


Praise for Incognegro

Winner of the American Book Award, 2008
Winner of the Zora Neale Hurston/Richard Wright Legacy Award, 
2009
Finalist: ForeWord Magazine Book of the Year, 2008

“Wilderson has offered an im por tant and groundbreaking story 
of the last days of apartheid. . . .  More than anything Incognegro 
teaches us that the fall of apartheid was not bloodless or peaceful, 
that the corruption of neo- colonialism inhabits South Africa still, 
and it invites us, wherever we are, inside or outside South Africa, to 
tear down ourselves to the very foundations.”

— Meta L. Schettler, Callaloo

“Wilderson’s epic . . .  offers thoughtful and provocative detail and nu-
ance on each [read]. The book makes you rethink the idea of what a 
hero is and why and who crowned Nelson Mandela as such. It reveals 
the soul wrenching challenge of what it means to be an activist. It 
prompts a redefi nition of success. And Wilderson takes on what he 
describes as some left- wingers’ deep need to cling to the notion that 
South Africa’s apartheid was  different than racism on U.S. soil.”

— Esther Armah, The New York Amsterdam News

“Radical, defi ant, and searingly honest, this memoir about being ac-
tive in the freedom strug gle in the United States and in post- apartheid 
South Africa is bound to spark passionate argument as Wilderson 
weaves together his personal story with his politics, always critical of 
those in power.” — Hazel Rochman, Booklist



“Wilderson’s stinging portrait of Nelson Mandela as a petulant elder 
 eager to accommodate his white countrymen will jolt readers who’ve 
accepted the reverential treatment usually accorded him. . . .  Wilder-
son has a distinct, power ful voice and a strong story that shuffl es 
 between the indignities of Johannesburg life and his early years in 
Minneapolis . . .  a riveting memoir of apartheid’s last days.”
 — Publishers Weekly
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It seemed to me that Christopher’s options and  possibilities 
could change only when the  actual framework changed: 
and the metamorphosis of the framework into which we 
had been born would almost certainly be so violent as to 
blow Christopher, and me, and all of us, away.

— James Baldwin, Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone
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J O H A N N E S B U R G :  J U N E  1995, E A R L Y  W I N T E R  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Frank Wilderson?" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Perhaps she thinks that I, for once, remembered the date and that is why 



I suggested we dlr~t. at the C;irlton Ilotel. Rut if u c  mere married fibe 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

not look at her. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

rtlildreri who sliared it with an old woniar~. 

Frorn lanlpposts some of us tore dour1 cardboard posters that read 

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

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

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

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

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

rendcrcti ant1 water ran mercilesslj clown our arms and legs. 

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

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

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

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

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

c,llnr-urrrbrcllaarld I fourid rrlyself rcl~asliing questions that srenird to 



be erupting across the country whenever and wherever Black people 

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

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

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

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

where the one party is capital? 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

called "homem: my black face in the mirror. 

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

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

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

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

they pay. 

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

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

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

"How did you get this number?" 

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

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

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

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

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

given to the ANC in the hopes, we were all assured, of getting nothing in 



return. "Sorneor~e ;it Shell Hol~sc told me (:hr~itopher Orr  wasyotlr attor- 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ing at them. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

grapli their intent. 

I 1,rac.c m?self. 

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

roorri falls into emptiness behind his rlosirig door. 

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

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

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

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

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

ncarl! a ycar? 



m 
The kombis for Black people don't take you door to door like the me- 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

that Khanya and the Orrs overheard it and took note. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

lets this sink in before adding, gratuitously, "The new state president." 



T can lic.ar nlyself breatlii~lg. I am sure T car1 be heard breathing for a 

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

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

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

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

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

will let rrie cross. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

like his younger c.ousiri Tabu, or s i ~  for. hours ~,ensivelj c.orr~enlplating 



indecipherable mathematical equations (my jaundiced image of an engi- 

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

cipline that combined telecommunications with electrical engineering 

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

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

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

supposedly, known for. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

freedom!" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

When she turned from the window her face registered every emotion 

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

to Khanya who, because she was facing the customs officers and had 



l e t  to ha\e her documents approved, remained as placid arid as rion- 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

that professor hlureinik nitirdered Chris Harii was rn) transparencj, 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

row. had narrowly escaped the gallow~s through sorrie sort of last rrii~lute 



stay of execution or deal that was brokered between highly placed no- 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thousands of people were in attendance, as though every African 

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

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

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

less sun as we sat in the stands of Soweto's Orlando Stadium. One by 



one the rianies of MI( operatives boomed ocer the loudspeaker. arld \v?.r3 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

tlie wliolc stadiurn to its forlrldation. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

was I,c.irig tahcri 

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

Stimcla's right sat Joy, whose surname I colild never rrrrlembcr, and 



who was not-to my knowledge-an operative, but Stimela's fiancke. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

nor cheered, looked at me sternly. 

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

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

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

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

cheer about." 

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

April exposed you." 

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

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

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

gently press the bag to his leg and ask him to go down beneath the 



bleachers ailti change so that he might take his rightful place on that 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

for the sarrle face twice. 

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

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

Jal)~r's?" 

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

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

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

"I was <just c.uriorls." 



He declined to even dignify this with a laugh. 

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

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

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

are now-after today." 

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

that sound?" 

"Sounds okay." 

"Or maybe five hundred." 

"But you just said-" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of and needed desperately to regain. 

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

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

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

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

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

a verb tactfully spaced between jumped and was pushed, "from the 23"' 



stor? of a hotel in Braamfontein. Johannesburg, not far from the uniber- 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

for the rriairlly English-speaking White liberal estahlishrnent in South 

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

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

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

simple diwgrccmcnt over which color capitalist sliould accumulate. the 

spoils. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

his narlie carrle up urleupec~edlj. I hat1 rnovetl back irl wit11 Kllariya after 



a long separation. She was trying to put the war-against apartheid, 

against Mandela7s people in the ANC, against the English architects 

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

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

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

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

Khanya thought, was well behind us. 

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

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

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

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

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

at me that day Ntombi spoke his name. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

up to meet him. 

"Remember how he balanced his spectacles on that long pointed 

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

nose and scrunched her face. 

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

and I were silent, neither of us wanting to prolong the topic. I cleared 



the s l) t ' t~~ tva hags fro111 a saucer orr the coffee tal~le arrd asked Kl~arrja if 

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

shcx said, flatlj. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

\\,as decidcdlj sc~tleci. 

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

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

"110 cali brat(,!" said Glatiys. 

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

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

at tlrern tkrrough i1t.r glasses. 

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

brate to do with an) thing?" 

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

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

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

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

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

"I  want you to take your plat-c in rrry pot of English stew," haledi said. 



"My dear girl, my dear, dear girl," Ntombi lorded over her, "shut-up!" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

anarchy." 

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

would very much like you for my English stew." 

Ntombi waved her off. 

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

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

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

and other such radical groups." 

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

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

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

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

"Stew, baba, me just wants stew!" 

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

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

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

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

of this word." 

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

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

"What's a shame?" Khanya asked. 

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

"'So celebrate," Y aledi corrected. 

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

"I'm not lying." 

"\Vhere?" 

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

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

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

if you were caicglil on television?" 

Naledi shrugged her shoulders. 

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

her motl1r.r. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to ca1il)ratc." 

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

rn? panic would have been more tangihle and focused. In lieu of myriad 



offenses, my mind would have been able to concentrate itself on one ac- 

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

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

lated the suspension of armed struggle Mandela had imposed. Briimmer 

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

under Mandela's National Unity government, the National Intelligence 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

but nor did I say the other thing. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

reached across the table and held my hand. 



"Oka~.  I ' l l  settle the questio~i." 

"\\'hat q~wstiori?" 

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

a1)orrt tlic rest in the morning." 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

later in 1991. 1 thollglit it \colrl(l be like the other tirncs, nothing as short 



as two months, perhaps, but nothing as long as five years. But one by 

one, five years approached, arrived, and departed. 

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

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

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

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

write. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

people whose throats they had slit; as children cried wildly for someone 



to rescue therri; as rricrl who co~lld r1111, ran, Icavirlg their farrlilics bc- 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of betrayal. 

"\Vliy:'" I said. 

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

had no idea I was Blach." 

"Jlirt like tlrat:'" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Wr c.oultl sue." 



"Sure, with all the money from your student loans." 

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

"You're supposed to have laws." 

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

before you came." 

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

"Why should I stay here?" 

"Khanya, we agreed." 

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

Does that make sense to you?" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

thing to all of you-" 

"Who's 'all of you'?" 

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

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

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

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

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

"Doesn't matter." 

"Doesn't matter?" 

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

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

to me." 

"What are we talking about?" 

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

ished with school.'' 

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

wouldn't be." 



"Yo11 don't know what I thought." 

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

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

sense." 

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

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

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

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

changed forever." 

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

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

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

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

nirb in the 1)cadroom. 

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

4lac.y'~ " 

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

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

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

locks anti left. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

dow jerked open. 

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

grant for Halloween!" 

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

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

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

\Zasllirigtorl Bridge. She 11adn.t heard a word. 



"He may as well be a White man." That's what her father said when she 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was too early for a drink. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

yard. 

The hot desert sun of Bophuthatswana baked his cheerless attempts at 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Did you hear me, papa, I said he'll pay the lobola?" 



"He doesn't put milk in his coffee," he said, rnore to the mud than to 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

there. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I,ast tirr~e I checked." 

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

Sout 11 lf'rica?" 

"1'liat's correct." 

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

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

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

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

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

"Arc you sure?" 



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

remember. 

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

Africa-" 

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

"Did you, whereabouts?" 

"Dartmouth College." 

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

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

tell you that from all indications South Africa could declare another 

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

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

"I need a visa for South Africa." 

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

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

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

to stay-" 

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

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

American businessmen are accorded when they travel. And they stay 

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

nessman, Mr. Wilderson?" 

LLNo." 

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

What are you?" 

"What am I?" 
"Your occupation." 

"I'm a guard." 

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

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

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

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

paintings." 



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

"I worked for various 1)rokrrage firrrrs." 

"4s a guard:"' 

"As a stockbroker." 

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

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

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

children?'" 

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

"It riever is." 

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

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

past: arc- JOII all artist?" 

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

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

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

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

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

he coulrl urlcler\tarld. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"SllOOt." 

"Are you a journalist?" 

"Yo." 

" \re yo11 an artist?" 



"No." 

"Are you a writer?" 

"No." 

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

"Didn't you just ask me that?" 

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

but they've published before." 

"No." 

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

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

"Okay, then check something else.'' 

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

matter of the truth." 

"Then check tourism." 

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

know you." 

"I went to Dartmouth with your uncle." 

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

"Can't we be a little creative?" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to yours." 

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

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

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

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

afford." 



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

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

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

4frica for the first time in my life. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

pee or  flush mqself illto the skj. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

where people live without elcctrici~y. 

1Yhntpossrssed me lo make this journqy? I wonder wh), when speaking 

of Europe, people speak of going to: "I'm going to Francc". "I'm going to 

Spain." And why, for a handful of other countries, people speak ofgoing 

into? "\V~'I-e going irtto Bosnia." "She got into 4lbania." "I'm going into 

South hfricba." I look clovvrl upor1 the rising runuaq. Nothing reveals the 

truth of this country t o  be an? different than others. What did I exprxct- 

the tarrrlac to be lit with lurrrinous skrllls? 

///to Soulh AJ;.~r,cl. .with rio more c.otr~/)c~rrion rhun this dmry w~tlr ~ t s  errpry 

pages wclitirrg for my cvords cirrd t/rcse block hut~ds "staitzed" w ~ t h  the ink qf 



fear. Are you out of your mind? They will kill you. They kill hundreds like you 

every year. I've got to go back. This is mad. 

We bump and stutter and skid across the tarmac. In the driving rain 

we taxi to a halt. I have only one wish, to be airborne again. 

I cleared customs without incident. I called Montshiwa Moroke, my 

contact. A journalist with Pan Africanist Congress affinities and one of 

three or four Black men who wrote for the Johannesburg Star, I'd met 

him in Minneapolis in 1987. He invited me to South Africa. No, he said 

I must come; that as a writer-a Black writer-it was my duty to see for 

myself, to bear witness to apartheid. He had promised me a bed at his 

house in Soweto. 

Inside the airport, I called him. But he wasn't home. What com- 

plicated matters was the fact that I did not speak any Sotho languages 

nor could I make his mother understand my-to her ears-tortured and 

foreign English. She kept telling me that Montshiwa had gone to Zimba- 

bwe. And I kept trying to explain to her that I was a friend who'd been 

promised a place to stay, that I was Black and alone and terrified with no 

one to turn to and nowhere else to go. She would tell me Montshiwa's 

in Zimbabwe and then she'd hang up. And I would call her back and 

desperately try to get more information out of her and she would repeat, 

Montshiwa's in Zimbabwe ... and hang up. And I would call back and she 

would hang up. Finally, I ran out of change. 

The last plane was towed into the hanger for cleaning or repairs. 

All the arrivals had arrived. All the departures had departed. I turned 

from the wall of windows and, for the first time in an hour I noticed the 

Black people in the airport. None of them were at eye level. Under the 

currency exchange window, women wearing doeks scrubbed the floor on 

their hands and knees. Atop tall ladders, I could see the ashen ankles 

of men, sockless in worn shoes as they polished lamp shades in silence. 

Soon, I thought, I will have to venture into this night and find a place 

to stay. Why didn't I get Honorary White status from that visa consultant? 

Didn't want that in my historical record, thatk why To hell with the historical 
record. What am Igoing to do? A few years ago, they automatically stamped it 



in t/w pn.sy)ort. /I? stlrcl sorrlething about it heirtg rrt [/LC bar c o d  of t/tc ctrrp thc 

crlstoms agent tty)et/on tlzepassport. Corrld / take  is to cr /lot?/ clntlg~t in? 

It \\as late. I decitied not to risk it. Instead I locked mqsclf in a stall 

i r r  tire 1)athroorrr and rcrnoled mq shirt. Strapped around rny torso was 

a secret money belt. Rut rrlorc tklarl nloney was in the belt. Into i t  1 had 

foltlccl photocopies of'rny fsvoritc pages of Frantz Fanon's writings, along 

with three pages from ttie tour guidehook ilfiiccr o/i a ,Clloe.~/rirrg: Ocitllc 

enougl~,  both I~ooks were banned in South Africa. The forrrrer because 

its su1)title read "The Haridhook for t11e Black Re~ohlt ion in Africa," and 

the latter I~ccausc thc allt11or.s had rrlatle t11e kirrcl of'disparagirrg rerr~arks 

about apartheid which all thc. other guiciebooks had shied awaj from. I 
cat or1 t he t tironc and rcati. I t  said t t ~ a t  therc~ was ;a part of 'Jol>a~rncshl~rg 

called IIillhrow-Bcrca which was "slowl?" beconling "nlultiracial." The 

1)ook dcscril~ed it as the Tirncs Square of Jolianric.sh~~rg. 'This did little 

to (AX(-ite r r r e ;  I'd :~lu:lys ovoitlctl 'I'irric.5 Sqr~a rc  whcrr I went to hew York. 

nut thc. all~~siorr was certairily a drawirrg card for sorr~c~o~~c. otl~cr- tlian 

me. I wrotcx the tcleplionr. r~unrtwr of a bed and t)reakfast place on my 

harl(1. 1 s t ; i r t (~l  to leabe ttle 1)athroorrl. 4t tire (loor I p:rrrick(vl. I \vf>rrt 

back ir~sidc arrtl sperrt a good ten rr~iriutes washi~lg all the ink off nly 

harltl. llctrrorizc~ it mcrr~, c/orr 't /PI 'rrrt catch ,yo// with clrl~y t//ir~g wriltc.r~ Still, I 

\vasrr5t s ~ ~ r t ~ .  I wtBr1t to I ~ I ( *  ( ~ ) f f ( ~  slrop, oste11si1)Iy fi)r clr:trrgt), 1)11t i r ~  real- 

ity 1 waritctl to hill t i r ~ l r  alrd kccp tirnr frorr~ killir~g rnc.. 

AI I  11o11r in tlic airport cofft,e shop rl~~rsirrg the sanre cup of tea with 

I3lac.h naitrrs airci clcarlers too cautious to spcak to III(.; wit 11 111e ol~ly 

corl\crsatioi~ 1)eirrg that of errairt barkil~g f'rorr~ (;c.rrnar~ sllcphcrtis as 

t1rt.y p;rss (>ac"Ir othcr, I I ~  and tlowri t he crrrpty corritlors urrtlcr the silent 

1easl.res of soldiers. 'I'hc c o f f t ~  sliop closed. so 1 I->ought a paper dated 

July 24, 198'3 ?esterda?'s news. I read the lieadlincs. .I renewed State of 

Ernergc~ic~ is 1,eirlg iniposecl. 'l'lrree bombs habc gone off'in the last thrce 

clays. Two ill Jo ' l~urg central, allegedly plac.etl l y  Ilmkl~onto wr Sizwe. 

0 1 1 ~  p1ac.c.d 1-)) if'hites, demolishing a township clir~ic in rcataliation. 

I f '  tlrere'tl 1)t.c.n a plarlc. to Rurrr~a Shale ,  I'd have taker1 it just to  

Icave. I was thirty-three !ears old. 7'00 olti to  think that I could live 

former: too qourig to ha le  accomplished a n j  thing so uortl? in  life as 



to face death with equanimity and resolve. I was scared and alone. I 

went back to the telephone and let the last coins fall. 

The woman on the other end spoke English with a thick German ac- 

cent. At least she can understand me, I thought. "Come along my Ameri- 

can friend," she said. I was so elated that I put the phone down, picked 

up my backpack, and ran to the exit to catch one of the last shuttles into 

the city. It wasn't until I was comfortably seated on the soft felt cushions, 

and my eyes began to close from the fatigue and fear of the journey and 

the calm reassurance of finally having a place to stay, that it occurred to 

me that I had neglected to ask if the Sommer House was "multiracial." 

I sat up with a terrified start. I was set to jump off and call her back. No, 
fool, donkdo that. Then whatshouldldo? The bus careened out of the airport 

and onto the highway, answering the question for me. 

A young African woman came from the back of the bus and sat down 

next to me. I hadn't seen any Black people get on the bus, only the last 

dregs of late arrivals-all of whom were White. She asked if I was an 

American. I said I was. She told me she was completing a BA in Biology 

at the University of Bophuthatswana. Ha! You take me for afool? You're no 

student. You're with Special Branch. They sent you. This is a trap. A set-up. 

Name andpassport ID  number, that's allyou'regetting, sister. She asked why 

I had come to vacation in South Africa in the middle of winter. Iknew it, I 
fucking knew it. Stay calm, breathe, just breathe, don't say anything that would 

incriminate you. My heart was pounding so hard I thought she could hear 

it. I felt a panic attack coming on, like the early stages of angina. I did 

my best to keep my voice low and my answers vague. Finally, she asked if 

I was married. What kind of question is that for a cop to ask? No, I told her. 

Do you have a girlfriend, she said. This is getting strange. I told her that 

I didn't have a girlfriend. Then who takes care of you? Who takes care 

of me; is this some kind of newfangled lie detector test? I don't understand, I 
told her, no one takes care of me. Why don't you have a girlfriend? We 

broke up almost two years ago, I said. And you've been alone since then? 

Hardly, there are hundreds of women in my life: Ann Petry, Toni Mor- 

rison, Assata Shakur, Toni Cade Bambara. Womanizer! she said with 

disgust. I thought Black American men were different-but you're just 



like a Sou111 A2frican man; no ~eorltler your woman left jou. What do 

you riced four worrlerl for? Those are just the ones whose names 1 can 

remember, I smiled. She tlrrrled anay from me and sucked her teeth. 

I'm joking, okay? They're not women, well, they're women but I've only 

met one of them, Toni Cade Hambara. ,A womani~er nnd a liar, she said. 

Look they're novelists, writers. T spent tirrlr, with thenr in the Minne- 

apolis Public Librarj. T read thcir books, o k a c  This made her laugti 

and it also seemed to rclieve her. But then she said, you read books and 

yon don't have a girlfriend? I \take up. I write, 1 go to the gallerj I'm 

a guard thcrc., \\lien my shift's 111) I go to the public library. i \7tl j? she 

askctl. Brcallsc 1 can't check 1)ooks out of'thts urlicersity librar? 1'111 11ot 

a student. Yo. I rlicarl ~ 1 1 ~  do jou go to the lihrarj after uorh, whj not go 

out with friends. ?ou keon't meet a worrian at the l ib ra r~ .  I'rn riot trving to 

meet a \\orllarl, I'rri trying to Ijecorrie thc. srrlartcst person I know. Iou're 

worse tllarl a Soul11 African rriarl. shc said. Well,  no onr n.sk~d,you 10 .sit 

clown. There were nlorrlerlts of r~ncomfhrtable silericc in which 1 thot~glit 

that I shoultl havt. 1)c.t.ri relieved to fi11;illy rr.ali~c. thal she was not there 

to arrest rrlc for visa fraud or for carrying coritraband (Fariori's u ritirlgs 

and 4 jiic./c on n S/~ocstri/tg.j. 

The bus arrivvtl at the rotunda or1 the \Irllitc-eritrance side of the 

\oord Street Station i r i  thc ceriter of'Johannesl)urg. Stir told rr~e her 

riarric was (;race ant1 that shr'ti gone to t11c airport to see :i frivn(1 of' 

11(>rs off' to Lot~dori. Thc lorlrlg marl hat1 said 11c was going to stl~cly, 

which is how 11c was granted perrnissior~ t o  lrave but, she told rric, he 

just eoul(1rr't takr i t  ;inyrrlorca a ~ ~ c l  Iic. was rc,all! going i~i to  exile. 12'11y 

ariyorle Black woultl want to cSorrtt- to this colr~~try,  slie saitl, wher~ all 

we drcarri al)ollt is leal ir~g. that's a rnSstery to rrle - ?olr'rc a mjstcr? to 

111~. I'rn r ~ o  r~~?stt*ry. I said, 1'111 :I ~ c ~ ~ i t r ~ r .  1 uritv fictio11 and poetrj. I've 

wori $13,000 i r ~  1itcr:ar.y awartis this ?ear and I'm traveling. This, wcll, 

this is R rcscarcl~ trip for a no\c.l that 1.111 ivritir~g. 1% 11at's it a l ) o ~ ~ t ?  she 

:isk(.tl. M/t.ll ,  1'111 ... 1'111 r~ot c~xaetl?/ sur.ta. IIow tloes o11c do research for 

a nokel, shc said, is i t  lihil research i r i  tlw lab? \$ell, no ... not claactly. 

'l'hc.11 ~ l ~ a t ?  I . .  .1 clorl't rcally kr~ow. Volr nc.chtl sornc.orlfx to takv iB:rrcb of 

vorl. s11t~ r~ocldt.tl, w11c.r.c. art. ~ o u  stating? \ I  a 11i.tl a ~ i d  breakfast placc 



in Berea. They're not multiracial in Hillbrow or Berea, she warned. Oh, 

yes, yes they are, it's all in one of my books, my travel book. This place 

is multiracial, I assured her. I really don't think so; you must come to 

my aunt's house with me. She works in Auckland Park, but she lives in 

the Meadowlands, in Soweto. She'll put you up; you must stay with us, 

in the location. Thank you, but I'm already booked. Give me the tele- 

phone number of the inn, she said. I gave her the number. She walked 

toward the other side of Noord Street station, the Black side, to sit in a 

Black people's kombi and wait for it to fill to the brim with passengers 

for the Meadowlands. 

As I approached the metered taxis a White woman who was ten 

to fifteen years older than Grace, a woman in her late thirties, appre- 

hended me. "Did I hear you say you're from the States?" Okay, here it 

is, yep, this woman, yep, she's the agent. Now, think, what did she hear, where 

was she sitting-behind you, in front ofyou, on the side. Okay, what $Grace 

was the decoy ..or the set up ... or thejnger man.. .and this woman-yep, here it 
comes-she2 the real cop. Don't answer any questions, just say, 1 want to call 
the American embassy 

<< 2 I m a...17m...yes, from the States." 

"Splendid, I love people from America. And you're going to Hillbrow, 

I heard you tell that African girl you're going to Hillbrow." 

"That 'girl' has a BA in Biology." 

"Yes, the Africans are cleverer than they've ever been-but are they 

ready to help us govern, that's the question." 

"I'm not going to Hillbrow. I'm going to Berea." 

"Hillbrow-Berea. It's all the same. Hillbrow's where the fun happens, 

the naughty, naughty fun. If you know what I mean. Berea is where one 

sleeps it off. C'mon we'll share a cab. I live in Berea. I'll show you the 

sights." 

"I'm tired." 

She leaned in: "You'll need me to help you get a taxi." 

"I can manage." 

"We're going to the same area and there's the cost-we could split it. 

