Bradley groped for his cell 

phone. Flipping open its cover, he pressed the speed dial for Lauren’s cell 

phone. Holding the phone against his ear with his left hand while steering 

with  his  right,  he  manoeuvred  his  car  down  crowded  streets.  The  call 

connected and Bradley he listened to the ring tone. Keeping his eyes on the 

cars in front of him, he waited for the call to be answered. 

A blue taxi came out of nowhere and cut in front of him. Bradley slammed on 

brakes. His car lurched and his speed decreased abruptly. He dropped his 
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cell  phone and swerved to  the left,  gripping his  steering wheel  with  both 

hands.  Bradley  missed  the  taxi’s  left  rear  bumper  by  a  few centimetres, 

making it  into a narrow gap between the parked cars on the curb and a 

Toyota in front of him. 

Swearing  loudly,  Bradley  beat  his  palm  down  onto  his  horn.  The  taxi 

continued down the road as if nothing had happened. Bradley was ready to 

chase the twelve-seater Combi, wishing he could cut off the dented vehicle 

and force it to stop. He saw himself jumping out of his car, ripping open the 

driver’s door, pulling the black bastard into the road and punching him on the 

nose. 

A mocking smile spread across Bradley’s face. This was wishful thinking. He 

knew very well that it was futile to chase and stop a taxi driver. They drove 

like  devils,  taking  any gap  they  could  find,  endangering  their  fellow road 

users and in general gave a damn about anyone else as long as they got to 

where they wanted to go in the shortest possible time. Chasing a taxi meant 

committing traffic suicide. 

The  other  consideration  was  obvious.  Often  drivers  had  guns  hidden 

underneath their seats. Confronted with road rage and rival taxi owners who 

were prepared to start wars over preferred routes, these dangerous drivers 

had learned to use their weapons well, and many times they shot to kill. 

Every sane person on the road was very aware that it was crazy to challenge 

a taxi driver. If one treasured one’s life, it was more sensible to shift down a 

gear or two and give the taxi the space it demanded. 

Instead  of  chasing  the  twelve-seater  Combi,  Bradley  watched  the  traffic 

around him more carefully in anticipation of another taxi ambush. 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 441

After  his  heartbeat  had  returned  to  normal,  Bradley  remembered his  cell 

phone. He picked it up from the seat beside him and glanced at the display. 

The  call  had  disconnected.  Bradley  was  not  too  far  away  from Lauren’s 

rooms now and decided that a call was unnecessary now. Closing the flap, 

he threw his phone into the open cubby hole in front of his gear lever. 

A few minutes later, Bradley drove into the covered parking lot in front of the 

doctors’ practice. He switched off the engine and got out of his car. A tension 

headache throbbed at the back of his skull, threatening to move further up to 

his crown. Bradley made his way to the front door, down a paved garden 

path leading across a neatly cut green lawn, past stunted rosebushes and a 

sad looking red bottle brush.

CHAPTER 19

Standing in  front  of  the practice’s  entrance,  Bradley pressed a small  bell 

beside  the  black  wrought  iron  gate.  He  peered  through  the  tinted  glass 

panels  of  the  wooden front  door  and heard a chime reverberating in  the 

spacious reception area. An elderly nurse, a new employee Bradley had not 

met before, came out of the passage, rushed behind a chest-high counter 

and pressed a hidden button,  releasing the gate. Bradley pulled the door 

open and stepped onto the white tiled floor.  Approaching the counter,  he 

plastered a smile across his face. 

From his visits in the past he was familiar with the layout of Lauren’s practice. 

Behind the reception area was a narrow passage, leading on the left to her 
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partner’s office and the nurse’s station, containing a neatly covered metal 

cot,  a  locked  cupboard  stocked  with  pharmaceutical  supplies  and  other 

medical  equipment.  To  the  right  of  the  passage was  Lauren’s  consulting 

room and the waiting area. 

The two doctors had furnished the waiting area with three huge sofas. Their 

bright  friendly  material  was  supposed  to  make  patients  feel  more 

comfortable. A low pine coffee table stood in the centre of the room and a 

corner held a yellow children’s plastic table, red plastic chairs and a mountain 

of toys.

Bradley leaned forward against the counter and peered around the corner. 

To his surprise, the waiting room was empty. He checked his watch. It was 

only a quarter to four. At this time of the day, the waiting room was usually 

jam-packed with mothers and their children. Concerned, Bradley wondered 

where all the patients were. 

The voice of the grey-haired nurse made him turn his head. She wore a neat 

starched,  short-sleeved  blue  uniform,  with  red  badges  attached  to  her 

epaulettes.

“Can I help you, sir?” the nurse asked politely.

Bradley nodded eagerly. “I’m here to see Doctor Shelton.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Doctor is not in.”

Bradley looked at her worriedly.

“She cancelled all her appointments for this afternoon,” the nurse continued.

“Why?” he asked bewildered.

Reluctant to answer his question, the nurse put her forefinger on the tip of 

her hawkish nose. 
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Seeing her hesitation and understanding her need to guard her employer, 

Bradley explained, “I’m her boyfriend, Bradley Tanner. We agreed that she 

was going to stay here.”

“Anyone can say that he’s doctor’s boyfriend,” the nurse countered.

Bradley did not argue with her. Instead he took out his wallet, pulled out his 

Drivers Licence and handed the small  laminated card to the woman. The 

nurse scrutinised the picture and compared it to the man standing in front of 

her. Finally, the nurse gave the licence back to Bradley.

“Ahh, yes,” she said, and a smile of sympathy spread over her thin lined face.

“Where did she go?” Bradley asked anxiously.

“She said to tell you that she went out to see Mr Robert McGill, in case you 

called,” she replied. “There was an emergency.”

Bradley’s frown deepened. 

Robert had phoned her with an emergency? 

He pursed his lips. 

Maybe there was something wrong with Amy or the baby? If that was the 

case then obviously Robert would phone Lauren. She had been their doctor 

for many years and Lauren would drop everything for her closest friends. 

“I know Robert McGill,” Bradley said. “He is a friend of ours. I’ll give him a 

call.”

The nurse nodded kind heartedly.

“Thank you for your help,” Bradley said waving at her. 

As  he  approached  the  door,  the  nurse  pressed  the  hidden  button  again 

releasing the gate. Bradley pulled it  open and stepped out into the bright 

sunshine.
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Bradley passed the stunted rosebushes and slowly walked to his Audi. A big 

fat  ginger  cat  watched him lazily  from under  a  thorny  shrub.  Some grey 

hadedahs picked at insects on the lawn, but stayed at a safe distance from 

the lazy predator. 

Bradley wondered again what kind of  emergency Robert  could have had. 

Worry nagged at his gut. Lauren would not drop everything if the situation 

wasn’t serious. 

Bradley stepped into the shade underneath the faded orange awning and 

unlocked his car. Leaving the door open, he let the heat escape, and staring 

across the lawn at the whitewashed wall of the house, he dialled Robert’s 

number. 

After a couple of rings, his friend answered.

“McGill.”

“Hello Robert. It’s Bradley.”

“Hey Brad. How are you doing?”

His friend’s upbeat voice confused him. Robert was supposed to have an 

emergency.

“I’m fine,” Bradley replied. “Tell me, is Lauren with you?”

“Lauren? No. Why do you ask?”

Mystified, Bradley groped for something to say. Lauren was supposed to be 

with Robert. Robert had called her to come over. Or had he?

“Brad?”

Sorting through his thoughts, Bradley said, “I’ve been told that you phoned 

her with an emergency and that she is with you.”
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There was a brief pause, then his friend said, “Sorry bud, I don’t have an 

emergency and I haven’t phoned Lauren. As a matter of fact, I haven’t seen 

Lauren since she moved back in with you.”

Bradley broke out into a cold sweat. If Lauren wasn’t with Robert, where was 

she? 

“Is something wrong?” his friend asked.

“Hopefully not,” Bradley mumbled.

“Are you in trouble?”

Bradley sighed deeply.

“Hey pal, what’s going on?” Robert asked suddenly concerned. “Have you 

two been fighting again?”

“I wish it was that simple,” Bradley mumbled.

“What’s going on?”

Bradley shook his head. It wasn’t a good idea to involve his friend. Not after 

the gun runners had threatened Alex and Simon. If those bastards found out 

about Robert, then Amy and he would also be in danger. Bradley decided 

that the less his friend knew the better.

With more confidence than he felt,  Bradley assured Robert.  “Don’t  worry. 

Obviously the receptionist got your name wrong.”

He could almost see Robert’s eyes narrow. “Bradley, what’s going on?”

“I can’t tell you right now. It’s too long and too involved.”

Robert snorted derisively. “I’ve heard that one before.”

“Don’t be angry,” Bradley pleaded. “Let me say this much: It’s too dangerous 

for you to know more.”
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Robert drew a deep breath. “Alright,” he said, “but you know that we are here 

if you need help.”

Bradley’s head bobbed up and down. “I know, and I appreciate it. I’ll tell you 

everything once it’s all over.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks Robert.”

“For what?”

Bradley drew a deep breath. “For understanding.”

“Yeah, right.”

Bradley closed the flap of his cellphone, feeling a little guilty at having to 

leave Robert in the dark. It almost felt as if he was betraying him. They had 

always shared everything, good or bad, but this time Bradley knew that it was 

for the best that Robert was not filled-in. The less Robert knew, the less he 

was in any danger. 

Bradley closed the car door and started his Audi, still wondering were Lauren 

had gone. Angrily he banged his fist on the steering wheel. 

They had agreed that she was to stay at the rooms. Why couldn’t Lauren 

stick to their arrangement? Why did she always have to do everything her 

way? Bradley wished he could have more control over Lauren, but he also 

knew deep  down that  he  would  never  be  able  to  tame this  independent 

woman. Lauren would always do what she felt was right and what suited her. 

Bradley checked his watch and saw that it was just after four. Maybe Lauren 

had finished early with her patient – whoever that was – and was on her way 
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home already. Bradley thought he would phone her while he drove home and 

would meet up with her at his place. 

As  Bradley  put  his  car  into  reverse,  his  cell  phone  rang.  Hoping  it  was 

Lauren, Bradley switched off the engine and glanced at the display. It wasn’t 

Lauren’s caller identification, it was a private number. Disappointed, Bradley 

opened the flap and held the cell phone to his ear.

“Hello?”

“Good afternoon, Mr Tanner,” the caller replied politely.

The hairs stood up on his arms. It was the gun runner. 

Bradley snapped, “What do you want?”

The caller’s voice was cool. “Mr Tanner, if I were you, I would reconsider my 

attitude.”

“What are you talking about?” Bradley asked irritably.

“You are in no position to be rude…”

Before the caller  could continue,  Bradley shouted,  “… and you are in  no 

position to give me orders.”

“Tsk, tsk,” the man uttered. “What gives you that impression, Mr Tanner?”

Momentarily  baffled by  the caller’s  confidence,  Bradley was at  a  loss for 

words. After a second or two, he became suspicious.

The guy sounded so smug. What was going on? The gun runner had no 

leverage here. He was in no position to make any demands. Bradley held all 

the cards, being in possession of the chip with the evidence - or was he? 

Quickly, Bradley pushed his hand into his jeans pocket, touching the chip. 

Reassured that it was safe and snug, he shook his head. He had the chip 

with the incriminating pictures, so he had the upper hand.
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The  caller’s  voice  came  back  over  the  line.  “Do  you  know  where  your 

girlfriend is?”

Bradley  recoiled  with  fright.  What  did  the  man  know  about  Lauren’s 

whereabouts?

With a bravado he did not feel, Bradley replied, “She was called out on an 

emergency and is attending to a patient.”

“Sure,” the caller chuckled. “She was called out on an emergency.”

Bradley clenched his fist.

“Would you like to talk to her?” the gun runner taunted.

Bradley went cold. The blood drained from his face. He thought he would 

faint and he almost dropped his phone.

“What have you done to her?” Bradley stammered.

“Ohh,” the man replied, sounding extraordinarily satisfied. “Nothing yet.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s here.”

“I want to talk to her,” Bradley demanded.

“Sure.”

Bradley heard muffled sounds as if someone was struggling. His mind was in 

turmoil. They had taken Lauren! They were holding Lauren! How had they 

done that? How had they gotten to her? They had kidnapped her! Oh, God! 

Lauren was in the hands of the gun runners! 

Pictures somersaulted in front of Bradley’s eyes until they became indistinct 

colourful dots.

“Bradley?”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 449

It was Lauren’s voice. A weight lifted off Bradley’s shoulders. She was alive - 

but for how much longer?

“Lauren,”  he shouted.  “Are you alright? Where are you? What  have they 

done to you?”

“I’m fine,” she shouted back, her words tumbling over each other. “I’m in a 

car… they’ve blindfolded me… we are driving ….”

The phone was taken away from her.

“That’s enough,” a man said.

“Bradley,” Lauren screamed.

Then Bradley heard a slapping sound and a stifled cry.

Rage  rose  up  in  him,  blurring  his  vision  and  making  his  cheeks  burn. 

Desperately Bradley forced himself to stay calm. The connection was still 

holding.  Bradley  listened  intently  hoping  to  pick  up  any  recognisable 

background noises.

Suddenly the first man was back on the phone. “Your girlfriend is a real tiger,” 

the caller laughed. “Imagine how my men will enjoy her if you don’t do as we 

say.”

Bradley’s stomach turned over and bile rose up in his throat. He wanted to 

throw up. Sweat broke out on his forehead and trickled down his temples.

“What do you want?” Bradley wheezed.

“Don’t act stupid, Mr Tanner,” the caller hissed, annoyed.

Bradley swallowed hard. He stared through his windscreen, seeing nothing. 

All  he  could  think  of  was  that  they  had  kidnapped  Lauren,  his  beloved 

Lauren. Her beautiful face danced in front of his eyes, taunting him.



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 450

The harsh voice of the man rang in his ears. “We want the chip. You hand us 

the chip and we let your precious girlfriend go.”

Helpless anger coursed through his body. Bradley banged his head against 

the headrest with frustration. What was he supposed to do? 

Possibilities chased each other in Bradley’s mind as he tried to weigh up his 

options.

Was he going to hold onto the chip or was he going to give it to them? What 

would happen to Lauren if he did not hand the chip over to them? Would they 

really let her go if he gave it to them? 

Images and options tumbled over each other,  until  Bradley couldn’t  get a 

clear thought into his head.

“Think about it carefully, Mr Tanner,” the caller directed. “Is your girlfriend’s 

life worth a couple of pictures?”

Rage and fear choked Bradley. 

No, he wanted to scream. You can have your damn chip. I don’t want it! But 

he couldn’t get a word out. It was as if a hand had closed around his throat. 

Frantically, Bradley shook his head and gasped for breath.

“You know what,” the man said with a syrupy voice. “You think about it. We’ll 

call you later to make arrangements.”

Bradley found his voice. “No. Wait,” he groaned.

“What’s that, Mr Tanner?” the caller asked politely.

“Wait,” Bradley said a bit firmer.

“But we will,” the caller assured him cynically. “You don’t have to give us an 

answer right now. We’ll call you again.”
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Bradley  squeezed his  eyes  shut  again.  Lauren’s  face  danced behind  his 

closed eyelids. She was pleading with him, begging him to rescue her. Her 

hands were reaching out to him and her mouth was wide open in a silent 

scream. 

With all the courage he could muster, Bradley said, “Why don’t we make an 

arrangement now?”

There was a moment of silence.

“Ah, you know Mr Tanner, let’s rather wait a while,” the gun runner replied. 

“You can reconsider at  your  leisure. I’ll  let  you think about  your precious 

girlfriend.”

More images of Lauren flashed through Bradley’s mind. A big bruise shone 

on her cheek. Blood trickled down the side of her neck. Mortal fear flickered 

in her eyes. Her lips pleaded silently for mercy.

Bradley wanted to be sick. 

He wanted to beg for a hand-over right away, but caught himself at the last 

moment.  With  sudden clarity,  Bradley  knew that  they  wanted him to  feel 

terrified. They were obviously playing a psychological game with him. They 

wanted him to suffer! 

Resolutely Bradley took a deep breath and steadied his trembling hands. He 

would beat them at their own game!

“Why wait? Why waste time?” Bradley suggested bravely. “Let’s meet now. 

I’ll give you the chip and you can let Lauren go.”

The caller laughed maliciously and then there was another muffled cry. 
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“I  don’t  think  so,  Mr  Tanner,”  the  man  snarled.  “You  are  going  to  play 

according to our rules. We will  tell  you what to do and you will  follow our 

instructions.” 

Bradley clenched his teeth until his jaw hurt. With trepidation, he realised that 

the caller was not prepared to bargain. He would keep Bradley worried as 

long as possible. The gun runner obviously got a kick out of antagonising 

Bradley. He wanted to show that he had the power over life and death. But 

Bradley still had the chip. And as long as he had the little black device, he 

had the advantage. 

Trying to control his fear, Bradley croaked, “When will you call?”

The man had been waiting for this cue and continued his game. “In a few 

hours,” he replied nonchalantly.

“How do I know you won’t hurt Lauren?”

“You just have to trust us.”

Bradley suppressed a derisive snort. He had heard that sentence before.

“Let me talk to her again,” he demanded boldly.

The caller chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

“Where are you taking her?”

“Nice try,” the man growled.

Bradley pushed his closed fist into his mouth to stop himself from screaming.

“And by the way,” the man continued. “No cops. If we so much as sniff them, 

your girlfriend will be gone.”

Before Bradley could reply, the call was disconnected. 
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Bradley  stared  at  his  phone  with  utter  disbelief.  He  closed  the  flap  with 

exaggerated care and placed it on the passenger seat. Opening the car door, 

he swung his legs to the ground, slowly stood up straight and turned around. 

Clenching his fists, Bradley let go of his frustration and rage. 

“No!” he howled, and pounded the roof of his Audi. “No!”

For long minutes Bradley beat his car. When his hands hurt too much, he 

kicked the tyres. His guilt tried to overwhelm him. This was all his fault! He 

should  have insisted  on  staying  with  her.  He should  have  never  left  her 

alone. He shouldn’t have blurted out that he had the chip. He shouldn’t have 

gone to Angola in the first place. Why? Why did it have to happen to him?

Eventually, Bradley sank to the ground, resting his back against the car. Little 

sharp edged stones bit into his buttocks. 

The thought of Lauren in the hands of kidnappers went round and round in 

Bradley’s head! What on earth was he going to do?

Bradley tried to clear his mind of the rotating images by focussing his eyes on 

a spot in the distance. He managed to calm his breathing and finally his mind 

began operating again.

Ignoring the nagging anxiety in his gut, Bradley contemplated phoning the 

cops, despite the caller giving him strict instructions not to involve the police. 

Angrily,  Bradley grabbed a handful  of  pebbles and flung them across the 

parking lot.

But even if  he phoned the police, would they really be able to help him? 

Would they be able to negotiate a release? 

A low groan escaped Bradley’s mouth. 
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Just trying to get hold of a detective was a major pain in the ass. And the 

cops hadn’t taken him seriously the last time he had contacted them. How in 

heaven’s name would he be able to convince them now that Lauren had 

been kidnapped? 

On the other hand, who else could he turn to for help?

About to open the flap of his cell phone, Bradley stopped short with sudden 

fright.

What if the arms dealers found out? What if he was being watched right at 

this moment. 

Swivelling  his  head  right  and  left,  Bradley  carefully  checked  the  empty 

parking lot around him. There was not see a single soul anywhere. He eyed 

his cell phone, yearning to punch in the number of the Flying Squad.

Closing  his  eyes,  Bradley  shook  his  head,  concluding  that  it  was  too 

dangerous  to  call  the  police.  Although  he  hadn’t  spotted  anyone  lurking 

around, it was still possible that his shadow was close by. 

Discouraged, his hands crunched around a scoopful of stones. Their sharp 

edges cut into his skin, but Bradley welcomed the pain.

Pictures of Lauren flashed through his mind again, one more horrific than the 

next. 

Helplessly,  Bradley  pounded  the  ground  with  the  palm  of  his  hands, 

screaming silently at the madness of the situation.

Bradley knew that he had to share his predicament with someone. This was 

too big for him alone. He couldn’t handle this all by himself. 
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Suddenly, a thought occurred to him. The kidnapper had forbidden him to 

speak to the police, but he did not say that Bradley should not tell a friend 

about the call.

Carefully Bradley wiped his hands clean on his jeans. 

Maybe Alex would know what to do. Maybe he could help him out. Maybe he 

had an idea about what to do next.

Slowly, Bradley got up from the dusty ground, bent low and retrieved his cell 

phone.

“Hello?” Alex answered the phone.

Bradley  did  not  bother  to  identify  himself.  “It  has  happened.  They’ve 

kidnapped Lauren.”

“What?” Alex shouted.

“Yes,” he said icily. “They took her this afternoon. She’s gone!”

“But how?” Alex asked bewildered.

Bradley shook his head. “Don’t  ask me. It  seems they pretended to be a 

friend, Robert McGill, and lured her away from her practice. But I don’t know 

what happened afterwards … and it doesn’t matter. All I know is that they’ve 

got her.”