It's late, you might need my help in getting-" 



"Finc " Iget the point 40, Frank, don't. She must be with thepolice. IY/lat 

can .you get for a vlsa vzolat1on7 There? a state of emergency on You couldget 

whatewr they give yoir, thot's what you could get. Please, somebody let me go 

home Surprisingly, one of the taxis in the queue had a Black drikcr; the 

rest were White and Indian. He was the orily one who didn't turn away 

or roll up his window wl-lerr wc approached the queue. 

She jabbered all the way from hoord Strcet Statiori to the neon 

lights of Hillbrow. And when we got to Hillbrow she turned into a tour 

guide. Those are the news kiosks for immigrants and otl-iers wanting 

newspapers from around the world; scc how the caf6s in Hillbrow serve 

coffee. on the sidewalk w e ' r c  just like Europe here; and look, look 111) 

therc, that's our Strydom Tower, it's our Seattle Space Needle, orily no 

one can go up in it now, it's been closed for I don't know how lorig- 

bombs, you've heard of bombs, the Black communists-I'm not saying 

that all of our Blacks are communists-but those I mkhonto we S i ~ w e  

people, Mandela's people. they come from Russia with their bombs, it's 

a ]->other, such a bother, they've forced us to close the Strydorn Tower. 

I want you to know that things are changing; we've eleven years to the 

riew millennium, things rrlay very well change by then. Look at all the 

lights, look at all the people, by the year 2000 this whole area will be 

multiracial. That's what rriy astrologer says. Do you have an astrologer? 

I understanci that in the States you can pick up the phone and call 

them toll free, is that true? This whole area is soor1 going to be multi- 

racial. 'l'hirigs arc changing. But can our South African Black5 handle 

the responsibility? What if we do let them corrle to the city, then what, 

chaos, commuriisrri, anarchy? That's the question on our minds. Carl 

our Blacks learn to behave like the Blacks in 4rrierica and Britain? Is it 

time? Are they ready? 

The African cab driver was silent throughout all of this. We left IIil1- 

brow's main drag, Pretoria Street, and entered a quiet tree-lirietl street 

of well polished apartrrlcnt buildings. We werc in Berea. He stopped at a 

posh corrlplex and got out of the car to help her with her bags. 

"She didn't tip me," he said, when he got back ~n the car. IIe put the 

car in gear and pulled awaj. "The nice madam didn't tip me.'' 



When we got to the inn, he looked in the rearview mirror and said, 

"Hey, boss, you know where you're going?" 

No, I thought, I have no idea where I'm going. 

"Yes," I said, "this looks like the place. Say, I don't have rands. Don't 

know what I was thinking. I didn't change enough before they closed at 

the airport." What wasIthinking; thatrdidn't need rands because in reality1 

wasgoing to be on the nextflight home? "Let me go inside, register, and get 

the concierge or someone to make change for me then I'll pay you. How 

does that sound-or would you like US dollars?" 

"Concierge?" he said, quizzically, as though I'd told him I was going 

inside to get change from the penguin. 

I rang the bell. The door opened. A White woman ("large" in White 

vernacular; "healthy" in Black vernacular) peered out and looked on ei- 

ther side of me. She seemed puzzled. Now, she looked at me and said, 

"Yes?" 

"I'm Frank Wilderson. Frank B. Wilderson, the third." It was hap- 

pening so fast, but one thought, one absurd thought flashed into my 

mind and then quickly out again-she thinks19m the cab driver-due to its 

presumed absurdity. She hadn't said anything. She was still recovering 

her own wits. "I'm here for a room." 

"We're not multiracial." 

"I called you." I felt a forecast of tears in my cracking voice. Don't cv, 

you bastard, you better not cry! "You promised. I mean, you booked me in. I 
called you less than an hour ago." 

"You didn't call me. You might have called someone else." She had a 

thick German accent that, for some reason that I can only think has to 

do with all the World War I1 movies I watched growing up, infuriated 

and frustrated me more. 

"Now look," you fucking Nazi, "I called you from the airport." 

"I've had one call all night and that was from an American." 

"I am the American!" I tore my shirt open, which terrified her and 

would have sent her into shock had she not seen the pouch and the 

passport that I snatched from it. She looked at my photograph. She 

flipped through the pages upon pages of all the places I'd been in the 



world-first with surprise, then with envy, finally with irritation. She 

thrust it hack at me. 

"\\lc're not rnultiracial." 

AilI this time, she'd been blocking the entrance with her imposing 

frame. I tlroppcd my backpack at her f c ~ t  ant1 t l~rnet l  toward tt~rx street. 

W/~rr r  {{rn Igozrzg to go? TYhat om  Ig-oilrg- to do.? I tliougtit I mas going to 

break d o w ~ i  ancl cr?. I t  the erid of the walk, the taxi \+as idling. The  

drirer's q e s  met niine. I3c wanted to hclp, 1)ut hr. knc\+ 1)vtter than to 

get out of the cab. I walhcd over to him. I askcd him what I owed him. IIe 

told nie. I f  I pa? !ou in dollars, but pay you double the amount, \rill that 

1)r. aha!? lot1 clori't ha\? to do that, bnbtr I r e  jou going to be alright? 

I7eah, I lictl. I'rn frorn Chicago, I lied again. I.T/71ot cou/dbeirrgfi.orn Z1innc.- 
opo/ispo.csih/~ mcon in n,fight:' That hcifer hcst raisc up, and ([nick! I told 

llirn, rr~akirlg extra tlarnrl sure that I I I ~  voice ditln't t r a ~ e l  up  the walh, 

'cause I'rn three seconds and cour~ting &her ass. To n hicli he repeated, 

Arc jot1 s1rrch \.ou'll I)e alright:' I nodtlrti, arltl kept nodding as he  d r o ~ e  

awaj. 1 t~irric(l hack up  the walk. She was still tl~c>rr, harring the door, 

nlj  1,ac.kpac.k at her Sf-et. 

"bow. look lad!, a (leal is a deal. oha!?" I pic-kecl 111) r r l j  l)ac*kpac.k. " I  

do~r't warrt to call tlrc policc." 

'I'his rr~atie tlie fbltls of f i t  i r i  her arrrls shake with latrgk~tcr. I pr~shcti 

1):lst llcr ;isshe 1:iugtred. 

"I\ r arc. not nlr~ltiracial." 

"'l'lir. guitlc1)ook says yorr arc.." 

"'l'lre g~~i t l ( . l~ook is w r o ~ ~ g . "  

I loohed around fi)r the register. The, fi)jer ant1 front area was void of'a 

fi.orit cicsh, just a hard floor arlti a widr opc>rrirrg onto a liling room, ;i riar- 

rob$ passage urrcler the stairs, atld atlother passage that led to thr  kit(-11vr1. 

Eur.eka! [I'l,erei the hook ori //rat little side table next to the stairs. I rushed over 

to i t  arid sigr~ed ni? narric. 

"Ohaj. lad!. ilon rliy rlarrlc's iri t l ~ c  rc,gistcr. So yorl'\c> got to be fair 

about i t .  We could call the police right now arid they'd set3 that I'm 
registerecl." 

"I sc t l ~ c  phone in tilt> hall arld tlicri >o11 can wait for thern outside." 



"Damn it, I don't have any place to go!" g y o u  cry, I'ZZ killyou. 

"We're not multiracial." 

She called softly up the stairs and her two sons (Bruno and Ge- 

stapo-okay, so I don't remember their Christian names) appeared. As 

they came down the stairs I sized myself up, 5'10," 189 pounds. But my 

musculature had diminished since I stopped being a stockbroker and 

began working at the Walker Art Center. I no longer lived in a nice 

apartment by Lake Calhoun, but rented a room in a boarding house, a 

room just big enough for my books, my typewriter, and me. I hadn't had 

the money to continue my gym membership-so I wasn't lifting weights. 

And I hadn't studied martial arts for almost ten years, which was about 

the last time I'd been in a fight. They reached the bottom and moved on 

me like zombies. Well, not exactly. The older one, Gestapo, was clearly 

in charge. With a flick of his wrist he motioned for his younger, slighter, 

blonder, brother to pick up my backpack. It was then that I noticed his 

little brother's eyes: they held even less resolve than mine. The older 

one, who must have been twenty-five, looked like he played rugby. This 

was just a scrimmage for him. He'd do what needed doing and clean me 

off his cleats with the mud. He slammed his palm into my chest. 

"Alright, now!" I said, "Don't make me go off in here." He pushed 

me again. "Back the fuck up," I said, but it was I who was backing up. 

He kept pushing me toward the door. "I said don't touch me!" His little 

brother, who'd been walking behind him, was now beside him, holding 

my backpack in what I remember to be his right hand. I stepped to the 

side and punched the younger brother as hard as I could. He groaned 

and fell back. I fell upon him and kept swinging. There was nothing 

especially strategic in this move, for it left my entire backside exposed to 

Gestapo who had no more scruples about attacking me from behind than 

I did about attacking the least likely suspect. I was all over Bruno, and 

Gestapo was all over me. We fell into the table and something, maybe 

the register, perhaps a few knickknacks fell to the floor. I was trying to 

stay on my feet and trying to absorb the punishment I was taking from 

Gestapo and beat Bruno at the same time, but Bruno was fighting back 

and Gestapo was fighting me in the back. I grabbed the younger brother 



for not all t t ~ c  plltictles 1 thrcbw wcrc coririecting, arid we wcrit down, 

with Gestapo straddling us frorr~ a1)ove. Sorriewbc~rc from across a long 

distant bortfer I could hear a voice, yellirig. screaming, ordvring us to 

stop. Brlirio stopped. Gestapo stoppcti. I stoppvd. 

"1Ie can stay," she said. "Wc'vt. got Gerrr~alis fro111 Sierrlens (:orpora- 

tion up abo\c.. Rcttcr he stays than we wake tllcm." She ordered me to 

pa) sorrle outlar~dish amorlrit. Right thcrc on the spot. I said I only had 

dollars. 411 the better she saitl. Her sons hackr.cl awaq, bur loit(.reci b~ the 

banister. The rrlckus had pllshctl us to the other end of the large f e e r ,  all 

the waj to tlic. operlirig to  t lit '  kitchen. 1 diclrl't \\ant to \\ ipc rn\ moutli, 

but it was stirlging. Don't let tl~erri see that.).ollk liurt. A4ndrlo~ii,)o~r cry. I'N 
kill you fynn cr): R I y  ribs ached. I was drer~cxhed in sweat arrtl I \\as dirt! 

from rolling o ~ i  tile floor.. hly backpack was or1 the floor ovcbr b j  the stair- 

case, where the storrn troopers stood. T retrichved it arid facet1 tllcnl again. 

T wasn't squaring off wit11 thcm, I just ki:td to get past t1ir.m to go up to 

my roorrl. 

"Not upstairs," she said. 
' ' 7  . 1 he rooms are upstairs," 1 insistf-ci. 

''I've got Germans. frorii Siemens Cor1)oratiori. I ' l l  r~ot  liske >oil 111) 

there with t hcrn." 

"That's wl.here people sta? and that's where I'm sta~ing." Her sons 

barred nlj waj. 

"You can take this.'' shc held the wad of bills I'd give11 her, "and let 

nly soris tlirow you out. O r  you can follow rne and Ict rnr show you your 

roo1~1 ." 
1 fijllowcd her through the kitchvn and out tlie hac-k door. ''TYi)~l've 

got to he kidding." I saitl. "This is s~lc~ti a fucking clichi.." She paid rrle 

no  mind. "JVherc are we going?" St ill she has  silrlit. She sccrried to 

kr~ow tier waq arourid thc qard, ever] i r l  the dark. Slic led rne alor~g a 

rols of doors in a corlcrete structr1r.c. that lookcd likc a cross l~ctuccri a 

jail allti a stable. She operied one of [lie doors wit11 a he). She thrcw the 

switch. The floor was concrete. 'Slic hcd had a thin sheet anti blanket 

that loohed, and ultirliatelj felt, lihv t~orst.hair. I,atfxr that night 1 \vollld 

discover that the hed was 5'9" long as I found rrlysclf co~~ t inua l l t  drawirig 



my knees in an inch to keep my feet from falling off. It was wide enough 

for one person and had a pancake mattress over a mesh of springs. There 

was a sink, but no mirror. Where do I shower, I asked. She motioned out- 

side with her head. Where do I find the toilet? She made the same mo- 

tion. It's cold in here. She pointed to a space heater the size of squirrel. 

I saw that there was a good three inches between the bottom of the door 

and the concrete floor. I'll catch my death of cold in here, I said. She 

shrugged her shoulders. She said I could take breakfast in the kitchen 

but not in the dining room. She told me no visitors and no Africans-as 

though the two were somehow irreconcilable. She placed the key on the 

chair. She left. 

I could not stop my body from shaking as I sat on the bed. I was con- 

vulsing as the terror and loneliness welled inside me. I threw myself on 

the bed and buried my face in the pillow and cried like I'd never cried 

before. 

After a while the crying stopped. I went over to the sink and washed 

my face. I looked at my watch. It was almost midnight. They're lucky that 
shit ended when it did. I was about to serve those two muthafuckas. Don't get me 

started. I will HURT somebody up in here! Talk about judgment at Nuremberg. 
Better thank your Nazi-ass mama she called it offwhen she did. 1 lay back down 

on the bed and began crying all over again. You shouldgetsomesleep. Ican 

sleep when I'm dead. I'm here to research a novel. I'm a BLACK MAN, okay.? 
Can you get that through your fucking head? Can't nothing faze you, alright. Not 

two punk ass muthafuckas like that. Hell, no. Hell- fucking-no! They almost 
got served... .I swear lo god! Shit, 1 don't know karate, but J do know ca-razy 1 
will act a fool up in here, okay.? Donkget me started. I drew my sleeve across 

my snotty nose. How the hell does one research a novel? What the hell am Igo- 

ing to tell the Jerome Foundation? I don't know where I'm at or what I'm doing. 

It's cold as hell. You need something to eat. Like where, it's almost midnight. Why 
didMontshiwa leave me hanging? Get the street map, man. Get yourjacket. Let's 
go. Let's walk. Let's hat the fuck up. 

For a good thirty minutes I walked in one direction, downhill; down- 

hill from Hillbrow-Berea. I found myself on what I would learn was the 

underside of downtown Jo'burg. I passed by a mosque. To my surprise, 



marly pcwple were in the streets. Africans, (:oloureds, and Indians; very 

few Whites. So this area musl be 'rr~ultirac~al,' Rut where were they going 

and where had they come from and what were they doing out so late? I 
dared riot stop somcorle and ask them. B7~t that's who1 a resenrcher does, 

fool; he tc~1k.s to people. But I'd forgotten uhat I was supposed to hc re- 

searchirlg or what rr~y I~ook was to be about. 1 rrlirir~owed past the people 

on m,y waj to god knows where, and wave upon wave, thej  swept oker mc 

on their way to the verj sarrie place. 

I was standiirg on a corner gaping vaguely at tllc sights, listening 

to the sounds without kriow~ing what I was hearing, crossing the street 

without waiting for the light, when a car ran over rny foot. 4 tiny Japa- 

nese car, but a car nonetheless, and there were people in it. It cut so 

close to me that had I beerr one inch fnrther into the street it would have 

dismembered my knee. I screanicd in agony. As the wheel spur1 up nly 

arch arid over my tocs I was so close to the passenger I could kiss him 

or reach out to hold him. I took his face into n1y pain. 

Groaning, I saL oil the c-urb clutching mq sides. It did rloL occur to me 

to draw my leg back on the curb, lest ar1othc.r car come along and arnpu- 

tate it. 1 was i n  such a state of shock that I could not take rrly shoe off' and 

look at the damage. He was Iaughir~g ar rrw '/'hot face in the car. was laughing 

at rrre. Yo one paid me much rnind. I took rny shoe off. 'fhey wcrc hik- 

ing boots with reinforced tocs arid a hard exterior. That's the only thing 

that saved me. Nothing broken, I told rnyself. ('Years later, I was to learn 

that bones had indeed been fractured.) I pulled myself up a light pole. 

I braved myself against thc pole and put pressure on it. The pain was 

still there, but it was bearable. I tried t o  stand on my own. yes, I could 

do that. I walked. Yes, I coultl walk. And then, a sharp pain shot up my 

right side to my hip arid 1 had to brace myself against a lamppost again. 

I was next to a Bzmbo~ fast-food joint. What n name. Why notjust call zt 

Burger King? I wcnt inside and, finding they did not cater to vegetarians, 

ordered a 1larrll)llrger with cvcryt ].ling or1 it nothing before and nothing 

since has ever tasted better to me than that food drenched in trans fats. 

'J'his was no window-order Burger King. They had table service with 

waiters, Black. The3 had cleaners, Rlack. l'liey had a kitchen crew, Rlack. 



And they had a manager, White. I looked up to get the waiter's atten- 

tion, only to find that he was standing at the counter with the cleaners 

and the kitchen crew. They were all staring at me. They were all smiling 

at me. I looked down and took another bite. As I chewed I looked only 

at my plate. A few minutes later I looked up and they were still there. 

Staring. Smiling. What's up with this? I smiled back and motioned for the 

waiter to come over. 

"Hi, um, I'd like the bill please. I think I should pay." 

"Yes, master," he smiled. 

"I beg your pardon." 

"You want to pay, master, is that it?" 

I leaned closer to him. He leaned closer to me. "I don't think you 

should call me 'master.'" 

"Yes, master, I'll tell the master you want to pay." 

"No, I'm serious, that master thing, man, that's not cool. That's some 

old plantation shit-well.. .anyway, look why don't I just pay you and you 

bring me change for the tip." 

"No, master," he lurched back. 
"No?" 

"Don't give me the money; I'll call the master for the money, 

master." 

"Ain't you the waiter?" 

"One moment, master." He started to leave, then he turned back and 

said, "May I ask master a question?" 

"Man, look, cut that master shi-look, ask me, man, but don't call me 

master." 

"Are you from America or Great Britain, ma-" 

"America." 

"Heyta!" He clapped his hands and bounced back over to the lunch 

counter. "Heyta, m'china!" I heard him shout to one of the kitchen crew, 

"I told you m'china, the gent's from America! Great Britain-voetsek, 

man! That's a real Black American in my section." 

A short, obsequious White man with mean eyes came over to my table 

and took my money. He told me he ran an international restaurant and he 



was always pleascd to see foreigners. I almost said. So, you are nnlltiracial. 

But my foot was hurting and 1 rieedcd to leave. 1 told him to bring me 

some change for the tip. Tip? he said, as though he'd never lieartl the 

word before. Ycah, tip, for the waiter. Ohhh, he said, you car1 give it 

to me; I'll s c ~  that he gets it. ho,  I'll give it to him. He looked over at 

the countcr of onlookers. They don't handle money, hc confided, I must 

handle rnoncy. Forget it, I said. I decided to stay until this little marl 

went in the back again and then pay the waiter myself. 1 began to read 

the newspaper. There was no activity too minuscule whether sipping 

my water, or tlirrlirig a page of the newspaper-for the attention of my 

onlookers. I felt like an antt~ropology specimen. 

Two yourig White women came over from a nearby table and (after 

thej were seated) askcti if they could join me. At first the Rlack men 

around the counter ccere startled, but after a rnorrierit it seemed to all 

niake sense to tllerri and they nodded and whispered approvingly to each 

other, and gave me even rriore of the total attention thcy'd been giving 

rrie all along. Great. 1 thought, just great. 

"Are you from America?" the older and niorc vivacious of the two 

asked me. 

"ho, I'm from Transylvania. 1 just sag I'm from 4merica becaose I 

don't like to brag." 

It took them a moment, but thej got it, and they laughed. "011, gou'rc 

very fiinnj. 4 re you always this fu nnj?" 

"4lways." 

"IClav 1 see your palrri?" said the one who appeared to be several years older. 

She drew her index finger back and forth across my palm and I felt 

myself hecoming aroused. "You hale a long lifeline," she said. "And you've 

come from far away." 

"hew lork.  UThat are you a palm reader?" 

"You are fiercely iridepcndent." 

I repossessed my wrist and told them 1 needed to go. They told me that 

they had chosen me. That there were things they wanted to discuss with 

rrie. I was attracted to and aroused by the woman who'd held nly hand 

and bcsidcs, where else did I have to go. back to Gestapo headquarters? 



"So, where we going for this interview?" 

"Our apartment." 

"Your crib, eh." 

"We don't own a crib, why would you want one, do you have a 

child?" 

"No, it's ... look, what kind of questions? I mean what's this all 

about?" 

"We're with the Church of Scientology." 

"L. Ron Hubbard!" I leapt to my feet. 

"You know him?" 

"Of course he knows him," said the younger and taciturn woman, 

"he's from the States." 
"I'm not interested." 

"Why not? Have you been to any of his meetings?" 

"Look, a car ran over my foot and I've got to go." 

"A car ran over your foot? We must bring you to a doctor." 

"No!. . . I mean, I don't want a doctor. Not in this country." 

"We have good doctors here." 

I made a beeline for the door. I don't remember if I tipped the waiter 

or not. I stumbled back into the night. I walked: walking into the pain 

of my foot; walking through the pain of my foot. I walked for two hours 

at least, across the southern edge of downtown Jo'burg, up the western 

avenues, north then east along Jan Smuts Avenue until I'd come full 

circle back to Eva Rraun's bunker; back to my new "home." 

I woke up around noon. The shower was outside, with a three-quarters 

wooden door across it. The warm water did not go the distance. The 

haus frau let me have some cold cereal as long as I ate it in the kitchen. 

There was a young Coloured boy, perhaps he was sixteen or seventeen, 

in the kitchen. I learned he was staying in the stall (or room) next to 

mine. He was from Swaziland and had actually come to South Africa for 

a "better" high school education. A private school, he said, for Indians 



a r ~ d  Colourc.cis. She got on well with hirn; tiley spoke to each otllcr in 

Afrihaaris. I Ie was too ol)scquious for rne. 

Shrx told me there hat1 brr.ri a call fbr me. That's impossible, 1 t l io~~gti t .  

I do11'1 know arlyor~e herc~ not anyone w~l-lo has this number. Ari Africarr, 

she said, ari African girl. I'll not have a n j  ASricans iri rrij house. Yorl'll 

be out w i t h o ~ ~ t  a ref i~nd.  More pui-zlcd than angry, 1 went to tlie hallway 

arid dialed the number. It was Grace fro111 tllc. rligtlt befbrc,; (;rac-e Srorn 

the bus to town. 

(;race told me to rrlcct her in Hillbrow if I wanted to see a vchry nice 

part of  Joharliicsl-jurg. I+'/<) nol, it bet~ts t/rr ~ ' / I I I I . ( * / L  (~fLYcier~/o/ogy 

I walked the file or  six blocks through Rerca to Hillbro\.1.. I was farn- 

is l~ed.  The. rrlilk ant1 c.t~c~al had not cxac~tl) hit ttrc spot. I sat dowrl at a 

sidewalk cafi. arid felt a svnse of hope, even joy, rise up froni deep within 

rric wticn the ?ollrig \jrhite woman waiting on me did not say that t h e  

were riot multiracial or  that 1 mas too late for toast and eggs. I V  hilc rri) 

breahfast was being prcpared I walked across the street to a r~c,ws kiosk 

anti bought the tf(zi/ d, Grrnrdiarr, tlrc. Joharinesburg Sfor, ant1 tlir In- 

/wrra/ionn/ Hers/(/ Fibr lnc I crossed tlltl itreet ant1 took m? icnt k)? the 

sidewalk. It was a lo\el> day. Ever:) t/~lmg's gotrl,a be a//  r ight toc(c!) /c.a~rJkel 

rt 'I'liotigh it was wir~tcr I basked in the warm noon ~1111, ~ippirig coffee. 

reading m? papers. hilt. awaitir~g r r r  foot1 I I I  the sweet spot of the da). 

Theri the sirens carne. Loud swirling sourids lancing tile air, ap- 

proaching frorri all directions. I began to sweat. I grew panick). But the 

voung uaitrcss was lleside me with 111) food. S t a ~  scatctl. shr ~ t i i spered ,  

and be calm. She placed her hand on nl? stioulder. l'rctcrld rlothing's 

llapl>ening. she said, cat jonr  f i)otl .  Kt.l:~x. 

Bluc sc~uad cars and c l low casspirs pulled up to the c r ~ r b  no rriorc 

than ten feet away frorn my table. Thc  sarrre such vehicles had stopped at 

the opposite c,rrcl of tlie 1)lock. W hitc. arltl Rlack policcnirrl scurried out 

of their bellies lihe roaches. They swooped down on Black ancl Coloured 

rrlerl who, as far as 1 could tell, uerc siniply walking or itllirig or1 either 

side of the street. Sorlic slipped t l~rough tlit. tiragnet. Others were thrown 

up against tticb nearest wall, frishcti, relieved of their idchritity clocunients. 

Some were drltaincd. Sorne were rc.lcascd. Ifany were herded into the 



casspirs. It was like a dream that I was in but was not part of. Everything 

was so real and so close. Yet everything was so unreal, so cinematic, and 

so far away. I was a spectator and they, the police and their detainees, 

were simply figures on the screen. There seemed to be no plan or pattern 

to the whole affair. And it was over as quickly as it had begun. 

"It's a good thing you were seated," she said, "they won't arrest you 

when you're seated and having breakfast. It's a state of emergency, 

you know. Lucky for you, you were seated. You should wait until all 

the fuss is over before you leave. Would you like more coffee?" 

"Coffee? Yes.. .please." 

"Are you an American?" 

"Yes," I said, hopelessly, "I'm an American." 

"I would love to visit America one day." 

"I know." 

"How did you know!" she said elatedly. 

"1 just knew." 

Grace and Emily were two Motswana sisters ten years younger than 

me. The home they took me to was in Auckland Park, a suburb on 

Jo'burg's western perimeter, just west of Braamfontein where the Uni- 

versity of the Witwatersrand is located. The kombi let us off at a regular 

stop and we walked several blocks to our destination. Grace asked me 

if I had ever seen houses like these. I said yes, adding they were modest 

compared to the homes in Kenwood where I grew up. The two sisters 

took this not as a form of boasting but as an out and out lie. 

When we came to the house, I saw two White women wave from the 

bay window of the living room and I started up the long walk toward the 

front door. "Where are you going?" Grace cried. Her sister clenched a 

fist full of sweater along my spine and pulled me back. There'd been no 

time to argue with them, and besides, I didn't know what to say. But by 

the time we reached the back of the house I was livid. 

The two women from the living room materialized at the kitchen 

door. Emily was quiet and Grace was a bit too deferential for my tastes 

as she chatted with the woman whose house it was. It was as though 

I was witnessing my mother or my father in Louisiana, ten or fifteen 



years before my birth. 0 1 1  our journey, Grace arid Enlily had been hap- 

ing the most animatctl ant1 uninhibited conversation; suddcrily, having 

reached our dest iriatiorr. l11ey had taken or1 nt.w, unrehearsetl but uni- 

formly subordinatc, demeanors. 

From a small hut ;it the end of the bark>ard an old w70nlan emerged. 

She stared at me 1)larikly until Emily began to speak to her in Setswana. 

Several years latc'r I was to learn ~vhat was said: I was, she said, a Black 

American uhorn her sister Grace had met at thcl airport last night while 

seeing a frier~tl off to stud) in Londor~. Ernily told 11c.r that it was mnj first 

time in South t2fiic.a aritl I was so nerkons that I was prone to telling lies, 

such as T livccl in a triple-story mansion in Ar~leric-;~. The old worrlarl had 

told her 11iec.c. that I looked a little stupid. Was I dull in the head or just 

using niy r n o ~ ~ t h  to catch flies? Emilj assured her aunt that I would be 

alright after a few clays, and that I was ir1te11dir1.g t o  rnarrj Grace and take 

her to 4mt.rica. At this the old woman smiled at me arid coritirlued smil- 

ing for the hcttcr part of the visit. L%t tht, tinw. all of this uas lost on me 

for Enrilj did not. of course, translatv this I'or I t ~ e  l~erlefit of Samantha, 

the uomari whose house this was, nor for rrre. 

Sa r r~a i~ t l~a  and her friend Rlargat-et placrvl three stools in the middlc 

of tl~t. sun-tortured drivewaj and beckorled 11s to sit. This pushed thr 

mercury ofrllj anger c\cn higher. Then t hey gave Grace, Ernily, arid rrie 

each :I glass of trarlslr~cerlt tap water whilc ttrc two of thern sat shaded 

bcrlcat 11 the awning of the back door arltl tlrank ice-cold Cokes. Sanlari- 

tlla had 1)ought a whole new wardrobe, for tomorrow she was leaving 

"lliis wrcbtcl~ecl place" arid irnniigrating to llouston, Texas, where her 

husband had bccrl accepted into metlical school. Grace and Emily were 

thcxrc to pick through her old clothcks. After a while my silcrlcc became 

all itcsm of' concerll and S a n ~ a r ~ t l ~ a .  in liru of speaking directlj to rricx, 

chidcd Gracc for being too rude to introduce her "new beau." Say what! 

I t hollgtlt. 

I of'l'ered mj hand to them, coollj. Slie asked me to say sorr~c>thir~g, 

anything, just saj sornethirrg again. 1 did. ,\rid now she chided Grace 

nlorf. \ igoro~isly than hefore, this time ti)r not inforaiing klcr that I was 

an American. Offering me Coke a11t1 ice ancl trying to tug the tap water 



from my hand, she apologized to me with more contrition than a lapsed 

Catholic. "We're drinking tap water," I said holding the glass firmly. 

This, my first gesture of political solidarity on South African soil, was 

lost on just about everyone including-especially-the African women. 

Neither Grace nor Emily nor their aunt seemed to appreciate my refusal 

of Coca-Cola when one was on offer. 

Margaret stared at me with the glow of someone meeting Denzel 

Washington for the first time, while Samantha hollered at the top of 

her lungs for her husband and Margaret's husband to "Come, now! Now! 

I say, come meet our American friend!" The joy of Grace and Emily's 

aunt, having registered Samantha's, swelled to cosmic proportions. 

Two men appeared at the kitchen window. They looked out and saw 

three stools, three tap waters, and three bloody kaffirs. They gave their 

wives that you-two-been-drinking? look and disappeared. 

"Men are so ignorant," Margaret said. 

Samantha riddled me with hundreds of questions about the States. 

Never in my life have I been as monosyllabic as I was with her. Grace 

and Emily gave me the evil eye. The evil eye, I thought, now there's 

something that didn't get lost in the Middle Passage. They wantme to stop 

acting a fool; to stop before Samantha and Margaret catch on that I'm not shy 

but arrogant. I was all set to refuse the sisters' evil eye and Samantha's 

questions when I was seized by a most delicious idea. 

When I was eleven, I stole my mother's copy of Truman Capote's In 
ColdBlood from her library. For four nights I read it under the covers 

with a flashlight. Each night I wet the bed. The book was so terrifying 

I vowed to give up reading completely, lest I find myself forced to leave 

the light on at night for the next twenty-five years. The vow lasted only 

a month, books were my life; but the images of what happened in that 

Kansas farmhouse never left my mind. Ifit worked for me, it should work 
for Samantha. 

"Where did you say you were moving to, Dallas?" 

"No, I said Houston. Houston, Texas. My husband's going to study 

there." 

"You mean at the university?" 



"Jrs,  )o~r know it?" 

"I\. ell. not exactl?. . .but.. .never mind." 

"I\ hat is it?" 

"I shoul(lr~'t alarm ~ o u .  if ter  all l'ni from \linneapolis. It might riot 

ever1 be true." 

"U hat might not be true?" 

"Listen, Sam, rnaj I call jou Sam? Sa~ri, look, forgel it. He;rllj. \1\. hen 

you get there you should check with the local police, let tl~ern tell you. 

O n  secorld thought, thcj  can't be trusted." 

''Yo11 lrlearl thej're like our police?" Margaret ask(.d. 

"Can't be trusted how?" Sarrlarltha said, growing frustrated. 

"7'llt.q just want your money," 1 said, "that's all. Foreign trade. Thcy're 

on the nlayor's paqroll. \.Vhat (.an jou expet.ti1 0 1 1  top of tliat they want to 

hidc their irlcorrlpetence. After two Fears, you'd think t hey'tl have caught 

the bastard. Rut noooo. hlq glie5s is, you anti your tiushand ask them and 

thej'll stonewall you. \.\ e call it covering your ass where I come frorn. 

Plain arid sirnple, co~er ing )our ass. The cops wori't sa? a word." 

''4 word about wllat?" 

I lowered my eyes. I looketl at nij har~cis. I thought an? minute I'd 

guffaw arld h l o ~ ~  it, but I hcld nl? ner\e. I made Samantha prorrlise rrie 

that if I told her she woulclr~'t 11old tllc. tellirlg of this information against 

me; that it \tould he urletllic5al on her part to want to kill the messenger. 

She agreed hefore I finished asking her. Very well, I said, I'll tell you. 

And with that I latrnchctl into the rliost stiriiulatirlg recapitulation of 

Irt ColdBkootl imaginable. 1 tailorctl the narrative to fit the needs of her 

imagination. For rxarr~plt~, t11e hillcrs were not operating in the 1950s 

but in 1989, riot in Kansas Inlt i l l  lloustoii, and not only had thcj 1101 

beer1 apprehended and exeruted but they were vcrj much at large, due 

to a royal kauk 111) t ! ~  the t l o l ~ s t o ~ ~  police. l'hen, pushing the whole thing 

further over the top thar~ I'd ever intended, I told them that the rn.0.- 

rrrotlrrs operclndi of these serial killers showed a jingoistic, ever1 rabid, 

predilection for foreigr~t,rs. 'That's wtlj so rtiarly of the murders had or-  

curred in the \ icinitj of the univcrsitj's Jntcrriational IIouse. 



"And that's why the damn cops can cover the whole thing up. If they 

were killing Americans you would have heard about it on the news. I'm 

sorry to be the one to tell you. Maybe you should change your accent on 

the plane, or try not to speak to anyone until you get the lay of the land. 

Or just stay inside." 

When we left, Margaret, who heretofore had been green with envy 

over Samantha's ticket to paradise, was emboldened enough to actually 

console Samantha and promise to come and visit and check in on her 

(here the sincerity in her voice trailed off). 

Grace and Emily were pensive riding back in the kombi. It never oc- 

curred to me that that they actually believed that whopper. 

Then Emily said, "Shame, what if we never see Samantha again?" 

I thought they would appreciate the joke but when I told them it 

was all an elaborate form of retaliation they soured on me. I told them 

that Black folks in America pull that kind of shit on White folks all the 

time. 

"It takes different forms, I'll admit. Break the Xerox machine, steal 

some supplies, give 'em southbound directions on a one-way street going 

north. But we manage to get our licks in." 

You have too little ubuntu, they told me. 

"And you have too much," I replied. 

"All this because they made you go to the back and drink tap water?" 

"Because she's who she is, where she is, when she is." 

"I suppose you visit Boers all the time where you come from," Emily said. 

"Whenever I feel like it." 

"Don't you remember, Emily," Grace said, "his father's house is 

larger than a Boer's." 

"How could I forget?" And they laughed. 

The other passengers in the kombi had taken little notice of our con- 

versation. But when Emily said, "I suppose you walk right up to a Boer's 

front door, ring the bell, go into the living room, and start drinking 

tea?" I felt everyone's eyes on me. I could see the driver looking at me in 

his rearview mirror. 



"IIe even sleeps in the White woman's bed if he wants to." \ow orie 

of the passerlgcrs elllickled. In  the rearview mirror the ejcs of the d r i ~ c r  

were also laughing. 

"Damn skippy, 1 do. 1 do or else." 

"Or else what?" 

"Or else I blow the niutliafucka up!" 

Someone in the kombi let out a soft cry. People muttered to each 

other. The driver's eyes flashed in the riiirror IIe scree[-hed over to the 

curb. "lley, m'china, out!" He came around to the side. l ie  slid ~ l l c  door 

open arid gesticulated wildly. "Out! Out of rrly taxi. I'm a businessman, 

yell hear rrie? I'm no IJmkhonto! I'm no Inkhata! I'm rlo t s o t ~ ~ f  hothirig 

like that, m'china. I'm a busiricssrnarl. Out, niih~nnl" I'd completelj for- 

gotten that in the past week thrcc bornbs had gone off In Jo'burg and 

the surrounding area. 1 rlder the circ.urristarices, rriy rlietorical flour~sh 

was not appreciated as a rhetorical flourish. He'd hear no explanations. 

He told thc tlm sisters they could ride on without me and, for a rrlornc3nt, 

tliej seenied to corisider it. 

The three of us left his taxi and walketl two miles to Yewtown where 

a flea market was in fill1 bloom outside the famous Market 'Theatre. In- 

dian cloth vcrldors hati come from as nearby as Mayfair, that part of 

.To'burg where they'd been allowed to li,c urldcr tlle Croup Areas Act. 

There were tables of woven baskets fron~ tllc "l-iomcland" of Verida. 

Shona craftsrncrl had brougllt their soft stone sculptures from as far 

away as Harare. 

As Grace, Em~ly, and I descended down the slope into the market, 

I rioticed four beautiful young wonlerl nioving from table to table to- 

gether Orle of them wore a bright yellow dress arid a nlaroori sweater 

draped around her shoulders. 1 found niyself drifting ahead of ('  race 

and Kmilq. I was headed straight for her. Her cheekbones were high and 

when she smiled she tlirripled. I was excited by the way she held thc soft 

stoncn sculptures in her knowing hands and warltcd those hands to hold 

rnc. that same waj; how she laughed and shook her head at the artist 

whose opening bit1 niust have heen too high for her. 



Tell her you're an American. They allseem to like that. Then what? Then 

feign vulnerability. Remember, Grace said I needed someone to take care of 

me. Maybe she wants to take care of me. Something simple like, hey, baby, can 
you help me with the metric system, or the exchange rate, or help me bargain 
for this piece of art work that I'mplanning to buy foryour foxyselJ: Yeah, that 
oughta get it. Well ... don't say, "babynand not " foxynshe might not dig that. 

Anyway, can you help me.. . that I'm lost and alone persona. Right. Okay. 
Show time! 

As I drew within ten feet of her she turned and smiled at me. Well, 
goddamn, Iain't said word one and she's already hot for me. Shit, I'm the MAC 
in macaroni. Then she waved. We ain't even gonna need a rap. Don't wave 
back, just smile, that's right play it cool. Then she began to walk toward 

me. As we met I managed to get the first croak, though not necessarily 

the first syllable, out of the word "so" which was to be coupled with the 

query "what's happeningw-but she walked right past me. 

I turned to find her kissing first Grace and then Emily. Her three 

friends followed her and greeted Grace and Emily similarly. Now, I found 

myself on the periphery of six Motswana women speaking gaily to each 

other in their language, aware only vaguely of my presence if aware of my 

presence at all. I cleared my throat, prompting Grace to tell me how sorry 

she was for ignoring me, but she hadn't seen these women in ages. They'd 

all been at university together in the "homeland" of Rophuthatswana. 

But these four had come to Jo7burg to study law and that was the last 

she'd seen of them. This is Ntombi. This is Gladys. This is Naledi. And 

this is Khanya. 

"Khanya," I said, stepping forward, "what a lovely name," and taking 

her hand. "My name is Frank. Like, I'm from New York," Grace and Em- 

ily shot me a look, "by way of Minneapolis." 

I was suddenly aware of my foot and its searing pain. 



illother never spoke of s l a \c r~  

slw was born ai~cl raised in a debutante ball 

1)ut nhen the. killed King she \\rote ever) bluc. 

hair blonde e)e a letter 

like any spring of no replj winter 

vas late in lea\ ing and we were her 

oril. postage 

rri: sister and I walking end to end 

tllrollgli the seep of slush and the push 

of wind 

no one dabbcd a crystalled c je  for 

she h i  ould ha\ c no cr) irlg 



M I N N E A P O L I S :  1964 

When I was eight my mother embarrassed me by coaxing my father from 

the religious depths of a bag of potato chips and a cold-stunted tumbler 

of whiskey-the Body of Christ, the Blood of Christ, existential morsels 

savored each night at High Mass, the Johnny Carson Show. She called 

him to the kitchen for what had become a weekly ritual since the day we 

broke the housing barrier in the all White enclave of Kenwood. 

"Frank, come into the kitchen!" 

A rabbit's foot thumped against my lung as I sat on a stool before her 

and imagined my father in the living room groaning on bended knee 

like a bishop breaking genuflection. Shortly after the sandpaper growl 

of his slippers on linoleum, he appeared, tall, gaunt, bleary-eyed and 

whiskered beneath the kitchen's white trumpets of neon. 

"It's time to cut the boy's hair. You should have done it hours ago. 

He's reciting "Gunga Din" tomorrow in the talent show, or have you for- 

gotten?" She looked at his eyes. He turned away. If not for the exigencies 

of keeping me still on the stool, holding me down as the hum of clippers 

dive-bombed for me like a river of bees, she would have added, "And 

don't ask for my liver when liquor pickles yours." Instead she reminded 

him of more pressing matters. "We don't need these people to think 

we're raising a long-haired militant." 



Ill\. fathcr was quiet during these proceectings utiless I sc~uirrried or cried 

out. Tlteri hc,'d wt~ac-k me sckeral times across my thigh with the comb and 

\\hack me again if' I wl~irtipered. IIo\v could htb lrrar .Jokirin~ Carson in the 

l i ~ i n g  room if l mas crying? The razor dragged swiftly and painfullj over my 

scalp like tht. I)laclcx, rlou thc back of'a s h o d  tliggi~ig ttirough gralel. R) the 

end. I was tired alid in tears. 

"how don't n c  look like the moon?" mom laughed. "\eeds a touch 

of sh i r~ t~ ."  Slit r-ribbed hab j  oil all over rri? sc.alp. forehead ar~tl face, 

stood back arid winced, put her hand to her forehead like a \isor. "011 

no! 'I'hc glarc is too much for me. Off to I d  before >ou blind me." 

Tear?-c.>etl arid kerigeful I clirr11)ecl t h t ~  I)ack stairs on ni! na? to k)t>d. 

The front stairs, soft and bounc! with two lajers of wine-and-rekolcer 

red carpct atltl the balustrade of'rnaliogari? gleaming obsidian oter  1% hite 

hand-carketl balusters. \+(.re not to be uwd 1)j rri? two Jouliger sistcrs 

and I, just as the "antique" chairs in the liking room were not for us to sit 

ori. 'l'he fi-ont part of the Ilouse, kept spotless, was for company whcncker 

cornpan? came or for shot\ duris~g tlie lor16 tlr? seasons wtleri the? dldn't 

come or to rcnii~id us that irldeetl t l i r ~  ucrc comirlg; that "companj." our 

buu-wort1 for L\ hitc people, tiatl, at that t c r j  niomcrit, packed their hags 

ailtl taken the high road to hobriob with rriorrl arid dad. 

"Rcrr~t~nibcr ?our lines?" she askcd marching halfnaj up the stairs 

l>eliir~d rrlc., "Or sfloultl we go over thrrn one rriore time?" 

Her words barel) registered. I was a niillio~i rrliles away at a guri 

storc,, fi)ritlling a pistol, coll~itirig the hullcts I would pump into her 

chest. 

"I kriow you hear me talkin' to you, boy." Her Yew Orlearis drawl was 

rrpotl rtic, a bad sign indeed, a portcnt of ' the yardstick, the strap, the, 

shoe, the hand, or  whatever's Iiar~cly, prop11ec-y or1 the wings of di;~lec~t. 

One day I'm riding into to\vn u i t h  rny posse, mother, gonna deprltizc 

all rtiy friends, gonna hang you frorn the highest tree. Then it struck me 

tltat I had no friends. The  wllolc~ sc.hoo1, tBvery student savc rrly sister 

Fawn and I, was nThi te .  The? coul(1 liardlj be called rrly friends. By 

tl~ircl grade. the year in w11ic.h they sttook themselves of the notion that 

rny 1)lack skin was a new form of leprosy, thej 'd begun to war111 lo rri tB 



the way one warms to furry, but caged, zoo creatures. Not with the most 

elastic stretch of the imagination could I call them friends. My posse 

vaporized on the high chaparral. 

"I said ah know you hear me talkin' to you!" 

"No, I don't need to recite the poem again," I sniffled. 

"No, who?" 

L 'N~,  mom." 

It is a curious twist in the Black male psyche, or the way this gender 

is socialized, that I did not have nearly as much rage toward my father as 

I did toward my mother in those early days of traveling incognegro. Even 

now it's hard for me to unravel skein upon skein of memory and under- 

stand why. All I can do is take the plunge and write it all down. Mom 

was a rage-junkie. Dad was a somnambulant dragon who could slash and 

quarter me with his tail as his eyes rolled the sea of a drunken stupor. I 

never knew what infraction, however small, would incur his fire-breathing 

wrath. Sometimes a smart remark would send me hurtling before him down 

the basement stairs to a whipping in the woodshed; sometimes it would 

conjure no more than a sullen look. Unlike mom, who criticized every 

third move I ever made and thus unfurled the text of what was and was 

not permissible: daily, hourly, minute-ly: So it came as no surprise when, 

three years later at the age of ten, she slapped me then flogged my head 

and shoulders. In response to one of her tedious monologues on how hard 

she worked to put clothes on my back and food on the table, I had looked 

up from my scrumptious bowl of Cheerios, bored and disinterested, and 

replied, "What can I say, Ida-Lorraine, that's your job." 

On the morning of the talent show, I was nauseous. Each spoon- 

ful of oatmeal had a life of its own, wanting to come up. For a kid who 

normally yakked to the point of driving people from a room, I was re- 

markably quiet. At eight, memorizing "Gunga Din" was not my idea of a 

good time. The thought of reciting it to the whole school was even less 

appealing. 

Two years back, in 1962, the people of Kenwood had humiliated mom 

and dad: five hundred households, not families, but households, in the 

posh enclave on the hill overlooking downtown Minneapolis, had signed 



a petition to keep rrs out. 'Tlit rrlarl who o\vrietl the house was sc,lling 

it Tor the going r:1ttB of thirty-five. thousand dollars The prol~lern was 

siml)le, he'd love to sell it to 11s 11e was mo\ i r ~ g  10 Seattle 1 ~ 1 t  "you do  

realize, don't you, that 1'11 have a black mark against me fore~er ,  that I 
can tlckcr corrle 1);tc.k to Kerlwood, I hcy'll turn a coltl shoulder to rne. You 

do r ea l i~c  that don't you? IIowc~vcr, if yo11 (.an g('t a loan we'll sc,e whal 

wc, can do." 

In the end, \+e rrio~ed i r~ to  t l l c .  wl~ite  st~l(*c-o ~r ia t i~ ion  on t11(' hill. not 

with a bank loan, hut with ekerj cent of 0111- ir~surance p o l i ~ .  RZ? fjtlier 

c ~ ~ s h e d  it in ant1 made a hcrc~tofore unheard of clown pa>rricant of' fist? 

percent. For t11v ohher half, 11c arrtl the owr1t.r c-:~mc to terms or1 a riot?. 

IIow long (lid \sc go \cithout insurariec? Tilt. rest of' first grade:' Part of 

set-orld gr:rdc third gratlf.3 I don't know. Hrrt I ricccl no help recalling 

the symptoms of 1,eirig nni11surc.d in a place w1icr.c. you're riot wanted. 

Dad sunk (leeper into drir~h.  Mom hlitzkriegcd antique sllops. bu>ing 

Greco-Latin statnes; a small ti)l~ntair~ (boy on a clolpliin: dolplrin spitting 

water); and antique filrnitul-e ttrat she drew tap(. across, :~rrrt-to-arm, i n  

case one of  is kids wasn't w rapped too tight arid got a notion that ttic 

living room was a place for 11s to sit down in. 'l'llc walls \zc.rc. re-papcrr.t-l 

tzith eightecr~tI-1-ce~~tury lantlscapes replete with the larltlt~d gt3rltr.y strik- 

ing poses like bargains. She mas ~zai t ing for the da> nllcrr the neighbors 

\~.oulcl fi~iallj  creep ttirorlgh our front door to see n hat the> could see. 

She set up this grand clispla> of c-nlture \+it11 the cheer:\ t~t~thusiasr~i  of 

(:harlit ttic 'Tuna: at all costs shr. ~vould prove Starkist Ivrong wit11 her 

desperalc rc1)uttal to the tag line. "Sorry (:hadie. Starkist doesn't walrt 

tuna with good taste, Starkist wants ttirla that tastes good." .Qnd I was 

scalpetl on a weekly basis arld made to nierr~ori~e long classic poems, thc 

longer the l~etter,  and to recite them at the erld of each rnont t~ wt~erl all 

I really wanted was to eat ~utti-frutti  ice crcarn, sing a (:liubl)y Clleckers 

song, anti do the Twist. 

It was tlien, sonleu here betueeri Jarr~~ar-y of '63 arid the late autumn 

of Jack Kc.nnecly's death that sarric )ear, that my parc.nts decided t l ~ a t  

to keep tile tearhers frorn treating me the way niy classrr~ates treated 

me (the girls wouldn't tolicli me, the bo?s callecl nit, "r~igger" and gakr 



me "snuggiesn-two boys hold you down while one boy pulls the back 

of your drawers high up your back, thus crushing your testicles against 

your pelvis, while still another boy mashes your face into the snow) was 

to insure that I was more verbal than anyone else. Verbal people, they 

surmised, are intelligent people; and intelligent people are well liked. It 

was B. F. Skinner's S-R psychology taken to a whole new level. "Verbal" 

was the stimulus, "well-liked" was the response. Needless to say they 

were both clinical psychologists. 