There was a brief silence, then Alex asked, “How do you know?”

“Don’t be daft,” Bradley snapped. “They called me and let me talk to her.”

“Oh my God!”

Bradley stared across the road into the garden of the opposite house. An 

elderly man dressed in brown corduroys and a checked shirt was pushing a 
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wheelbarrow overflowing with garden rubble. A little blonde girl was skipping 

behind him.

“What are we going to do?” Alex asked.

Focussing back on his friend, Bradley replied, “I thought you could tell me.” 

“Let’s see,” Alex said. “What is the newspaper’s standard procedure in the 

case of a kidnapping?”

Bradley heard the receiver clang on the desk; he heard drawers being flung 

open and banged shut, papers rustled, and something drop to the floor. 

Eventually Alex came back on the line. “Here we go,” he mumbled.

Bradley heard more paper being shuffled.

“The procedure clearly states that you are to call the police,” Alex said.

Bradley sighed impatiently. “I’ve thought of that already, but they warned me 

not to involve the cops.”

“Fat chance,” Alex growled. “The guideline says that this is the first thing you 

do in a case of kidnapping.”

Bradley nodded tentatively. He remembered the procedures. 

A few years ago,  two of  the paper’s  journalists had been held captive in 

Zimbabwe while covering a story on members of the opposition party. The 

journalists had been accused of incitement to treason. The police claimed 

that  the  two  reporters  were  working  with  a  group  of  Zimbabweans  to 

overthrow Mugabe’s single party government. The paper had pulled strings, 

called in favours and enlisted the help of every influential person they could 

get their hands on. The two men had escaped from prison by bribing their 

way out; the money being paid by friends outside the prison walls.
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Immediately  afterwards,  when  the  journalists  were  back  safely  in  South 

Africa, the ‘Daily News’ provided written guidelines on how journalists had to 

proceed in  case of  kidnappings;  if  they  found themselves  in  sudden war 

zones; if they were injured in hostile situations; if they were accidentally shot, 

and others. Everyone working in the field had to familiarise themselves with 

the rules, for their own benefit.

Although the rules gave a clear outline on how to act in case of a kidnapping, 

Bradley had his doubts. The guidelines might work if one was employed by a 

big company with influence, but not necessarily on one’s own.

He shook his head apprehensively.

“What if  the gun runners find out that I  called the cops,”  Bradley argued. 

“They’ll kill Lauren.”

“How will they find out?” Alex rumbled.

Bradley tapped his foot edgily. “Who knows how those guys are connected? 

My call  to the station could be reported to one of the operatives and the 

killing would start: Lauren first, me, you, Simon, anyone who blocks their path 

or who is an obstacle.”

“That’s  exactly  the  reason  why  you  should  call  the  police,”  his  friend 

reasoned. “This is just too big to be handled by you alone. You’ve got no 

choice but to involve the cops.” 

Bradley was unconvinced.  “I’m not  sure that would be a wise idea.  They 

seem  to  have  some  really  powerful  resources  and  I  don’t  want  to  risk 

anyone’s life.”

“Don’t be so stubborn,” Alex shouted, exasperated.  
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Bradley  recoiled  at  his  friend’s  sudden  anger.  Shuffling  his  feet,  he 

contemplated Alex’s line of reasoning for a moment. Maybe his friend was 

right and he was being difficult.

Eventually, Bradley asked carefully, “Are you absolutely certain that I should 

talk to the cops?” 

“Yes! And you better do it quickly.” 

“What if they find out?” Bradley asked quietly again.

Alex grunted something unintelligible. “What if you don’t talk to the police? Do 

you know where they are holding Lauren? Do you know how to find them? 

And if you know, could you rescue her on your own? We are talking about a 

well organised crime syndicate here. We don’t even know how many people 

are  involved.  And  gun  runners  definitely  have  weapons.  They  can’t  be 

defeated with words!”

“But …”

Sensing Bradley’s reluctance, Alex said, “Hey, buddy, if it were me, I would 

take the chance.”

“Okay,” Bradley said. “I’m going to phone the cops and ask for their help.”

Reassured Alex said, “Well decided my friend.”

Bradley shuffled his feet and groaned softly.

”What now?” Alex asked worriedly.

“I know it’s the right decision to let the cops handle it,“ Bradley hesitated. “But 

I wish there was something more I could do … like search for her myself.”

“There is nothing you can do at the moment,” Alex tried to comfort him. “Just 

be patient. The cops will do everything they can to find Lauren.”
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Although aware that his friend was right, Bradley sighed despondently. He 

hated feeling helpless and not being able to do something.

Bradley stared across the open parking lot and rubbed his hand across his 

short cropped hair. 

Remembering Simon and Alex’s research project, he asked hopefully, “Did 

you find anything on Motsepe?”

“Why do you want to know?” Alex asked cautiously.

Squatting on the ground, Bradley picked up a small stone and turned it over 

in his hand. “Maybe he’s a lead.” 

“Ohh, Bradley.”

“Come on, Alex,” he pleaded. “I need to do something.” 

His friend sighed. “I understand, but we haven’t found anything. The bastard 

is slippery. He hasn’t left a trail.”

“But he must be involved,” Bradley argued.

“Sure,” Alex agreed. “But at this point there is nothing tangible.”

Disappointed Bradley leaned his forehead against the cool metal of his car. 

He was at a dead end.

Taking a deep breath, he asked, “But you will keep on digging?”

“You know I will,” Alex assured him.

Bradley rubbed his face tiredly. “Will you do me a favour?”

“Anything,” Alex replied.

“Let me know as soon as you find something.”

“As long as you don’t do anything stupid,” his friend said sternly.

Bradley did not reply and wisely Alex remained silent.
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Dropping the pebble from his hand, Bradley got up from his haunches. He let 

himself  fall  onto the  driver’s  seat  of  his  Audi,  still  holding  the cell  phone 

against his ear.

“What are you going to do?” Alex asked.

Bradley clenched the steering wheel with his right hand. “As I said, I’m going 

to call the police.”

There was an audible sigh from his friend.

Bradley smiled faintly at the sound, but he wasn’t stupid. Bradley knew when 

he was in over his head.

To  reassure  his  friend  even  further,  he  said,  “I’m  still  outside  Lauren’s 

practice, but I’m going home now.”

“Do you want me to come over?” Alex asked.

Bradley shook his head. “No,” he said firmly. “You are no use here. Keep on 

digging and come up with something we can nail on Motsepe.”

“Hmhm.”

Bradley pressed the ‘end call’ button, slammed his car door shut and started 

the engine. Anger and frustration began to rage in him again. He pressed his 

foot on the accelerator and with squealing tyres left the empty parking lot. 

While racing down familiar roads, Bradley dialled the number of the police 

station.

“Violent Crime Unit.”

“My girlfriend has been kidnapped,” Bradley shouted into his cell phone.

The woman on the other end hesitated for a second. “Is this a serious call?”

Taken aback, Bradley asked, “What?”
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“Is this a serious call?” she repeated.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Bradley screamed angrily, instinctively 

pushing his foot on the accelerator, increasing his speed dramatically. “Of 

course it’s a serious call. For crying out loud, why do you think I’m calling 

you?”

“Please calm down, sir,” she said firmly.

“Don’t tell me to calm down,” he ranted. “Are you out of …..”

Before  Bradley  could  continue,  the  woman  cut  him  off.  He  heard  music 

played across the line, the pounding of African drums aggravating him even 

further.

Totally  irate  now,  Bradley  approached  a  corner.  He  turned  his  steering 

wheel, but underestimated his speed. With a jolt Bradley realised that he had 

turned into the corner too fast. Suddenly his car lifted off the road. The curb 

seemed to rush towards him. He thought he could see every single blade of 

grass. His car leaned at a crazy angle. Gravity pulled him towards the driver’s 

door. Holding his steering wheel in an iron grip, Bradley took his foot off the 

pedal.  His  Audi  slowed  down  considerably.  A  moment  later,  he  felt  the 

chassis right itself and all four tyres touched the ground. 

Swearing loudly his breath, Bradley damned the world and himself.

Bradley pressed his cell  phone back against his ear. The drums still  beat 

their dull rhythm.

Eventually someone picked up the other end. “Detective Snyder.”

Driven  almost  to  insanity,  Bradley  shouted,  “My  girlfriend  has  been 

kidnapped.”
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“Sir?”

Through clenched teeth Bradley said, “Ms Lauren Shelton was kidnapped 

this afternoon.” 

The detective hesitated, then said cautiously, “Please say that again.”

Bradley narrowed his eyes angrily. “Must I keep repeating myself?”

“I’m sorry sir, but we receive a lot of crank calls,” Snyder explained.

“This is no crank call,” Bradley yelled.

Snyder drew a deep breath. “What’s your name, sir?”

“Bradley Tanner.”

“What’s the kidnapped person’s name?”

“My girlfriend’s name is Lauren Shelton.”

“Can you tell me what happened exactly?”

Grateful  to  have  someone’s  attention  at  last,  Bradley  paused.  Was  he 

supposed to tell the detective his story from the beginning? From the moment 

he had noticed that he was being shadowed? Was he supposed to mention 

the phone calls and Motsepe? 

Quickly, Bradley concluded that he didn’t have the time. Lauren was being 

held hostage by dangerous people; the sort of people who would do anything 

to get  what they wanted.  They would not shy away from hurting or even 

killing her. Who knew what they were doing to Lauren right now?

Bradley tried to get a sense of urgency across. “All I know is that some illegal 

arms dealers kidnapped my girlfriend this afternoon.”

“Who?” The detective sounded irritated.

“Some gun runners!”

“How?”
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“I  don’t  know,” Bradley yelled, taking his hand off  the steering wheel  and 

waving it in the air.

“Why?” Snyder asked.

“Officer,” Bradley hissed, losing his patience. “I don’t have time to go into all 

the details. It’ll take too long. This is an emergency. My girlfriend has been 

kidnapped  for  Christ’s  sake!  You  can  contact  Detectives  Swanepoel  and 

Khoza for details. Right now, I need you to help me find my girlfriend.”

The detective took a deep breath. “You say Detective Swanepoel and Khoza 

can fill me in?”

“Yes!”

Bradley became more exasperated by the minute. What was this, questions 

and answers time? What the hell  was the detective doing? Where, when, 

what, how? These questions could be answered later! Was the cop stalling 

him? Didn’t the detective understand that Lauren was in mortal danger?

Trying to keep his temper in check and the scorn out of his voice, Bradley 

posed the most vital question, “Are you going to help me?”

Instead of replying, Snyder asked, “Where do you stay, Mr Tanner?”

Bradley gave him his address.

“Are you at home at the moment?”

“No, but I’m on my way there.”

“Once you get home, please stay there,” the detective instructed him. “I will 

contact Detectives Swanepoel and Khoza and I will get a squad team out to 

you.”

“Thank you,” Bradley said sarcastically.

Without waiting for a reply, he disconnected the call.
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As Bradley turned into  the street  of  his  townhouse complex,  he saw two 

police vehicles drive up through the entrance gates. Slowing down, Bradley 

flicked on his indicator and followed them. The police cars came to a halt in 

front  of  his  unit,  blocking  his  driveway  so  that  he  had  to  park  in  his 

neighbour’s space. 

Bradley got out of his Audi at the same time as the officers slammed their 

doors  shut.  There  were  four  of  them:  three  in  uniform  and  one  in  plain 

clothes. Walking up to the plain clothes’ detective, Bradley scanned his hard 

face. He was young: not yet thirty. 

This was the second time in as many days that Bradley had encountered a 

young plain clothes’ detective. He speculated cynically if  the whole police 

force was made up of men under thirty.  Glancing over at  the other men, 

Bradley was slightly reassured when he saw that they were a little older. 

Bradley turned back to the young detective who wore black boots, jeans and 

a dark polo T-shirt. His holster held a menacing looking gun in plain view. It 

seemed to be the standard uniform for detectives in South Africa.

“Detective  Finch,”  the  young man introduced himself  with  an  edge to  his 

voice.

Bradley shook his hand. “Bradley Tanner.”

He  unlocked  his  front  door  and  the  officers  followed  Bradley  into  his 

townhouse without waiting for an invitation. Bradley gave them a sharp look, 

but  the police officers ignored him. They immediately fanned out,  walking 

down the passage and into the lounge. Bradley switched on the light to see 

what they were doing. 
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Hearing his bedroom door open, Bradley wanted to shout out in protest, but 

thought better of it. Feeling highly uncomfortable, Bradley stood beside the 

kitchen door watching the cops inspect his home. Once again his place was 

being invaded. First by criminals, now by the so called good guys. When 

would it stop?

The officer who introduced himself as Finch approached him.

“You placed a call claiming that a Ms Lauren Shelton has been kidnapped?”

Bradley nodded.

“Can you give us more details?”

Bradley walked over to his couch and collapsed onto a soft cushion. Without 

being asked, Finch sat down opposite him on an armrest. He pulled out a 

small notebook and a pen, poising it over his pad.

Weary, Bradley rubbed his face. He looked past the detective and through 

the patio doors. The sun was about to set and the sky was streaked with 

orange and red. Soon it would be dark. He closed his eyes. 

Where was Lauren? What were they doing to her? Bradley hoped to God 

that she was unharmed and that he would get her back soon. 

The detective’s voice drew him back to the present. “Mr Tannner, can you 

elaborate on what happened this afternoon?”

Gathering  his  thoughts,  Bradley  cleared  his  throat.  “Have  you  spoken  to 

Detectives Swanepoel or Khoza yet?”

Finch nodded cautiously. “They are out on assignment, but they were able to 

give us a few background details. Unfortunately, it wasn’t much.”

“Shit,” Bradley muttered under his breath.

Finch’s expression remained neutral. 
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“What do you want to know?”

Watching him closely, Detective Finch said, “As much as you can tell us.”

“It’s a long story,” Bradley warned.

“The more details you can give us,” the detective pointed out, ”the faster we 

can do something to find Ms Shelton.”

Leaning back against  his  couch,  Bradley took a deep breath.  Although it 

would be tedious and a relatively lengthy process, the detective was right: 

the more information he could give them the sooner Lauren would be found. 

“I’ll  try  to  make  it  as  short  as  possible,”  Bradley  said,  earning  him  an 

approving nod from Finch.

Bradley began to explain. “I’m a freelance journalist for the ‘City’s Daily’. Just 

over a week ago, the newspaper sent me on assignment to Angola, where I 

covered a story on the Red Cross. While there, I took photos with my digital 

camera in Luanda and Dondo to accompany my article. Unintentionally I took 

pictures of three men, who turned out to be gun runners.”

“How do you know that?” Finch interrupted him.

Bradley frowned at him impatiently. “I’ll get there if you let me finish.”

Finch raised a hand in apology.

“After  I  got  back  to  South  Africa,  my  home,”  Bradley  pointed  at  his 

surroundings, “was broken into and wrecked. Nothing was left standing or in 

one piece. That’s when I  first met your colleagues, Detectives Swanepoel 

and Khoza. They were immediately suspicious that the break-in was not a 

burglary.”

“Why was that?” Finch interrupted again.
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“Detective Finch,” Bradley hissed through clenched teeth.

Holding up his hand again, Finch said, “I need to know more details. So if 

you don’t mind I’ll interrupt.”

“But this is wasting time,” Bradley complained.

Finch shook his  head.  “Don’t  worry  about  wasting  time.  I  need a clearer 

picture.”

Bradley looked at him sharply, but decided it was better not to argue. 

He shrugged his shoulders and explained, “Detective Swanepoel mentioned 

that the attack on my house seemed too vicious to be just a simple burglary.”

After  scribbling some notes  on  his  pad,  Finch nodded and indicated that 

Bradley should continue. 

“Soon after the break in, I noticed that I was being followed.”

“By whom?”

Bradley rolled his eyes. “By a man. He wore indistinguishable clothes and 

looked like any other ordinary person. There was nothing unusual about him, 

although I noticed him several times and when I tried to confront him, he 

escaped.”

Anticipating Finch’s  next  question,  Bradley added,  “I  did  try  to  report  this 

incident, but you guys weren’t able to help me, because I didn’t have enough 

information.”

The detective scratched his cheek and frowned at Bradley. “Still, how do you 

know he was following you?”

“I’ll get to that.”

Remembering the next events very clearly, Bradley said, “I started receiving 

threatening phone calls. During one of the calls, the person on the other end 
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confirmed that a man was shadowing me. While I was shopping at Fourways 

Crossing, my shadow tried to kill me.”

Before Finch could interrupt, Bradley held up his hand. “Again, I reported this 

to the police, in particular to Detective Swanepoel, who unfortunately was not 

able to assist me, but who recommended that I keep my eyes and ears open 

and phone him if I felt I was in any danger.”

Feeling angry heat rising to his cheeks, Bradley avoided Finch’s eyes.

“What happened then?” the detective asked.

“Today I went to the newspaper and together with my former colleagues we 

figured out that I have a chip containing pictures of gun runners.”

Finch raised his eyebrows. “How do you know they are gun runners?”

Bradley sighed exasperated. “Because they called me on my cellphone and I 

confronted them. They admitted that they are in the business of selling arms 

illegally.”

Again,  the  detective  wrote  something  on  the  notepad.  “And then?”  Finch 

asked.

“Unfortunately I  threatened them. I  said  I  would go to  the police with my 

information.”

The detective flinched involuntarily.

“I know I made a mistake,” Bradley hissed defensively.

Finch remained passive. “What happened next?”

Impatiently,  Bradley  flicked  at  an  invisible  piece  of  fluff.  “After  that  they 

kidnapped my girlfriend.”

A frown appeared on the detective’s forehead. “How do you know that?”

Bradley wanted to scream with frustration. 
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Seeing the look on his face, Finch said calmly, “Please bear with me. I need 

to know these things.”

Inwardly seething, Bradley said, “They called me on my cell phone and let 

me talk to her. Lauren said that she had been kidnapped.”

The detective twirled his pen between his fingers. “Do you know where she 

was?” 

“In a car,” Bradley replied quickly.

“Do you have any idea where they might have taken her?”

Bradley shook his head.

The detective rubbed his nose with his pinkie. “Do you still have the chip with 

the pictures?”

Bradley nodded.

“Where is the chip now?” Finch asked.

Bradley moved his arm protectively to the front of his jeans. “In my pocket.”

The detective’s eyes narrowed. “Who else knows about it?”

“Alex Digby and Simon Kehoane,” Bradley said.

Finch pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Who are they?” 

Bradley glanced at the detective out of the corner of his eye and replied, “My 

former colleagues at the ‘City’s Daily’.”

“And can they verify your story?”

Too worried and exhausted by now to get angry, Bradley said simply, “Yes.”

The two men looked at each wearily for a couple of moments, then Finch 

asked, “When was the last time the kidnappers contacted you?”

Bradley checked his watch. It was ten to six in the early evening. “About an 

hour ago.”
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“Did they say that they would call again?” 

Bradley nodded.

“When?” the detective probed.

“In a couple of hours,” Bradley said firmly.

“A couple as in two or more?”

“I don’t know,” Bradley snapped. “I can’t read their minds.”

Again Finch held up his hand. “We have to ask these questions.”

Bradley ground his teeth, but refrained from giving a sharp reply. Instead, he 

asked, “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to make a quick phone call, confirming the seriousness of your 

situation. The technicians should arrive shortly to set up their equipment. We 

are going to try to trace the next call to find out where they are.”

“What  about  identifying  the  men  from  the  pictures  I  took?”  Bradley 

suggested. “Maybe they are already known to you and you know their hiding 

place.”

Finch nodded. “We’ll  look at  the pictures and you might  be right,  we just 

might know these people already.”

CHAPTER 20

The detective took out a small cell phone and punched a couple of keys on 

the pad. He got to his feet and moved to the other end of the lounge, turning 

his back on Bradley.

“Finch here,” Bradley heard him say. “Story is verified. Please take action.”
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The person on the other side asked something and the detective replied, 

“Affirmative.”

Finch nodded a  couple  of  times,  checked his  watch  and ended the  call. 

Facing Bradley, he said, “They’ll be here within the next hour.”

Bradley  jumped  up  from  the  couch.  “The  next  hour?”  he  shouted  with 

disbelief.

Finch took a step back at Bradley’s sudden outburst.

“What happens to Lauren in the meantime?” Bradley yelled. “This is taking 

too long.”

“They are doing their best, Mr Tanner,” Finch said.

“Their best is not good enough! What if they call before your guys get here? 

What if they phone me before you can set up your equipment? What am I 

supposed to do then?”

“We’ll deal with that when it happens. For the moment, let’s just stay calm.”

“Stay calm?” Bradley said with utter disgust.

“There is nothing else we can do. We don’t have enough information to act,” 

Finch explained. “We don’t know yet who they are and we don’t know where 

they are.”

Bradley swallowed hard. “If you cops had taken me seriously from the start, I 

wouldn’t  be in  this  situation.  My girlfriend wouldn’t  have been kidnapped. 

Nothing like this would have happened.”