"The oatmeal makes me sick," I told her. 

"Same oatmeal you had yesterday." She pushed the bowl back in 

front of me. 

"Mom, do I have to? I feel sick." 

"It's thirty below outside. Oatmeal sticks to your ribs." 

Dad stopped on his way out the door. "If you're sick, go to sickbay," 

he bellowed, "Don't droop in front of everyone at the kitchen table." 

"Can't go to sickbay today," mom said, "he's reciting Gunga Din in 

the talent show." Then she looked at my bald head and laughed, "My, my, 
the moon in the morning." 

C'monposse! Ride into town. Dlg in those spurs. W e p t  us a live one here. 

Four hours later, on knees of rubber, I took the stage. The hush in 

the auditorium made me seasick. My head was empty. I forgot why I was 

up there. The lights, a sharp stab of glare, dug into my eyes. I started to 

leave when I caught another glare, the glare of mom's eyes from the back 

of the auditorium. It jogged my memory. 

"My name is Frank B. Wilderson, the third. I'm in third grade, Miss 

Johnson's class, PT [portable classroom] number two. I'm going to re- 

cite 'Gunga Din,' by Kipling." Again, mom's sharp swift glare. I cor- 

rected myself. "By Rudyard Kipling. A turn of the ... turn of the ..." I 
forgot; and then remembered. "A turn of the century British writer." 

You may talk 0' gin and beer 

When you're quartered safe out 'ere, 

An' you're sent to penny-fights an' Aldershot it; 

But when it comes to slaughter 



You will do your work on water, 

Arl '  you'll lick the I-)loomin' boots of 'irrl that's got it. 

Now i r ~  Tr~jia's sunny climr, 

\.lrllerc. I 11scci to spend my tirnr 

4-scrvin' of 'Er llajrsty thr Qurrrl, 

Of all thcnl hlackfaceil crew 

I was dumbstruck; blank again. 1 had said, "Of all them blackfaced 

crew" a t  least three tirnes. I caught morn's eyes. She  shifted nervously irr 

hcr  chair, a r ~ d  looked around to see who, if anyone, was looking at her. 

Wrc wcrc both naketl. The  murnmuring in the auditoriilrn bro~lght  rrie 

back. I remembered the  next line arid clothed us. 1 pushed on. 

Of all the111 hlarkf;~cetl crew 

'I'he finest man I knew 

Uas our regimrrltal bhisti, Guriga Din. 

IIc was "Din! Din! Din! 

You limpin' lump o' 1)rick-ilust, Gnr~ge Din! 

IIi!  slipprry hitl-~erao! 

Water, get it! Parlee lao! 

Y o u  scluiclgy-nosrci old idol, Gur~ga Diri. 

. . . 
'E w o ~ ~ l d  dot all' carry orlr 

Till the lorrgest day was tloricb; 

An' 'e didn't seem to know tllc use o' fear. 

If  wr charged or broke or cut, 

You coilltl 11ct your hloorr~in' nut, 

'E'd be waitin' fifty parcs right flank rear. 

The  recitation went well from that  point on, although 1 spoke a little 

too swiftly, if memory scrvcs rric well. Rut i t  may have been because 

each pause caused the diri of silerice t o  roar  in  nij  ears and  I had to 

avoid t he  silent spaces at all costs. 'Then another line scized mc by tlir 

throat.  



An' for all 'is dirty 'ide 

'E was white, clear white, inside 

Again, I stopped. I'd done my best, there was no way I could remem- 

ber the ending. All it took was one half-step toward stage left for me to 

visualize the beating I would get for giving up. My posse rode into town 

with the poem's ending in their saddlebags. 

An' for all 'is dirty 'ide 

'E was white, clear white, inside 

When 'e went to tend the wounded under fire.. . 
... 
Din! Din! Din! 

You Lazarushian-leather Gunga Din! 

Though I've belted you and flayed you, 

By the livin' Gawd that made you, 

You're a better man than I am, Gunga Din! 

The applause was deafening. I had no idea for whom. When I reached 

the back of the room, not so much as a hug, nor the promise of a tutti- 

frutti ice cream cone. 

"That was good," she said, "but why did you stop so many times?" 

After a snowstorm, if there is no wind, the drifts peak high as ocean 

breakers. And when the shovels are laid to rest, white walls of snow, 

tall as a twelve-year-old, line the sidewalks. If you're seven or eight, 

there's no seeing over them. Only your memory can guide you through 

the white labyrinth to school. More often than not I was late. Being late 

through the labyrinth meant staying after and writing on the black- 

board "I will not be late for school" over and over and over again. Some- 

times, I had the option of writing one long paragraph beginning with 

"The most important thing I learned today was ..." But I had no way of 



knowing what the most important thing was and because I was Roman 

Catholic and did not want to lie not because lyirig was disdainful to 

me, hut because tllc corifessional srllelled of dust and dcca.y I chose 

line after line o f 1  willnot be late. 

I used to watch my parents t o  the near exclusion of all others, as 

though if I ever stopped watching them they would disappear. 1 watched 

them so intensely that I could even see them when they were not there. 

As though I was a nlovie camera, 1 followed rrly mother down the hall to 

hcr rooni to the books she had put aside after her master's t,o raise her 

children; T followed rny father into the very seminar roorns at the univer- 

sity where he taught. My inlagiriatiori was so accurate 1 could sit in my 

room and see rrly father rniles away in his classroom. A tall black frame 

1ect.uring twerity fair-haired corn-fed kids. Only a few- are truly attentive, 

the rest are in disbelief of his presence-it hadn't said "hegro" in the 

course catalogue. Whoever heard of a Black psychologist? 

IIe is drcssed in dark English tweeds which would makc him a car- 

icature of an Eastern seal~oarti professor if not for his piercing eyes, 

made all the more dramatic by a cleft where his nose meets his forehead, 

and a beard; in fact, his face has all the strength and sorrow of Frederick 

Douglas, but his voice has none of the resolve. He is explaining coinpet- 

ing theories of child developrrlerit usirig Jung's cpisternological break 

with Freud as an example. He struggles to remain dignified, to keep 

those elements of his Louisiana tone frorri invading his diction. This 

will on the exam, he tells them. They are not taking notes. Who does 

this nigger think he is? In the deafening silerice the hiss of steam frorri 

the radiator precipitates a whistle on a train he wishes he could board 

to leave this wretched place. Outside the classroom's large window snow 

f'alls thickly, like the wings of rnoths. Class ends. He leaves hefore they 

do; though not in a tmff and certainly not in a hurry; he is sirriply the 

first one out the tioor. He sif'ts through the crowds of students pouring 

out frorn the classrooms. Now, up the stairs. Now, down a deserted hall- 

way. IIe struggles with the lock to the door of his office. Once inside he 

lifts the stiade rather than turn on the desk lamp which leaves the rooni 

swatlieti in the dim winter light of late afternoon. On his desk is the 



Minneapolis Tribune. Half the front page is taken up with a photograph 

of US destroyers on their way to blockade the island of Cuba. The paper 

is two years old. He has no idea why he's kept it so long. He covers the 

page with his briefcase from which he draws a bottle of Jack Daniel's. He 

wipes the inside of his coffee mug with his index finger and pours him- 

self a stiff one. His hand is less than steady. He sips, sighs deeply, and 

relaxes. The pained look is gone from his face. He moves to the window 

to look at the drifts that line the university's sidewalks and windowsills 

like a child who is seeing snow for the first time. 

At home, the boy who thinks he's a camera is sitting at his desk in 

a large furnished bedroom with a globe and small record player. The 

bookshelf next to his desk is lined with Dickens, Stevenson, Poe, Bronte, 

and Verne. The room is as dark as his father's office, but the study lamp 

is on over the book he is reading. Someone is playing a muffled, unrec- 

ognizable piano concerto somewhere in the house. Like his father he 

goes to the window to look at the snow that has collected in drifts. From 

his window he sees the mansions of Kenwood. The architecture is eclec- 

tic: here Victorian, there old Tudor, at the end of the road a sprawling 

single-story house which bears the signature of Franklin Lloyd Wright. 

The street is lined with elm trees, tall and gray; long swaths of snow 

cling to their leafless branches like cotton wool on the limbs of skel- 

etons. From either side of the street the trees reach out and touch each 

other, their branches meeting above the road. A Rolls Royce pulls into 

the winding drive of the Franklin Lloyd Wright dwelling and a chauf- 

feur helps a slim-silver haired woman out of the backseat. As he hoists 

himself upon the sill to get a better look, the boy lets the book drop from 

his hand. He stares at the woman for several seconds, but his gaze is bro- 

ken by a sudden increase in the sound of the piano. His mother enters 

on the peculiar F sharps and B flats of a B61a Bart6k composition. 

Ida-Lorraine Wilderson is a New Orleans Creole (at least her hus- 

band once said so) with pointed features and "manageable" hair. Her 

only regret is that she was only able to pass her physical traits on to her 

daughter and not to her son as well. The boy is as dark as his father and 

has lips that seem to get fuller as he gets older and a nose which she 



liopes will rrot hakc what she calls the drunken thickness of Indians, 

the nose of her husl>and's grandmother who mas a Uative American. For 

these reasons the bo? is i r ~  liis roorn nlerriori7ing Edgar Allen Poe and 

the girl is do~sristairs practicing Bartcik. 

"T haven't heard jou in quite a while." 

"No onc clsc at school has to rncrnorizc pocms. Thcj  do thc Twist." 

"Thqv'll grow up casual, with no sense of mission. They can afford to." 

"ll'hat's a mission?" 

"M hat stan7a are yo11 otr?" 

She won't Icave uritil lie's 1)ack at liis tiesk. 

I was :I c.hil(l arid all(% was a c.lliltl, 

111 this hillgdorl~ I)! tilt- sea: 

Tlrc. so~trrd of Iris r.c.c.itatior~ and tlie f:iirit s l~:~rl)s  erltl flats of' her 

tlaughter t)rac.tic'irlg the piano helow f'ollo\v her as she rnounts the creak- 

ing wootlcn stairs ot'a shoaltlcr-\sitit11 stairway to tfrc attic. 

S l ~ e  enters lrer hushar~d's stlld? in the attic.. 011 one sidc of'the desk 

is a ~jlx)to of hcbr i r ~  (-:I]) ar~tl gowrl, or1 t hc, ot1rc.r side is the, cap ar~tl gowrr 

ptiijto of'her hust)aiitl. Ile is sn~iliilg without irillit)itiori, so broadly that 

she tiardl? rc.cogrii~cs tiini. She  picks it up arld tries to rcrnc~rnbcr, but 

the t i r r l r  of his tl;~l~pirlc~ss is as c.ll~sivc. ;is what she. caarrlc. 1rc.rc. i r ~  sc.erc-kr 

of. She dccitlcs to give up, wtict~ she lias a notion. She pulls the large 

swikel chair horn beneath the tlesk and discovers an  emptj  hot tle of Jack 

I):rrr~el's or1 the seat. 

4 s  she walks down the narrow attic stairs, be~idirlg her head to keep 

from grazing the ceiling, the music arid tlic pocrll grow louder. She 

errierges i t1  t11t. kitctieri wlrere her rnother-in-law sits at the kitcher~ table 

rcatiirig thc ricwspapcr. Sllc- walks to the c'ouliter and pours herself a cup 

of coffee, h a r e l  glancing at her mother-in-lam. 



"Can't you speak?'' asks her mother-in-law. 

"Can't you?" 

The music from the living room has stopped but neither woman 

seems to have noticed. 

"If my son were here you wouldn't disrespect me." 

"I'm a proxy for you both." 

"Don't use that high tone talk with me, gal. Say what you mean." 

"Your son gives me.. .lessons, when it's you he really wants to school. 

He married me because he couldn't marry you. Is that too high tone for 

you?" 

They turn to find the little girl, standing in the doorway. 

Dr. Wilderson drives slowly over the snow-dusted avenues of Ken- 

wood. His car is a shiny black Dodge with fins protruding from the back 

like the Batmobile of his son's comic books. He takes note of the Rolls 

Royce parked majestically in front of the low, long house on Mount Curve. 

Two men on the radio are discussing the legacy of the president who was 

laid to rest a year ago, the missile crisis on the island of Cuba, and the 

weekend Marilyn Monroe may or may not have spent at the White House. 

Then one of them says, "We've got our own missile crisis right here in 

town." He explains how a family of Negroes has block-busted the historic 

Kenwood neighborhood. A plot, he wonders, to bring down property val- 

ues? His co-host asks if Communists have put the Negro family up to 

this. 

I see my father. I see his hand squeezing the life out of the steering 

wheel. I see his fingers snap the dial of the radio. I hear the silence of the 

car and the tires gnashing slush. 

In the antechamber he stamps his feet and removes his galoshes. He 

enters another door and finds himself in a huge front hall beneath the 

hand-carved balustrade of the front stairs and a chandelier on the ceil- 

ing two stories above. He opens a slice of the wall beneath the stairs-a 

hidden closet-hangs up his overcoat and scarf. He moves into the liv- 

ing room. His daughter is placing sheet music inside the piano seat. She 

closes the lid of the piano. 

"I practiced for an hour, daddy." 



Ile nods. 

"llomni? talked mean to grandma. I re  ~ o u  going to spank her?" 

IIe doesn't answer. 

"\+ell," she insists. "are o u ? "  

IIe sho>es open the door to tlicx kitchen as though it were a hobo 

pressing him for small changc. He criters the kitchen. Ra~ished by the 

sudden glare of rieor~, he sc~uints. A floor of yellow linoleurr~, green For- 

mica countertops, a table arid cabinets whose plywood constitution is 

veiled b? the darh veneer of lacquer. Despite the fact that he and his 

uife had c1losc.11 cver)tli~rlg therr~selkes arid wit11 great elatiorl at the 

thought of finally haking the rnone? to remodel, top to bottom, like 

an? other fan~il j  in Kenuood, dcspitc all this the kitchen has the feel 

of back issues of'B~tter. Horncv 13 Gnrderrs shrewll by wind and rain, rc- 

settled it1 this tlarrip reniodeling. 'I'l~e oven door is open. His mother sits 

l~cl'ore it with hcr bark to the talde and the rlewspapcr's rctrospcctive 

on the anniversary oft  he Prcsidcnt's deatll. tllr opeti air r~rotorc*atle try- 

irrg to rriahc i t 4  gctawa) ant1 Jac%kic. kcnnctl?, too late to shield his hodj 

with her\. 

"PIIotliadrar, wI1j are jot] sitting in front of the oven?" 

",4sk M7. T,emonade. If she don't hill rne she'll coridescer~d me to 

tieat h." 

"Mothadcar." 

She rnl~stc~rs a tear that will riot fall; leans closer to the o w n  arid 

holtls hc~r ilarltls to i t  ;is thorrgl~ warrrling I tre~rl at a c~;irripfire. He notic-c.s 

all the dials are turricd off. IIe (labs her y e  with liis liantlkerchief. 1Ie 

picks up the iiewspaper ant1 scans the headlines a ~ i d  the photographs. 

"n 11) can't you rrlo\e hack honle?" she. sct~s. 

"A hegro psychologist.. .Louisiana, Mothadear?" 

"You'd be thc first. Your father was the first in Lutc1ic.r with his own 

truc*k, the first to start a11 NAACP chapter, the first with his obrl shore, 

the first to show race rnovies, Lord, how I loved the Oscar hlicheaux 

filrns, the galrgster pics, the cowhoy nlo\ies." 

"It's not the same thing, hlothadear." 

"It's \ l r .  I,emoriade, putting ideas in )our head." 



There's no graceful way to leave the kitchen without making her feel 

that he's leaving because of her. "I wish you'd call her by her name." 

"Humph. Next thing I know you'll be cussing me out, too." 

"She swore at you?" 

"It's my fault. That's what they all said in Lutcher. Your complexion 

was my fault. She blames me for everything, just like they did." 

"What did she say?" 

"I should talk as foul as her? I don't think so. We didn't cuss in my 

house. That's something new. We didn't show grown folks disrespect. 

Treats me like the furniture." 

He takes the back stairs two at a time. The thud of his wing tips 

echo on the wooden stairs meant for the quiet climb and descent of 

servants. 

In the master bedroom, Ida-Lorraine paces anxiously about. The room 

is enormous with a concave window overlooking the street, the glass- 

walled belly of a rampart running top to bottom along the house's front 

faqade. Dusk is dying. Across the street, snowflakes fall through a cone 

of soft lamp light. She is dressed in tight patio pants and a sleeveless 

blouse that Sarah Vaughan and Doris Day have made chic and accept- 

able for housewives. 

Her husband moves hurriedly down the hall but stops at the boy's 

bedroom. Edgar Allen Poe is turned down on its spine at the foot of his 

bed. Clad to his elbows in his mother's gloves the little boy waves his toy 

sword in the air and paces up and down inspecting the regiment before 

it marches off to defend the Raj. In this dusk darkened room, with the 

only gleam being that of the desk lamp and the glistening snow collect- 

ing on the windowsill like silt, the splendor of his possessions, his wall of 

adventure books and poetry, his clipper trunk of toys, his posters from the 

1920s advertising ocean voyages, he seems less the child of middle-class 

professionals than a young inmate at Mettray Penal Colony seized by the 

splendor of his delusions. 

"What on earth are you doing?" 

Spinning around at the sound of his father's voice the boy says 

nothing. 



"~lr is~ver me." 

" I  mas aln~ost  fi~rished rrierrlori7ing ' \rrriahel I,ee7 so I just wanted a 

small break so that " 

" I  n M. omen's gloves?" 

"The) 'rc Srorrl rnorrirny's c~losc~t." 

"I know where the! conlc from. JVliy are they c.lirril)ing up your 

wrists?" 

‘“Tile Rrigatliers wore tllerri wl~eri ttley werlt to defer~d t l ~ e  Raj." 

" \ot  wornen's gloves, t l -~ej  didrl't." 

"I'm playing pretend." 

"Wht.rc>'s  our rnotl~cr?" 1Ie k ~ ~ o w s  ~erft>t-t1.y well w1lc.1-tb she is. But he 

wist~cs Ire tlidrl't know he looks at the boy with cycs that arc plcatling, 

irr~plorir~g, tClc. hoy to save h i n ~  frorn I~inrsclf 

111 thr, rnaster bedroo111 the last pale light c.on~cs thro~lgh thc wintlov 

and rnixes with the light of Itla-IJorrainc's tall reading larrrp uhose pole 

arid crlr\:rt~rrc> rcsc.rnhlc the. strc3ctlight I)cllon '1.0 calrn hcxrsclf she rcatls 

c1uir'tl? aloud frorn Etlward Zlhee's 4 /lc./rccitr~ Bn/(rrcc.c. " \ l i t1  here cornt,s 

Julia I~orr~c. f ron~  the war, two Purple Hearts." It o r ~ l j  l~e ig l~tcr~s  her arixict~ 

as shc~ \\ails. 11 11). s11e worltlrrs as she rr:itls, (lo \Vl~ilt. f)t.ople t rrrr~ slrr~der 

Srustratio~ls into brrrlj ordeal\:'Tlie> 1iaver1't liketi. S l ~ e  ~ w t s  the lmok claw 11 

antl walks around straighterling itcms irl ari effort to steady her I~antls. 

1lt. ta~ltt3r.s the l)t.droortl ;r11(1 Iajs out Mo111;lclear's ;~c~t~~rsat iot~s.  'She! 
argue, shoutirig at each other frorri opposite sides ofttre room. They both 

are tioping a t t~ i rd  party will intervene and rescue them; or a natural di- 

saster will erupt outside the wiridow arid gibe them a common cause. 

"You sworc if I carne to this t~irltlra I could fi~rish rny doctorate," she 

says. "'You'll p1a.y your part heside rric in  dFK's ?Jew E'ronticr.' Little did 

1 knob1 ,vou swore the sarrle thing to Mothatlear." 

In  the kitcheri, gra~ldrnotlier Wilderson looks up at the ceiling to the 

sound of scuffling and the thlld of bodies. She  wrings her hands antl 

draws the little girl to her bosom. Erifolcls her like a swan with her duck- 

ling arid rocks back arid forth in her chair. 

In his hedroom the bo? slices the air wit11 his sword like a madman. 



In the master bedroom the spine ofA Delicatellalance lays broken on 

the window seat and the rest of the books from the curved bay window- 

sill lay strewn on the floor beneath it. The sound of heavy breathing and 

grunts comes from the bathroom off the master bedroom. The faucet is 

running; there are drops of blood on the tap. A bar of soap, broken into 

small chunks, lodged in the drain, causes the soapy water to back up- 

and there is a toothbrush floating in the murky dregs. 

Ida-Lorraine is breathing ferociously, gasping for air, coughing. ('YOU 

gonna rip my blouse!" 

On their dresser outside the bathroom is a photograph of the two of 

them one June-orange afternoon in a cottage for "Colored Newlyweds" 

on the Mississippi River, circa 1955. Her blouse is tied at the waist. He 

is barefoot, the cuffs of his pants rolled up his shins Huck Finn-style. 

The newlyweds are clowning for the camera. To complete the parody, 

she has tied a handkerchief above her brow Aunt Jemima-style, while he 

holds a fishing pole in one hand and a string of catfish in the other. Had 

the picture been taken later in the day, the sun setting behind them and 

the oceanic reach of the Mississippi River would have thrown them both 

into silhouette and cast their smiling faces into shadow. She bolts from 

the bathroom, crashing into the dresser. 

"Blouse be the least of your worries, you don't get back in here and 

wash that filthy mouth out with soap." He is coming out of the bathroom 

into the bedroom, with the soap in his hand. "Swear in my house!" 

She gropes along the bookshelf tumbling everything in its wake. She 

licks the sliver of blood from her lip and paces the bombed out room in 

a swift but careful pavane with her husband who is looking for the right 

moment to lunge. She is the flag. He is the bull. 

Downstairs, in the kitchen, grandmother opens her arms and re- 

leases her little duckling. Neither one of them can concentrate on the 

story she is telling or keep their eyes from roaming the ceiling. 

"Child, we were glorious beyond glorious!" 

"This glorious?" The girl extends her arms so far in either direction 

the strain can be seen on her face. 



" N o ,  bahj," graritimothcr \.I. ilderson extends her o \ ~ ~ r i  arms to let the 

child bear witrlc~ss to an even wider reacli, "this glorious!" And together 

they sit, tllc grandrnotlicr with her arms stretched out as far as they will 

reach, her granddaughter nt.stlcd against her with the hack of her head 

resling on her 1)osorri. 

"'l'his glorions!" they lal~gh, together. 

Then. a thud. A I ) I I I ~ I ~ ) .  4rid the muffled souricl ol' voices above them. 
'< . 1 nl going to see." sajs the girl. 

"It's grolkri folks' business. Stay here." 

"hlorrirri~ sajs we \\erc.ri't glorious -just slaves." 

kneeling or1 the floor. his arms and face slumpetl or] the bed beside 

the sword, the boy is sol~hir~g. He wipes his tears arid snot or1 thc bed- 

spr(,ad and rises to the wintlow wl~cre his mirliature collection of the Brit- 

ish army lines the sill. Into a ricw formation of attack he hcgir~s to place 

them, 1)ut he is distracted by t tic. view from his window. 'l'hc, parade of elm 

trclc.s is graj ant1 leafless. '111t. bark is sheathed wit11 sriou. Iirolri either side 

ofthe street their skeletal fingers stretch lip and across; the) alrrlost meet 

over the street in a stark. tar~glrd carlop. This is Jarnes Aver~rlr.. I pper 

.lariics to those wllo need to, or are fond of, calling it. For though these 

houses hoast onl? fifteen to twerit rooms, at the erld of Upper Jarnes (one 

hall' bloc-k awaj) is hlorlnt Curvcl where the rriar~sior~s earn tlieir names. 

Ariti it is this noble proxirrlity of unearned wealth that makes the dif'fer- 

e1iccB f i r  those who riceti thc dif'krence. On the corner of'hlount (:urve, 

111~. Iboy spies what cannot be seer1 tlrrough thc hlsh foliage of surlirlier ant1 

fall: the brori~e dome of the east uirig of a long one-story llolrsc where 

hlrs. l'ror~tiuell waits in thc clrivc fiw her chauffeur to open the tloor of her 

Kolls Rojc-e. T l ~ e  Rolls Ro?cc floats slovvl? over the circular drive. It turns 

onto Irppcr James. The spiky-fingered elrils reflect on the polished Iiood 

as the, car glides to a stop in front ol' the LC ilderson home. 

Fr-at~h aticl Ida-1.orraine are rritarlgletl or1 tlic seat beside the curved 

hay wirltiocv; pulling at each otllcr too furioilsly to see the car that stops 

just 1)~Ionl their wir~dow. He I ) I I I I S  her to the batl-~roorr~ whcv-c, the faa- 

cet rlr~ls arid tlic. toothbrush swirls i r i  the gurgle of soapy water. ,Qgain, 

she jarihs free of him. 4gairi tlieir darrcc bc~gins: Ida-Lorrairle, moving 



like prey with her back against the wall; Frank, inching forward for the 

lunge. "Words? Words?!" she says moving about the room, never turn- 

ing her back to him, pretending not to be afraid. "You would beat me for 

words?" Frank lunges at his wife, catching only her shoulder. 

In the snowy street in front of their house, Mrs. Proudwell's elegant 

black boots step from the car and light upon the snow. She waves away 

her chauffeur's hand, a ritual of elderly assertion she performs whenever 

she thinks someone can see her. 

On the first landing of the front stairs, Frank and Ida-Lorraine press 

against each other like lovers. With his left hand he grips her collarbone 

and holds her, pinning her to the wall. With his right hand he is squeez- 

ing her jaw. 

"Wash this mouth out with soap. Not to my mother you don't." He 

pants and thrusts. She writhes in his grip and struggles to pull his hand 

away from her face. Tears roll down her cheeks into his hands. 

Now she wrenches his hand away and slips, grinds, maneuvers out 

from under the press of his pelvis. She begins to walk down the stairs 

(taking advantage of the interlude in which his hand rests on his knee 

as he tries to catch his breath) massaging the palm print from her face 

with one hand, holding the other aloft like a tired and inexperienced 

boxer. "You'd sleep with her if she'd bear you a child." He grabs her and 

raises his hand. The doorbell rings and.. . 
... for some strange reason.. . 
. . .he hears it. 

The doorbell rings again. 

They are there, now. The little girl. The little boy. Professor Wilder- 

son and Ida-Lorraine. There, at the bottom of the stairs, just this side 

of the door. They wait like fugitives trying to decide what to do. Dr. 

Wilderson cuts them all a straighten-up-and-fly-right look. He opens the 

huge plate glass door. They shiver from the rush of cold air as though 

being washed by the build up of water between the first and second 

hatches of a submarine. He steps into the antechamber. 

It is Mrs. Proudwell, the doe-eyed widow whom the boy often spies 

from his bedroom window. There, just there, beyond the outer door. Her 



t)reatli is itearriirig the glass from behind her veil. Dr. Wilderson tr~rrls 

to his famil? once again. This time his e?es harbor a plea for lielp that 

they have neler seen before. They are thrown off balance t)y it. The walls 

start to swa? arid their heads begill to swoon. He turn4 thc lock or1 the 

last hatch to the sea. 

\$'it11 voices joyous as the Vienna Boys' Choir, Dr. U7ilderson, the 

girl, and the boy sing out: "\.l/elcome, how good of you to c.orr~e!" as 

thougli they l i a ~ e  been practicing for )ears. Ida-Im-rairie leans against 

the wall and looks up in disgust. 

Mrs. Proudwell is upon them. Sornett~ing, she thinks, 11as happerled 

here. 

Sometimes I wish that doork)ell had not rring. I tcll mysc,lf rrly life would 

have been different had Mrs. Proudwell not comc that day. It's as foolish 

a thought as it is selfish. For the doorbell was what saveti rrly mother. And 

it's a foolisli thought ill as rrinch as I surrlrrloti it, if otily i r i  rnj rriir~d, to 

explain, or explain away, my love for Alice as being iriextricably bouriti to 

rriy childhood fascination with Mrs. Prouclwc.ll. Never mind all the bread 

crurrlbs rriissirig along the patti fro~ri liere to there. It gets rrie through 

the da). That's what one does when one is possessc.ti kjy what can't he 

named-one finds a waj to get ttirorlgh thc day. Alice would say there 

was nothing of Mrs. Proudwcll in lier. No painted face in a vain effort to 

hide her wrinkles. No pornpous sippirig of tea. No chauffeur to guide her 

from her Rolls. he(-ause she, 11adn't a Roll5 hut a twelve-year-old Honda 

with a stick shift and she drives it 1iersc.lf; thank ~011. And all I'd be able 

to offer in response would 1)e the press of rriy images, m j  associations, 

as ~lllsive as snakes of v:ll)or. I rlsrtl to dream that, had that doorl-jell not 

rung, nly famil) coulti have been saved, hunkered down with our house 

as our t-)unkcr, safe in our sanctuary, safe frorn Mrs. Proudwell and her 

two hundred niillion rr4atiorls, Wtlittl Arr~ericaris, rich and poor arid 

in-between, scattered all across the land, protected from the thing we 

nccdcd protec~ion fi.orn thc niost, the filture. 



Alice would chafe at the thought of being called a relation (rich or 

poor or in-between) of Mrs. Proudwell. Why, she would have asked, sar- 

donically, because I'm in my sixties and she was in her sixties? Because 

I'm White and she was White? And we would both wait anxiously for 

my answer, knowing that more than a night of sex, or not, hung in the 

balance. I would know the answer that would settle her mind-a simple 

"no" followed by a small list of all the things which made Alice special: 

her fine poetry, her history of left-wing causes, her travels to the third 

world, our long literary nights together-just as she would know the 

answer that would settle mine-a simple "yes" followed by, You're all 

alike, there's nothing to calibrate. 

I'd been back from South Africa for less than a year when Alice 

introduced me to Virginia, her daughter. A poet mother and her Bud- 

dhist daughter. They taught at a sleepy, northern California college 

seven miles south of Santa Cruz. Alice: English, for twenty-five years. 

Virginia: Dance, for nineteen years. They were devotees of the Dalai 

Lama, organic gardening, public nudity, and unconditional sanctu- 

ary for stray cats-Crown Princesses of the New Age Dispensation. 

There were, however, important differences between them. Alice had 

survived the Depression in the dust bowls of Montana and Wyoming 

and rubbed shoulders with Black militants in Oakland and San Fran- 

cisco. She'd even taken one as a lover when her husband wasn't look- 

ing. But her daughter, Virginia, had no such bracelet of charms and 

credentials. She was a product of ballet lessons in Mill Valley in Marin 

County, a bedroom suburb of San Francisco in the '60s. An artsy- 

craftsy-tennis-and-yacht-club-swimming-pool hideaway, sheltered by 

ninety-eight parents' groups, thirty-nine women's clubs, one-hundred 

five church groups, thirty musical organizations, and two-hundred- 

sixteen sports clubs. 

It was the spring of 1997. There was still some time before the Cabrillo 

College Dance Recital was to begin. Virginia was standing in the middle 

of the auditorium speaking to one of her colleagues from the dance de- 

partment when Alice and I entered the auditorium arm in arm laughing, 

having just shared a private joke. Something terrifying was triggered in 



Virginia's eyes as she watched me down the aisle. Or maybe something 

clicked inside her as she looked at her mother with me. 

Her colleague drifted off to find a seat. Virginia came over to us, sat 

down, and launched into a strange soliloquy. In her manner of speak- 

ing there was something anxious and clipped; a certain shortness of 

breath. An apparently oblivious Alice seemed excited, almost thrilled 

to be introducing me to Virginia. Perhaps if I had spoken, I too might 

have sounded just like Virginia. Her conversation was completely as- 

sociational; it had no through line, as though she was talking to hold at 

bay some other form of engagement. The only topic she held onto long 

enough for me to gain a conceptual toehold was her anger at the inva- 

sion of hip-hop and jazz dance in her department. Her specific animus 

toward Lisa, the lone Black woman in the dance department-Virginia's 

subordinate, the actual "culprit" in question-was omitted. In fact, Lisa 

was not mentioned by name by either her or Alice; and I could not have 

mentioned it for I did not yet know her name. As a result, one could not 

be faulted for getting the impression that a whole tribe of Black dancers 

had descended on Santa Cruz, with no other intention than running 

amuck in Virginia's department. To hear her tell it, these Black dance 

forms were poised to engulf the entire curriculum; she probably meant 

"cannibalize" but wanted to spare me the pain of knowing that she was 

opposed to our dancing as well as our fine culinary traditions. I smiled. 

I nodded. I listened the way one listens when traveling incognegro. I 

was careful not to frown, lest she think I disapproved of what she was 

saying. I was careful not to show too many teeth, lest she think I wanted 

to eat her. 

As far as I could gather, she feared "the studentsn-she didn't say 

the White students but there were only three or four Black students 

in the whole department-would become so captivated by hip-hop and 

jazz dance that they would never take another ballet or modern dance 

class again. So enthralled was I by the breathtaking spirit of Virginia's 

thrusts and parries that I became anxious and fearful. As her words spi- 

raled and expanded I envisioned an army of large barefoot Black women 

descending upon the flaxen maidens of the dance department, chasing 



Virginia with spears and incomprehensible oaths across campus, throw- 

ing her headfirst into a pot of boiling water, stirring vigorously, season- 

ing excessively, and chanting ugga-bugga, ugga-bugga all night long. It 

was frightful. 

The house lights dimmed. Virginia left us and went to her seat. But 

in the void of her sudden departure I grew increasingly frustrated, sens- 

ing that two melodies had expressed themselves in our brief, but heady 

composition. The first tune was that well-known hit called "Negropho- 

bia": a neurotic little ditty the orchestra plays when confronted with 

the energetic and incomprehensible movement of Black bodies. It was a 

song I'd heard one version or another of since the day Mrs. Proudwell 

arrived. 

As the curtains parted, something else nagged at me. Virginia's de- 

fensive soliloquy on the plague potential of Black dance had a specific 

and empirical genealogy. The sight of me or, to be more precise, her 

sighting of me (look a Negro) or the sight of Alice arm in arm with 

me (look a Negro in bed with my mother), had triggered her torrent of 

discordant and associational speech. I embodied Virginia's common 

anxiety about a common, well-known contagion. (As the Klan used to 

say, "Everyone in America's got nigger on the brain.") I suddenly real- 

ized that I had been caught off guard by this. In my mind, I had not 

entered the auditorium as a contagion, but as Frank, Alice's newfound 

love. Virginia and I had no history-we were meeting for the first time. 

Yes, I was that naive. But we did share a history. She was speaking our 

history. But I didn't want to hear it. 

These thoughts rushed in and out again between Virginia's depar- 

ture and the dimming house lights. I didn't want to know what I knew I 

knew. But as the first dancers came on stage my emotional state shifted 

from confusion and despair to hatred and anger, directed not as one 

might think, at Virginia, but at Alice. I was no longer sitting beside Al- 

ice in the auditorium; I was sitting beside her in the car, driving down 

the Pacific Coast Highway. We are being pulled over. The music began 

and the dancers, slowly, languidly, began to move. I tried to keep my 

mind on what my eyes were seeing, White women gliding abstractly to 



arid fro. Rut it was rio usc. Instcaci of the smell of old fabric. in the seats 

where I sat, I was thinking of the air that tasteci of salt on that oceanside 

highway; arid I heard not the rnusic being plajed for yourlg dancers but 

the sound of suicide being practiced or1 rocks by the waves. 

Yorr likp heir~g on the road with her, cion'tyo~l? 

Yes. lt ts one of the few things 1 rral/y enjoy 

Br~t,yor/pnrticri/arly /f ie it at night. 

Yes, at night. 

W h y  at night? 

Thr (lark car i s  our cocoon. T/~err:s no Hlnck, there's no Wllite. It:s,i~r.st the 

two ofus. 

Real&? 

Real& 

Rut here it7 tlir college auditorium, .you fie/ crs t h o u g l ~ ~ ~ o u  hale her? 

It just came over me- like a wave. 

You'd lrke to be back in the car, driving along the coast? 

Yes. 

Who i driving? 

W r  trarie 

Who cvc1.s ctriving that night? 

What nig.ht? 

That night. 

/ don't rernemhrr. 

Let's talk ahoutyour other trks .  W/lat clr,,you like about therrr? 

Thr cvoril zs small. Like a cowbird on afencepo.st, t l ~ e  worM vanishes in the 

rearview mirror. 

l low can yo11 see a cowhirtt on crfinccpost at nig-ht.7 

I can touch the back ofhrr neck i r ~  the darkness. 

Strangle lrer? 

Caress her, chmn it! I love her! 

WCJ clon't have to do titis, *yorr know. We can watcll the ciance r~crtal. 

/ run rny,fir~gers through her hair. 

Fir1 r1 . 

What's that supposed to mean? 



Just hmm. So you're driving along on one ofyour trips. There's no Black, no 

White. The lid is sealedon that can of worms. Just Frank. Just Alice. The wind. 

The waves. The moon. Do you ever stop to urinate? 
Don't be stupid. 
The Highway Patrol, they're okay with you strangling a White woman 

while she's trying to drive? You sure there's not a law against that? 
I'd like to watch the recital. 

You've never been stopped? 

Never. 
Never? 
Well.. . .once. 

Oh ... And? 
And nothing. 

You'd rather not talk about the incident. 
It wasn't an incident. 

Fine. It wasn't an incident. 
He asked her for her license and registration. No big deal. 
So, she was driving. 

Is that relevant? 

Is it? 
Yes, she was driving. 

Why did he stop you.. .her. 
A tail light or something. I don't remember. 
How did the cop and Alice get on? 

Like a house on3re. 
How did you feel? 

He didn't see me atJrst, he came up on the driver? side and didn't lean too 

far in. Theyjust chatted. 
They chatted? 
Yeah. 

Alice and the cop? Was he her nephew? 
Kiss my ass. 

Well? 
I said, kiss my ass. 



 when:^ the last time you turned a traj$c stop into a social caM? 

I want to watch the recital. 

What did you.fiel? 

I didr~'t)e/ anything. 

But 11'1~ /ming oJyour cocoon was torn. 

It happened sofast. 

Then /1e s e n t y u  on your way? 

Sort of.'. . 

'(Sort o f"  isrl't standar(lpoliceprocedr~re. 

He sllined his light on her hand as she reached owr to tile glove conpartmerlt. 

The light lit 7~pon my- jket. 

You mcwn your shoes. 

Ayyfiet.  

You mean your socks. 

-Wy.fiet. 

Your ashy, blue on the top, prnk and splayed on the bottom ? 

Feet. 

Hardy  incognrgro oJyou. 

Iguess not. 

Wait. Wllat's tile connection between tfle glove compartntent andyourfiet? 

Myfie/ were on the clashboard. 

You just as lome (IT/(] breezy as your Ifi i te woman, a7n't.p~' 

Then he shined the lidlt ir~ n ~ y j i c ~ .  

Back rjp. W h y  were yourfiet on the dashboard? 

IVe were irt our cocoon. I was wcitingpoetry 0 , s  she was ririvirlg. 

Got i/. 

W e  werc happy 

Cot it. 
We were together. 

Got it. 
I was 

Recilirtgpoetry with your big King Kongfiet spread out on the dashboard 

got it. So, heshirledthe lrght on.your)et andlhen lle looked a t h ~ r  ancisaid, uGee, 

la(& wherc>'d.you get that flegrojjot ornament? I 'd like one for my dashboard." 



He shined the light in my face. Then he looked at her and he said- 

"Haven't Iseen those feet on a Wanted Poster?" 
- "Ma'am, are you alright?" And she said, "Yes, of3cer, I'm alright." 
And? 
And nothing. We continued on our trk .  

How did you feel? 

We dodged a bullet, okay? 
"We" dodged a bullet? 

There was this silence between us. 

You didn't go on reciting poetry 
She said something like, what a sweet cherub face he had, how he was just 

a young boy; something like that. 

How didyou feel? 

She was nervous. She was trying to dffuse the situation. 
What situation, the cop was gone? Are you "the situation"? 

We needed to break the silence.. .break the ice between us.. .I don't know. 
So, your cocoon was all frozen? 
Idon't wanna think about this anymore. 

What didyou say to her? 
Nothing. Not right then. 
What were you thinking? 

I was thinking How couldshe speak so endearingly. of that.. .that fuckirzgpig! 
Because of what he did to you? 

Because he's a pig! Not a cherub. 
How did you feel? 
Horrible.. Horrible! 

Because she liked his face? 

Because she waspredisposed to like his face. 
Which says something about her predisposition to you. 
Don'tput words in my mouth. 
Surely things change when you get to the motel; when you're no longer on 

the road; in the room when it's just Frank, just Alice. No Black, no White. Just 

the two ofyou in the room. 
Yes, things do change. 



Yoor cocoon retrrrns. 

Itk hptler 111 tlrc roorn She registers a n d 1  r~nlotlc/. 

R m  14 .? 

Irc~h, c/ioision ?f labor and all that. Tftat tvny we g6.l a good room f they  've 

got (I good room1 

Z ~ N I N I  
IVe c/or~'t hnue to worrj- that thel.. gave 11s cr ~ I z i t t ~  rootri hecause of nze, or 

hccnrrce ofhrr c~rrd 7nc.. 

llrnm. 

U e gc/ whul everyone rive gets. 

//rnrn. 

4'0 .sen.sc.provoking the rnanagernent in t/resr /i/!y out of t/ie w~zyplace.~. 

.So, I / I O S P / ) / ~ ~ P S  are not cocoons, I take it not 1il;ce tfw car? 

/ / I  thv roorn we can close the crlrtarns and br alnnc. togrther. It's groovy 

c/g</ ill 

II ho closes the curtains? 

r (/O. 

lbrl're cn~orrird that she'llstcrrt runnirlg nrorrnd buck naked ~ n f i o r ~ t  of t l ~ r  

o/)rn (&,I rl c/ow.s. 

Look, we're there, oka): Ir:s,fine. 1% trlrn off ~lrc cell phones. o on(? 11n.c 

o11r r~rrrrrber: 1% one knotus tvhere we nre. IVe t.nn /toM each ot//er. We cc~n recrcl 

noucls. I4'e can reciteportr): W e  can listen to rnusic. Orjiist talk ubo~/t  tornor- 

row 's drive. I love her in  hose ror~te(/ r0orn.s. 

7'lru/ :r the onkplace you car1 looe hcr those rcwtc.(/roorns arrd t11e car. 

I wor//(/r~'t go t/~nt.fir. 

.Ire 111~1.e televiszor1~ in those roo1r1~? 

Ofco~rrse. 

Do ,) or/ ever wmtc/7 ~IIPNI.') 

O ~ C O U K F ~ .  

1.T hat cho.)-ou watch.? 

14 /rntever's on. 

7wo ir~te//e~tua/<s /ike~yo//r.re/(~e,s urrd.you watch 'w/7atc>ver's on'? 

Kcruns. You know, vintclge strdj' 
Vir~t{/g(, what? 



Cop shows.. .mainly. 
Hmm. 

The house lights came on. It was intermission. Alice asked me what 

I thought of the performance thus far. I managed something between a 

word and a grunt. Truth is, I couldn't recall any of the performance, and 

the dancers had all floated before me without registering. I was seething, 

but I could not articulate my anger. I wanted to get out. I wanted to stay. 

Ma'am, are you alright? The nerve of that pig. If he had had any sense 

of history, or just a fart's whiff of reality, he would have seen me with 

her and asked me if I was alright. I see you're traveling with this White 

woman, sir, are you going to need any assistance? Instead, something 

warm and filial had passed between them; a private and quotidian con- 

sensus, like the one arrived at by her and her daughter as the specter of 

Black dancers cast menacing shadows on the wall. They were all family: 

the dancer, the poet, the cop. Where do I fit in? 

The question was untenable. It oozed into our arguments without ever 

being spoken. And its answer, its eternal and uncompromising answer 

made me hiss with scorn whenever she and I argued. 

"I can't bear the contempt in your voice," she had said. 

To which I rejoined: "You people always hone in on the form of 

what's said." 

"I am not 'you people.'" 

"You should thank your stars for our contempt. Virginia should say, 

'I had lunch with Lisa and I got off with contempt. Whew! But come to 

think of it, she did stab at that chicken rather pensively. I guess she was 

hungry."' 

"I am not 'you people.' Your attempt at inversion is racist and 

juvenile." 

"'And mom, did I tell you I was served by a Black waiter? Chicken 

salad on croissant, but no strychnine. A side order of contempt, but they 

always serve that. Boy, was I lucky, mom."' 

"Are you finished?" 

"That's what you people should say." 

"I'm a woman and my name is Alice." 



"You're a White worriari who likes to ruri arourid the house arid the 

yard flauntir~g her nude body for whoever passes bj." 

"I've heard enough." 

"You're what makcs things sell. White 41ice. That's your name. And 

your racist daughter with her T i b ~ t a n  pretensions; guess what her name 
is " 

"Cet out." 

"White Virginia. Arid your " 
6' (Jet ~ l l t ! "  

"-1)lorlde-haired, blue-eyed, wonder-boj grandson: Orgeen, Rorgeen, 

Sdlrnorgeen however you say that phony Tibetan name. Thrcc guesses 

what his name is? Arid don't say 'Jesus.' That's riot the answer." 

"If you hate me," she said looking me in the q e ,  "why do jou fuck me?" 

J looked at her and thought how much I had rriiscalculated. She had 

brought me face to fact with the question I was rnost terrified of. But I 
wasn't about to 1)reak down arrd bccorrie vulnerable. 1 pressed on, hop- 

ing against hope that she hat1 riot seen the flicker of doubt arid dread in 

my eyes. 

"On second thought, why not call hint Jesus? Virginia could increase 

the eorigregation tenfold." 

"It's a Buddhist retreat, not a churct~," she said. "You don't know the 

first thing about what goes on up a there. It's a very spiritual place." 

"Okay, Spiritual Srhmorgeenriot  Jesus. There. Satisfied His father 

is a burnt out acid-head from Sar~ta Monica and his mother's a bllrrit out 

yoga-head from M i l l  \/alley. And he's Little Raby Schmorgecn." 

"M hy don't you stop tornlenting yourself arid get a Black woman?" 

"IIow much of Schrnorgeen's Similac comcls frorri the CI A?" 
"You'll sit by the fire long winter nights and confess jour sins to her." 

"The Ualai Larria is on the CIA payroll." 

"Weave your soliloquies into an epic-: my lost years with an old White 

woman by the sea." 

"But you already kriew about his CIA connection, didn't you?" 

"'ki)~i'll tell your story a little differently each night. hro, that's not 

your style, jou loathe mendacity, or do you? You'll serialize it rather than 



fabricate it. Hold her in suspense, make her feel more appreciated each 

night until she forgives you." 

"But Virginia hasn't read the expos6 on the Dalai Lama and the CIA. 

She's allergic to books." 

"You'll both live happily ever after." 

"Whatever." 

"I hate you." 

"Good," I said. "Now we're getting somewhere." 

Vyou hate me why do you fuck me? When I was a boy in Kenwood it never 

occurred to me that I would one day be thrown by a question as bur- 

nished and pristine as this. It caught me by surprise, so consumed was 

I by the other question, Where didI4t in? The question that Alice would 

never think to launch across the bow. It was mine and mine alone. It had 

resounded inside of me long before I lived and worked in Santa Cruz. 

Since the day my parents pulled and scratched and cursed and tumbled 

down the stairs to meet Mrs. Proudwell. I'd thought South Africa held 

the answer, but that was not the case. As far as I'm concerned, Khanya's 

father had said, he's a White man. If only that were true. Then I wouldn't 

be with a White woman, I would be with Alice, and being; whether hers 

or mine, would not be in question. Whatever our fights would be about 

we would know, without even having to know, what they were not about- 

they would not be about my Black death and her White life. They would 

be about "issues." 

When I was a boy in Kenwood, I wanted to live on the ocean floor. 

That, I might have intuited, would keep the question Where do I j t  in? 

high above me. On the ocean floor that question, as well as its probing 

cousin Ifyou hate me why do you fuck me?-which I had no idea at the tender 

age of eight had already taken the high road to meet me-would drown 

if it tried to track me down. I read Jules Verne's 20,000Leagues Under the 

Sea over and over again in hopes that Captain Nemo would come for me 

and take me to a world where I could replenish myself on fish and flora 



while living beyond the reach of dry land. But now I had lived five years 

in South Africa anti was back in Kenwooct again S a r l t a  Cruz, Califor- 

nia, a Kenwood by the sea. I'd come full circle and gone nowhere. I'd 

become my father, bracing nlyself in the presence of Mrs. Proudwell's 

precious body, takirlg great care not to touch her skirt as I clearled the 

tea she spilled on herself and the sofa, taking care with r r y  words, even 

when enraged, just as he had always taken care with his. Waiting for 41- 

Ice to make the first move in my heart, the wa? rrly father had waited for 

Mrs. Proudwell to rnake the first move in his house. Watching her as she 

watched us I see Mrs. Proudwell stancting there as if unsure. whether or 

not she should enter. Catching sight ofollr fares in the foycr, she quickly 

became aware of her advantage. Something, she thought as she stood in 

thc colt1 space between the outer door and the inner door, has happened 

here. Oh, hlrs. Proudwell, if you only kneu. 