Clenching  his  fists,  Bradley  stormed  out.  He  wanted  to  hit  something  or 

somebody. Blood rushed in his ears and his heart pounded in his chest. He 

ran  down his  front  steps,  past  the cop cars and into  the main driveway. 
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Passing his neighbour’s house, Bradley slowed down. Breathing in deeply, 

he steadied his racing heartbeat. He knew very well that there was nothing 

the cops could do at the moment, and unable to do much himself was driving 

him crazy. Rage, fear and frustration alternated rapidly, making him break 

into a cold sweat. 

Bradley paced his driveway and behind his closed eyelids he saw Lauren 

lying on a hard concrete floor. The ground was covered with empty wrappers, 

old  newspapers  and  empty  glass  bottles.  The  stench  in  the  room  was 

overpowering.  It  was semi-dark,  the only illumination coming from a lamp 

with a broken shade standing on the floor in a far corner. Lauren’s top was 

torn,  exposing  a  breast  and  drawing  leering  looks  from  her  kidnappers. 

Chicken  wire  was  wrapped  around  her  hands  and  feet,  cutting  off  her 

circulation.  Her  long blonde hair  was tangled and hanging over  her  face, 

which was covered with scratches and a red angry swelling bruise.

Bradley opened his eyes and let out a low howl of frustration. 

Unclenching his fists, he walked back to his house and sat down on the cold 

front steps. Bradley did not want to be inside. It was too crowded. Although 

he understood that the cops were there to help, the men in his lounge had 

invaded his privacy and Bradley did not feel welcome in his home. 

The sky had grown dark. The last of the sunset’s colours had disappeared 

and  the  air  had  become  distinctly  cooler.  Warm light  shone  through  the 

windows of his neighbours’ houses. How Bradley wished to be inside his own 

home, sitting comfortably on his couch and holding Lauren in his arms. 

Oh God, Bradley groaned quietly. Will this nightmare ever end?
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Bradley had no idea how long he had been sitting on the steps when he 

heard several vehicles rumbling up the main driveway. Lifting his head, he 

watched the vans approach. There were three of them and they were all 

painted white. He could not see any markings on their doors or sides, but 

assumed that they were the technicians Finch had mentioned. Bradley rose 

to his feet and waited for them to stop behind the cop cars.

The doors of the vans opened almost simultaneously. Men in dark uniforms 

and plain clothes spilled out of their vehicles and Bradley soon lost count of 

their numbers in the darkness. The officers hardly exchanged any words and 

an eerie feeling crept along Bradley’s spine. 

The first officer stepped into the light and Bradley looked him up and down. 

The man was in his mid thirties, was wearing soft black leather boots and a 

dark blue polo T-shirt. He hadn’t bothered to disguise his shoulder holster 

and the handle of his gun was protruding. Bradley glared at him, but the man 

remained  unintimidated.  Without  introducing  himself,  he  pushed  past 

Bradley, climbed the few steps and disappeared into the house. 

Taken aback by the officer’s indifferent, almost rude manner, Bradley forgot 

to protest. He stared after him, his mouth hanging open. A moment later, he 

was pushed aside again. The rest of the team followed the first man. Bradley 

caught  brief  glances  of  their  faces.  Their  dark  brown  eyes  glinted 

dangerously in the weak light above his front steps. None of the officers wore 

any kind of  identification on their shirts,  neither a name badge nor police 

insignia.
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Bradley forced himself up the steps. An army was invading his home and he 

wasn’t involved. They were taking over! Suddenly, a red mist clouded his 

vision. This was his home for crying out loud!

Standing in his small entrance hall, Bradley scanned the living area in front of 

him. The space was bursting with people. Everyone was talking in hushed 

tones. A low hum hung in the air. He looked for the team leader, but could 

not identify a captain amongst the officers. Everybody was wearing the same 

uniform: jeans and a dark polo shirt, and most men were dark skinned. True, 

some men were older than others, but their intrusion had caught Bradley off 

guard and he was confused. There was no way of identifying who was in 

charge.

Two men came towards him. Instinctively Bradley made space for them in 

the narrow passage and they passed him without so much as looking at him. 

He pursed his lips and was about to say something rude, when three more 

men approached him. Again they walked right past him without addressing 

him in any way. 

Bradley narrowed his eyes. This was going too far! 

Putting his hands on his hips, Bradley turned towards the crowd gathered in 

his living room. “Who the hell is in charge here?” he bellowed.

Instantly,  there  was silence.  Every  single  man looked at  him,  shock  and 

disbelief reflecting on their faces. Angrily, Bradley looked from one man to 

the next, but not one took the initiative to address Bradley. 

“Finch,” he shouted at the top of his voice. “Finch, where are you?”
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The crowd parted and the detective stepped forward. A man about half  a 

head shorter than Bradley trailed after Finch. Both officers walked up to him 

and glared at him annoyed. 

“What’s the problem, Mr Tanner,” Finch growled.

Bradley raised his eyebrows mockingly. “What’s the problem?” He pointed at 

the men in the room. “Would you mind telling me what’s going on here?”

Finch sighed deeply and put his hand on Bradley’s arm. Bradley shrugged it 

off.

“Mr  Tanner,”  Finch  said  with  barely  controlled  anger.  “These  are  the 

technicians I told you about. They are here to set up the equipment to trace 

the next call.”

“I gathered as much,” Bradley replied with unconcealed sarcasm.

Finch frowned puzzled. “So?”

Bradley rolled his eyes. “Would you mind telling me who is in charge here so 

that I can ask what the plan is?”

Finch crossed his arms in front of his chest, contemplating Bradley’s request. 

Bradley stared at him hard. 

Eventually Finch turned to the man standing quietly beside him and said, 

“This is Detective Stevens. He is in charge here. He will supervise the set up 

of the equipment and he’ll keep you informed.”

Bradley looked the officer over and was greeted by a pair of piercing blue 

eyes as cold as ice. A thin halo of grey hair circled his head. The cop’s face 

was  creased  with  deep  lines  and  his  mouth  was  pinched.  Dark  rings 
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shadowed his eyes and his cheeks were hollow. His thin wiry figure reminded 

Bradley of an undertaker. 

A  tiny  smile  crossed  the  officer’s  face  when  he  held  out  his  hand.  “I’m 

Detective Stevens,” he introduced himself. “I’m sorry for intruding like this, 

but I’ve been told that we are expecting another call from the kidnappers very 

soon.”

Bradley  took  the  detective’s  hand  and  shook  it.  “I’m  glad  you  are  here, 

detective.”

Stevens inclined his head in response.

Bradley was somewhat pacified. “Can you tell me what you are going to do 

next?”

The detective put his hand on Bradley’s arm and pulled him forward into the 

centre of the lounge. The officers made space by stepping back towards the 

walls.  Stopping  in  the  middle  of  the  room,  Stevens  pointed  at  Bradley’s 

telephone  on  the  new  sideboard.  “My  men  will  install  various  electronic 

devices to your landline,”  the detective explained.  “The equipment  will  be 

connected to  several  computers.  When the kidnappers phone,  we will  be 

listening in via headphones and our computers will track the call.”

Bradley bowed his head. “What kind of electronic device will you use?” he 

asked.

Stevens gave him a quizzical look. “Why do you want to know?”

Bradley shrugged his shoulders.

Reluctantly, Stevens replied, “Let’s just say that it is a technological device 

that is extremely sophisticated and has been tested and tried in many other 

cases.”
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“So it’s reliable?”

“Yes.”

“And it will work?” Bradley asked. “I mean, it will trace the call quickly?”

“Absolutely.”

Bradley  gave  the  detective  a  sideways  glance  and  noticed  that  he  was 

watching him carefully. 

“What happens once we know where they are?” Bradley asked.

An amused smile played around the corners of the detective’s mouth. “Once 

we know, we will send a squad team to the place and rescue your girlfriend.”

Doubtfully, Bradley stared the detective. Was it really that easy? Could the 

device really track a call? And even if they knew where the kidnappers were, 

would the thugs just give up, raise their hands and release Lauren? What if 

the kidnappers resisted? What if they started shooting? Their business was 

weapons, so they would have guns and assault rifles. What if,  just out of 

spite, they killed Lauren anyway?

The detective’s voice brought him back to the present. “If you don’t mind, we 

would like to get started,” Stevens said.

Bradley took a step back and made way for three officers. Their arms cradled 

boxes overflowing with cables, plugs and connectors. The men stepped past 

him and placed their  load onto  his  tiled  floor.  Untangling  the  mess,  they 

unrolled  cables  and  plugged  them together  whilst  talking  quietly  to  each 

other. A few minutes later, another two officers arrived with more boxes in 

their  arms.  They also  placed  their  equipment  on  the  floor  and  got  busy. 

Bradley stood back and watched them work. 
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Thoughtfully, Bradley’s eyes searched for Detective Stevens and found him 

huddled in a small group beside the patio doors. Bradley stepped around the 

men unpacking their equipment and walked up to the detective. He cleared 

his  throat  to  gain  Stevens’  attention.  The  detective  interrupted  his 

conversation and frowned irritably. “What is it, Mr Tanner?”

Bradley narrowed his eyes angrily not liking the detective’s tone of voice at 

all. He understood that Stevens had a task to complete, but Bradley felt that 

he deserved some courtesy since he was the main actor in this drama. After 

all  it  was his house they were taking over. Impatiently, Stevens raised an 

eyebrow, waiting for Bradley to pose his question.

Keeping his temper in check, Bradley asked, “What about my cell phone?”

The frown on Stevens’ forehead deepened. “What about your cell phone?”

“You’re connecting your tracking device to my landline,” Bradley pointed out. 

“What if the kidnappers call on my cell phone?”

The detective took a step forward and placed his hand on Bradley’s arm. 

“Don’t  worry,”  he  said.  “We will  also  connect  our  equipment  to  your  cell 

phone. But we decided to start with your landline. Experience has taught us 

that kidnappers usually make use of the landline.”

Surprised,  Bradley  burst  out,  “Why?  I  mean,  why  would  they  call  on  a 

landline instead of a cell phone?”

“The person who is going to pay the ransom money has to stay in one place,” 

Stevens explained coldly. The detective stared hard at Bradley, daring him to 

ask another question. Sensing Stevens’ unwillingness to accommodate him, 

Bradley did not to push the detective any further, but he did not really buy 

into Stevens reasoning.
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The kidnappers had called him on his cell  phone before. Why would they 

change their behaviour now? Also, if he were in the kidnappers’ shoes, he 

would want himself able to move, because he would want himself to deliver 

the chip. Calling on a landline would not serve any purpose. He would be 

stuck in the house waiting to be contacted and he did not believe that this 

was the kidnappers’ intention.

In  spite  of  the  detective’s  hostility,  Bradley  was  ready  to  deliver  his 

explanation. But before he could open his mouth, Stevens said, “We have 

already requested the assistance of your service provider.”

“What do you mean?”

The detective narrowed his eyes making it clear to Bradley that he wasn’t 

going to explain anything further. 

“What kind of assistance can my service provider give you?” Bradley asked 

stubbornly.

Stevens could see that it wasn’t going to be easy to get rid of Bradley so he 

sighed deeply. “We have asked them to provide a list of phone calls received 

by yourself for the last seven days.”

“And they will give it to you?” Bradley asked surprised.

The detective nodded decisively. 

“When?”

“Soon. And through simple elimination we will  be able to determine which 

number was used to contact you.”

Bradley  considered  the  detective’s  response  for  a  moment.  Carefully,  he 

suggested, “But that won’t tell you who they are?”
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Stevens  looked  at  him appreciatively.  “It  might.  Maybe  they  were  foolish 

enough to use a contract number.”

Bradley laughed derisively. “I don’t think they’re that stupid.”

The detective arched an eyebrow.

“From  what  I’ve  experienced,”  Bradley  grunted,  “they  seem  to  be  very 

organised and wouldn’t make the mistake of using a number which can be 

traced back to them.”

Stevens cocked his head to one side. “Let’s stay positive. Maybe we’ll get 

lucky.”

Bradley  snorted  contemptuously.  Stevens  could  believe  what  he  wanted. 

Bradley knew for certain that the gun runners were no fools. The way they 

had him followed and the manner in which they had lured Lauren away from 

her practice was not the work of men who made mistakes. 

Deciding it was not worth it to argue any further, Bradley let the detective 

return to his small group of men, who had been listening intently. Pursing his 

lips  scornfully,  he  retreated  to  the  kitchen  doorway.  Feeling  obsolete,  he 

leaned against the countertop and watched the officers work. 

The men talked quietly, purposefully not wanting to make any unnecessary 

noise. Soon, black and grey cables snaked across the floor, past the couch 

and  along  the  walls.  Several  fancy  laptops,  their  screens  flickering  with 

various colours, adorned the coffee and dining room tables. Three shoe-box 

sized tape recorders stood on top of the sideboard and a small black box 

with a green digital display nudged the telephone. 
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Bradley shook his  head.  His  place resembled an electronics  store,  not  a 

home. Tense but bored, he considered making himself a cup of coffee, but 

glancing at the men in his lounge he realised that he would have to offer 

coffee to all of them and he was in no mood to play waiter. Bradley looked for 

Stevens  and  saw him hunched  over  close  to  the  patio  door,  moving  his 

hands  intensely,  drawing  the  same  small  group  of  men’s  attention  to  a 

particular point. 

Officers were continually walking in and out of the townhouse, bringing in 

more and more equipment. There was hardly any space to put one’s foot 

without  stepping  on  a  cable.  Finch  and  his  three  uniformed  officers  had 

moved to a corner on Bradley’s left, beside the wall unit, from where they 

watched the chaos silently. Bradley pondered briefly what Finch’s role was in 

the set up. The young detective did not lift a hand to help the technicians. He 

did  not  carry  any boxes nor  connect  any devices.  Nobody spoke to  him, 

either. Neither asking a question nor making conversation with him. Bradley 

felt  a  bit  sorry  for  Finch.  The  guy  seemed  lost.  Then  he  shrugged  his 

shoulders. What business was it of his?

Minutes  ticked  by  and  Bradley  became  more  agitated  by  the  second. 

Although the officers worked like a well-oiled machine,  it  seemed to take 

forever to put all  the equipment together.  The waiting prompted Bradley’s 

imagination to run freely. He began worrying again. Every couple of seconds 

an image of Lauren flashed through his mind and the visions became more 

horrid each time. They switched between Lauren being terribly tortured and 

her dead mutilated body lying in some gutter.
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Stevens touched Bradley’s shoulder and he looked up startled.

“Can we have a look at the pictures?” the detective asked.

Bradley shook his head bewildered. “What pictures?” Images of Lauren being 

hurt and abused continued to rush through his mind.

“The pictures on the chip,” Stevens explained quietly.

“Ohhh,” Bradley uttered, sudden relief flooding him. “Sure.”

The detective stepped carefully over the cable chaos and walked towards the 

coffee  table.  Making  himself  comfortable  on  the  couch,  he  beckoned  to 

Bradley, who followed rather slowly. Pushing his hand into his jeans pocket, 

he  pulled  out  the  black  chip.  Feeling  the  small  plastic  square  in  his  fist, 

Bradley realised that this was Lauren's life insurance. Tightly, he closed his 

fingers around it, knowing that while it was in his pocket, he had a bargaining 

chip.

Bradley  wondered  for  a  moment  if  he  should  really  give  the  device  to 

Stevens. What if the detective erased the pictures by mistake? What if he 

held it as evidence, refusing to give it back? What if he damaged it and was 

unable to retrieve the images? Bradley bit his lip. He could not let the chip 

go. 

The detective indicated to Bradley to sit beside him. Reluctantly Bradley sat 

down on the soft cushions, but did not lean back. 

“Can I have it?” Stevens asked.

Bradley scratched his cheek. He did not open his hand to let the detective 

see the chip. The little device was his ransom payment. Letting it go, even for 

a moment, meant that he would not be able to make that payment. Bradley 

was not prepared to take that chance.
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Sensing Bradley hesitation, Stevens asked, “What’s the problem?”

“Nothing,” he replied.

The detective turned towards the coffee table and opened the flap of  his 

laptop. The screen flickered to life and Stevens tapped a couple of keys. 

Bradley recognised the program. 

The detective jutted his chin towards the computer. “Plug it in and let’s see 

the pictures.”

Bradley let out a silent sigh, relieved that the detective was not insisting on 

handling the chip himself. Leaning forward Bradley looked for an USB port, 

located on the detective’s side. He pulled the laptop towards him and pushed 

the chip into the slot.  Before Stevens could move, Bradley tapped on the 

keyboard, calling up images. He did not intend leaving anything to chance. 

Softly  placing  his  finger  on  the  touch  pad,  Bradley  scrolled  through  the 

pictures until he had reached the one of the three men walking down a dark 

side street.

Although  it  seemed  a  life  time  ago,  Bradley  remembered  the  night  very 

clearly.  He  had  eaten  lobster  at  a  restaurant,  before  walking  across  the 

promenade, climbing over a heavy metal chain trying to make his way to the 

beckoning seashore. Unfortunately the night had been too dark and he had 

been unable to see a path. Unwilling to hurt himself in the darkness, he had 

walked back to the promenade. Intrigued by the jovial atmosphere, in stark 

contrast to the refugee camp Bradley had visited earlier in the day, he had 

taken  several  pictures  of  the  patrons  strolling  down  the  broad  avenue. 

Unbeknown to him, he had taken a photo of the three gun runners.
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Bradley pointed at the three figures. “Do you see them?” he asked.

Stevens leaned forward to have a closer look. “You mean those three on the 

left?”

“Yes.”

The detective stared at the picture for long seconds. “The  burly white man 

with  the  short-cropped  military  style  hair  looks  like  a  South  African,”  he 

ventured. Stevens looked at Bradley for confirmation.

“I thought the same,” Bradley replied quietly.

Stevens turned back to the screen and mumbled. “The short black man with 

the shaved head could either be Angolan or South African. It’s hard to say.”

“Hmph.”

“The one on the right  is  definitely  Portuguese,  but  I  wonder  if  he isn’t  a 

Portuguese Angolan.” 

Bradley shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve got no idea.”

Sitting up straight, Stevens said, “Let’s have a look at the other picture.”

Bradley  scrolled  through the  images again  until  he  reached the  photo  of 

Dondo’s market place. Looking at the photo, he recalled Dr Dupont and their 

trip to the small town in the middle of nowhere. In hindsight, Bradley admitted 

that he had been scared, especially after Dupont had told him about the Red 

Cross volunteers who had been tortured and murdered by terrorists. Bradley 

could still sense the emerald forest closing in on them, smell its decay and 

the relief he had felt when they had finally reached Dondo.

Stevens’s sudden excitement brought Bradley back to the present moment. 

The detective moved closer to the coffee table and stared at the screen. “My 

God,” he exclaimed. “You are right. That’s definitely two of them.”
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“I told you so,” Bradley replied, a faint trace of exasperation in his voice.

“And look at the car,” the detective continued. “That’s not a cheap vehicle.”

Bradley  glanced  at  him  sideways  wondering  what  the  detective  was  so 

ecstatic about.

“Have you seen their clothes?” Stevens asked.

Bradley nodded.

“They don’t look like tourists or people who live there.”

“I know,” Bradley replied bored.

“Did you notice the furtive look on their faces?” Stevens pointed to the men 

on the left. “That one doesn’t look as if he is at ease in the place.”

Bradley winced inwardly at the detective’s words. Gun Runners had no right 

to feel at ease in Dondo. They were criminals supplying terrorists with guns, 

automatic  rifles,  ammunition  and  landmines.  An image of  Dondo’s  sandy 

makeshift soccer field entered Bradley’s mind. He saw the young boy again 

ducking under the yellow tape and disappearing into the veld. Bradley had 

been stunned by the explosion of the landmine, unable to belief what had 

happened. He could still smell the smoke and hear the clumps of soil raining 

down onto  the  ground.  Bradley  recalled  the  blood  covered  minesweeper 

carrying the small boy in his arms. His stomach wanted to turn over when he 

thought of the child’s mutilated leg. Bradley glanced at Stevens, wondering if 

the detective had any idea about the role these gun runners were playing in 

Angola. 

Eventually the detective settled back on the couch. “I need to download the 

pictures onto our laptop,” he said.
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Bradley waved his hand in the air. “Be my guest.”

He did not care what the detective wanted to do with the pictures, as long as 

he had the pictures on his chip and the chip was in his pocket.  Stevens 

tapped a couple of keys and his laptop hummed to life. Within a few seconds, 

the images were stored safely on his hard drive. 

“Our colleagues in organized crime will be very interested in these,” Stevens 

mumbled.

He punched another couple of keys and an Internet connection came up.

“Are you going to send them right now?” Bradley asked surprised.

“Yes.”

“Are you sending them wireless?”

The detective nodded.

“Is that wise?” Bradley asked cautiously.

Without a smile, Stevens replied, “Don’t worry about security. Nobody is able 

to hack into our system. It’s perfectly safe.”

Remembering Tommy’s brief excursion into the world of computer hacking, 

Bradley wasn’t entirely convinced that Stevens’ wireless data transfer was 

secure. But then, that was their problem not his. The detective hit the ‘send 

and  receive’  button  and  the  pictures  went  through  the  Ethernet  to  their 

destination. A moment later, the connection was broken and Steven closed 

the flap of his laptop. 

Bradley glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. The chip was still stuck in 

the USB port. What did the detective think he was doing? Did he think that 

Bradley would not notice? Did he intend keeping the chip? 
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Moving with lightning speed, Bradley reached across the detective, pulled out 

his chip and shoved it deep into his jeans pocket. Letting a silent sigh escape 

from his mouth, Bradley relaxed on the couch. Stevens frowned at him, but 

did  not  say  anything.  Nevertheless,  his  expression  was  one  of  great 

displeasure. Unperturbed by the detective’s reaction, Bradley stayed where 

he was, neither offering an explanation nor an apology.

They sat side by side in silence watching the technicians work. Setting up the 

equipment was taking forever. Bradley checked his watch and noticed to his 

astonishment that only a few minutes had passed since they had first looked 

at the pictures.

“One last thing,” Stevens’s voice startled him. “Do you have a photo of Ms 

Shelton?”

Bradley  had  already  wondered  if  the  detective  was  ever  going  to  ask. 

Leaning forward he pulled his wallet out of his jeans pocket. Often, Bradley 

felt silly for carrying a photograph of his girlfriend in his wallet, but now he 

was glad that he had been sentimental. He took out a small passport size 

photo of Lauren and handed it to the detective. Stevens held it gingerly and 

Bradley saw the surprise on his face.

“She’s beautiful,” the detective said with admiration.

Bradley glanced at the image of Lauren. It was a particularly nice shot of her: 

sunshine caressed her face, thick dark lashes framed her huge green eyes, 

her tiny nose crinkled with laughter, and her long blonde hair flowed around 

her head like a golden halo. 
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Bradley’s heart  hurt,  squeezed by a relentless grip.  It  took all  of  his self-

control not to groan loudly. “Just find her,” he said through clenched teeth.

Stevens patted his leg in a comforting gesture. “We will. We will.”

Bradley was about to settle back on the sofa when the telephone rang. He 

jolted into an upright position. His body tensed and the blood drained from 

his face. The ringing could only mean one thing: the kidnappers were calling 

him. 

The phone rang again. 

Slowly, as if in a trance, Bradley got up from the couch. With wooden legs he 

stalked the few steps towards his sideboard. 

The ringing continued. 

Bradley  turned  to  the  men  in  the  room.  Two  officers  were  wearing 

headphones. They gave him a thumbs-up. Other men quickly retreated to the 

patio door and Finch, with his three uniformed officers beside him, gave him 

an encouraging smile. 

The telephone rang again, demanding to be picked up.

With shock Bradley realised that Stevens had not given him any instructions 

about what to say. He looked over at the detective and whispered, “What am 

I supposed to tell him?”

The telephone rang again.

“Just find out what they want,” Stevens replied. “And don’t forget to deny that 

we are here, in case they ask.”

Bradley closed his eyes and listened to the ringing telephone. 

“Pick up,” Stevens urged him. “Otherwise they will think something is wrong.”
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Taking a deep breath, Bradley lifted the receiver.

“Hello?”

“Good evening, Mr Tanner,” the caller said politely.

Bradley looked at Stevens who had a headphone pressed to his ear. His 

eyebrows were raised expectantly. Bradley nodded a confirmation. 

Although well aware of the danger, Bradley could not control his emotions. “I 

want to speak to Lauren,” he demanded.

The man on the other side chuckled quietly. “You don’t give up, Mr Tanner, 

do you?”

Bradley felt his cheeks start to burn. “Let me speak to Lauren.”

“First things first,” the caller said. “Do you have the chip?”

“Yes,” Bradley replied curtly.

“Are you going to give it to us?”

Bradley glanced at Stevens who was waving his arm. 

Bradley lifted his hand and mouthed, “What do you want me to say?”

The detective  made a cutting movement  with  his  hand.  Bradley frowned, 

bewildered, not understanding what Stevens meant.

“Mr Tanner? Will you give us the chip,” the caller asked again.

Trying to stall the kidnapper, Bradley said again, “Let me speak to Lauren 

first.”

“You are in no position to demand anything,” the man said coolly.

“And you’ve forgotten that I’ve got the chip,” Bradley replied heatedly.

There  was a  moment  of  silence on the  other  side  and Bradley  mouthed 

again, “What am I supposed to do?”
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“Try to negotiate a place for the hand over,” the detective whispered.

Bradley’s eyes grew big. Now he was supposed to hand over the chip? First, 

he wasn’t supposed to move, now he was supposed to give them what they 

wanted? What was going on?

“This isn’t a tit for tat, Mr Tanner,” the caller snarled angrily. “We want the 

chip.”

Suddenly, there was a loud bang behind Bradley. Static crackled on the line. 

Surprised,  he  spun  around  to  look  at  the  noise  and  went  cold.  A  large 

cardboard box was lying on its side, its contents spilled across the floor. A 

young detective was trying to regain his balance while untangling a cable 

from his foot. The crackle on the telephone line continued. Bradley’s eyes 

turned to small slits. Anger flushed his cheeks. What was the idiot doing? For 

crying out loud, he was on the phone with the kidnappers. This was a crucial, 

vital telephone call! Another crackle came over the line.

“What’s going on?” the kidnapper asked suspiciously.

Desperately Bradley tried to keep his voice neutral. “What do you mean?”

“What’s that noise?”

“Which noise?”

“The crackle on the line.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t think I’m stupid, Mr Tanner,” the caller shouted.

Bradley started to sweat. Small beads of perspiration formed on his temples 

and his hands glistened wet.

“I’m not saying anything like that,” he replied nervously.



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 491

There was another brief silence. Bradley glared at the careless detective who 

had managed to untangle himself. 

“Are you alone?” the man hissed.

Bradley swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“I  don’t  think so.  I  think  you called  the  cops and they are sitting in  your 

lounge.”

Bradley’s hands trembled. “No,” he replied as firmly as he could.

“I don’t believe you,” the caller bellowed. “You have the cops there!”

“No,” Bradley reiterated. “I’m alone.”

“Don’t lie to us!”

“I’m not lying,” Bradley tried to reassure the kidnapper.

“We had a deal,” the man reminded Bradley viciously. “No cops!”

Bradley said nothing.

“You  were  not  supposed  to  call  the  police,”  the  kidnapper  snarled.  “You 

broke our agreement.”

Bradley did not know what to say; the caller was so sure of himself.

“You know what that means, Mr Tanner?” the man said maliciously.

“There is nobody here,” Bradley repeated. “I’m all by myself.”

Panic rose up in him. The edges of his vision blurred. Fear for Lauren choked 

him.

“You did not listen, so your girlfriend has to pay the price,” the kidnapper 

stated with finality.

“No,” Bradley shouted.

“You had a choice,” the kidnapper hissed.
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Bradley heard the receiver clatter onto a hard surface. He heard steps move 

away from the telephone. Then there was the muted voice of the caller. “Say 

hello to your boyfriend, Ms Shelton.”

Suddenly, there was a piercing scream: a woman’s scream. Full of pain. Full 

of  agony.  She screamed and screamed. Bradley thought  his  heart  would 

stop. He recognized the sound. It was Lauren who was screaming. Her voice 

reached fever pitch. Then it stopped. There was no whimpering, no wailing. 

There was only silence.

Bradley sank to his knees. Oh no, he groaned silently. Oh my God! They’ve 

killed Lauren! They’ve murdered her! 

Bradley thought he was going mad. Pictures of  her blood spattered body 

raced through his mind. He squeezed his eyes shut. Red dots danced behind 

his closed eye lids.

The receiver was picked up on the other side. “I told you she would pay the 

price,” the man said viciously.

“What have you done to her?” Bradley whispered.

“That was only a warning.” 

Bradley opened his eyes. “What have you done to her?” he yelled.

“I just hurt her a little bit.”

Slowly the words sunk in. He had only hurt her! He hadn’t killed her! If he had 

only hurt her, then Lauren was still alive! But if he had only hurt her, why had 

she screamed as if in absolute agony? How badly had he hurt her? What had 

he done to her? 
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Images of Lauren holding her bleeding hand, now only a stump, scrambled 

through  Bradley’s  mind.  He  visualized  the  tip  of  her  nose  being  cut  off, 

exposing white cartilage, blood dripping down her chin. He saw her without 

an eye, the socket empty, her eyeball hanging down her cheek by its nerve 

endings. 

Bradley wanted to be sick.

“I want to talk to her,” he said weakly.

“You’ve forfeited that right,” the man said frostily.

“Please let me talk to her,” Bradley begged.

The line went dead.

CHAPTER 21

Still  on his knees, Bradley listened to the quiet hum on the line. For long 

moments, he held the receiver pressed against his ear, willing the caller to 

continue talking. Eventually, someone pried the silent phone out of his hand 

and replaced it on the handset. Having lost his physical connection with the 

kidnapper, Bradley went berserk.

He jumped to his feet and turned on the men in the room. Clenching his fists, 

his face red, Bradley screamed, “Have you gone bloody crazy? Have you lost 

your minds?”

The officers closest to him retreated cautiously to the wall.

Bradley  glared  at  the  young  men  around  him.  “You  are  all  morons!”  he 

bellowed.
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Silence  descended  over  the  room.  The  detectives  opposite  him  avoided 

looking at him. 

“You idiots!” Bradley pounded his fist on the sideboard so that the telephone 

jumped on the wooden top.

Quietly,  two  detectives  bent  down  to rectify  the  cable  problem  that  had 

caused the upset.

Bradley turned and kicked the wall,  leaving a footmark. “You incompetent 

fools!”

Stevens took a step forward lifting his hand. Bradley spun around, his eyes 

blazing with fury. “You are completely mad!”

Stevens opened his mouth to defend himself,  but Bradley did not want to 

hear an excuse or an apology. 

“You are incapable of doing your jobs!” He pointed at the door. “I want you 

out of my house! I want you all gone this minute!”

Bradley stomped over to the detective who had tripped over the cable. With 

big eyes, the man watched him approach. Bradley grabbed his upper arm. 

The detective tried to pull away, but Bradley held him with an iron grip. With 

super human strength, Bradley  began to drag him across the lounge. The 

young officer resisted, but was no match against the raging man. Stumbling 

along, the officer looked pleadingly at Stevens. Undeterred Bradley marched 

the detective to the door.

“Mr Tanner,” Steven said. “Please don’t overreact.”

Bradley spun on his heel. “What did you say?”

Stevens held his hands up defensively. “It was a mistake and I apologise, but 

please don’t overreact.”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 495

“Are you nuts?” Bradley yelled, letting go of the young officer’s arm.

“She’s still alive,” the detective reminded him quietly.

“Alive,” Bradley shouted, spittle flying from his lips. “How do you know? Are 

you taking the word of a kidnapper?”

Stevens put his hand on Bradley’s arm. Angrily, Bradley shrugged it off.

“Mr Tanner, please calm down. There is no reason to think they killed Ms 

Shelton. Think about it. If they kill her they would lose their stake in the chip.”

Bradley raised his hands, ready to punch Stevens in the face. Hot fury raged 

through out him. Sensibly, the detective took a step back.

“Believe me,” Stevens said. “Ms Shelton is still alive.”

Slowly,  the haze in  front of  Bradley’s  eyes faded and he heard what  the 

detective was saying. If they kill Lauren, they would lose the chip. And they 

wanted the chip more than anything else. They would not risk losing  it by 

murdering Lauren. But they had hurt her! They had definitely hurt her and 

through no fault of his own. A stupid police officer had stumbled over some 

damn cables. A cretin! Bradley’s eyes searched for the unfortunate detective 

who had in the meantime slipped away quietly. Bradley’s vision darkened. 

The shrill ring of his cell phone startled him.

Bradley glanced at Stevens.

“It’s the kidnapper again,” the detective said smugly.

“How do you know?” Bradley flared.

The cell phone continued to ring.

”They still want the chip,” Stevens reminded him.
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Bradley pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and scanned the display. It 

was an anonymous number.  He wondered if  the detective could be right. 

Quickly, Bradley opened the flap and pressed it against his ear. He noticed 

that all eyes were on him.

“Hello?”

“Don’t say who is on the line,” the caller said urgently.

Surprised, but reacting quickly, Bradley turned his back on the detectives in 

the room. He recognised the voice. It was Simon.

“Alright,” Bradley said quietly.

“Are you alone?”

“No.”

There was a short silence.

“Can you get away?” Simon asked.

Bradley snorted contemptuously. “Anything is possible.”

Stevens appeared in his field of vision. The detective face was a big question 

mark. Annoyed, Bradley turned his back again.

“Don’t ask any questions, just listen,” his friend said.

“Hmph.”

“Do you still want to find Lauren?”

“Obviously!” Bradley exclaimed quietly.

“Then meet me at 43 Kenmere Road in Yeoville, as soon as possible,” his 

friend urged.

Bradley frowned bewildered. “What?”

“At 43 Kenmere in Yeoville,” Simon repeated.

“Why?” Bradley asked puzzled.
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Simon breathed in  deeply.  “We think we know where the kidnappers are 

holding Lauren.”

Astonished, Bradley tilted his head back. “What? How?”

“I told you not to ask questions.” Simon’s voice was serious. “I’ll tell you later. 

Just get there.”

Bradley looked over at the officers standing around in his lounge. They were 

watching him with eagle eyes and listening intently to every word he was 

saying. Simon was right, it wouldn’t be a good idea to ask any questions at 

the moment.

“Give me about forty-five minutes,” he said.

“Be quick,” his friend ordered. 

Bradley closed the flap of his cell phone and pushed it into his pocket. He 

glanced from one officer to the next. Every single one of them was waiting for 

an explanation. 

“Who was that?” Stevens demanded to know.

Bradley  did  not  like  the  tone  of  the  detective’s  voice  and  glared  at  him 

annoyed.  Stevens  stepped  in  front  of  him  and  jutted  out  his  chin 

aggressively. 

The detective asked again, “Who was that?”

Bradley had no intention of telling Stevens anything, especially after one of 

his team’s screw up. His confidence in the police force was shattered and 

Bradley would be damned if he would let them know what he was about to 

do.
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Bradley lifted his arm and gently pushed Stevens out of the way. “None of 

your business,” he said softly.

The detective drew a quick breath of air. “Excuse me?” 

“It’s none of your business,” Bradley repeated.

At a loss for words, Stevens placed his hands on his hips.

Bradley pressed his lips into a thin line and slowly walked to his front door. 

“Where are you going?” the detective demanded to know.

Bradley stopped in the passage. “Doing your job,” he said mockingly. “Trying 

to rescue my girlfriend.”

“What are you talking about?” Stevens asked worriedly.

“What I just said.”

The detective was dumbfounded. “You can’t leave.”

“Yes I can,” Bradley replied coolly.

Stevens put his hand against Bradley’s chest. “You can’t do that!”

Bradley swiped the detective’s hand away and laughed derisively. “Watch 

me.”

Stevens’s mouth opened and closed like a fish gasping for air. “You should 

stay here,” he instructed Bradley. 

Bradley’s lip curled into a snarl. “Who says?”

“If the kidnapper calls again,” Stevens pointed out, “you have to answer the 

phone.”

A  cynical  smile  played  around  the  corners  of  Bradley’s  mouth  and  he 

shrugged his shoulders. “If they don’t get me on the landline, then they can 

get me on my cell phone.”
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Bradley pushed past the detective and swiftly walked down the front steps 

into the dark night.

“We can hold you here,” Stevens shouted angrily after him.

Without slowing his stride, Bradley shouted back, “Don’t try.”

Bradley hurried down his short driveway, walked past the white police vans 

towards his car. He unlocked his Audi, opened the door, slumped into the 

seat and slammed the door shut. The engine hummed to life and he switched 

on the headlights. Bradley reversed into the main driveway, turned his car 

around and drove towards the gate. The security guy saw him approach, 

recognised his Audi and opened the metal gate for him. Once through the 

gate, Bradley put foot and sped into the night.

Some minutes later, he was racing down the deserted William Nicol Highway. 

Bradley knew exactly where he was going. Streetlights flashed past him at 

regular intervals, but cars were few and far between. Checking his watch, he 

saw that it was close to eight o’clock. Bradley recalled Simon’s call and his 

concentration switched to automatic as he drove.

Bradley trusted Simon implicitly, but how could his friend know where the 

kidnappers were holding Lauren? Maybe it was a mistake to leave his home 

and the cops behind. They had the equipment to trace the next call and they 

had the manpower and resources to deal with the kidnappers. Even if Simon 

knew where Lauren was, how on earth could they rescue her? They were 

two men against an organised crime syndicate. 

Bradley bit his lip. 
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The cops had experience with this kind of situation. Who were Simon and he 

to  attempt  a  rescue?  The  cops  were  supposed to  know what  they  were 

doing. At that thought, Bradley stopped abruptly. Anger flushed his cheeks. 

Yes, he conceded, the cops were supposed to know what they were doing, 

but  it  was one of them who had almost  killed Lauren. The picture of  the 

young detective untangling his foot flashed in front of eyes. Bradley heard 

Lauren’s  piercing  screams reverberating  in  his  ears  and he clenched his 

hands around the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. 

No, Bradley decided, the police weren’t capable of helping Lauren or him. 

The cops didn’t know what they were doing. They were fools. He could do a 

better job than they could. Resolutely, Bradley pushed his foot down on the 

accelerator, increasing his speed, determined to reach his destination as fast 

as humanly possible.

Leaving the sparkling lights of Rosebank behind, Bradley sped past the dark 

Johannesburg Zoo and raced up the incline. He negotiated a long drawn out 

curve  until  he  reached  the  top  of  a  hill  and only  slowed  down when he 

reached the traffic lights on Empire Road. Tempted to skip the red lights, 

Bradley nevertheless waited until they turned to green. 

Despite offering a shorter  route,  Bradley avoided Hillbrow, an area which 

over the past few years had degenerated into a crowded suburb of poverty 

and violence ruled by mobsters and drug lords. Instead, Bradley turned left 

into Claredon Drive and followed it through until it became Louis Botha Drive. 

He passed the Harrow Road on-ramp and drove until he reached the sign 

post indicating Kenmere Road. 
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Slowing  down considerably,  Bradley  made his  way  through the  old  quiet 

suburb  of  Yeoville.  Battered  Toyotas  and  Mazdas,  relatively  new BMWs, 

Opels and VWs were parked up against and on the street curbs. One-story 

houses were surrounded by low grey pre-cast  concrete  walls,  sometimes 

painted brown or green. Bradley caught a glimpse of small gardens with dry, 

half-dead brush and long wild grass. The suburb of Yeoville was one of the 

oldest and one of poorest areas of Johannesburg. It had lost its appeal years 

ago despite  being  on  the  doorstep of  Johannesburg’s  high-rise buildings. 

And now the little houses lining the roads, with corrugated iron roofs and 

narrow-covered porches,  were homes to multiple families,  dogs,  cats  and 

chickens.

Crossing  Rockey  Street,  Bradley  became briefly  nostalgic.  The  area  had 

been  well  known  for  its  buzz  and  its  nightlife.  Bradley  had  spent  many 

weekends there as a university student where he partied until the early hours 

of the morning. Young people from all walks of life and backgrounds had met 

up to have a good time and the street had been alive and throbbed with 

energy. But now he wondered if this street was still the place to be.

Bradley drove on at a reduced speed, peering at house numbers as he went 

past. As he reached Webb Street, he saw number 43 on his left. He stopped 

the car, and let his engine idle.  Warm light spilled from curtained windows, 

and  the  little  front  postage-size  garden  was  neatly  tended.  Bradley 

speculated  who  lived  there,  but  then  shrugged  his  shoulders.  It  did  not 

matter. Simon had said to meet him at this particular house and here he was. 

Bradley  leaned  forward,  resting  his  forearms  on  his  steering  wheel  and 

stared through the black bars of a metal gate. A car was parked in the yard, a 
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little further to his right. He let his Audi roll forward a couple of metres and to 

his astonishment saw that it was Simon’s red Alpha parked behind a garden 

wall on the side of the house.

The metal gate rattled open, startling Bradley. As the gate slid slowly to one 

side, the front door opened. He glanced at the light spilling onto a veranda 

and saw Simon stepping out onto the porch. His friend waved, indicating he 

should drive in. Bradley hesitated. Although he trusted his friend, Bradley felt 

uneasy parking his car inside the yard. Once the metal gate closed behind 

him he would be trapped. There would be no fast get away if the situation 

required it. 

Bradley looked up at Simon, shook his head and pointed at the road. Letting 

his car roll forward another few meters, past the open gate, he parked his 

Audi beside the curb. Bradley switched off the engine and opened his door.

With a few quick steps, Simon was by his side. “Did you have any trouble 

getting here?” his friend asked concerned.

“Not at all,” Bradley replied.

Simon placed his hand on his shoulder. “Come on in. We don’t have much 

time. We need to get moving fast.”

Bradley was about to open his mouth to ask some burning questions, but 

Simon stopped him. “I’ll explain everything on the way there.”

Silent, they walked side by side across the trimmed green lawn and up the 

steps to the front door of the neat old house. They closed the door behind 

them and stood in a small entrance hall. To Bradley’s right was a large gilded 

mirror reflecting a wooden coat rack on the opposite wall. A spotlight shone 
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on the polished brown parquet  floor,  partly covered with a thick mustard-

coloured wool rug.