She ejes us like General Patton inspecting thc troops. With her icy 

palrrl on my sister's cheek, she quips, "Re a dear and show George, 

my driver, to the kitchen." Dr. Wilderson closes the outer door be- 

hind George, who stomps the snow from his feet. My sister looks 

questioningly at rnorn, who turns to dad, who initiates a chain of 

nods back to my sister, which Mrs. Proudwell pretends not to see. 

Yes, she thinks, something has happened here. 

ZIrs. l'rondwell shivers dramatically. "Re a dear, Dr. Wilderson, close 

the foyer door." She snliles at me. "And will you help me with m.y coat?" 

Thc boj steps forward. "I mill, miss." 

"And you are?" 

"Frank B. IVilderson, the third, miss. I k n o ~  'Gunga Din,' by heart!" 

"How charming." She tugs at her long black gloves and places them on 

top of I1r.r c.rnllne, draped across the t~oy's arms Vow t~~rrlirlg to Ida-Idor- 

raine, "You're to be commended. A girl as poised as any girl in finishing 

school and a boj who knows Kipling." how even Ida-Lorraine is bearning. 

Sudderily guests in their own home, rny parents follow Mrs. Proudwell to 



the living room. "Two Negro children," she says over her shoulder, "who 

don't smell like Negro children." Ida-Lorraine is too stunned to respond. 

"And this room," she arranges herself on the sofa under a Grecian 

fresco. "Wait until I tell them about this room, an impetuous but beguil- 

ing juxtaposition of Restoration and Louis the Fourteenth. We all work 

with what we have." Speaking as though to herself she says, "It's odd ... 
your children standing there. They remind me of something. Little Ken- 

nedy~. Yes, little Kennedys. If not for the fact that-" 

"They're Negroes," offers Ida-Lorraine. Dr. Wilderson blanches. 

I remember Mrs. Proudwell having stayed for hours, though I was 

told it was less than thirty minutes. Perhaps it seemed like such a long 

visit because the time of our isolation had been so long. She told us that 

the death of John F. Kennedy had compelled her to take a good hard 

look at things. 

"I told the Kenwood Committee 'This has to stop. This isn't Selma 

or Little Rock. Just because they're Negroes doesn't mean they're not 

our kind of people."' She sipped her tea and waited for our response, but 

my father could think of none, and my mother hadn't quite recovered 

from my father's attack on the stairs. We are together, the four of us, the 

Wildersons, together in our antique living room for the first time in the 

nearly two years that we have lived in Kenwood, yet we can think of noth- 

ing to say. Mrs. Proudwell does not like the silence. 

"My late husband was a star gazer," she says. "He had an observatory 

built in our roof, though Mr. Lloyd Wright said alterations and annexa- 

tions were forbidden. That bronzed dome, you've seen it?" She pauses 

but we are still too ungrounded to respond. She fidgets. She has no 

cookie or cake to eat, nothing to alternate or vary the single motion of 

lifting her cup to her lips. Parched options in a room full of Negroes. 

"Last night I saw Orion," says Mrs. Proudwell, "through my late hus- 

band's telescope." 

I remember how I tried to change the subject; for reasons that are 

still unknown to me. I told her about Gunga Din and my plans to defend 

the Raj. My sister Fawn was quiet, taking in every twitch of every eye, 

every facial movement of every adult. 



"Kipling," Mrs. Proudwell repeats, "well, yes, but I was speaking of 

Orion. A rlocturnal spectacle for nly optimism on the night Kennedy was 

inaugurated; and now, the vision of my pessinlism on these cold nights of 

missiles and civil defense. How many missiles (lid Brirlkley say, thirty?" 

Mother corrcct.s hcr: "Tl1irt.y-t wo." 

Dad leans forw-arci: "No, honey, Mrs. Proudwell is right. Rrinkley said 

thirty. He was connt.ing right off the ti-2 photographs." 

Mrs. Proudwell nods. "Thirty-pointing at us. White and Negro. 

Gentile and Jew. We could have all been blown to smithereens. Then 

they killed hirn. We hardly had time to catch our breath after the Mis- 

sile Crisis and hr: was gone. Shot by some silly little communist. He 

didn't ever1 have the good fortune to die for civil rights.'' She took a deep 

breath, let it out, and looked directly at mom. "You might say that's why 

I'm here." 

"To die for civil rights?" rrlorrl said. "All the way down the block in 

your limousine, to die for civil rights. You must be exhausted. Did the 

Kenw-ood Committee send you off with provisions, or did you hunt wild 

ganlc along thc way?" 

"Sarcasm is the last refuge of wit,, my dear. But I'm not surprised 

you're bitter. Your first few nlorlths here have been.. .inconvenient." 
'L 7 'kcars. Two 'inconvcnient' years." 

Then Fawn said, "Mommny never lets us sit in this room or in these 

chairs. We have to sit in the kitchen." 

Mrs. Proudwell was iricredulolis. "I don't believe you, child." 

"It's true," l'awn insist.ed. "Thesc chairs are for whcrl our good White 

people corrie. Only they dori't corrie. Mommy s a y s 7 '  

'LFawrl," monl said. 

"You're our first good Whi1.e person to corne." 

"Fawrl." 

"'The had ones dori't come either." 

"Fawn!" 

"Yow we get to sit here. (:an we bounce on them?" she deliberately 

asked dad and not. morn. 



But dad was lost in his stoic anxiety. He had not recovered from 

battering his wife; from his mother's bottomless demands; from his 

son's practiced erudition and effeminate gestures; from the cold drive 

home and the radio talk show hosts chatting about him and his fam- 

ily as if they'd invaded from Mars; nor from his students who had 

stared at him as if they, too, were sure he'd come from Mars. Could 

she bounce on the chairs? She could piss in them for all he cared. 

He wished Kennedy had unleashed something fierce on Castro and 

Khrushchev, who in turn would have surely blown the living room 

off the map and stopped the aching in his brain. He asked himself 

why this woman had chosen this day of all days to decide that they 

were well-deodorized enough to visit? Behind him was the certainty 

of Southern isolation, ahead of him was a life too baffling to envision. 

Why couldn't time stand still? 

Mom looked at me and said, "Take your sister outside to play." 

"Don't wanna go outside, it's cold," answered Fawn before I could, 

looking again to dad. 

My father tensed and I sat there realizing that until he corroborated 

mom's order, my mandate for its execution was at best uncertain; or, 

more precisely, given the presence of a good White person, Fawn could 

push the limits of non-compliance far beyond the line Khrushchev 

would ever think to push Kennedy. Mom and I hung there, suspended 

in mid-air. Mom and Fawn took two or three seconds to exchange the 

evil eye with one another and then Fawn looked at me with the corners 

of her mouth turned down and her come-on-boy-I-dare-you look. 

Mrs. Proudwell said, "I'm sure your mother's concern is that the fur- 

niture is antique and needs to be preserved." 

"I know it's antique," said Fawn, "that's how come she bought 'em at 

an antique store. I went with her." 

"I'll bet you're mommy's little helper," said Mrs. Proudwell. 

"Me and Mrs. Finkelstein." 

"Sweetie," said Mrs. Proudwell carefully, "who's Mrs. Finkelstein?" 

"She's mommy's Jew." 



Mrs. Proutlwc.Il splotched tier drcss with tea. Ilad arid I nearly fell 

over each other liariding her napkins. Dad was careful not to wiptb the 

st air1 on her dress. Yo matter how good his children smelled. 

Fawn  at aloof. "N' henever we go shopping for furniture, rriorrirri> 

always takes her special Jew: 'my special lipstick, mj  special pocketbook. 
anti my "' 

"Boy, take her to the kitchen!" Mom commandetl as t l ro~~gh I, anti riot 

Pawn, 11ac-l tratrsgresscd. 

I lurrged for Fawn but she slid off her chair with a juke-n'-shakc lihc 

a halS1~ac.k co111iri~ off the line of scrimmage. 

"kou doii't rule nle. ho?." she said as I fell forward. hly big head lantlrd 

on the seat where she had once been. "You're not my dad(1y." Thcti shc 

perched herself on thc knee of the daddy I was riot. 

Neither dacl, nor mom, nor Mrs. Prol~dwell knew how to salvage the 

convcrsat ion. 

Finally, Mrs. Prondwell said, "kou think m y  visit disirigr.riuorrs. don't 

you, Ida-IJorraine? hlaj I call you Ida?" 

Iklorr~ said, "Ida-Lorraine will (lo." 

"Perhaps we should change the subject," said ,2313. Proudwell, "talk 

about our hobbies. I've told )ou mine, astronom?. \17hat is i t  that you do, 

Ida-Lorraine?" 

"I'm an apprentice house\\ ife." 

"lcla-l,orraine," dad sighed. "please." 

"I'm lonely. Is that a hobl).y? But I rio lotiger pi~ic. for the how-dos 

and potluck dinners of New Orleans. \Frkio could preserte New Orleans 

in this weather? But a simplc hcllo. A hit of'chitchat. Sonic pointers on 

thc art of snow shoveling. I'cl take thost. up as tiobbirs, wcre the) on 

offer b u t  they're not. I look out thr window and see a neighbor. 1 cover 

rn!self from head to toe: boots, scarf: rrrut'flcr, and mittens. Maybe this 

will be the daj  they speak. I'm out the cloor with rnj pride tucked be- 

rieatli the most cllecrfill of srrliles and r r y  arm makes a big Dixie wave, 

big enough, I hope, to bite 1)ac-k the snrrt). W tiicll nlwqyc comes. I,ord 

krlows we're all cast from Adam's rib. I.ord k~lows," she now lauglls out 

loud, "the snow that Salls on their steps Salls on rnir~e." 



"This is the day," said Mrs. Proudwell. 

"But they turn and swim upstream." 

"We can't dwell in the past." 

"So, you came because Jack Kennedy died?" asked mom. 

"Yes." 

"You should have come when Medgar Evers died.'' 

"You're not equating Medgar Evers with the president, are you?" 

"Wouldn't dream of it." 

"Then what are you saying?" 

"That your visit is whimsical and arbitrary." 

"You are the most articulate Negro woman I have ever met." 

"Who doesn't smell like a Negro woman?" 

"Give us a chance, Ida-Lorraine. It's going to be hard at first. There'll 

be mistakes on both sides. If I offended you, I'm sorry. Kenwood is Min- 

neapolis. My house is one of only a handful that doesn't date back-" 

"To slavery?" 

Mrs. Proudwell leaned back, closed her eyes, and held her finger aloft: 

"To emancipation. Our mutual emancipation, won with the blood of Ken- 

wood's sons. We've never had Negroes here before. Well once ... at least 

we think so.. ." she trailed off and was quiet. 

My parents were suddenly interested. Who were they? they wanted to 

know. What did they do for a living? mom asked. Mrs. Proudwell looked 

at her as though "do" and "living" required translation. 

"We couldn't tell whether they really were Negroes. They might have 

been Syrian or Portuguese." 

Mom tried a different tact. "Where were they from?" 

All Mrs. Proudwell could offer was, "Someone said they were with 

the circus." 

The circus. She may as well have said they were all born on a barge. 

Cargo of unknown origins and unknown destinations. 

My mother asked no more questions. The call and response concern- 

ing the possibility of another Black family whose Kenwood arrival and 

departure predated ours was fraught with greater implications than I 
could comprehend at the time. For Mrs. Proudwell had said that a Negro 



fairiily 1nlg/tt Iia\ e likeci i r i  Kerinood I)c,thre lY(i2. cl,cfi,r~ the arrival of the 

Wildersons. Hut she hat1 also said aritl herein lay the rub  that it was 

impossil>lc to tcll sirripl~ b~ lookirig at tfiern lvhethcr or  not thc j  were 

Syrians, Portuguese, or  Uegroes. 4nd no  onc in Kenwood c\er  went 

close enough to them to learn the t ru t l~ .  

31j rirotl~rr's dispositiorr sank likv all air rrlattress caught I ) j  a thistle. 

For Mrs. Proudmell's rewlation c~ )~ l l t l  rrreari only one thing: that these 

legroes. if irideed the? were hcgroes. hati riot only beaterr rriy mother 

to the 1)l:rc.e that shc trad fbught so tiard to get to first, but that they were 

also lighter in cornpleuiori. Lighter tliari her. [.igkrter thali hc.r daughtc>r, 

whicfi stre rrcedcd to t)eIie\e was irrrpossible if lirr ciaughter bras to marry 

a decent rriali. I,iglit(~r than her hrls1)arrtl. uhich restored her to the horns 

of an  existeritial dilcrnn~a: in marrying him, hat1 she tradetl "l)assirig 1)os- 

sibi1itic.s" for Rlack "itithistry" and "integrity" (to the dcgrer tlrat "indus- 

try" ancl "intcgritj" uoulcl ever rlrtj slio~rltirrs with "black")? Qrld they 

were lighter than her son, wllo was now at tlrc. agc of eight, as hlack as 

spa(*e. lie would hale to be tlitorccl arid r~ianaged for anottrcr tcri uncer- 

ta i r~  years before hvr question - II ill hr grow up lo bc .somco/tc who ~mhibes 

her breeding or wor/lcl/7~ act h ~ s  color." coliltl bc alls\\cred. 

Mrs. Proudwcll prattled on, ot)livious to tlrc fact that n r  mother mas 

as ur~steadj  ancl traumatized as lirr great-grtbat-grarldrnot trcr rnlist hakc. 

been \\lien she stepped off the ship in Vew Orleans. I3lintleci b j  the srltl- 

tleri 1)urst of surrlight, pertraps she too tricd to silence her (*hains and 

stead? licr hand on tlie guartlrail the Ma) rrrorrl now str:rclied her hand 

on tlic antique chair, tliis uunarned uornari, uaiting to he branded anti 

narnetl, lookirig e\c.rjwhere for :I laridmark that mould tcll her if riot 

where she was at least wkio slic u o ~ i l d  beconlt>. And thcrc, at the otlicr 

errd of t he dock, is niy father. Ttie long boyage has resigned hiril to his 

chains. 1Ic courlttd the days as hest tre c-otrld iri the solid darkness of 

tlic tiold. Yo\\ he hnows there's rio way back. Why, he wonders, clidri't 

u e  tlirou olirsel\es o\erhoard? tie watches her. He I-ioltls liis breath. Ilc 
hopes their cliseriil)arkirig will pass \\ itl~out irrcaiderit. \i i t  ti all his tclc- 

pathic power hc  is telling his wife ,if "~\if'e" is what the) will one day let 



him call her) to be calm, please, be calm. Don't bolt. Don't explode. Just 

let these Proudwells bring us ashore. 

"Where," mom asked, "did they go?" 

Mrs. Proudwell looked up. Puzzled. Intent. "Go?" she said slowly. 

"No one knows. That's funny .... Was it Fred and Minnie who said the 

Committee should pay them a visit and see if they really were Negroes? 

Or was it Fred and Minnie who said that they really weren't Negroes, so 

no visit was needed? You'd think I had Alzheimer's. At least I've got age 

as an excuse. Minnie's as bad as me and she's thirty years younger. Fred 

hardly minds. Why should he? Men go for her sort. You know the type," 

she whispered loudly to my mother, "lights down low, Frank Sinatra on 

the Hi-Fi, a tray of cocktails on the carpet; still seducing Fred after ten 

years of marriage. Shameless." 

The seconds that went by with no word from my parents could 

only be measured in years. On their own accord, my legs had stopped 

swinging against the chair. It was then, in the stillbirth of dialogue 

that Mrs. Proudwell actually looked at us. And our poised devastation 

unnerved her. 

"Well," she said, "whoever they were, they were nothing like you. The 

children may have swung in the air or juggled-who knows. But they 

didn't know Kipling or BCla Bart6k. The wife did not have a master's. 

And the husband was no professor. That much we know." 

She rose. My father followed her to the foyer and helped her with her 

coat. She turned to face us. 

"They were probably renters. Whereas you have an equity stake in 

Kenwood." 

It was then that my grandmother ventured from the kitchen. She 

unfastened her apron as she entered the foyer. Dad stood tall and proud 

as he held Fawn and me by the hand. I felt loved and reassured. 

"Ida-Lorraine you are resourceful," Mrs. Proudwell beamed, as though 

mom, and not grandmother, had suddenly appeared. "In a few parsimo- 

nious months-and with no help from the Kenwood Committee-you've 

found a maid." 



Grandmother was too shocked to speak. Instinctively, rnom touched 

tier elbow; steadied her. The conflict between then1 was now of another 

age. My father rnanaged to rernain standing but only by squeezing the 

life out of our tiny hands. 

"Mrs. Proudwell this.. .this is my mother, Mrs. Valentine Wilderson." 

Now he became aware of Fawn's prying at his grip. He released us. 

"Oh," said Mrs. Proudwell, flush with embarrassment, "1 see." Then, 

she looked at my father as though he had betrayed her. She punched her 

fingers into her gloves. George, her chauffeur, carne through from the 

kitchen, not knowing nor seerrling to care what had happened. She man- 

aged a charitable smile. "Then you're perrnanent too, Mrs. Wilderson," 

she said to grandmother, "welconle." 

We watched thern down the snowy stairs. 





Between the ashes of apartheid 

and what the) sa? is coming 

are the merchant stalls of Koord Street Station 

where a woman sells bruised fruit. 

L4bo\e the rock and tumble of trains her feet 

hold down the earth. 

her hands. 

move over late mangos and pears turning each imperfection 

inward against the e)e. It is Julj in Johannesburg. 

IVinter, where from lampposts politicians await 

wet oblivion of night. In the last seeds of daylight 

I fill my bag with apple and guala. attempt 

nonchalance at the track of stitching under her eje,  

sa? "heep the change," as alwajs. 

This is not rn? countrj. 

For years I marked my calendar by two seasons: rain. 

when jacaranda petals bleed their plirple hue into the soil 

and not rain. when awaiting this season of rain. 

NOIV it's marked b? days of abstinence from this face of scars, 

a spectacle for m? optimism, 

for though I am aging, the face in my passport 

still lays claim to me upon 

demand and shares m> unclipped skin. 

-4s dusk and the first larrlpposts flicker and choke like promises. 

I vror~der which locomotive en route to which desert 

turned its steel into her cheek, and sa) 

how I loved the last fruit, spoiled on nly kitchen table. 



J O H A N N E S B U R G :  1989-1993 

Hillbrow was lit up and alive, as candescent at night as the rest of 

Jo'burg was in daylight. The smell of chickens roasting on a spit enticed 

us from the cafk above. Disco music could be heard from across the 

street. A man sold an assortment of hunting and fighting knives from a 

card table on the sidewalk and handguns, with the serial numbers filed 

off, from his car parked nearby. Everyone seemed either terribly well- 

dressed in fashions that had not quite caught up with the 1980s (which 

would be over in just five months) or dressed terribly in the rags of any 

era. This was Hillbrow at night. 

"Why are you limping?" 

"I'm not limping." 

"Of course you are." 

"A car ran over my foot." 

"When? Where?" 

"Four days ago. The night I arrived. Downtown, I think." 

"No wonder Grace said you walk like you're in a fog. You're in 

pain." 

"I'm okay." 

''Have you seen a doctor?" 

"NO." 



"WIIJ not?" 

1 took a morrlcrit to rest, to lean on the railing at tlic bas(, of tlie 

stairs that led to the (:afi. Zurich. We had walkcd almost twcnt.y t)locks 

from Khanca's tlorniitory in Braamforitciri to Pretoria Street in Hill- 

13rou. For two dajs  the pain iri rny foot had sul.)sitled. But tlie long walk 

l~atl brought it hack with a ver1gc.alic.e. She'd hchcr~ reluctant t o  go out 

with me. I thongtit perhaps slie tlidn't likc rrie. O r  maybe. she was put off 

1 ) ~  my need to sa! that I was fi-on1 Ne~t  '170rh arid not Minneapolis. Later, 

after we were niarrietl, she told rrie that sht. didri't want to sccrri as eager 

for the attentioris of' an 4rnc.rican as othrxr wonien. 1 tilike (;r.acc arid 

Emily, or  Sarnaritha arid hlartha, or that insr~flbrable tzomar~ it ith \\horn 

I shared a taxi on triy first niglit iri Jo'burg. Kliari~a a~)pe;~rc.d neither 

awed b j  rior drawn to rriy Anlerican accoutrerncrit. 

"I'rn afraid to go to a tlocbtor here." 

"A big h c u  'rorker likc you:'" 

"Okaq, rill) i t  in. I was trlii t~g t o  irnpress ~011. I figured if I said I was 

from 3linneat)olis that all the ;rppeal wortltl I ) t x  lost." 

"\\/hat apjwal?'' 

"Ouclr ." 

"I mean that seriously. \.\. hat appral? I'm riot with o r 1  bcoausc of 

where ?ou1re from." 

"I rievt>r clairn lilirlrieapolis." 

"Hut it's -your villagc." 

"Black Arr~ericar~s dori't have villages." 

"\JTl~at (lo you have?" 

"Plantatiorrs." 

"I rie\er know when cou'rc joking." 

''UP bcbre j)ic.kecl 111) : trr t l  tiroppecl otf: It was a screarri." 

"1 'm sorrq." 

"It's rio big deal." 

"It rliusl be liartl liavirig a slave past." 

"I keep rnovirig; so it doesn't get to rile." 

"Oori't yo11 want to scbttlc tlowti?" 

"Nope." 



"What about your children?" 

"What children, I ain't got no children!" 

"The ones you plan to have." 

"Plan to have? Shoot. You seen this world? You have kids?" 

"A daughter, she's two." 

"Oh, well.. .that's nice." 

"Her name is Reba." 

"Oh.. .that's nice." 

"She's at home, in Bophuthatswana with my parents." 

"That's nice." 

"Where were you born?" 

"New Orleans, Louisiana. And it's not a village. Look, why don't we go up- 

stairs and eat." 

"You should see a doctor about that foot." 

"I'll see a village when I get ... I mean." She laughed for the first time 

since we'd met. I didn't tell her that it wasn't a joke but a slip of the 

tongue. 

At the top of the stairs she held back. I asked her what was wrong. 

What if they're not multiracial? she asked. I told her that I had eaten at 

a sidewalk caf6 down the block just four days ago and that I was staying 

at a bed and breakfast inn in Berea less than a mile from here. I omitted 

the spectacle of the dragnet that was served up with my coffee and eggs; 

I omitted the brawl I'd nearly lost with Eva Braun's sons Bruno and Ge- 

stapo; and I didn't tell her how I'd cried on a cold bed in a cold room in 

the back of the inn until I had gathered the strength to take myself out 

again into the cold, uncompromising night. So driven was I by a need to 

impress her that I postured as though I could protect her from animus 

so fine and ubiquitous it filled the very air we breathed. 

"Just walk in like you own the joint," I said. Still, she held back. I 

touched her gently at the elbow. "Okay," I said, "let's go somewhere else, 

it's our first date, it should be fun; it's your town, make a suggestion." 

"It's not my town," she said, softly. 

Several White couples trickled up the stairs, slipped past us in our 

anxious indecision, and crossed the threshold of the Caf6 Zurich's glass 



fkqade. T h e  took their seats i r i  the dark interior of cushioried chairs 

and candlelight. Tlie entire mise-en-schne gave the cafi. thc ambiance 

of a dinner theater; the lanclirig where Khanya a ~ i d  1 stooti. paraly7ed 

hy uncertainty and dread, was the perfect spectacle for their optimism 

and amusenlent as they sipped their wine arltl savored their dessert. 

For whatever tragedy could befall them, they could tliarik gocl that they 

would never bc cast iri our roles. lJriable to bear the prolorlged humilia- 

tion of their gwe, I urged Kha~lya to go inside. 

4 stout little man wearing a maroon vest and pretentious cufflinks in- 

tercepted us as we er~tcred. He spoke with an Easterri European accent, 

as did the garrulous onlookers at the bar. By hoverrlljer their rlurr1t)ers 

would double arid they'd toast the fall of the Berliri Wall; two Christ- 

mases later, when the Soviet lTnion fell, they'd cornrnandecr the cntire 

cafk for a part! that would last two days. 

"I'm sorry," he said with a tone that was both obsequious arid menac- 

ing, "but we're not rriultiracial. Uot yet. Soori-soon. Okay? Soon-soon." 

"We just ~ v a n t "  

"The management is to inform you that soon-soon, yes, but not-now." 

"The law has challged!" I may have been I? irlg but I didn't know it. 

1 only knew that he probably didn't know either. Perhaps I could front 

him into sl~hrrlissiori and thereby save face in front of Khanya and the 

steady gaze of the patrons. 

"Yes, the law, okay, maybe, but the management, not okay." He 

pointed our atterition to the transom tip ahovc whcrc it rcad: Right of 

Refusal R~serued 

"Okay, my fi-iend," he said, with an unctuous, ar~thoritatise smile. 

"Let's go, Frank." 

"Our rrioney's not good enough for you but theirs is, is that it!" I said 

poirltirig to the patrons who watchetl us. 