Steps approached and a woman came around the corner, a big smile lighting 

up her face. “Hello, Bradley,” she said with her melodious voice.

Bradley’s eyes widened with surprise. “Rebecca? What are you doing here?” 

he stammered.

She tilted her head, her braids sliding over her shoulder. “I live here.”

“Here?”

“Yes,” she nodded, the smile never leaving her face.

Simon  moved  to  her  side,  casually  putting  his  arm  around  Rebecca’s 

shoulders.

Confused, Bradley looked from one to the other and eventually ventured, 

“You two …?”

Simon laughed delightedly. “Yes, Bradley. Don’t be so astonished. Rebecca 

and I know each other very well.”

“And I thought you were a loner!”

“That’s the impression I wanted to give,” Simon explained.

“How long…?”

“Oh, not very long. A few months.” 

An appreciative grin appeared on Bradley’s face. “Ah, well,” he said. “Good 

luck to you two.” 

Simon let go of Rebecca and his expression became serious. He nodded at 

her and she left the entrance hall, disappearing into an adjoining room.

“We have to get moving,” his friend said quietly.
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As Simon unhooked a dark brown leather jacket from the rack against the 

wall, Rebecca appeared again. She handed a packet to Simon, who took it 

from her gently. He unwrapped the dark cloth and Bradley gulped. “What the 

hell…”

Simon lifted his hand. “Don’t ask questions, hear no lies.”

“But …”

His friend glared at him angrily. “Do you think I’m going in there without a 

gun? Remember with who you are dealing here!”

Bradley clamped his mouth shut. Simon was right. The gun runners would 

defend themselves viciously. Violence was what they traded in and Bradley 

had no doubt that they wouldn’t lose any sleep if they killed the two of them. 

Nevertheless, Bradley felt uneasy when Simon handed him the gun.

“Do you still know how to use it?” his friend asked.

“Sure,” Bradley grinned. 

A few years back, both of them had decided that it would do no harm to 

practice how to handle a gun. Neither of them actually wanted to own a gun, 

all they wanted was to gain confidence in using one if the situation called for 

it. So they joined a gun club where they received instruction in how to handle 

a weapon, how to shoot at a stationary or moving target, how to belly crawl 

and cover a target, and how to make a citizen’s arrest if necessary. 

Bradley remembered what he had learnt as he held the .45 semi automatic in 

the palm of his hand. He unclipped the magazine, checked that it was fully 

loaded  and  slid  it  back  into  position.  Satisfied  that  he  had  nine  bullets 

available, eight in the magazine and one round in the chamber, Bradley slid 

the safety catch into position. Pulling his T-shirt out of his jeans, he pushed 
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the semi automatic into the waistband of his jeans at the small of his back. 

Simon handed him a  box of  spare  rounds and Bradley  tucked the  small 

carton in the back pocket of his jeans.

He nodded confidently at Simon. “All set.”

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Rebecca’s face. It was pale and lined 

with worry. “What about Rebecca?” he asked his friend.

Simon glanced at her. “I’ve explained the situation to her. She knows what 

we are going to do.”

Bradley tilted his head to one side and smiled tentatively at her. “Are you 

sure you are okay with this, Rebecca?”

She put her hand on her throat. “Not really,” she replied, “but I do understand 

that it’s necessary.”

Bradley’s face became grim. “You’re right. I have no other choice, especially 

after what happened at my house.”

“What happened?” she asked worriedly.

“The cops screwed up badly,” he explained. 

“Why?”

“I called them to report Lauren’s kidnapping.” Bradley’s voice became tight. 

“When  they  finally  decided  that  it  was  serious enough  to  warrant  their 

attention, they sent a hostage negotiation team. The cops arrived at my place 

and set up their equipment to trace the next ransom call.” Bradley cringed at 

the memory of what had taken place next. “The kidnappers phoned and while 

I was talking to them, one of the  idiot cops stumbled over a cable creating 

static on the line.”

“What?” Rebecca exclaimed.
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“Yes.  You  heard  right,”  Bradley  growled.  “Obviously,  the  kidnapper  knew 

immediately  that  the  call  was being  monitored. I  tried  to  deny it,  but  the 

kidnapper would not hear of it.”

Bradley looked from Rebecca to Simon. “The next thing I know, Lauren is 

screaming. It was the most awful sound you can ever imagine.”

“Ohh, Bradley,” Rebecca mumbled.

Swallowing back his emotions, Bradley cleared his throat.  “The kidnapper 

claimed it was to teach me a lesson.”

Distressed, Rebecca pulled at her braids. “This is terrible.” 

Bradley drew a deep breath.  “That’s  why I  have no choice.  If  I  wait  any 

longer, the kidnappers might decide to kill her – chip or no chip.”

Simon  who  had  listened  attentively,  but  had  not  said  a  word,  patted  his 

shoulder. “We’ll sort this out,” he assured his friend.

“You can bet on it,” Bradley replied coldly.

Simon kissed Rebecca lightly on the lips. “You know where we are going?”

Her face was sombre. “Yes. Be careful.”

“Always.”

Bradley raised his hand and waved a quick good bye. “See you soon.”

Rebecca pulled a corner of her mouth into a half smile, but did not reply.

Simon walked to the front door and stepped out into the warm night. Bradley 

followed close behind, hearing Rebecca close the door with a quiet click.

Bradley walked past the open metal gate towards his Audi. As he pulled the 

keys out of his pocket, he felt Simon’s hand on his arm.

“We are not taking the car,” his friend said.
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“Why?” Bradley asked puzzled.

Simon flicked his head in the direction of the high rise buildings down the 

road. “It’s just around the corner. We can walk.”

“That close?” Bradley asked surprised.

Simon pushed his hands into his pockets. “Yes,” he confirmed. “Come on. 

We have to get moving.”

They walked briskly down the dark street. “Will you explain now what’s going 

on?” Bradley asked.

Simon slowed down. He looked at Bradley searchingly. “This stays between 

us, is that understood?”

Bradley grimaced. “Sure.”

Simon hesitated, then started to explain, “When you left this afternoon, Alex 

and I spent hours pouring over Motsepe’s stuff.  We pulled up article after 

article, tried to hack into his computer, tried to get his address book, as a 

matter of fact, we explored every possible avenue. Unfortunately, there was 

nothing. Absolutely nothing. Eventually I had my doubts and Alex also felt 

that we might have been mistaken.”

Simon paused and they crossed Harrow Road, facing Barnato High School. 

Their footsteps sounded loud in the still dark night. The street was deserted 

and  Bradley  felt  conspicuous  and  an  easy  target.  Suddenly  he  had  the 

distinct feeling that they were being watched. Eyes seemed to bore into his 

back and the hair on his neck stood up. Bradley spun around intending to 

catch  someone off  guard,  but  the  street  was  empty.  Standing  still  and 

breathing slowly in and out, he scanned illuminated windows suspiciously, 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 508

trying to detect prying eyes. But nobody was moving behind lace curtains or 

lurking behind low walls surrounding the houses lining the street.

Simon  took  his  arm  and  pulled  him  along.  “Nevertheless,”  his  friend 

continued.  “After  Alex  and I  postmortemed the  situation,  we came to  the 

conclusion  that  although  we  hadn’t  found anything  incriminating  on  the 

computer, Motsepe must still be involved somehow.” He glanced at Bradley 

out of the corner of his eye. “Then you phoned Alex to tell him that Lauren 

had been kidnapped. To tell you the truth, it drove us mad. There we were 

sitting  in  the  office  trying  to  nail  Motsepe  and  Lauren  was  being  held 

hostage.”

Simon paused. Bradley nudged him encouragingly.

“I left Alex to carry on researching Motsepe, so he has no clue about what I 

am going to tell you.”

“Hmph.”

Simon took a deep breath. “I called a few of my contacts who in turn called 

their people,” he said. “We met up at Motsepe’s house. Luckily he was alone. 

Then we started squeezing him.”

Bradley stopped dead in his tracks and looked at him flabbergasted. “You did 

what?”

“I phoned an ex-bouncer whom I’ve interviewed once or twice and he in turn 

called some of his former colleagues ….”

“I heard what you said the first time,” Bradley hissed.

Simon tilted his head and looked at Bradley cautiously.

“Are you bloody mad?” Bradley growled.
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Standing in front of his friend, Simon pushed his hands into his pockets and 

nodded shamefaced. “Yes, I know. It’s against everything we believe in,” he 

said quietly. “But I didn’t know what else to do. I was desperate.”

Bradley closed his eyes. He appreciated what his friend had done, but it was 

totally unethical and could get him into an enormous amount of trouble. Apart 

from losing his job, Simon could get arrested for assault. Motsepe only had to 

open his thick lips. Bradley didn’t want to think about the consequences. He 

hoped to God that Simon’s contacts would keep quiet. Imaging his friend in 

jail was a thought Bradley didn’t want to entertain. South African prisons were 

notorious for their brutality. Gangs ruled the jails and if an inmate did not join 

a gang voluntarily, then he was forced to do so in ways an ordinary man had 

nightmares about.

“Shit,” Bradley muttered under his breath. 

Simon did not reply. There was nothing to say.

They continued  their  journey through the dark night in silence. The street 

became busier. Fancy silver BMWs  and smart black Mercedes’ raced past 

them. Once a yellow Ferrari shot down the road. Young people, from their 

mid  teens to  late  twenties,  black  and white,  walked down the pavement. 

Simon and Bradley approached the corner of Catherine Street. 

All of a sudden, the street was brightly lit. Cars were double parked on the 

curbs, their engines idling. Blue exhaust fumes mushroomed in the air. Loud 

music boomed from car windows. Young girls, some not even fourteen years 

of age, were dressed in short mini skirts, leaving not much to the imagination. 

Their  faces  were  covered  with  heavy  make-up,  and  they  stood  on  the 
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pavement offering their  skinny,  malnourished bodies to  the next  available 

punter. 

Huge black men, their shaved heads gleaming in the bright neon lights, wore 

dark leather jackets and expensive boots.  Thick gold chains hung around 

their necks and bulky watches glittered on their wrists. Scanning the crowd 

continually  for  potential  customers  and corrupt  cops,  they  lounged in  the 

entrances of high rise buildings and hotels.

Simon and Bradley’s nerves were taught. The area was dangerous. They 

kept their eyes on the people in the street, drawing curious looks, their clean, 

conservative appearance not quite fitting in with the crowd.

They walked past a huddle of prostitutes under a streetlight. “What did you 

do to him?” Bradley asked.

Simon did not slow his pace. “You don’t want to know,” he replied.

Bradley did not argue, but pondered for a while how far Simon and his ex-

bouncers had gone to extract information from Motsepe. Had they beaten 

him?  Had  they  tied  him  up  and  burnt  him  with  cigarettes?  Had  they 

threatened his  family? Had they held a gun against his head and played 

Russian roulette?

Bradley pressed his lips together. When Simon said it was better for him not 

to know, then it would be wise not to ask too many questions. Nevertheless, 

he needed to know what they had learned while questioning Motsepe.

Bradley stepped in front of  Simon facing him. “What did he tell  you?” he 

asked.
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His friend smiled crookedly. “We didn’t have to squeeze too hard. Motsepe 

spilled the beans as soon as we put the screws on.”

Bradley shot him a worried glance.

Simon grinned at his friend. “The screws weren’t meant literally.”

“Hmph.”

Simon became serious again. “He told us everything,” he stated. “Who is 

who, what his role is and how they organise everything. You’ll be surprised 

when you hear some of the names.”

“Tell me,” Bradley urged.

Simon held up his hand. “Not now,” he said. “There isn’t enough time.”

Bradley frowned anxiously.

Seeing his  friend’s  expression,  Simon  reassured  him,  “Don’t  worry.  The 

bastards won’t get away. I’ve got it all written down. Motsepe is going down, 

together with the rest of them. Unfortunately Motsepe is only small fry, but he 

knew more than his bosses probably realised. The one important thing is that 

he knew where Lauren is being held.”

Stopping in his tracks, Bradley grabbed his arm excitedly. “Where,” he asked.

Simon shot him a sideways glance. “The Ridge Hotel in Banket Street,” he 

replied.

Bradley nodded slowly. He knew the Ridge Hotel. Once upon a time it had 

been a reputable establishment.  Nowadays it  was a run-down dilapidated 

ten-story  building,  housing  Nigerian  drug  dealers  and  renting  rooms  to 

prostitutes by the hour to ply their trade.
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A midnight blue BMW screeched to a halt beside them. Simon and Bradley 

took one quick look at the car and cautiously withdrew from the curb. Two 

young black men, wearing dark baseball caps and sunglasses to hide their 

eyes, hung out of the windows. 

They shouted at Simon and Bradley, showed them the zap sign and slapped 

the side of the car. The occasional “Fuck you” and “Voetsek” drifted in the air. 

It was as if the men in the BMW were using a foreign language, which neither 

Simon nor Bradley understood. They had no idea what the thugs wanted 

from them, but thought it wise not to react to their taunting and carried on 

walking. Eventually, the BMW sped off.

Passing  entrances  of  hotels  and  nightclubs  clogged  with  human  bodies, 

Simon and Bradley continually scanned people’s faces trying to anticipate 

danger. From past assignments, they were familiar with Hillbrow and knew 

they had to keep their eyes wide open. An attack out of the blue was well 

possible, and they had other plans for the evening.

The two friends crossed Pretoria and Kotze Streets avoiding the worst of the 

area and approached Banket Street from the bottom.

“Did he say on which floor they are holding Lauren?” Bradley asked.

“He thinks on the fourth or fifth.”

“That’s not very helpful,” Bradley replied sarcastically.

“Hey,” Simon protested. “At least we know she is in the Ridge Hotel.”

The street became noisier. Loud rap and pop music spilled onto the cracked 

and littered pavement. 
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A white emaciated youth dressed in dirty jeans and a torn T-shirt stepped into 

their path. His brown hair was unkempt and greasy. He had not shaved in 

days. His skin was pallid, his cheeks hollow, and the dark smudges under his 

eyes clearly suggested a drug addict.  Keeping his head down, the addict 

squinted up at them from under his long fringe. His hand shot out, his fingers 

curled into a beggar’s cup, his nails dirty and broken. 

“Some money for some food,” he croaked.

Simon pulled a disgusted grimace and tried to push past him, but the guy 

blocked him. “Please,” he begged.

The youth’s hands were grimy and his breath stank. The crook of his arm 

was covered with festering needle marks.

Simon shook his head firmly and tried again to walk around him, but the 

addict was persistent. “Come on man,” he pleaded. “Just a couple of bucks.”

Simon stood still and his brows narrowed dangerously. 

Suddenly,  he  grabbed  the  guy  by  his  shoulders.  The  young  man’s  eyes 

became wide with fear and he raised his hands defensively.  With a hard 

shove, Simon pushed the youth against the wall.  The guy’s head banged 

against the bricks with a dull thud. 

“Hey man,” the addict protested feebly.

“Piss off,” Simon hissed angrily.

After pushing  him once more against the wall, Simon let go of the addict’s 

shoulders  and  returned  to  where  Bradley  was standing,  straightening  his 

jacket and wiping his hands on his jeans.

Bradley had never seen his friend so angry and he was surprised. Usually, 

Simon was serenity himself, never losing his temper, never out of control. 
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“What was that about?” Bradley asked casually.

“I’m sick and tired of these guys,” Simon snarled. “They are a nuisance to 

society.”

Taken  aback  at  his  friend’s  outburst,  Bradley  arched  an  eyebrow 

questioningly.  Simon  opened  his  mouth  to  say  something,  then  thought 

better of it. Instead, he shrugged his shoulders in a half hearted attempt to 

make light of the situation. 

“Don’t worry,” Simon said. “I won’t cause any trouble.”

Bradley feigned understanding, but wondered if his friend was maybe more 

concerned about Lauren’s kidnapping and what they were about to do, than 

he wanted to admit. 

They  continued  along  the  filthy  pavement,  stepping  around  discarded 

newspapers, empty food wrappers and overflowing concrete dustbins. Fancy 

cars  screeched  up  and  down  the  road.  More  often  than  not,  occupants 

shouted  obscenities  from  their  vehicles  at  the  crowd  on  the  pavement. 

Bradley  watched  how  a  souped-up red  Mercedes  slowed  down  on  the 

opposite side of the road. A black youth leaned out of the car window. His 

arm made a wide arc as he threw an object at a group of people standing 

near the curb.  Seconds  later, an empty bottle exploded on the pavement, 

showering prostitutes and pimps with  broken glass.  The black guy’s  mad 

laugh faded as the Mercedes raced away, narrowly avoiding an oncoming 

car. 

Finally the Ridge Hotel came into view and Bradley slowed down. He stared 

at the shabby front of  the building and anger welled up in him. This was 
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where those bastards had taken Lauren. This was the place where they had 

hurt her. This was where they were hiding her. Clenching his fists, Bradley 

took a step forward, ready to march up the steps to rescue Lauren. Simon’s 

hand on his arm held him back.

Bradley spun around sharply and snapped, “What?”

Simon tilted his head to one side, but did not let go of Bradley’s arm. Bradley 

tried to shake the hand off, but Simon’s grip was like steel.

“What’s the matter, man?” Bradley asked annoyed.

Simon’s voice was calm. “What’s your plan?”

“What do you think?” Bradley growled. “I’m going in there to find Lauren and 

take her home.”

Simon’s eyebrows rose mockingly. “You’re just going in there, are you?”

“Why else have you brought me here?” Bradley asked irritably.

“Sure,” Simon replied tentatively, “but on second thoughts, it doesn’t seem to 

be such a good idea to just go marching in there.”

“Are you backing off?” Bradley snapped.

Simon shook his head slowly. “No, not really.”

“So, now what?”

Simon  gnawed  on  his  lower  lip.  “Maybe  we  should  call  the  cops,”  he 

suggested.

Bradley stared hard at him. “For what? So that they can screw up?”

Simon sighed heavily. “Think a moment, Bradley. Those men are dangerous. 

They are gun runners. They have arms and they will definitely shoot …”

“I know that,” Bradley barked, “but they have Lauren and they are going to kill 

her if I don’t do something fast.”
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“But it’s dangerous and you could also get killed.” Simon tried to reason with 

his friend. 

Bradley waved his hand in the air contemptuously. “I don’t think so.”

Simon let go of his friend’s arm. “You’re adamant? You are definitely going in 

there?”

Bradley nodded fiercely.

“And nothing can change your mind?”

Bradley shook his head, his lips pressed together.

“You don’t want to call the police?” Simon asked.

His friend only glared at him.

Simon returned Bradley’s  hard  stare,  giving  him a  chance to  change his 

mind.

Finally Bradley said icily, “I’m going in there. You can come with me or you 

can stay here, but I’m going in.”

Without  waiting for a reply, Bradley turned around and walked towards the 

hotel entrance.

Middle-aged  men,  their  paunches  hanging  over  the  waistbands  of  their 

trousers, had their arms around the shoulders of skimpily dressed prostitutes, 

too young to even wear make-up.  Black dealers were openly exchanging 

drugs for money. Teenagers, their eyes darting shiftily between arriving and 

departing customers, milled around on the hotel steps. A boom box blared 

unidentifiable rap music.

Simon joined Bradley on the steps and together they made their way around 

a sleeping drunk, an empty bottle cradled in his arm. They pushed through 
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cracked  glass  doors  and  entered  a  hallway,  its  floor  covered  with  fake 

marble.  The strong stench of  urine  and vomit  greeted  them and Bradley 

gagged.

The lobby was illuminated by several flickering neon lights. The walls, once 

painted white, were now a sickly yellow. On his left was a large reception 

counter with a dark scratched wooden top running the length of the lobby. At 

the far end was a waist-high door secured by a metal gate, denying access 

to the area behind the counter. Bradley spotted several telephones and an 

ancient  computer.  On his  right  were two lifts,  spitting out  and swallowing 

visitors in regular intervals. Further down the hall was a grey, rusted metal 

door closing off a staircase leading to the floors above. 

A big flabby white man  in an open-necked pink shirt,  brown trousers and 

suspenders, sweated behind the reception desk. A plywood board mounted 

crudely on the wall behind him held keys for rooms. Each one had a plastic 

tag in a different colour attached to it. Bradley stared longingly at the keys, 

wishing he knew which one would unlock the door to Lauren’s prison. The 

sweaty man watched Simon and Bradley suspiciously, his eyes cushioned by 

fat cheeks. But he did not call out to them.

Simon asked quietly, “What now?”

“I don’t think he’ll tell us where Lauren is,” Bradley whispered back.

Simon snorted derisively. 

They  moved  back  a  few  steps  towards  the  entrance.  Trying  to  make 

themselves inconspicuous,  they  approached four  black prostitutes,  all  the 

while intently watching the man behind the counter. After a few minutes, the 

fat man became occupied with new rowdy arrivals. 
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Bradley nudged Simon in the ribs and whispered, “Let’s take the stairs.”

Quietly and quickly, they slipped past a group of customers gathered in front 

of the counter. They made it undetected to the grey metal door securing the 

staircase to the floors above. Bradley pressed down the handle. To his relief 

the door was not locked. They squeezed through a small gap and let the 

door close behind them. Once in the stairwell they raced up the first flight of 

stairs.  As  they  stood in  front  of  the  next  metal  door,  Simon and Bradley 

paused to catch their breath. 

The  stench  was  even  worse  than  in  the  lobby.  Bradley  shuddered 

involuntarily and held his breath, but it was of no use. Avoiding empty bottles 

and old newspapers, expecting to be stopped at any moment, Simon and 

Bradley made their way slowly up the stairwell. Their footsteps echoed loudly 

and once or twice Bradley stepped into something soft and mushy.

After some long minutes, the two friends finally reached another grey metal 

door on the fourth floor. Bradley pressed down on the handle and the door 

opened  with  a  soft  click.  He  pulled  it  carefully  towards  him  and  peered 

through the gap. A long narrow passage extended from the emergency exit 

door  to  the  other  side  of  the  building.  The  floor  was  covered  with  a 

threadbare carpet of an unidentifiable colour. Several light bulbs were either 

switched off or broken. All doors leading off the passage were closed. 

“Where do you think she is?” Bradley whispered.

There was a moment of silence, then Simon whispered back, “I don’t know.”

“How are we going to find her?” Bradley asked worriedly. “We can hardly 

knock on every door.”
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Suddenly, a bell chimed. Bradley watched the doors of a lift, open. Caution 

dictated that he close the emergency exit door a little. 

An elderly white man, dressed in a dark blue  pin-striped suit and wearing 

black loafers, his arm around the waist of a young black girl with short curly 

hair, stepped into the passage. A white top left the girl’s belly exposed. Red 

high-heeled boots reached above her knees, but did not touch her leather 

mini skirt. The man whispered something into the girl’s ear and she lifted her 

hand to cover her pink painted mouth as she giggled. Casually they strolled 

away from the lift and stopped in front of a door further down the passage. 

The man pushed a key into the lock and opened the door. Arm in arm, they 

walked into the room and the door closed behind them. The corridor was 

quiet again.

Simon and Bradley were about  to  enter  the passage when another  door 

popped open. A skinny youngster appeared holding a wad of money in his 

left  hand. His blond hair  was slicked back and he wore a brown bomber 

leather jacket, neat Levi’s and army boots. 

Simon and Bradley watched Skinny count his money. Bradley’s eyes roamed 

over the guy’s outfit  once more.  He did not  look like a regular customer. 

Nobody in his right mind would stand in the corridor of a seedy hotel and 

count a stack of bills. 

Bradley came to a decision.

Abruptly,  he  pulled  the  emergency  exit  door  open  and  rushed  down the 

passage. He grabbed the wad of money out of Skinny’s hand and slammed 

his left  forearm across his throat, pinning him against the wall.  The guy’s 
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pupils  dilated  with  surprise  and shock. Soon he  was  gasping  for  breath. 

Skinny held on to Bradley’s forearm, trying to pry it away from his throat, but 

Bradley held tight.

“Who are you? What do you want?” Skinny managed to croak.

Out of the corner of his eye, Bradley saw Simon approach. Skinny looked 

pleadingly at Simon.

“What do you want?” he whispered.

“We  are  looking  for  someone,”  Simon  said,  having  guessed  Bradley’s 

intentions. Nonchalantly, Simon leaned against the wall.

“Don’t know anybody,” Skinny gasped.

Bradley increased the pressure on Skinny’s larynx. He struggled to breathe 

and pulled frantically on Bradley’s arm.

“Let’s try again,” Simon said smoothly. “We are looking for a woman with long 

blonde hair. She arrived this afternoon.”

“Oh, man,” Skinny croaked.

“Which room is she in?”

Skinny squeezed his eyes shut and attempted to shake his head. Bradley 

pushed hard against his throat and a low moan escaped Skinny’s mouth.

“Which room?”

“You don’t know who you are messing with,” Skinny gasped.

“That’s none of your concern.”

“They are going to kill me,” Skinny complained feebly.

A sardonic smile appeared on Simon’s face. “If we don’t kill you first.”

Skinny tried to shake his head again.

“Which room?” Simon hissed.
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“You won’t tell them it was me?” Skinny pleaded.

“Why should we?” Simon replied, sounding bored.

“506,” he whispered. 

Bradley took his arm away and Skinny bent forward gasping for breath. He 

rubbed his throat and coughed a couple of times. Recovering quickly, Skinny 

stood up and held out his hand. “Can I have my money back?”

Bradley looked at the wad in his hand and realised he was holding several 

hundred Rand. “I better hold on to it,” he said. “Just in case you haven’t told 

us the truth.”

“Oh man,” Skinny moaned. “You can’t do that to me.”

Bradley pushed the money into the back pocket of his jeans. 

“You can’t do that,” Skinny complained.

There was a low thud as the butt of Simon’s gun connected with Skinny’s 

head.  His  eyes  rolled  back  and  his  knees  buckled.  He  fell  forward  and 

Bradley  caught  him  under  his  arms.  Swiftly,  he  dragged  him  to  the 

emergency  exit.  Simon  opened  the  door  and  they  pushed  him  into  the 

stairwell. 

“How did you know that he wasn’t a customer?” Simon asked, assessing the 

unconscious figure on the dirty floor.

“He looked too neat and had too much money in his hand,” Bradley replied.

“Right,” Simon agreed.

Bradley nudged the guy lightly with his foot. “Let’s hope he’ll  be out for a 

while.”
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They climbed up the next flight of stairs, holding their breaths against the 

stench. 

Bradley  stopped  in  front  of  a  metal  door  on  the  fifth  floor  and  turned  to 

Simon. “You don’t have to do this,” he said.

Simon raised his eyebrows questioningly.

“I mean, this isn’t your business….”

Simon smiled sourly. “It’s a little bit late for that, don’t you think?”

“No. You can still leave,” Bradley said.

“I’m with you.”

“But it could be dangerous,” Bradley cautioned. 

“I tried to tell you that before we walked into the hotel,” Simon replied with a 

faint trace of sarcasm in his voice.

Bradley put his hand on Simon’s arm. “I don’t want anything to happen to 

you.”

Simon frowned irritated. “Don’t worry about me. Let’s get Lauren out of here.”

Bradley turned away and pushed down the handle of  the emergency exit 

door. With a quiet click it opened and they scanned the passage in front of 

them. The floor had the same lay-out as the floor below. A lift was on their 

right and most of the light bulbs were out. They stepped into the corridor and 

walked cautiously across the threadbare carpet.

Suddenly a door opened. The emergency exit door was too far behind them 

and all other hotel room doors were closed. Simon and Bradley realised both 

at the same time that they had nowhere to hide. 
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CHAPTER 22

A stocky white  man,  his  plump cheeks rosy and his  hair  still  wet  from a 

shower,  walked  into  the  corridor.  He  was  wearing  an  expensive  yellow 

sweater  and  dark  pleated  trousers  and  was  followed  closely  by  a  short 

chubby coloured man in a red windbreaker. 

Bradley  swallowed  hard.  His  heart  pounded  loudly  in  his  chest.  Simon’s 

breath  came in  short  bursts.  Chancing a quick  glance over  his  shoulder, 

Bradley noticed how Simon had become pale under his dark skin.

The  door  slammed  shut  behind  the  two  men.  Turning  into  the  passage, 

yellow  sweater  put  an  arm  around  his  companion,  smiling  down  at  him 

benignly.  The chubby man straightened his windbreaker.  He grinned slyly 

and his buck teeth protruded past his thick lips. Looking up at yellow sweater, 

he put an arm around his partner’s waist. 

Bradley sighed audibly, realising that it was only a gay couple who had had a 

good time in a seedy hotel room. He almost smiled. Those two did not pose 

any danger to their mission. Nevertheless, it was important that they avoided 

being remembered. It was possible that someone in the lobby had seen them 

sneaking up the stairwell and could answer uncomfortable questions later.

Thinking of no better disguise in this precarious situation, Bradley threw his 

arm around Simon’s shoulder. His friend’s body stiffened under his embrace 

and  Simon’s  face  became  a  blank  mask.  Bradley  grinned  at  him 

encouragingly  and  slowly  pulled  him  forward.  Simon  walked  rigidly  by 

Bradley’s side. The gay couple approached them, smiling broadly. Bradley 
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took his time, waiting anxiously for the lift bell to ring. To his relief, a second 

later, he heard the lift doors open. Peering over his shoulder, Bradley saw 

the gay couple disappear into the lift and the doors close slowly behind them.

Immediately, Simon threw Bradley’s arm off his shoulder. “What the hell were 

you thinking?” he growled, his face red with barely suppressed anger.

Bradley grinned at him. “Did you have a better idea?”

Simon relaxed a bit. “Don’t ever do that again,” he warned through clenched 

teeth.

Still smirking, Bradley assured his friend, “I don’t intend to.”

A tentative smile appeared on Simon’s face. “We must’ve been believable. 

They didn’t look twice at us.”

Bradley chuckled, but a moment later his expression became sombre again. 

“Let’s find room 506.”

Cautiously  they made their  way further  down the shabby corridor,  all  the 

while checking numbers on grubby, paint-peeling hotel doors. 

Simon pulled his friend back. 

Bewildered, Bradley faced Simon. “What’s up?” he asked.

A deep frown furrowed Simon’s forehead. “What’s your plan?” he whispered.

Bradley shrugged his shoulders.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t got a plan,” his friend hissed.

Bradley pursed his lips. “I’m going to knock on the door …”

“… and then?”

Bradley waved his hand in the air.

Simon crossed his arms in front of him. “What if there is more than one?”
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“Then we’ll deal with them,” Bradley replied quickly.

Simon shook his head with disbelief. “You’re mad. There are only two of us. 

We aren’t a SWAT team.”

“Have you got a better idea?” Bradley asked irritably.

“Yeah,” Simon snarled. “We can walk away and let the cops handle it.”

Bradley’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“We are two journalists who are about to get our butts whipped.”

Bradley pushed his shoulders forward aggressively. “But it was you who told 

me where Lauren was,” he reminded him. “Why did you bring me here if you 

didn’t intend to help?”

“Yes, I told you about their hideout, but on second thoughts, I don’t think it’s a 

good idea to handle this by ourselves,” Simon argued.

“You want to chicken out,” Bradley snapped.

“Be reasonable,” his friend implored.

“They’ve got Lauren in there,” Bradley hissed through clenched teeth. “Who 

knows what they’ve done to her. I can’t wait for the cops!”

Simon shot him a furtive glance. “Maybe you should.”

“And watch  them mess everything  up.”  Bradley’s  voice  was icy.  “No,  my 

friend.  They  are  so  dumb,  they’ll  mess  it  up  and  Lauren  will  be  killed. 

Remember, I wouldn’t be here if they had done their job right the first time. 

You should have seen them at my place. They’re too stupid to even listen in 

on a telephone call.” Bradley shook his head determinedly. “The cops stuffed 

up once. They won’t get a second chance.”

Simon did not reply and Bradley could see that his friend was not convinced. 

He decided to push him. “So what is it? Are you with me or not?”
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Simon still did not say anything, and avoiding Bradley’s intense scrutiny, he 

looked along the passage towards the emergency exit door at the other end. 

Bradley waited for his friend to make up his mind. 

Impatiently, Bradley clenched and unclenched his hands. Lauren’s life was at 

stake for crying out loud. She needed them. They had to rescue her. Bradley 

was afraid that if they waited too long, the kidnappers would hurt her again, 

or even kill her. He watched the expression on his friend’s face carefully.

Bradley prayed and hoped that Simon would stick with him. He needed his 

friend’s backup. Bradley knew that he wasn’t capable of managing this alone, 

but he was determined to get Lauren out of the hotel room even if Simon 

decided it was not worth the risk. He would not be able to live with himself if 

he walked away from that door now. They had come so far. They knew that 

Lauren was behind 506. All they had to do was knock on the door, overpower 

whoever answered and get Lauren out. What was so difficult about that? He 

and Simon were two able bodied men in their prime. If they did it right then 

nobody would get hurt; well maybe only a few bruises. Rescuing Lauren was 

all that counted. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Simon glanced at him. Bradley wondered what 

was going on in his friend’s mind.

“Hey,” Bradley said trying to sound reassuring. “It will be okay. We’ll walk in 

there, get Lauren and leave in no time at all.”

“What if they shoot at us?” Simon mumbled.

Bradley smiled crookedly. “They won’t have time. They’ll be too surprised to 

act, because they aren’t expecting us.”

Simon stared hard at Bradley. “You know what you are asking me to do?”
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“Yes,” Bradley replied firmly.

His friend took one last  deep breath and pressed his lips together.  All  at 

once,  the  skin  across  Simon’s  cheekbones  became  taut.  Bradley  was 

reminded of a dangerous predator about to strike. 

“Alright, buddy. Let’s do it,” he said coldly.

Bradley let out a penned up breath. “Thanks man,” he whispered. “I owe you 

one.”

Simon curled his upper lip into a snarl. “You bet you do.”

They reached room 506 at the end of the hallway. Bradley positioned himself 

on the right hand side of the wooden door and Simon stood on the left. The 

tension in the air was tangible. For a few moments they listened for voices on 

the other side of the closed door, but everything was quiet.

“Show time,” Bradley whispered.

With his right hand he reached behind him and pulled out his semi-automatic. 

Simon slid out his gun and cocked it. Holding their weapons with one hand, 

the safety off, they aimed the barrels at the ceiling.

Bradley knocked on the door. “Maintenance,” he called out loudly.

They heard shuffling on the other side and then a squeaky male voice called, 

“What do you want?”

“We got a complaint about the heater,” Bradley replied.

“We did not complain,” the man shouted through the closed door.

“Please let us in, sir,” Bradley said with pretended politeness. “It will only take 

a few minutes.”

“We don’t need maintenance,” the squeaky voice insisted.
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Baffled,  Bradley took a step back,  not  having expected this  complication. 

Furtively, he glanced down the corridor. What if someone had heard their 

voices and nosily opened their door to check on the disturbance? They were 

standing in front of 506 with their weapons drawn!

Bradley looked worriedly at Simon, who stared back at him with cold hard 

eyes. Bradley sucked on his lower lip. What was he supposed to do now? 

Was he supposed to break down the door or should he call out again?

Simon  made  a  knocking  motion  with  his  hand.  Bradley  nodded  an 

agreement.

Faking a whiney voice, Bradley said, “Sir, please let us check your heater. 

We’ll be in major shit if we go back and the boss finds out that we haven’t 

fixed it.”

There was a moment of silence then squeaky voice asked, “Will it take only a 

few minutes?”

“Yes, I promise,” Bradley confirmed eagerly.

They heard a shuffle on the other side and a key turned in the lock. The door 

opened a few centimetres and a fleshy pink face appeared in the gap.

“We did not call …..”

Before the man could finish his sentence, Bradley pushed against the door 

with  full  force.  It  banged  with  a  loud  crash  against  the  wall.  The  man 

stumbled backwards, loosing his footing and landing with a thud on the floor.

“Hey,” he protested.

Bradley stepped over pink face into the room, scanning it quickly from one 

corner to the other. The bottle green chintz curtains were drawn and only a 
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small lamp with a cracked shade was shining its light from a far corner. A 

shabby chocolate-brown dresser stood against the wall on his right. A queen-

size  bed  was  unmade and  its  olive-  and  orange  striped  duvet  cover  lay 

crumpled on the floor. No one else was in the room.

Bradley turned to pink face on the floor. “Where is she?”

The short,  overweight  man looked up at  Bradley,  sweat  gathering on his 

temples. He tried to keep his expression blank. 

“Where  is  she?”  Bradley  hissed  again,  pointing  his  gun  at  the  man’s 

forehead.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” the man stammered, raising his 

hands defensively.

Bradley lifted his foot and pushed it down onto pink face’s chest. “Where is 

she?” he growled menacingly.

Pink face waggled his head from side to side.

Bradley increased the pressure and the man’s plump face went from pink to 

an unhealthy red. His eyes started to bulge and his breath came in short 

gasps. His fingers dug painfully into Bradley’s ankle.

Suddenly, he heard Simon’s voice. “She’s in here.”

Bradley removed his foot and swivelled around. The open door of a floor-to-

ceiling cupboard was concealing the entrance to a small bathroom. Bradley 

rounded the corner and saw Simon bent over a grimy bathtub, mumbling 

soothingly. “It’s alright, it’s okay.”

Something ripped softly. Bradley pushed Simon aside and looked into the 

bathtub. Lauren’s huge green eyes stared back at him. She was lying on her 



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 530

side and her right cheek pushed against the side of the pea-green bathtub. 

Thin rope bound her arms behind her back and her legs were tied together 

with chicken wire. Her T-shirt had ridden up her belly revealing red and blue 

marks on her skin.  Having lost  its lustre, her hair hung tangled down her 

back. A long angry scratch ran from below her left eye down to her chin. Her 

skin  was  red  where  Simon  had  removed  the  insulation  tape  around  her 

mouth.

A big lump formed in Bradley’s throat. “Damn it,” he swore loudly, hiding his 

emotions.

He  fell  to  his  knees,  dropped his  gun  on  the  floor  and reached into  the 

bathtub. Pushing his hands under Lauren’s arms, Bradley lifted her into a 

sitting position. A moan escaped from her mouth. 

Bradley looked at her searchingly.

“My foot,” Lauren whispered, her voice hoarse.

Bradley fished a pocket knife out of his jeans, flicked it open and cut her 

restraints. She placed her hands in front of her face and moaned again. A 

dirty rag was bound around her left foot. Gently, Bradley stretched her leg out 

and unravelled the bandage, tossing it on the floor. Instantly, blood seeped 

from an injury.

Uncomprehendingly, Bradley stared at the wound. Slowly it sank in: they had 

cut off her little toe! White bone shone through pink bloody flesh. Drops of 

fresh blood dribbled down on the inside of her foot. Bradley’s face became 

grim and deep lines edged his mouth. Lauren’s moan drew him back from 

the verge of his impending rage.

“I need to clean it,” Lauren mumbled. 
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Bradley jumped up to his feet. Angrily, he kicked the blood stained rag into a 

corner, praying that the wound was not infected. How could they do that to 

her, he ranted silently? How dare they hurt her? Did they want her to die? 

They had cut off her toe! Clenching his fists, Bradley tried to control his fury. 

But what did he expect? She was just a pawn in their game, expendable at 

any time.

His face set like stone, Bradley looked around the tiny bathroom. A toilet with 

a cracked lid and a small grimy hand basin took up the rest of the space. He 

turned on his heel looking for a towel, but the bathroom was bare. Bradley 

stormed into the bedroom. The cupboard was empty and there was nothing 

in the dresser. Furious, he grabbed a pillow from the bed, ripped off its case 

and walked back into the bathroom. 

With Simon’s help, Lauren climbed out of the tub and sat on its rim. 

Hot rage cursed through Bradley’s body. He stared at the space where her 

little toe was supposed to be. Blood trickled down her sole and he ground his 

teeth. Deliberately breathing in and out deeply, Bradley opened the tap and 

held a corner of the pillow case under the cold water. Kneeling on the floor in 

front of Lauren he began wiping blood from her foot. 

“Damn it,” she complained feebly. “Be careful. It hurts like hell.”

With trembling hands, Lauren took the pillowcase from him and ripped it into 

long strips. Shakily, she wrapped the cloth around her left foot and tightened 

it. “It hurts, but it’s fine,” she said croakily.

“It’s not fine,” Bradley growled.

Although her face was pale, Lauren smiled at him. Touching his arm, she 

said quietly,” You’ve found me and I’m alive. That’s all that counts.”
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Taking her hand, Bradley pressed her palm against his lips. 

Simon had been watching from the doorway behind them. Now he urged, 

“Hurry up! We need to get out of here.”

Bradley picked up his gun and pushed it into his waistband. Lauren heaved 

herself  into a standing position. She held herself  upright for  exactly three 

seconds before her knees buckled under her. Bradley caught her before she 

crumbled to the floor. He draped Lauren’s right arm around his neck and half 

dragged, half carried her out of the bathroom.

“Shit,” Simon exclaimed.

“What?” Bradley asked mystified.

“Damn it!” Simon swore. “The guy who was guarding her has gone!”

Bradley froze. “What?”

Simon banged his fist against the wall. “He’s gone! Disappeared!”

“Oh great,” Bradley groaned, instantly realising his mistake.

He remembered Simon calling him from the bathroom. He had left pink face 

alone in his haste to get to Lauren. Instead of taking basic precautions like 

tying the man down, or at least knocking him unconscious, he had just left 

him lying on the floor.

“Oh, no,” Bradley groaned again. “It’s all my fault. I should have made sure 

that he stayed on the floor.”

Simon shook his head. “It’s not your fault. I also didn’t think of securing him. I 

was too busy watching you two.”

Bradley rubbed his face thoughtfully. “What now? Do you think he alerted the 

others?”
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“Could be,” Simon replied through clenched teeth.

Bradley began moving forward again. “Let’s hurry. Maybe we can make it out 

of here before they get here.”