"Frank, let's go," Khariya repeated 

I s  we stepped back out onto the landing he followetl us. 

"\lait! Mj hlriericarl friend! Sorry-sorry. Come back. Sit. No prob- 

lem. Eat. Drink. Is she with you?" 

"No," said Khanja, "she's not." 



Walking down the hill on Twist Street I knew that our date was over. 

I let her steer us toward the Black people's kombis queuing to the west 

at the bottom of the hill. Well, this should make the Guinness Record for the 
world's shortest date. I saw a line of metered cabs a couple blocks in the 

opposite direction. 

"Let's take a cab," I said, "rather than wait all night for a kombi to 

fill up." 

As metered taxi drivers came into view, and as we came in view for 

them, I became horribly aware of what a bad idea this was. But we had 

too much forward motion. The first and second drivers shook their heads 

and rolled up their windows. Khanya was set to leave when I noticed the 

third driver was an Indian and, unlike the others, he was rolling his 

window down. 

"This guy'll take us." I made a beeline for him and she was com- 

pelled to do the same. 

He said, "I'm not going to Soweto! I'll tell you that right now." 

"We're not going to Soweto," I said in a tone that wanted to be ac- 

commodating for him and indignant for Khanya. It fell into a pit be- 

tween the two. 

"Or Alexandra, either. I don't go to the locations." 

"We're not going to the locations. We're here, in town. Braamfon- 

tein. Wits University." 

Khanya was even more disgusted than before: "We're going to walk," 

she said and turned back up the hill. There was nothing to do but fol- 

low her. 

My accent finally registered with the driver and he called after me: 

"Hey! You American? Okay, why not? Get in." 

"Khanya," I whispered, "he'll take us." 

"He'll take you.'' She continued up the hill. 

"New York! Chicago? LA! You from LA?" 
"Minneapolis," I muttered as I dragged my shame behind her. It's not 

the end of the world butyou can see it from there. 

After that night I thought that she wouldn't want to see me again. 

So, I was surprised when Eva Braun knocked on my door and said, 



"An African girl wants you on tlie phone. Remember," she said fol- 

lowing rlie to the phone, "ttiis isn't a brothel. I've got Germans froni 

Siemens staying here. I want no African girls her-e." 

It was a bmczi Kharija liad calleti to invile rrie to a good old fashion 

barbcqlle at a ~so~sz's house i l l  Soweto. That afternoon I found rriyself in 

a srnall sedan bumping furio~lsly along the unpa\etl streets of Naledi in 

the norttiwcst section of Sowcto. 

The r~iood ill Soweto was electric aricl unpredictable, alivc mith 

the promise of fire. The Defiance Campaign was in full gear, rilovirlg 

up to the 'Trarisvaal froni thc Cape. Residents in townships all across 

South Africa were angrj  arid rnobili7ed, so rri~~c-h so that rents and 

mortgages hadn't been paid in over a ,car aritl the govrrnmeiit was 

I.)aralyred with no capacity to act evcri as a collcctiori agent for the 

laridlords. The rnass mobilization of pcoplv had sent stlock wavtbs I I ~  

thc spinc of civil societj. On July 5 ,  1989, three weeks hefore I ar-  

rived, t'. W. Botlia liatl l)c.e~i c-orr~pellcd to meet Nclson Mandela, riot 

in liis prison cell on Kol~beri Tslarid but at 'Tr~jnliuys in (:ape 'L'own. 

Aritl fitfeeri days aftcr the braai Kklanja took nie to, Rotha uould be 

forced to convene the iiie~iibers of liis (:al)inet also at Tuj r i l~ujs-  

ant1 resign; his replact~mcrit would be I;. W. dc Klerk, the curi~iirig 

1)r:lgmatist who tiad already taken the reigns of party leadership in 

hlarch of that )ear. 

It had been a brutal year for president Botha and the Nationalist 

Partj: he'd suffered a stroke in .January; in February ttiere had been 

the hunger strikes by political detainees, a Defiance Carripaig~i, arid the 

trouncing of his party at the polls; in Rlarch, tlie rise of his nemesis, de 

Klerk; in hlay he rc.cc-ived iritclligcncc rcports of a clandestine South 

4fricari Communist I'arty congress held in Cuba at whicli tlir. first new 

c.ommunist program since 1962 was produced by South African reds. 

how this, in July: another rlnwaritetl rrieeting with Marldcla and thc ris- 

ing srrioke of another Defiance Campaign. 

Ernblamned on ttic walls of Soweto's br~ildirigs were portents of its 

coming: Socialism Is Our Shield! Kill ttlc Farmer! Kill the Hocr! hlK 

I,i\es! Vi\a SACP Viva! 



Richard was a tall and muscular Zulu man nearly ten years my senior. 

Shirley, Khanya's cousin, was a nurse. How a nurse and a gangster had 

come together was beyond me. But in the five days I'd been in South Africa 

this dilemma was not by any means the most vexing. Simple things like 

knowing where I was in space and time at any given moment; or asking 

a group of people to speak English instead of an African language that I 

might know what's being said; or wondering at what point a police dragnet 

would materialize and catch me in it and what to do or say when it hap- 

pens.. .These were the most pressing problems of those first few days. Who 

was dating whom, and why, would have to wait until I learned my ass from 

my elbow. There were five people in the car: Richard at the wheel, Shirley 

beside him, Khanya, Botsotso, and me in back. Botsotso was a young man 

in his late twenties. He was Richard's lieutenant. We were on our way to 

pick up Botsotso's girlfriend. 

A haze of toxic carbons hung in the air like San Francisco fog. It 

was shot through with the setting sun's blue-amber light. This beauti- 

ful swath of tinted translucence laced the garbage heaps where children 

played, like a saintly halo, and wove around the low brick houses where 

their parents waited. Shirley told me the pollution came from plants 

that powered the homes and businesses of Johannesburg, while forty 

percent of Soweto residents were without electricity. "The state coroner 

is forbidden to report levels of toxins found in the bodies of people who 

die here," she said. 

We stopped at one of the countless small brick homes. Botsotso stood 

beside the car and whistled like a precious bird. 

"You can't just go to a girl's house," Richard smiled at me in his 

rearview mirror. "'Now, who's this one and why is he coming for my 

daughter before I have my lobola?' That's what the father will say." 

Everyone except me seemed to know why this was so funny. 

"You can't even go out on a date without paying a bride price?" I said, 

effectively ruining the joke. 

We waited five minutes or so. A light came on at the bathroom win- 

dow. It went out, then came on again, and went out. Botsotso got back 

into the car and smiled. After a brief interval, a young woman stepped 



out of the front door and called sorrle half-hearted promise, or lie, or 

both, to her parents inside. Mpo, a young worrlarl who seemed as though 

she may have just gradllated from high school, squee7ed up front with 

Shirley and Richard. Kow, here were six of us in the car as we drove, up 

to Kichard's honse. Shirley and Richard, hlpo and Hotsotso, arid K1-lanya 

and rne: two gangsters, a high school student, a young rmrse, a young law 

student, and me. 

Two Afrikaner policemerl were ~ r i  the lane, standing next to their car 

as we approached Richard's house. Tt had bee11 raining. Richard cllrscd 

as he saw them arid drcw up to the front so fast that he splashrd their 

pants with mud. They were furious. Furious White cops, I thought, in 

sheer Lerror, furious and drunk. Orle of them hurled curses at us in Afri- 

kaans. Richard arid Botsotso hnrlett curses back in Zulu. l'he cops drcw 

their guns. Botsotso was sitting in the backsrat passenger sitle-in the 

rniddle was Khariya, and 1 was behirid Richard, the d r i~cr .  Botsotso 

leaned across 110th Khanya arid rrle and, following Richard's lead, stuck 

his gun out the window. Insults ricocht.ted back and forth. Kharlya and 

1 were the only orlcs who seemed terrified. The police, the tsotsis, and 

Shirley thought ~t all q u i ~ e  norrnal. 

Suddenly, and for reasons beyond m j  cornprehension, ~t was oler. 

The police got in their car and drove off. Botsotso and Richard clirrlbed 

out of the car laughing their heads off. I was shaken but tlrtcrmined not 

to appear shaken. We went to the backyarct, broke out the ljc,er, and  put 

steaks and chicken on the grill. The meat sillled succulerltly as more 

and rnore people arrived. There were lrus tirivers, nurses, gangsters, 

arid studen~s. I marveled at this eclectic gathering arid at how little mj 

m~ddle  class, Kenwood, and Dartrnouth College training had prepared 

me for it. 

The streetlights in Soweto where Richard lived were three stories 

high. They rained tlowri harsh garish beams on the residents like prison 

searchlights. As evening settled oner Richard's backyard, nlosl of the 

people left. Seten or cight diehards took the braai inside. hie were all a 

littlt. tipsy as we arranged ourselves in Richard's living room: Khariya, 

her cousin Shirley, hlpo, and one or two others. Richard, Botsotso, a 



couple of other men and me. When the conversation turned to politics 

the women went into the kitchen. They carried on a soft but animated 

conversation in Pedi or Setswana as they sat at the kitchen table, while 

the men talked about the Defiance Campaign which was sweeping north 

from Cape Town, and argued about whether or not F. W. de Klerk could 

really dethrone P. W. Botha. I felt a slight unease. It was as though any- 

thing could happen at any moment (like when Rotsotso had thrust his 

gun out the window at the two policemen). There was an inner tension, 

mine. There was an outer tension, theirs. The source of their tension 

revealed itself in short order. 

Khanya had remained seated in the living room. Not only was she still 

in the living room, but she was drinking Richard's good liquor with even 

greater alacrity than Botsotso, his own henchman. And, as regards the 

discussion, she was debating with the best of them, providing as much 

political analysis and as many cold hard facts about the Defiance Cam- 

paign as anyone in the room. Every so often Richard's eyes flashed at Bot- 

sotso. Botsotso mirrored his boss's exasperation. Khanya was oblivious to 

it all. She continued to hold forth. She explained why it was necessary for 

mortgage loan boycotts to run coterminous with rent boycotts. This, she 

pointed out, would force the cautious and conservative Black bourgeoisie 

to be carried along by the militant energy of the Black working class and 

not vice versa. And it would bring landlords and the government to the 

table more quickly. She said that P. W. Botha could afford to sacrifice a 

few landlords but a mortgage boycott would affect the banking industry 

more directly and would bring the economy nearer to a stock market 

meltdown-and bring us that much closer to victory. It was a brilliant 

analysis and it would have carried a heretofore-anecdotal debate forward, 

if not for the fact that Richard had grown cold and silent. 

"Botsotso," he said, as he kept his eyes on me. 

"Yebo, induna," Botsotso said, respectfully. 

"Did I tell you I lived in Harlem for three years?" 

"Many times, induna." I braced myself. 

Richard had studied in New York to be a dentist. When he got back to 

South Africa, the apartheid government wouldn't let him practice. Well, 



he had thought, if I can't be a dentist, I'll fix them, I'll show them, I'll 

l>ec>orne a srrluggler instead. 

"Now, Botsotso." 

"Yebo, induna." 

"Remetnber what I said about the Black marl in Arnerica-about his 

problem?" 

"Some of us should hear it again, iriduna." 

Richard thrust his drunken face closer to mine arid said, "He can't 

control his woman." 

I laughed at this. It was a nervous, fitful laugh hut he thought 1 was 

laughing at hirn. Wo one else laughed, not even Khanya. But something 

in the laughter ma? have emboldened her for she launched into a long 

attack on African nierl arid their lack of appreciation for the coritri1)u- 

tioris of African womcri to the liberation struggle. The more she spoke, 

the more tentative I became. I felt that she and I were in a paper canoe 

beirig pulleti towartl the falls. 

Richard was standing now, looking down at both of us. /J'he hits her 

f 'rn going to hnvc ro~fig.11r hirn which mcans I in going to die. Even i f f  could 

take l~irn, Bot.~otso woi~Idjurnp in all(/ tlmt skiririy guy with dreads sitting in 

t / t ~  ~orrier too it1// he thwe against one. Wltnt cim IcJoing in this co~rntry? 

Kiclrartl anti Khanya wercl yelling at each other. She shook her fin- 

ger ill his face. I thought the walls would burst apart at any nionic~it. I 

firiallp made an iriterjectio~i that mas heard: "What she's saying is true. 

Richard, arid jou'tl k~iow i t  if yorl'cl read Tile If~iricl,',ookjor thr~ R1nc.k 

H~volr~tion." That stumped him. I am only now 1)eginning to understand 

what real& stunipcd hirn. It was riot the autkiority of a foreigner who 

"c.oultl riot c.orltrol his worriari." her- was it  the reasoned and well-iri- 

forrned arg~irnents of an African woman, her status as a law student 

riotwitlistar~dirig. It was the authority of' a book. For rnost of his l i k  

lit. hati swcattxd arid toiletl at liis kitchen table i r ~  the towr~sliip while 

other boys were out plaj ing soccer. He'd been studious, steadfast in his 

conviction that ttooks held a mystical, emancipator? power that could 

tweak the shackles of apartheitl. But it wasn't true. He'tl found far rllore 

freedom in six years of gunplay than he had in sixteen jears of study. 



Nonetheless, the truth of guns had not shaken his faith in books. For he 

was still a traditional intellectual at heart. So the mention of a "hand- 

book" which he had not read, and which challenged his basic assump- 

tions, gave him pause. 

"What handbook?" he said. 

"The Wretched of the Earth, by Frantz Fanon," I said. 

He regained his balance and was about to run roughshod over me when 

the silent dreadlocked man in the corner said, "Let him speak." 

The room quieted. Botsotso looked at Richard. Richard looked at 

the slight but able-bodied man in the corner, who was no more than 

twenty-five years old, a good twenty years younger than Richard. A cul- 

tural axiom (a youth does not order an elder about) had been trumped.. . 
but why, I wondered. Who is this young man and who is he to Richard? 

Now, we could hear the soft jazz music from the phonograph that was 

heretofore drowned out by the roar of argument. 

"I'd like to hear his views on Frantz Fanon," the young man said. 

"Sure, Jabu," Richard said, "why not. Go ahead, m'china," he said to 

me, "speak." 

Having taught Fanon's Blackskin, WhiteMasks, as well as The Wretched 
of the Earth, I was in my element and all too happy to hold forth in the 

same way that Khanya had held forth. When I paused, Jabu said, "What, 

tactically, would Fanon advise in this dispensation; say, for the Defiance 

Campaign?" 

"I don't know if he'd advise anything, he was a theorist not a tacti- 

cian. But I know what he'd want." 

"And that is?" 

"For Nelson Mandela to be released immediately from prison." Every- 

one cheered and raised their fists, including the women in the kitchen, 

who had moved to the threshold to get a glimpse. It was as though the 

fight in the living room hadn't happened. They were all happy, in agree- 

ment, ready to forget the "woman question" and the question of "weak" 

Black American men and to celebrate the fantasy of Mandela's release. 

"And then he should die," I said, "of natural causes, of course. But 

quickly, before he can do the revolution any damage." 



Suddenly the sea charigeci. The room howled curses of anger and in- 

dignation at me. Even thc womeri in the kitchen were enraged. Richard 

and Botsotso leapt to their feet. Khanya was wide-eyed and sober-torn be- 

tween her affectiori for me a r d  anger. WP//, thcre goesyour chance wzth her. 

But Jabu was neither arigry nor enthused. "Let hirn finish," he said, 

soberly, to Ricliard arid Rotsotso who were threatening to kill me lest 

I leave the house that minute. Richard protested. Hrr t  Jab11 raised his 

hand. "Let hirn finish," he said. 

1 told them that apartheid was no longer the problem; liberalism mas 

the problern, laissc1~-faire White supremar? was the problerri. 'I'trough 

it was clear that %landela wanted an  end to apartheid, it should also be 

clear that hc would rrot help people like Chris IIarii or  1% innie Mandela 

usher in a socialist stare. "How do o u  kriow?" retorteti Rotsotso irrdig- 

naritlj, "IIave you beer1 cisitirlg hirn in prison?" I said that all arijorie 

had to do  was read the symptoms of h is  letters to the world; those bits 

of pieces of his thought that liave reached us f r o n ~  Robber1 Islaricl. "The 

man's a Christian arid a lawyer; that's the worst combination,'' I said. 

"Frorrl what I've hearti from him, he'd take :i jaliritlic~cd v icw toward rent 

strikes and rriortgage loan boycotts. Sure, tlc's agairist apartheid, but 

how radical is that? It's like s a ~ i n g  jou're against starvation or  torture. 

llardly t he grist of' rt~vol~itiorrary tholrght ." 
"So, you're hla~idela's per1 1,al." I\icharci la~rgl~etl, arid so did every- 

one clsc. "'I'ell us what his trrail says, ni'rhina." 

"It's rrot wliat's i t 1  tlre letter that c.ourits," I saicl, "it's uho it's to: rrorie 

of his letters arc ~vritterl to arijorie iri this roorn. They're writtcri to liher- 

als for a lit)eral consensus His Icttcrs sa? we shoulcl ha\c tlir right to eat 

in IIillbrow if we want to eat it1 Hi111)row. L\c should libe ill the. si11)url)s 

if' we car1 afford to live in the subnrbs. Hut wtiatevcr we do we stroul<l go 

to work, paj  our  taxes, arid get thc sarncl gold watch the LL hitcs gct at the, 

end. IIe waiits a White state with a Black face. Is that lil)c.ratioli?" 

"You're Iyirig!" said Hotsotso. 

"So wlrat's ~htb trrr~l-1 if I'rrr lyirrg?" 

"Yell c-ail't come to our country and slar~der our leaders!" he blurted out. 

"You're moving the goal posts." 



Richard now sat forward on the edge of his chair and put his hand 

on Botsotso's arm as if to say, let me handle this. He shook his finger at 

me and the ice knocked about in the glass he held in his other hand and 

his drink almost spilled on the floor. 

"Hey, m'china! You're talking about a man who's been locked up for 

twenty-five years. Who are you, anyway?" 
" , I m no one." The liquor had gone to my head as it had to all of 

theirs; in my peripheral vision I noticed the women at the kitchen 

door listening to every word. Khanya touched my arm, as if telling me 

to come back to shore, these waters are too deep and too dangerous, 

Frank. 

"I'm an uncredentialed kaffir," I asserted, unheeding Khanya's hand 

on my arm, "just like you, Richard." 

Richard rose to his feet, his fists balled. I thought he was going to 

drive his fist through my skull. But the young man with dreads said, 

"You're suggesting we struggle to free Madiba from prison and then kill 

him once he's released-I'd like to understand the analysis behind such 

a provocative statement." 

Richard was stymied by the question, and curious to boot, so much 

so that he sat back down. Still, he managed to thrust a finger in my di- 

rection and say, "We should kill him!" 

"You're being provocative," I said to Jabu, ignoring Richard's latest 

ballot initiative, "needlessly provocative." 

"Am I?" Jabu smiled, as though he alone knew where this would 

lead. 

"I didn't say we should kill Mandela. I said it would be nice if he died 

of natural causes. He would be of great service to the revolution-dead. 

Just as he's of great service to us now-in prison." 

"So, he'd be an asset to the Boers if were out of prison and lived too 

long?" said Jabu. 

"Yes, but more to the Brits than to the Boers; and even more to US- 

style 'liberal democracy' than to the local Brits. Mandela will ripen the 

terrain for the 'peaceful' invasion of US multinational corporations. The 

Boers aren't the problem." 



Rotsotso was iricretiulous: "The Boers aren't the problem, he says " He 

nlotionetl to Richard as llc. spoke, as if  to s a ~ :  I ~ o t e  'jes' on the ref(~endurr1 

to take him out back and beat the shit out of him. "So those weren't Boers 

waiting for us when we arrived this afternoon:' Those aren't Boers driving 

through Soweto sprnbokmg children ant1 shooting at us?" 

"The world is changing, Kotsotso. The Afrikaricr's hard line is isolat- 

ing hirn. The sjarnbokings, the shootings-you'll lorig for those dajs if 

hlandela is allowed to usher in a lilleral consensus." 

"Or~e of nly p rof  ssors says thc English are as angrv at the Afrikaner 

as the Blacks," notc~ci Kllanya. 

"Yes," I said, and I felt how thc swaj of the room had shifted in 

my favor. It could riot be registered at the letel of agreement. not 

even the curious man in the corner had sllowri any signs of alliance 

with either rne or the blasphemous oracle frorn which I read, but they 

all had shifted frorn aggression to curiositj, which meant that I had 

been granted the power to pose the question. And the power to pose 

th(, que~tion is /he grentrstpower of  all "But jour English professor is 

not vexed with the Boer for the same reasons you or I are vexed with 

thc Boc.r. Your professor is troubled b~ his own exclusion f'rorrl a cos- 

mopolitari Ubst ,  not with your degradation at the hands of the state. 

Apartheid has isolated the Rrits in  his couritrg cwlturally, intellectu- 

ally, and economically, but most of all, at the level of esprit dc corps 

frorn the rest of the mestern world. In  other mords, he doesn't want 

to bc the only U7hite of 4fric.a; he warlls to be a rrrernber of a global 

\\'hiteness, the enliglltcrled arid cosmopolitan Ti hiteness of Europe 

and America." 

"According to your theory," said Jabu, reflectivel~, but with a pinch 

of skepticism, either because he was skeptical or because he did not want 

to tip his hand at too great an angle toward rninc, "Uelson hlaridela is 

thc Urkiite English liberal's only hope, not only for the rcjuvt~nation 

of' finance capital hut for the stabili/ation of a nlore subtle, nuanceti 

and, what you seem t o  be descr~bing as internatiorial, form of U hite 

suprc~macy." 

"That's it, in a nutshell " 



"Is there anyone in our movement who you approve of," said Jabu, 

"since you disapprove of Madiba?" 

"Chris Hani. Winnie Mandela." 

"Anyone else?" 

"You." This made him smile. "Khanya. Shirley. Mpo. The other 

women in the kitchen. Botsotso. Even Richard." 

"A little late to be licking arse, m'china," Richard sneered and poured 

himself another drink. 

"I'm not licking ass. I didn't say I liked you. I said I approved of you, 

politically. I'm making an analysis. Despite your reverence for Nelson 

Mandela, he would hardly approve of you. Chris Hani and Winnie Man- 

dela may be the only people with Nelson Mandela's stature, but who aren't 

manacled by his vision. Their leadership is essential to a political project 

that Fanon would be devoted to; one that could validate and mobilize the 

energy and split-second analysis that you, Richard and you, Botsotso, 

showed when you drew your guns and made those cops stand down; one 

that can validate and mobilize the energy and split-second analysis that 

sprung from Khanya when she decided to stay right here in this living 

room and enlighten us as to the importance of a mortgage loan boycott 

as well as a rent strike instead of going quietly to the kitchen. Mandela 

would have paid lip service to Khanya's actions, told you two to put your 

guns away, and he damn sure wouldn't support a mortgage loan boycott 

or the meltdown of the stock market." 

Richard appealed to Jabu, "Do you believe this nonsense?" 

L'It'~ a theory," said Jabu. 

"Voetsek! I want him and his talking-woman out of my house!" 

"Your words could precipitate internecine conflict within the ANC," 

said Jabu. "There's always that danger." 

"The conflict already exists-my words would just make me a 

scapegoat.'' 

"But, still, we don't want in-fighting in the ANC," said Khanya. 

"I don't want in-fighting either," I said. "But it seems to me that a struggle 

for hegemony is inevitable. It's either our ANC or it's their ANC. We can't 

very well share it." 



"Nor should we kill Madiba," said Botsotso. 

"You're twisting my words again!" I said. "What I said was that if he's 

released from prison he'll use his biblical stature to sanctify an accornrno- 

dationist stance through which cosmetic changes would be heralded as 

essential changes-arid the revolution would be up shit's creek! We need 

his legacy but we don't need him." 

Tn the kombi from Soweto back to Braarnfontein Khanya was still 

unnerved b j  the way I'd spoken about Yelson Mandela. It was not my 

analysis that disturbed her, for my analysis had simply built upon what 

she'd said about rent strikes and mortgage loan boycotts as means of 

mobilization. Rather, she shared, with Richard and the others (except 

Jahu who never showed his hand), a feeling that whereas Mandela's 

ideas could be debated, Marldela the marl was sacred. 

"You talk like he's your father," I scoffed. 

Her anger at my cavalier response prompted her to say: "He is my 

father!" Hut the look in her eyes that immediately followed was one of 

regret and embarrassment at her outburst. 

We were silent as we walked from the konibi rank on Bree Street up 

the hill to her dormitory at the University of the Witwatersrand. The air 

was cool but not too cold fbr a midwinter's night in July and the moon 

was high and glistening. It was a perfect night for love. But love, I feared. 

was not in the air. To my surprise we kissed goodnight and promised to 

meet the next day. 