Simon held up his hand. “Wait! Let me check the passage first. I’ll tell you 

when it’s clear.”

Simon disappeared behind the open cupboard doors.  Cautiously,  Bradley 

dragged  Lauren  forward  until  he  could  see  the  front  door.  Simon  was 

crouched low behind the doorframe. His gun was raised as he peered around 

the frame. Simon rose from his crouch and waited for Bradley and Lauren to 

approach.

Bradley focussed on Lauren’s feet, making sure he did not trip her as she 

hobbled along. Suddenly, Lauren gasped.

“What is it?” Bradley asked worriedly.

Following her terrified gaze, he looked up at Simon. His friend had his gun 

trained on them!

“What’s going on?” Bradley asked bewildered.

Simon held out his hand. “Give me the chip,” he said.

Bradley’s eyes grew wide. “What?”

His friend arched an eyebrow.

Bradley’s brain went into overdrive. What was going on here? Why was his 

friend pointing a gun at them? Why was he asking for the chip? Bradley’s 

brain slowed down and a thought formed in his head. Was Simon involved 

with the gun runners? He frowned at the idea. It couldn’t be. Simon was a 

respectable journalist … but what other explanation was there?
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Glancing sideways at his friend, Bradley asked tentatively, “Are you involved 

with the gun runners?”

Simon’s lip curled into a snarl. “What do you think?”

Bradley jerked as if hit by a baseball bat. He shook his head with disbelief. 

“I’ve known you for years! You are my friend!” Bradley exclaimed. “You are a 

journalist. You can’t be a gun runner for crying out loud.”

Simon’s ugly laugh sounded like a gunshot. “That’s where you are wrong.”

Bradley’s stomach wanted to turn over and bile rose in his throat. Carefully, 

he let go of Lauren and helped her sit on the floor, all the time focussing on 

Simon and his  gun.  Bradley’s  mind spun in all  directions,  trying to  make 

sense of the situation. Simon was a gun runner! Why hadn’t he suspected 

anything?  Why had  he  never  questioned  Simon’s  secretive  comings  and 

goings when they’d been working together? Had he been naïve or was he 

living in denial? 

Watching Simon carefully, Bradley speculated loudly. “If you are one of them, 

then you knew all along where Lauren was.”

“Yes,” Simon said simply, looking bored.

“You lured me here,” Bradley said angrily. “You knew I would trust you with 

my life! You had no doubt that I would come running when you called me.”

Simon inclined his head.

Outraged, Bradley did not know what to say. Simon had used their friendship 

to deceive and betray him. He and his cronies had intentionally endangered 

Lauren’s life and all the while, Simon had pretended to help Bradley rescue 

her. Bringing his fury under control, he was quiet for a short spell.
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Simon watched him vigilantly, as Bradley thought about the events of the 

past few days: the vicious break-in,  the shadow who tried to kill  him, the 

threatening phone calls, the missing document file, and Lauren’s kidnapping. 

“They didn’t have to hack into Alex’s computer,” Bradley said eventually. “It 

was you who deleted the file on his hard drive.”

Simon smirked. “The fool had written his password on a piece of paper and 

kept it pasted under his keyboard.”

Simon’s easy admission startled Bradley. Did they all mean nothing to him? 

Were they just expandable subjects, unknown persons, to be discarded if no 

longer of use to him? 

Bradley  swallowed hard.  His  former  friend  had deleted  the  file  on  Alex’s 

computer. What else was Simon capable of?

Bradley breathed in deeply and took a shot in the dark. “It was you who gave 

the  gun  runners  my  home  address.  They  did  not  have  to  go  into  the 

personnel files at work. It wasn’t necessary. They had their source close to 

me.”

Simon tilted his head to the side and waited for Bradley to continue.

“You also gave them my home telephone number. It’s not listed and you are 

one of the few people who know it.”

“Your brain is still  performing like clock work,”  Simon sneered. “After  you 

came back from Angola  and  Motsepe  saw the  pictures  attached to  your 

article, we decided to take action. You are absolutely correct. We had your 

townhouse broken into. As you have figured out already, we were looking for 

your lap top and your digital camera, which we obviously found. What we 

didn’t know was that you had taken the chip out of the camera.”
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Picking up the thread, Bradley said, “That’s when you had me followed.”

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. “We needed an opportunity to take the chip from 

you, without creating too much havoc.”

“Is that the reason why you didn’t kill me right away?”

Simon leaned his shoulder against the wall. “We didn’t know where you had 

hidden the chip.  You could have given it  to anybody. Killing you wouldn’t 

have helped us.”

“But now you know that it’s in my pocket.”

“Correct.”

Bradley’s  shoulders slumped.  “Why?”  he asked.  ”What  in  heaven’s  name 

made you join them?”

Simon shrugged his shoulders. “Isn’t it obvious? The money is excellent.”

Bradley  remembered  Simon’s  red  Alpha.  As  with  everything  else  Simon 

owned and liked to show off, Bradley had been wondering how his former 

friend  could  afford  such  an  expensive  car  on  his  salary,  but  he  hadn’t 

pursued the thought. Simon had been above any reproach.

“How long have you been with them?” Bradley asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Simon replied.

“Who else is involved?”

Simon pushed his left hand into his jacket pocket, but kept the gun pointed 

firmly at Bradley’s midriff. “As you’ve guessed Motsepe is one of us.”

Chewing thoughtfully  on his  bottom lip,  Bradley finally  ventured,  “So,  you 

never went to Motsepe’s house and squeezed him for information?”

Simon snorted contemptuously.
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Hot anger surging through him, Bradley took a step forward. “How could you 

deceive me like that?” he shouted. “I was your friend.”

“Sorry mate,” Simon replied wiggling his gun indicating for Bradley to step 

back. “It was never supposed to come to this. Unfortunately you were at the 

wrong place at the wrong time. If you hadn’t taken those pictures, you would 

never have been in this situation.”

Bradley’s nostrils flared with suppressed rage. “Thinking that I actually cared 

for you,” he said, his voice edged with sarcasm.

Simon pushed out his chin aggressively. “You should have given me the chip 

when I asked for it.”

“When?” Bradley asked, taken aback.

“In Alex’s office,” Simon snarled. “When you got the phone call.”

Bradley closed his eyes remembering how Simon had offered to take care of 

the chip. At the time he had not given it another thought believing only that 

Simon was prepared to risk his life for  him. How could he have been so 

stupid?

Opening  his  eyes,  Bradley  glanced  at  Simon.  “What  is  going  to  happen 

now?”

“You are going to hand me the chip,” Simon replied firmly, holding out his 

hand again.

“What are you going to do with it?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“What’s going to happen to us?” Bradley asked worriedly.
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Simon’s face was hard when he replied, “A newspaper report will say you 

were both killed during an attempt to rescue Lauren.”

Lauren gasped. Her sharp fingernails dug painfully into Bradley’s calf muscle. 

He looked down into her fear filled pale face. Lauren’s eyes brimmed with 

tears and her lips were parted in a silent scream. Bradley placed his hand on 

her cheek and caressed her skin softly, trying desperately to reassure her. 

Lauren curled her fingers around his hand, hanging on like a swimmer about 

to drown in a violent sea. 

Looking up at Simon, Bradley swallowed hard. “You can’t do that. You can’t 

shoot us.”

“We don’t need any witnesses in our business,” Simon said coldly.

Bradley wasn’t prepared to die, yet. He squared his shoulders ready to defy 

his adversary.

“Give me the chip,” Simon demanded.

Bradley’s mind was racing. They had to get out of this situation somehow. He 

didn’t want to get killed! He wanted Lauren and him to live! Glancing down at 

Lauren, he again tried to give her an encouraging smile. Maybe he could 

grab his gun as he handed Simon the chip? If he was fast enough, he might 

be able to pull the trigger before Simon had a chance to react.

As if reading Bradley’s mind, his former friend growled, “Don’t get any funny 

ideas. Take out your gun and put it on the floor.”

Bradley clenched his jaw and did not move.

“Now,” Simon bellowed.

Conceding defeat, Bradley pulled his gun from his waistband and dropped it 

onto the floor with a clatter.
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“Well done,” Simon grinned. “Now give me the chip.”

Not  having a choice,  Bradley pushed his  hand into  his  jeans pocket  and 

groped for the chip. Slowly, he removed his hand firmly holding the device. 

Stretching  out  his  arm,  Bradley  walked  towards  Simon,  closing  the  gap 

between them. Simon’s eyes narrowed and he retreated a couple of steps, 

exposing his back to the open door.

A shot rang out. Bradley jumped. As if yanked by an invisible rope, Simon 

was flung violently forward. His leather jacket flew open and his gun clattered 

to the floor. A fine bloody mist sprayed over Lauren and Bradley, clinging to 

their faces and hands. Simon’s body crumpled and he collapsed to floor.

“Simon,” Lauren screamed.

An agonising groan escaped Simon’s mouth.

Bradley slammed his back into the wall. Lauren crawled on all fours to the 

body. Bradley watched her lift  Simon’s head, cradling it  in her arms. “Oh 

Simon, Simon,” she whispered. “Can you hear me?”

Simon moaned softly.

Bradley shoved the chip back into his jeans pocket, grabbed his gun of the 

floor and carefully inched forward until he reached the doorframe. He took a 

couple of deep breaths. Slowly, Bradley moved his head around the frame 

until he could see into the corridor. His eyes scanned the doorways one by 

one. A sudden movement at the far end of the corridor caught his attention. 

Bradley raised his gun and aimed. But he wasn’t fast enough. A shot rang 

out. The bullet smashed into the wall in front of him. Bradley pulled his head 

back and chips of plaster showered down on him. 
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Steadying his breathing, Bradley peered around the doorframe once more. 

He focussed on the end of the corridor where the gunman had stood and 

saw the emergency exit door close slowly. The attacker had taken Bradley’s 

short breather to escape down the stairwell. 

“Shit!” he growled.

Bradley lowered his gun and took a step back into the hotel room. Simon was 

lying on the floor moaning softly. Bradley hesitated for a moment, but then 

knelt beside Lauren. Securing the safety catch, he pushed his gun into the 

waistband of his jeans. A pool of blood had formed on the carpet around 

Simon’s upper body. Gently Bradley rolled Simon onto his back. He pulled 

open Simon’s jacket  fearing  that  the bullet  had pierced his  lung.  A  large 

blood stain had spread over the front of Simon’s shirt. Bradley ripped at the 

cloth, checking for the exit wound.

Simon’s hand moved feebly towards his blood covered chest and he groaned 

again. A small rivulet of bright red blood ran from the corner of his mouth.

“Hey buddy,” Bradley said as calmly as possible.

“It hurts all over,” Simon whispered.

Trying to stem the blood flow, Bradley pressed his hand on the wound.

“Damn it,” Simon swore feebly. “It hurts.”

Tears  were  streaming  down  Lauren’s  face.  As  a  doctor,  she  knew 

instinctively that the gunshot wound was fatal. The exit wound was small, but 

the blood gathering at the corner of Simon’s mouth indicated the bullet had 

punctured his lung. Lauren let go of Simon’s head and crawled to the bed. 

She  pulled  at  a  pillow  and  quickly  removed  the  cover.  Expertly  Lauren 

applied pressure with the empty case to Simon’s chest.
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Suddenly, there was another gunshot. The bullet ricocheted off the wall and 

whined past Lauren’s head.

“Get down,” Bradley screamed.

Lauren hit the floor flat.

Another shot rang out. 

Bradley spun around, pulled his gun out of his jeans and flipped the safety 

off. Belly crawling, he approached the door. Cautiously he peered around the 

frame.  Horror  drained  his  head  of  blood.  Bradley  counted  quickly.  Three 

black and two white men were coming down the passage. They took cover in 

the small recesses of the hotel room doors. Every time they took a couple of 

steps forward, they crouched low. Every single one of them was armed. They 

were holding their guns cocked, ready to shoot at the slightest movement.

Bradley raised his semi automatic and aimed at the man nearest to him. He 

was lying awkwardly and had to angle upwards. Nevertheless, Bradley pulled 

the trigger.  Unfortunately  the bullet  only  grazed the  black guy’s  side,  but 

Bradley saw him go down. Immediately the men in the passage returned a 

volley of shots in Bradley's direction. The bullets hit the doorframe and wall 

behind  him.  Wood  splinters  rained  down on  him.  Bradley  raised his  gun 

again  and  let  off  a  few shots  in  the  general  direction  of  the  men  in  the 

hallway. But there was no groan or exclamation of pain.

“Shit,” Bradley muttered under his breath.
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Bradley scrambled backwards until he reached Lauren and Simon. Kneeling 

on the floor, he scanned the hotel room, looking from window to bathroom. 

With a jolt, he realised that they were on the fifth floor. There was no way out.

“We are trapped,” Bradley hissed.

Lauren’s eyes grew wide and she put her hand on her throat.

Bradley pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “The only way out is through 

the front door.”

Simon squinted up at him, his face contorted with pain. “I’m sorry, man,” he 

managed through clenched teeth.

Bradley looked at the dying man, but did not reply.

More bullets hit the wall behind them. The men were coming closer.

“Let’s move around the corner,” Bradley suggested. “At least we’ll be out of 

their direct firing line.”

Bradley pushed his gun back into the front of his jeans, bent down and gently 

lifted  his  friend’s  shoulders.  Simon  groaned,  but  Bradley  kept  on  going, 

dragging him across the floor, leaving behind a long trail  of blood. Lauren 

crawled after them. 

In the relative safety of the bathroom, Lauren sat on the floor, her shoulder 

against  the tiled wall.  Her  blood smeared hands were pressed on Simon 

chest. His skin was pallid and his lips were drawn back baring his teeth. The 

pain dulled his eyes. Tiny blood bubbles formed on his lips. 

“I’m sorry,” Simon whispered.
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Bradley moved to his side, kneeled and took his former friend’s hand in his 

own squeezing it hard. Although Simon had betrayed him, Bradley did not 

want him to die. 

“It hurts badly.” Red froth dribbled from Simon’s mouth.

Bradley swallowed hard.

Simon turned his head slowly towards Lauren. “Sorry,” he said, his breathing 

laborious. 

Keeping the pressure on his chest with her right hand, Lauren caressed his 

cheek with her left.

“I’m cold,” Simon mumbled.

“Hang in there,” Bradley said firmly.

Simon pulled a corner of his mouth into a blood smeared grin. “Too late,” he 

whispered.

Simon  took  another  gurgling  breath  and  then  he  stopped  breathing 

altogether. His eyes glazed over and his hand lost its grip. Simon was dead.

Bradley  was  stony  faced  as  he  looked  down  at  his  former  friend.  His 

emotions were in freefall. He was shocked and incredibly sad that he had lost 

his  friend,  but  also  furious  that  Simon  had  put  them into  this  dangerous 

situation. 

Bradley let go of Simon’s hand and leaned back onto his heels. Lifting his 

head he looked at Lauren. Her face was tear-streaked and blood had begun 

to dry on her cheek. He raised his hand and tucked a dirty strand of hair 

behind her ear.

“There’s nothing we could have done,” Bradley said quietly.

“I know,” she replied sadly.
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Bradley cleared his throat noisily. “Let’s concentrate on how we can get out 

of here.”

Lauren pushed herself away from Simon and pulled her legs up against her 

chest.

Bradley scanned the bathroom and the bedroom. Finally he stated, “We need 

help.”

Lauren rubbed her  hands on her  jeans trying to clean them of the blood 

clinging to them and Bradley pulled out his cell phone.

Another volley of shots was fired. The bullets smashed into the wall of the 

small entrance hall of the hotel room and into the ugly dresser standing close 

by.  Instinctively  Bradley  ducked  and  crouched  low.  Lauren’s  pale  face 

became even whiter and she let out a groan.

Holding his cell phone tightly, Bradley opened the flap. The display came on 

and he lifted his right  hand to  punch in  the number for  the flying squad. 

Another round of bullets entered the hotel room and Bradley pulled his head 

down between his shoulders, trying all the time to focus on the task before 

him.

The cell phone exploded in his hand. Pieces of grey plastic flew in Bradley’s 

face and stung his skin. With utter disbelief, he stared at the bottom half of 

his shattered phone. 

Slowly realisation dawned on Bradley. A bullet had ricocheted of the wall and 

had hit his cell phone. With a howl of frustration, Bradley threw the destroyed 

device onto the bathroom floor. The remaining part split into pieces. Bits of 

plastic slithered across the tiled floor. Bradley grabbed his gun and charged 
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through the door around the corner. Aimlessly pointing his semi-automatic at 

the light spilling into the hotel room from the corridor outside, he pulled the 

trigger over and over again.

His bullets hit nothing but the wall opposite the entrance. A tug on his jeans 

brought him back to his senses. “Don’t waste ammunition,” Lauren said.

Bradley looked down at her and sighed heavily. Taking a few steps back, he 

retreated into the relative safety of the bathroom. He slid down the wall and 

sat on the cold floor.

“What now?” Lauren asked.

Bradley shrugged his shoulders despondently.

She lifted her chin defiantly. “I’m not going to die in here,” she stated. “Where 

is Simon’s gun?”

Bradley stared at her surprised.

“Where’s his gun?” she demanded again.

“But you don’t know how to use it,” he protested.

“You are going to show me.”

Bradley was about to open his mouth in further protest, but what choice did 

he have? He knew that he was not going to be able to hold the thugs off all 

by himself. Even if Lauren only returned unaimed fire, it would help keep the 

gun runners at bay. Someone must have heard the shots and hopefully they 

would call the cops.

A moment later, Bradley pulled the corners of his mouth down, realising that 

he might hope for nothing. The area was well known for gang fights. Nigerian 

drug  dealers  defended  their  territories  against  South  African  crime 
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syndicates.  Illegal  immigrants  protected  their  lives  against  xenophobic 

natives  of  the country.  Accidental  tourists  were robbed and killed  without 

mercy. Shots were fired on a regular basis. Every day guilty and innocent 

alike were shot dead in the seedy hotels and at the curbs of the streets of 

downtown  Johannesburg.  A  long  time  ago  people  living  in  Hillbrow  had 

become used to the sound of flying bullets and often gunfire was ignored. 

Bradley closed his eyes. It was very possible that no help would come and it 

was very probable that nobody was going to call the cops. Those who had 

heard the shots would keep a low profile in order not to be caught up in the 

crossfire. Maybe Lauren and he were facing their last moments. 

What the hell was he supposed to do? 

Bradley’s gaze wandered to Lauren and he saw her face set determinedly. 

He understood that Lauren wanted to live as much as he did. They were both 

in it together. If Lauren wanted a gun, who was he to deny her the request?

Bradley leaned forward and pulled the semi automatic from under his dead 

friend’s  leg  where  it  had  been  wedged  as  they  dragged  him around  the 

corner. 

Lauren looked at it, inspecting it briefly from a safe distance. “So what do I 

have to do?” she asked.

Bradley cocked the weapon, flipped off the safety catch and handed it to her. 

“All you have to do is aim it at a target and pull the trigger,” he said curtly.

Lauren raised an eyebrow questioningly.

“It’s a semi automatic,” he explained. “Just don’t shoot yourself.”
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With an encouraging nod, Bradley crouched low and dived over to the other 

side of the narrow passage in the hotel room. A bullet singed past him and 

smashed into the window on the other side of the room. Glass shattered and 

rained to the floor.

“Damn it,” he swore loudly. 

The men were right outside their door. Carefully, Bradley peered around the 

corner,  but could see no one. Nevertheless, he squeezed off  a couple of 

shots, which were returned immediately. Bullets hit the wall in front of him. 

They whistled past him drilling into the wood of the dressing table standing to 

his right.

Bradley looked over to Lauren who was leaning with her back against the 

wall. She had her gun clenched between both hands, holding it upright, its 

barrel pointing to the ceiling. Her face was white and her green eyes were 

huge with fear.

Rage started to well up in Bradley. Rage at being helpless; rage at seeing 

Lauren hurt and afraid; rage at Simon being dead; rage at the kidnappers; 

rage at the men outside trying to kill them. Rage threatened to drown him in 

one dark tidal wave. 

Bradley stared at Lauren for long moments.  Her hands, holding the huge 

gun, were trembling. Seeing her forlorn expression, he forced himself to stay 

focussed.  Bradley  leaned  forward  again  and  pulled  the  trigger,  releasing 

another round of bullets in the general direction of the open door. Instantly, 

his fire was returned. The shots rang loudly in his ears. 
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Then, there was more gunfire. But the bullets did not enter their hotel room. 

Loud voices were shouting in the corridor outside. More shots were fired and 

returned. There was the distinct  sound of two revolvers and two or three 

automatics. Listening intently, Bradley puzzled over what was going on. The 

shouting continued and he moved closer to the hotel room door. 

“Drop your weapons,” a man shouted.

“It’s over,” another one yelled.

Bewildered,  Bradley  peered  cautiously  around  the  doorframe.  The  small 

entrance hall leading into the hotel room was empty. He crouched low and 

moved quickly to the open door. Heavy objects clattered onto the carpeted 

floor. Then footsteps approached from the right. 

“You are under arrest …..”

Realising what was happening, Bradley jumped to his feet and dropped his 

gun on the floor. With a quick shove he pushed it in Lauren’s direction. “Wipe 

them down with the bedspread and hide them,” he whispered urgently.

Bradley saw her pick up his gun as he stepped into the corridor. 

The narrow hallway was crowded with police officers. Detective Stevens was 

standing in the dimly lit passage slapping handcuffs around the wrists of a 

white  man.  Sensing a movement behind him,  the detective spun around. 

Caution dictated that Bradley hold up his hands.

“Hello, detective,” he said. “Am I glad to see you.”

Detective Stevens pushed the manacled man towards another policeman. 

He took a step in Bradley’s direction, his pupils small and angry.

“You bloody fools,” the detective growled.
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Bradley nodded. “Point taken.”

Stevens stared at him long and hard. Bradley saw his jaw working and waited 

for the detective to say something, but Stevens contained his anger well.

Peering  over  the  detective’s  head,  Bradley  watched  the  arrest  of  their 

attackers. There were five of them: two white men and three black men. He 

didn’t  recognise their faces at all.  The black man whom he had shot was 

groaning softly. His shirt was covered with blood and he swore loudly at the 

officer as he was pushed towards the elevator. His shoulders were twice as 

broad as  those of  the  cop arresting  him.  The black  man’s  eyes glittered 

dangerously.

Glaring viciously at Bradley, he shouted, “This isn’t over.”

The officer holding him by the arm gave him a shove and told him to shut up. 

A moment later, the two men disappeared through the open lift doors. One 

by one, their attackers were manhandled out of the corridor.

All at once, questions burned on Bradley’s tongue and he turned to Stevens. 

Bradley  cleared  his  throat  and  gestured  in  the  general  direction  of  the 

passage.

“How did  you know we were  here?”  Bradley  asked.  “Did  anyone call  for 

help?”

“No,” Stevens replied brusquely. 

“No? Then how …?”

The detective raised his eyebrows mockingly. “Tracking device.”

“Tracking device?” Bradley repeated bewildered.

“Your car’s tracking device,” Stevens replied impatiently.
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Bradley  closed his  eyes briefly,  grasping  what  the  Detective  was saying. 

When he purchased his Audi, his insurance company had insisted that he 

install an anti-theft device. Stevens only had to contact his service provider in 

order to find out where he had been going. Still, …

“But that only led you to a house,” Bradley said.

The detective’s lips curled into a snarl. “A worried woman is always a good 

source of information,” was all he said.

Bradley nodded. Now it was relatively easy to work it all out. Once they had 

been at his car’s location, they had also found Rebecca and questioned her. 

Obviously she had told the cops where Simon and he had been headed. And 

it was a good thing too. Who knew what would have happened if the cops 

hadn’t arrived when they did. 

The detective’s curt voice interrupted his thoughts. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

Bradley shook his head sadly. “No. I’m fine, but my friend Simon has been 

killed.”

The detective pushed him roughly out of the way and entered the hotel room, 

closely followed by three police officers in plain clothes. Bradley let  them 

pass, now that it was over, finally breathing a deep sigh of relief.

CHAPTER 23

It  was  a  brilliant  morning  with  a  blue  sky  and  warm  sunshine.  The 

congregation, dressed in sombre navy or black suits, sat on plastic fold-up 

chairs.  The  mound  beside  the  open  grave  was  covered  with  a  green 
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tarpaulin. Many people had brought flowers and the luminous light-hearted 

colours mocked the seriousness of the event.

Lauren sat  beside Bradley holding his  hand.  Her  left  foot  was bandaged 

tightly  and  she wore  open sandals.  Feeling  his  gaze,  Lauren  glanced  at 

Bradley  sideways  and  he  smiled  at  her  still  pale  face.  Alex  shifted 

uncomfortably  in  his  chair.  He  pulled  at  the  knot  of  his  tie,  loosening  it 

somewhat.  Alex’s  expression  was  grim  and  Bradley  understood  how  his 

friend felt. Both of them had been deceived by Simon Keohane. They were 

angry with their former colleague and furious with themselves for not having 

discovered  Simon’s  duplicity  earlier.  It  would  have  spared  them a  lot  of 

trouble and sorrow.

Rebecca  sniffed  quietly  beside  Bradley.  She  was  sitting  alongside  him 

clutching a wet tissue. Her face was covered with a black veil attached to a 

broad-rimmed hat. Over the last few days Rebecca had kept up a brave front. 

She had dealt with the cops’ questioning in a professional manner and had 

not allowed her personal feelings to interfere with the investigation. Only now 

did she let the tears run down her cheeks. Rebecca’s hurt was twofold: she 

had lost the man she loved and she still had to confront the fact that he had 

lied to her.

The minister’s  voice droned in  the still  air,  but  Bradley was not  listening. 

Instead, he scanned the gathered crowd. Colleagues from the ‘City’s Daily’ 

were standing on the opposite side of the grave. Bradley had said hello to 

some of them and they had exchanged a few words, but the event did not 

lend itself to more than a couple of sober sentences.
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A large group of people sat together closely in front of the minister’s pulpit. 

Bradley did not recognise their dark faces and he assumed they were family 

members and friends. His eyes caught a handful of men standing apart from 

the main congregation. Bradley squinted, trying to get a better look. All the 

men wore dark sunglasses and had their hands folded in front of them. Their 

body language was similar to that of professional pall bearers, but there were 

too many of  them to be funeral  employees.  Bradley stared at  their  black 

faces and wondered if they were connected to the gun runners, but there 

was  no  way  of  telling.  Bradley  watched  them  for  a  while  carefully,  but 

eventually told himself to stop being paranoid. Maybe they were only friends 

who did not want to mingle with the rest of the mourners.

The minister’s sermon came to a close and the congregation rose from their 

chairs. Slowly they followed the robed man towards the grave where four 

black  men  lowered  the  coffin  into  a  dark  hole.  Lauren  hobbled  carefully 

along, clutching his hand tightly. 

Lauren and Bradley approached the grave and waited at the end of a long 

line. People said good-bye to Simon by throwing single white carnations or 

blood red roses into the coffin’s hole. Afterwards they turned to an elderly 

grey-haired couple sitting beside the covered mound. Rebecca stood beside 

the old lady, her arm around her thin shaking shoulders. Bradley had been 

surprised  when  Rebecca  told  him  that  the  two  old  people  were  Simon’s 

parents. He had never spent a thought on the possibility that Simon’s parents 

were still alive. Simon had never mentioned them.

The line of human bodies moved forward slowly. Until now Bradley had kept 

his emotions in check, but as he walked up to the dark hole, a huge lump 
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formed in his throat. Simon had betrayed him, that was a fact, but he had 

also been his friend and an exceptional journalist.  They had shared many 

laughs and like true comrades had helped each other out of sticky situations. 

Simon did not deserve to die like this. 

Lauren let go of his hand and dropped a white lily onto the mahogany coffin. 

Before his emotions could get the better of him, Bradley swallowed hard and 

walked away from the open grave. He stopped in front of Simon’s mother.

“My sincere condolences, Mrs Keohane,” Bradley said gently.

Deep wrinkles ran across the elderly woman’s face and dark rings circled her 

eyes. With a quivering voice, she replied, “Thank you.”

Bradley faced Simon’s father. “He was a fine man,” he said, wondering at the 

same time if Simon’s parents knew about their son’s association with the gun 

runners.

The old man’s suit  was rumpled, his eyes were bloodshot and his hands 

shook. Grief made him look ancient. 

“It’s very kind of you to say so,” Simon’s father replied.

Not knowing what else to say, Bradley bowed his head and moved away for 

Lauren to pay her respects.

The sun rose higher in the sky. Lauren unbuttoned her dark suit jacket and 

hooked her arm through the crook of Bradley’s elbow. Her blonde her was 

piled on top of her head, revealing her long slim neck. Lauren was still fragile, 

but the doctors had confirmed that she was recovering remarkably well from 

her ordeal.
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“Are you staying?” Bradley asked Alex, as they made their way further down 

the grassy hill.

“Yes,” his friend replied. “I want to talk to a couple of people from the office.”

Bradley looked in the direction of his former colleagues who were standing 

huddled together away from the mourning family.

“Alright then,” Bradley said. “We’ll go home. I’ll talk to you during the week.”

Alex put his arm around Lauren’s waist and hugged her gently. “Look after 

yourself,” he mumbled.

“I will,” Lauren smiled.

Alex patted Bradley on the shoulder. “See you soon.”

Bradley watched Alex walk across the grass towards the ‘City’s Daily’ group.

As they strolled in the direction of the exit, Bradley’s eyes wandered over the 

mourners leaving the cemetery. He turned startled when he felt a hand on his 

arm.

“Good morning,” Detective Stevens said with a stern look on his face.

The detective was dressed in a charcoal  grey suit,  black shiny loafers,  a 

starched white shirt and a blue and black striped tie. Bradley was surprised. 

Stevens cut a smart figure in formal wear.

Stevens addressed Lauren. “I hope you are well on your way to recovery, Ms 

Shelton.”

“Yes, detective,” Lauren replied politely. “Thanks for asking.”

Stevens looked from one to the other. Lauren and Bradley glanced at each 

other, wondering why the detective had stopped them. There was nothing 
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more the detective could want from them. They had given their statements 

after all the suspects had been taken into custody. 

Stevens had followed Lauren and Bradley to hospital and had not wasted 

any time. He had grilled each of them for hours, going over their stories, over 

and over again, until he was finally satisfied. Their interrogation had lasted 

into the early morning hours.

Bradley looked at  the  detective and his  unasked question  was answered 

soon enough.

“I have some good news,” the detective finally ventured.

Bradley tilted his head to one side.

“We found a notebook in Mr Keohane’s house,” Stevens said.

Bradley waited for him to continue.

“Mr Keohane kept the names of all the people involved in the gun running 

business, as well as every single transaction, complete with locations and 

money transfers.”

“Really?” Bradley was astounded.

Stevens’s head bobbed up and down. “Obviously the notebook was a great 

help. It assisted us in making a few vital connections and we have already 

arrested most of the people on that list.”

Bradley nodded appreciatively.

“But that’s not all,” the detective continued. 

Stevens  put  his  hand  in  his  jacket  pocket  and  pulled  out  a  non-descript 

brown  envelope.  He  flicked  open  the  flap  and  drew  out  a  handful  of 

photographs. Choosing the first picture from the pack in his hand, he handed 

it to Bradley. 
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“As I said, the information contained in the notebook helped us to tie up a few 

loose  ends,”  Stevens  said,  and  pointed  at  the  picture.  “This  is  Jan  van 

Vuuren.”

Lauren leaned forward, eagerly staring at the photograph of a burly white 

man with short cropped hair in military style. Bradley held the photo a little 

higher up and took a closer look. Van Vuuren was one of the three men 

walking  down  that  dark  alley  on  the  evening  Bradley  had  dined  out  in 

Luanda. 

Bradley  glanced  at  the  detective  and  waited  for  an  explanation.  Stevens 

complied  promptly.  “He  was  the  liaison  between  the  organisers  in  South 

Africa  and the  gun runners  in  Angola.  He arranged meetings,  negotiated 

price and delivery. His counterpart was this man.”

Stevens handed Bradley another photo. Bradley looked at the Portuguese 

man with  the  slicked  back  black  hair.  The mug shot  showed shifty  eyes 

glaring angrily into the camera lens. 

“Joao Peroni  had contacts  on the Angolan side,”  the detective explained. 

“Fortunately both of them were in South Africa recently and we were able to 

nab them.”

“How?” Bradley asked quickly.

The  detective  gave  him  a  crooked  grin  and  held  up  his  hand.  “You’ll 

understand that we can’t reveal our sources.”

Bradley laughed in return, acknowledging Stevens’s reluctance to part with 

any more information. The detective had used a phrase Bradley knew well 

and had used many times himself.
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Stevens pulled out another photo and held it up. “This man should be familiar 

to you.”

A small gasp escaped Lauren’s mouth and Bradley shot her a quick glance. 

They were looking at Tim Motsepe, Bradley’s former boss at the ‘City’s Daily’. 

Motsepe’s face was a blank canvas glistening with sweat. He wore a light 

coloured  shirt,  open  at  the  neck  and  sweat  stained.  Motsepe’s  chubby 

cheeks were pale and his usual broad greasy smile was absent.

Stevens’s voice had a hard edge to it when he said, “His task was to pull 

strings in South Africa. His former comrades from the South African guerrilla 

war knew where they could get weapons. They emptied old caches and stole 

from army depots. Whenever there was a need, Motsepe was their man. He 

would contact his former comrades and arrange the deals. What obviously 

appealed  to  him was  that  he  was  never  directly  involved  in  the  criminal 

activities and he was paid handsomely for his services.”

“Why?” Bradley asked, trying to understand. “The guy has a great job, is 

protected by management and doesn’t have to put in an honest day’s work. 

He has a fantastic life.”

Stevens  cleared  his  throat  and  replied  cautiously,  “Motsepe  needed  the 

money.”

“Money?” Disbelief resonated in Bradley’s voice. “The guy earns a fortune. I 

wish I would have made half of what he takes home.”

The  detective  smiled.  “You  just  can’t  make  enough  when  you  have  a 

gambling problem.”

Bradley’s expression was puzzled. “What are you talking about?”
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“Motsepe  is  a  compulsive  gambler.  His  debts  far  exceed  his  income, 

although his income is substantial. In addition he is now being hounded by all 

those illegitimate lenders he borrowed money from.  He lives in  perpetual 

fear.”

A laugh escaped Bradley's  mouth.  “Are you telling me that  Motsepe has 

borrowed money from criminals? That he is running from the same kind of 

men he makes deals with? That he was foolish enough to get himself into 

money trouble and can’t get out without the cops’ protection?”

Stevens smirked.

Bradley shook his head. “The man is an absolute moron.”

The detective drew a deep breath. “Of course, not all  the weapons came 

from those old storage sites. Most of them came from overseas.”

“Which countries?” Bradley wanted to know.

“The majority of weapons come from China, but some also come from South 

America.”

“How did they get here?”

“They  arrived  by  container  ship,”  Stevens  explained.  “We  found  forged 

shipping documents stating that the containers were loaded with engineering 

spare parts.”

Forged shipping documents were nothing new to Bradley. Somehow he was 

sure that there was a lot the detective was not telling him.

With a slight frown creasing his forehead, Bradley said, “But once they arrive 

here,  the  containers  have  to  go  through  customs  and  are  inspected  by 

officials.”



The Exchange by Claudia Nicholl Page 559

The detective scratched his nose thoughtfully.  “Good thinking, Mr Tanner. 

We found that  several  customs officials  were on the take.  They received 

generous bribes to look the other way.”

“Who?” Bradley asked quickly, smelling the scent of a good story.

The  detective  shook  his  head.  “We  are  still  investigating  and  you’ll 

understand that I’m unable to release any information as yet.”

Bradley was disappointed. “Once you’re finished,” he asked carefully, “will 

you let me know?”

“You mean as an exclusive?”

“Yes,” Bradley confirmed.

“It’s possible,” Stevens said tentatively. “Keep in contact.”

The detective handed him the next photo. 

“That’s my tail,” Bradley burst out.

Detective Stevens nodded. “Yes, we believe so. Hansie Myers is a South 

African who’s been doing this kind of work for a very long time. Unfortunately, 

we can’t charge him for anything related to the illegal arms deals.”

Bradley’s brow furrowed with anger. “Why not?”

“Because he’s  done no harm,”  Stevens said  calmly.  “He has no  criminal 

record and apparently Myers knows nothing about his employers. They use 

him occasionally  and all  he does is  follow people.  Myers has been most 

forthcoming  with  information  about  other  persons  he  has  shadowed,  but 

other than that, we have nothing to hold him on.”

Bradley groaned. “The guy tried to kill me.”
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“But he didn’t,” Stevens interjected. “The gun in his possession is registered 

in his name and we have no one who can confirm your story.”

“Oh, no,” Bradley moaned.

“Myers is relatively harmless,” Detective Stevens assured him. “And he won’t 

be trying anything in the immediate future, because we are keeping a close 

eye on him.”

Stevens handed him one last photo. The man in the picture appeared to be a 

businessman. He was dressed in a dark tailored suit,  white shirt,  red and 

grey paisley tie and his hair was trimmed neatly. He seemed to be standing 

in a public area, but the background was blurred and Bradley could not make 

out where the picture had been taken. Fingering the photo, he tried hard to 

recall where he had seen the man before.

A few moments later, it came to him. 

This was a fellow passenger on the plane to Angola; the one who had not 

given him a lift to town. Bradley had seen him again in the lobby of the Palm 

Court when he was trying to get a room.

“Who’s that?” Bradley asked, waiting for confirmation. 

“Mr Michael Hampton,” Stevens replied with a smug expression. “He’s South 

African. Runs a large import / export business. Ships equipment on a regular 

basis  to  Angola  and  also  travels  a  lot  to  Luanda.”  Stevens  paused  for 

emphasis. “He’s the kingpin. The deals are his brainchild.”

Bradley looked at the photo again. The man’s jowls were hanging loosely 

and his hair was thinning on top of his head. 

“Are you certain?” Bradley asked cautiously.
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Stevens’s head bobbed up and down. “Everyone who we arrested pointed 

him out to us. Motsepe spilled the beans, giving more details than Hampton 

appreciated. At first, Van Vuuren and Joao Peroni were not particularly co-

operative, but then we managed to persuade them that it would be in their 

best interests to deal with us. What Hampton did not know was that Simon 

Keohane kept records of all the deals.”

Bradley snickered vindictively.

“Yes,”  Stevens reiterated.  “We’ve  got  him nailed  to  the  ground.  He’s  not 

going to walk away.”

Bradley looked once more at  the picture of  Hampton. The man deserved 

everything he got.

Stevens put the photographs back into the brown envelope.

“I only wanted to keep you informed,” he said. “We might still need help from 

you, but the major task has been accomplished.”

Bradley shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “Detective,” he said quietly. “What 

about Simon Keohane?”

Stevens closed the envelope and looked at him with sympathy. “I’m sorry 

about your friend.”

Bradley squinted at the detective. “Was he involved in all this?”

The detective looked unhappy. “Unfortunately, yes,” he replied.

“How?”

Stevens  cleared  his  throat.  “Apparently,  Mr  Keohane  was  investigating  a 

story  about  illegal  arms  deals.  We’ve  been  told  he  received  a  tip  from 

someone in Angola. Like a bloodhound he was on their trail. Mr Keohane 
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made initial contact posing as a potential buyer. The people here in South 

Africa smelled a rat and exposed him. They made him an offer: either get 

involved or get killed. Simon Keohane chose the first option.”

Bradley breathed in deeply. “Are you suggesting that he did not join their 

outfit voluntarily?”

Stevens shrugged his shoulders. “It doesn’t look that way. From what I can 

understand, at least not initially. Maybe at a later stage he began to enjoy the 

danger and the money. I’m not sure.”

“How long was he active?” Bradley asked, watching the detective carefully.

“Not very long,” he replied. “According to the records Mr Keohane kept, he 

was only connected to this bunch for about eleven months.”

Bradley  brushed  his  hand  through  his  short  hair.  The  detective’s  reply 

vindicated Simon somewhat. It was still wrong what his friend had done: gun 

running, exposing Lauren to the kidnappers and deceiving him, but at least 

he hadn’t joined the gun dealers voluntarily. In a certain sense, Simon had 

been  forced  into  their  business.  That  he  might  have  stuck  with  the  gun 

runners  because  he  enjoyed  the  money,  well  that  was  a  different  story 

altogether. At the end of the day, Simon had paid for his sins. He’d been shot 

and killed by the very people he had done business with.

Bradley  managed  a  crooked  smile.  “Thank  you  Detective  Stevens.  We 

appreciate you telling us all this.”

The detective placed his hand on Bradley’s shoulder and cleared his throat. 

“There is just one small thing which we have to solve,” he said nonchalantly.

Lauren and Bradley stole a glance at each other.
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“We’ve  found two semi-automatics  under  the bed in  the  hotel  room.  The 

serial numbers were filed off.”

Stevens  paused  and  looked  probingly  from Lauren  to  Bradley  and  back 

again. Bradley went cold and out of the corner of his eye he saw the colour 

drain from Lauren’s face. 

Bradley swallowed hard and tried to keep his voice steady. “Weren’t there 

any fingerprints?”

Stevens shook his head. “No. Someone must have wiped the guns clean, so 

we are unable to establish who handled those weapons.”

Bradley  squeezed  Lauren’s  hand  gratefully.  Obviously  she  had  done  a 

tremendous job.

Keeping a straight face, Bradley ventured, “Ah well. It’s a pity. But you’ve got 

the main culprits and that’s what matters.”

Stevens narrowed his eyes. “If you say so, Mr Tanner.”

Bradley kept a smile plastered on his face, despite the blood rushing into his 

cheeks.

“If we hear of anything we’ll let you know, detective,” Lauren piped up.

The detective fixed both of them with one last firm look. Finally shaking his 

head,  Stevens  turned  around  and  walked  swiftly  towards  the  exit  of  the 

cemetery.

THE END 
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