It would be two years before Jabu would tell me how he had used one of 

the moments when Richard rose to his feet to throttle rrle to slip down 

the hall to Richard's bathroom and lock the door behind him. There tie 

wrote notes about what I'd said on a napkin. He told me that he left the 

braai before Khanya and me, though I thought he was still there when 

we said our good-byes. From Naledi, he said he drove to a block of flats 

in Hillbrow just ten minutes walk from the bed and breakfast irlri where 

I would soon lay my inebriated head after kissing Khanya goodnight. IIe 



slumped down in the car, so that his head would be lower than the seat, 

and watched anything and everything that moved in the mirrors. Thirty 

minutes later he got out. 

The apartment, or Stimela's safe house, as I would one day learn to 

call it, was dark and empty. There were unwashed dishes in the sink but 

they were a reflection of no more than tea and biscuits, not a meal. The 

stove had not been used in ages, except to boil water. Beer and sodas 

huddled together on one shelf in the fridge and in the door there was a 

carton of milk for tea. All the curtains were drawn. As Jabu moved from 

room to room he left them drawn; he took care to turn off the light of 

the room he left and to turn on only one light in the room he entered. 

There were no pictures on the wall. He noticed an indentation on top of 

the bedding-has Stimela been here, he wondered, or Trevor, or Oupa? 

It could not have been Precious; she's been in KwaZulu-Natal and was 

just returning that afternoon. He sat down at the computer in the dining 

room and began to write. 

Frank Wilders or Wilderness. Did not get the name clearly. Like all Ameri- 
cans he talks fast and swallows his words. He is a Black American. 26 or 27 

years old. 

Two years later I would let my vanity get the better of me as I read 

the report and thanked him for the inaccuracy, for I was 33 in 1989, not 

26 or 27. 
Occupation: 
He typed journalist, then he said he deleted the word, for he hadn't 

heard me mention any affiliation with a newspaper or magazine. So he 

typed writer. He realized that the categories that they had used for these 

dossiers in the past didn't fit. 

Met Wilders or Wilderness on the afternoon of July 30, 1989, at a braai in 
Soweto. He did not say he worked for an NGO. He did not sqy he was a student. 

He mentioned no organizational afJliations. Judging from the length of his 
hair (an afro), his dress (hiking boots and blue jeans-like a European tourist), 

and his demeanor (argumentative, dogmatic, erudite) he is not a salesman or a 
business consultant. He could be an artist but he arguedpolitics like someone 

who would not be an artist. He came to the braai with a female student in the 



/ow. f i rc . r r / /  y clr tVits, Khnr<yo tf(>r c.oll.sir/ r.r ~/otrrtg O I I ~  fiiertd. ll'il(1~r.s wtd /IP 

wrote LNI (/I(/ NO/ S(O wh(1t /I(' w t .o /~ .  H i s  vzews ON I/(~(/ib(r nr(~prooor(~tive. Ih- 

irtg Jhrlort :s (~rt(//~:si.s o f t / t ~  rt(~/iort(t/ bourgcoi.si(~ fwliirh Ite seems lo /rave 7.f~id 

q i l i ~ c  t/torot~g/r/y pr / t ( l / )s  /I(, I,\ (1 / oc / t / r~ r j  / /e ~ l (~bor( i /< ,d  (1 sccri(~rio (!/'rortt/~r~o- 

rnises crrldsc//o7lls, which, /te s~ggrs t .~ ,  Alf(~(l iL(~ h i r / t~e ! f ( x~ i / /o~~n ly j i r r i / i t t r t r  crntl 

er~co~lrngc. T/rc scmario is cornPr~l/ i~/g ctnd 

He ssicl h e  elt~lt~tecl the nortl "c~orr~pellirrg." 7'11cr(~ was no tellirlg how 

far 1113 the li)o(I chair1 Stinlcla hlosando would sesrd this report-though 

he krrew it rrrigkit rlcver Icalc thcx saft> house. Still, rlo sense in hal ing 

the wrorrg pt~oplr-or the rig111 1)t.oplr for that mat ~ r r  i n  I mkho~ito we 

Sizwe tllinh that he thought that thr. sccriario was "cornpellirig." 

7'he sccttclrto i.r cor~t rov~rs in /  art(/ rnt.cndi(~r-~ /)rrllcl/).s. HP C / ~ I ~ I I S  to /)o 

~ t ( y i r t g  c// (1 b r d  trnd brenkjh.st r~,ctclh/isl,rltent irt Reren. 7 X i s  i s  u n / i k e ( ~  B ~ r e t r ?  

accontmodation.~ cirr not rn ~l/tz~.(l(.i(t/ 7XrreJbrc hr r crclc(l.r~,ss sho l~ ld  be verrficcl 

I l r  has n dr tn i l rd  knowledgi~ of >)rr:sortn/rtres on //I(, \;o/tortrl/ Es rcu t~vc  Chr1~- 

7rritt~e iftlte 1 2 f ' nric/ i s  rtzg.rr to crrt assessmelt t ( ~ f / h ~ i r ~ ) o l i t z ( : ~ .  IS /te an 

ugent or i.s lte n rornrade? Cart we r / s c J  him an(/ ifso, how7 

1,ater th:rt cavt.rlirig, .Jabu7s cousirr Stirrrela hlosariclo carlic in and found 

Jal-)li alrcacl) there. llnlike Jahu, n11o mas quiet ancl took a long tirrlc to 

warrri tip to people, Stimela was o~rtgoirig and friendly. 'l '1rc.j  \+ere nearly 

file ?ears apart, Stinicla being oltl(.r; t l~e?  had growri 111) in a toanship 

on the IT'r~st I\a~icl near Kagiso. 111 adolcsccnce thej'cl gone their scpa- 

rate ways politicallj. Jahu had fbllont.tl tllc. Black (:orisc.iorrsncss thought 

o f  St c lcn  Biho arltl its affiliit? for Fralrtz Iianon'sRlack S'kirt, I.VXitek4fasks. 

Stilnela hati bccorrre a Charterist politically and a 1,enirrist itleologicallj. 

Stirncla pref(,rrrtl Far~ori's The LL'r~/r/te~/of' the ki~rt11, wllcbrr he read Fanorr 

at all. Jabu was still i l l  school when Stin~ela slipped across the 1,impopo 

I\ivcr and began his od>ssej of militarj training and political education: 

first in the secret c-;rnlps of the Frorrtlirrr. States; the11 i r r  Mosc~)w; then in 

Sofia; tllcri Tripoli; allti finally in  Pyongyang. 

Tlieri Stinicla came back to J o ' l ) ~ ~ r g  and set up his 11c.tnork. 

'I'trc~rc~'c1 hecri a large- clerrlorlstration M liere the) 'd grow 11 tip. Sctlrlced 

1)) his thnd~lcss for Inass action arid eager for a charlcc to toji  to j i  ant1 

cliant again i he'd I)cxcn living in  I he coltl stiff t l ir~tlrs of tlrc Eastern 



Bloc for so long) Stimela had made the mistake of getting caught up 

in it. He was arrested along with more than a hundred others. That 

night he found himself in a cell with fifteen to twenty other men. 

Jabu was among them. The cousins' time in detention together was 

marked by fierce ideological debates (and constant fear of the guards 

who came in the night to take someone away to be tortured). When 

they were released Jabu had been converted; he quit the PAC. He be- 

came a Charterist and a member of Stimela's growing underground 

network. 

I am told Stimela read the report and sipped his tea as Jabu slept in 

the next room, rather than wake him and rebuke him for being so un- 

aware of his environment as to let someone enter unnoticed. 

It might have been the night of Stimela's infamous fight with Heinus 

Bezeuidenhout, a large Boer in Special Branch who mocked Africans 

by drinking alone in their shebeens without any back-up on his off duty 

hours. Had it been one of Stimela's operatives (Jabu, Trevor, Precious, 

or Oupa) Stimela would have scolded them for pulling such a stunt-a 

stunt full of unnecessary theatrics and unnecessary risk, the stunt he 

had pulled. "You're not there to fight," he always said, "you're there to 

win. Attack him from behind when it's possible." But Stimela liked the 

way his advice looked on others more than it did on him. 

The shebeen was no more than a long tin barrack with all the grace 

and charm of a wind tunnel. The tables were rickety but scrubbed and 

the splinters had been sanded. The male patrons outnumbered the 

women four to one. At the far end was a counter with several high stools 

in front and a small watchful Sotho-speaking woman standing behind 

it. She kept a gun under the counter and a cash box beside the cooler. 

Red Beard, as the patrons called him behind his back, was seated on 

one of the stools gulping beer from the bottle, imposing his jokes on an 

old man who'd only come there to drink, not to be held hostage by the 

humor of a cop. Rut the man knew what was good for him, so he laughed 

at Red Beard's jokes. Red Beard was demonstrating the technological 

splendor of a new fifty-two-channel walkie-talkie he'd just received from 

the Israelis. Its dials glowed. Its signals beeped. Voices spiced with static 



crackled from within. "Yeah, baas." said the laughing old man. "that's 

quite an instrurnr>rit you liavc there, me baas." 

Stirnela seerried to glide rather than walk down the long runway of 

tables on his way to Red Beard. 

"Excuse me, meneer. are you Colonel Bezeuidenhout?" 

"You bet your rutldy arse, fana." 

"That's a nice radio. Mind if T borrow it?" 

"Ofall the check, kaflir!" 

"I'm Stirriela Rlosando. And 1'11 have that radio." 

Hcinus He/euidenhout had no tirne to curse himself for not recogniz- 

ing the fare frorn the hook of I~nikliorito we S ime  suspects the? kt'pt at 

John \orster Square. Stirriela said Red Beard feigned as though he was 

sirnpl) going to take ariotl~er swig of beer but then grabbed the bottle 

by the r~eck arid swurig it as hard as lic could. Stirnela was quick but riot 

enough. The bottle caught him somewliere bt'twt'cn his collarborie 

and his neck, but lie rriariagcd to pull Bczct~iclenhout froni the stool arid 

take hirri dowr~ i r ~  thret. rrio~es. Two rrioces too many, he said to rne. after I 

went t o  work fix him. You're not there to fight, you're there to win. 

Jabu opcncd his ryes to see Stin~ela staritlir~g t)<y the dresser; setting his 

gun lwsidtb tlit, radio he'd purchasetl at a 100 percent discol~rit. 

"Someone fro111 Te1 Aviv sent me this ratlio," Stirripla smiled, "Who 

says the Jrws arc with the. Ijocrs?" 

" I  rnct soliieoiic frorri hliliircapolis at our 'frieiid's braai." said .laho, 

wiping cat butter frorri his c.!es. 

"Miririe-Itow rril~rtl?" 

"hlirlrieapolis." 

"Which is?" 

"In 111e States." 

"Yecc Yorh?" 

''no." 

"I'll keep 1114 radio. yo11 k(.c.p your Arrlericari." 

Later that night the others joined theni. Oupa, mho \could never 

Ir,arri to like rnc and who would never unticrstanti why Stirrlela kept 

rrie around; Trevor witli whom T clicketl froni the start; arid Precious 



Jabulani who was always kinder to me-so it seemed-than Oupa, but 

who never allowed herself to be as unguarded with me as Trevor was. 

In early September of 1989 I went back to the States, having met Jabu, 

but without having learned the significance of our meeting or what it 

meant for my future. I moved to Harlem and entered an MFA program 

at Columbia University. But I returned to South Africa in November of 

the same year, 1989, to continue my research, whatever that meant, and 

to spend two and a half months with Khanya, my fiancCe. Jabu Mosando 

would come to the little flat that Khanya rented on Ameshoff and Jan 

Smuts, in Braamfontein, across the street from Wits. When I met Jabu 

on my second visit, he claimed to have bumped into me "by chance." 

He would invite himself up to Khanya's flat for tea or a cool drink with 

me while she was in class. Tea was a marker of just how Anglicized so 

much of Black South Africa was. I wouldn't have minded this if not for 

the fact that I could never find a decent cup of coffee. I remembered 

Jabu from the braai at Richard's house last July. I was happy to see him 

again. Here, I thought, is a true interlocutor. My easy hubris allowed me 

to think his visits facilitated my research, that it was I who was gather- 

ing information on him, that he was a specimen of mine. I learned that 

he was also a student and also a member of the South African Students 

Congress, SASCO. 

SASCO was a member organization of the Charterist Movement; not 

a ragtag band of chanting, burning, and subversive Black students, but 

a national organization with branches on every campus of the Indian 

and Coloured universities, the Black universities, the English medium 

universities, such as Wits, and even at some of the technikons. SASCO 

had a mobilization capacity that the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee, even at the height of the Civil Rights movement, would 

have envied. They had a capacity to shut down a major university, or 

stage a national strike, that Students for a Democratic Society could not 

have imagined, even in Chicago in 1968. Despite this tempting analogy 



t ) ( ~ t 1 v ( ~ 1 1  S\(:(: a1i(1 SDS or1 the orie tiarid. arid S4S(:O or1 the other, 

there wcrc clr~alitative differences between them. i 4  hereas SN(:(: and 

SDS Iiacl fbught fbr t>qllal rights within, arid  inf fettered access to, ci\ il 

socirt~, SAS(:O was fighting to commandeer the entire nrli\,ersit,y-i~rcIr~strial 

c.oriiplcx as ;I necessar~ step to\\ard taking over cikil socict?. Furthrrmorr, 

s fiir 1i11r1ihc.r of' S.\S(:O rriilitarlts were alread? Irrikhorito we Si7wc sol- 

d i c r s s t  utlcllt-guerillas, one miglit say. Unlike tlic children of White civil 

so(-ictj in \rrir.rica, the) did riot have to agonize with their coiiscicricc ovrr 

whether or not to 1)ic.k up the gun. They entered the lecture hall with a gurl 

in hand, a 61111 ~icarl)j, or a gun lodged firmly in their imagination. Jab11 

2losando was oric s~rcli cornrade. 

Jabrr \\o~llcl sit i r i  Kharl.ya's living rooru arld ask me endless qt~eslioris 

about nij political views anti all sorts of sly things about my bachgroulid. 

IIow did you lot(, in t hc 1988 Prcsidcritial clcctioris I don't vote IVhy 

riot? I t  onlj feeds rrr,y frustration. What political party d o ~ o u  helorig to? I 

don't; I work with the blo7arril)icpie Support Network. IIow did ~ o u  conle 

to know so mt~ch about t h c .  AN(: and Sot~thcrn Africa? Research; and by 

rradilig thc trariscripts of tlir llB(: ncu swircs ill the Dartmoutli library 

wheri I was in college. What do you think of I\ hite students at Wits? 

'I'hej're srrlart but irrhi hitcil, the) expose ttrernsel~es politicallj bl~t  they 

won't take a stand. Arrd Africari students? The! could take this country 

down. .. if ... If \laridela dies of natural causes, he s~niled. I was drinking, 

I said, I spoke a littlc too f r . t . t x l j .  Not at all, cornrade, he said, tho~lgh I 
c.ould riot gauge liis tone of loice; was it reaswring or just a placeholder 

between the space> of rny atiswcr arid his next question? 

I-Ic had a knack for niassagirlg nij ego. I coultl tliscourse for long uri- 

interrupted periods when he carrie 1;). Ile c\.ould listen to my imprornptu 

Icct~lres u i th  great interest, hut with ncitllcr assent nor disagreement, 

the wa? he had listened at Kicliard'a 1)raai. 1 was rlekcr suspicious of 

hiiri. If hat's curious. howeter, were thcx tliiligs that I omitted, without 

plari or purpose: I'd worked alrriost teri years as a stockt)roker and I 
grem up in a rich White Midwc.stcrn crlcla\e. (Several rriontl-is later, in 

1990, when I would return to actually like i r i  South Africa, he would 

ask rric to writc an article a1)out Jessr J;rc~ksorr's a(-c-oriirriodatioriist 



bungling at the 1988 Democratic convention for the SASCO newspa- 

per; to write an analysis of how and why he sold his entire constituency 

down the drain and got nothing in return from the Democratic Party 

centrists. Again, I was only too happy to oblige.) 

In February of 1990, my second two-month trip to South Africa ended. 

I returned to New York, thinking, this, thank god, is the last time I'll see 

South Africa. Khanya will come to New York and from there we'll move 

to Brazil or Holland ... live in peace, far away from both beasts-South 

Africa and the United States. 

One morning before class I turned on the television. Crowds lined 

the streets of Cape Town and cheered, as the radiator lining the water- 

stained wall of my cold Harlem flat hissed and sputtered. Nelson Man- 

dela and his entourage waved at me from inside my screen. Like the 

people in Cape Town I, too, was moved to tears on the day of his release 

from prison but I had a sinking feeling as well. Now, I thought, the com- 

promise begins. I did not know that his demobilization of revolutionary 

forces inside the country would be so swift and decisive. Nor could I 

imagine that I would bear witness to it, much less contest it. 

Khanya came to New York in July of 1990, but she left abruptly 

in February of 1991. Why, she said on the morning of her decision, 

should I trade one South Africa for another? After graduating in 

May, I followed her back to the one place I swore I'd never return. I'll 

be here no more than the year it will take her to finish law school; 

we'll be in Rio or Amsterdam soon. But a year and a half after Man- 

dela's release, I was not living on a hill overlooking Ipanema or on a 

houseboat in Holland, but in Khanya's tiny Braamfontein flat across 

the street from Wits. I had no work permit, just another six-month 

tourist visa. I was married to a woman who could not get me perma- 

nent residency, for her sister's association with an exiled-PAC opera- 

tive in Zimbabwe had put her sister under house arrest and caused 

Khanya to be stripped of her Bophuthatswana identity papers. I was 



a Black foreigi1c.r riiarried to a Black ex -c i t i~en  of a Hal-~es-in-To?laiid 

state. 

Lctters of recomnieridatio~i frorii rnj professors at Colurnbia, chief 

arilong therri Edward Said. sec*ureti a teacliing position for me at the 

Ilrii~ersit> of the Lb itwatcrsrarld. 1 \\as elated 1)ec'ause it rrlearit that I 
nould be able to get a work pc.rnlit and resident? papers. I wouldn't hawe 

to continue working as a waiter at an Italian restatmarit in Braamfon- 

teir~ a job I'd held ~ i l l ega l l~  I since 1 arrived-arid rrly legal status would 

then pass on to Kllarya. U'c were about to turn  the corner. 

Sekeral days hefi)re classes started I went to dean E l i~abe th  Kankin's 

office for uhat  I assumed would be the first step tonard gettirig tlltx pa- 

peruork froni tlie uiii\crsitj that I ~ o u l d  take to Home Affairs. Dear1 

Kankin began pleasantlj enough, brrt she was kcen on discussing m j  

syllabus, riot t h r  l~iririg forrns (which were nowhere in sight:. 1 engaged 

kicr \vith enthusiasm and energ?, c~xplairiirig ttlc books on the s ~ l l a b u s  

and the approach 1 plariricd to takc. She listcncd for a while arid tlieri 

said that there was a fair amount of Hdnard Said's nork or1 the s l l ahus .  

I told her that there was onlj  one book and an  article. l-nlt that the course 

itsrlf was in f:rc.t sorrlethirlg of s rep1ic.a of t11(. Cultural Studies Project 

that he  and Jean lirar~eo liaci contl~ictcd at Colurnbia, and of which I'd 

been a part. 

Rather l)riskl? she iriforrrled rrlt. tliat Edmard Said hat1 corne t o  

Solith Africa the year before ant1 caused quite a distllr1)ailcc wl~eri he 

spoke oil carnpus; Jewish stuclents had laurictic~tl ~)rotvsts  ar~t i  thrcat- 

enctl civil disobedie~~i.e .  Slir Iiatl (.nougll troublc with left-wing stu- 

ilcrit orgarli~ations ant1 she didn't need the Jem is11 students rising up as 

~ c l l  I tol(l her that I tkilctl to scc utiat that had to do with the, clollrsv 

I'tl I )eel~ Irired to teach. Her look said, do  ?or] rea l1  now:' T ri~atle sorile 

fccl)lr niutterings a t ) o ~ ~ t  ac%ad(.rriic frccdorn, hut I coultl feel rnj voicc. 

c*r:ic,kirrg. I coultl fi,c,l I lie floor l';~ l l irig ; IW:I~;  I kr1r.m why t11c.r.c' wcar.c. rio 

c.r~~l)loj ~ u c l ~ t  c l o c ~ ~ r i ~ c ~ ~ ~ t s  on tlic tahlc. 

She srriiled a ~ l d  said that stic, I)c.lit.\c~d i r ~  acaclcn~ic f'rcctlorn as wc.ll. 

Zrlti slip war~trhcl rrlc to krlort t hat t his was r i o t  a inat ter. of al)r.opiti~ig 

acadcniic frcetloru there sirnply wasn't rrrorlrq i r ~  the k)udgct fhr liiririg 



another lecturer at this point and she was deeply sorry that the chair of 

the department didn't know this before sending me to her for an inter- 

view. This wasn't supposed to have been an interview, I said, I was prom- 

ised a job. That wasn't her understanding; she said goodbye and wished 

me all the best in my future endeavors in South Africa. 

I went up to the department to confront the chair, for she must have 

known this was going to happen. But when I got there I found her with 

another professor. I had lost my will to fight. I simply sat down and told 

them both what had happened-without passion or protest in my voice. 

Then I said that if they let me go into the classroom I would teach for no 

pay, just to build up my rCsumC and keep my mind active. In the end, the 

two of them worked out a deal whereby I would teach but I would not 

draw a salary-dean Rankin had seen to that. Instead I would be paid 

a weekly check out of the department's entire external speakers fund.. . 
until the fund ran out. It came to roughly one sixth of what I would have 

earned had I been hired. It was not a job, which meant there would be 

no work permit and no residency papers. I went home and explained it 

all to Khanya over the wine and candles she'd bought to celebrate. 

My life was at a low point. I found myself always thinking back on my 

two previous visits with a sense of longing and nostalgia. Those were 

visits, but this was immigration and I was an immigrant-of sorts. I fled 

a country whose anti-Blackness was an impermissible knowledge to one 

that wore its hatred on its sleeve. This don't make no sense! Sense or 

not, there it was. What makes this so different than the times before? 

It's the same country that I've been to twice before. What had changed? 

The air was still thick with the scowl of Whites and the rising militancy 

of Blacks, like rags and oil waiting for a match. In the shopping malls, 

by the newsstands, around the rotunda of the Whites Only entrance to 

Noord Street Station, one still saw Boers in khaki shorts, gun belts and 

revolvers braced against their hips. The number of political deaths still 

rocked steady at 240 per month. The same dread set with the same sun 

and rose with the same moon. So what had changed? What brought on 

this daily ministering to depression and a desire to leave, now, which 

wasn't there before? 



On rriy two rescvirch trips, I had dollars and was always in transit. 

1989: Six  weeks clrtd outta here! Boom! 19!10: Arroth~r six weeks and outtcl 

here! '4 tourist in my ow11 movie. Week one: 1 coulllive here, s11r.e why not. 

beck t wo: \'or on/) con/c/ / live her? but ~ c o ~ / ~ f i g - / t l  P)r I / I I J  ~ P V O ~ I L I ~ O ~ L .  \17eek 

three: To hell with tltts place! f i e  coj-fee's weak and t/te cirternns suck. Week 

four: 7'hese Wl~iteJi,lks cirr crazy and sodistic. Hock home we got our IVhite 

people tmir~pd Week five: 7i111e to stop plqying at 'solid~~r~[y; 'Frank. You can't 

/lack it as o Black Sorrt/t ,4fricnrt. Just put your greenbacks nnd,rour passport 

orld your ,4 mencan accerrt ji,on/ nrld center andget.) olr .~ornc .~crvicr, some air- 

conc/i~ionir~g, nndsonle respect Yi'eek six: At least tllqygot one tllin,q ,qoing; for 

thern arr airport w i ~ h  ckli!y (lepc~rtures. 

Hut now, 1 tho~rght. I'm neither a tourist nor a resr.:~rc.lrc.r. I clon't have 

dollars in m? pocket, 0111 a few rand from the course 1 teach during the 

day and the tables I  serve at night. 

It is late. The ncwn sign :II 1,uigi's has just gone out. 'I'hc~rc, is t ~ o  traffic 

on Jorissen Street. So whij do I  just stand here on the corrier as though 

waiting for the light to give mc. permission? I  wipe thc residue of pesto 

frorr~ rrly llarlds arid Sold IIIJ apron. Behind me the Zulu cooks and dish- 

washers climb the restaurant's basement stairs to thc strcbcxt arid drift 

into the night. I cross the street as Luigi and his Afrikaner wi f  ascend 

fro111 the stairs. Luigi's restauratit is underground; onc descerlds to dine. 

There's something prescient i t1  that. They are laughing with the two Ko- 

r~larriar~ waitcrs. The Ali.icans fi)llow them silently and then turn in the 

tlirection of'the konlbi rank. 

Rloorl rings and lamp light winked and glimmered in the gutters. It had 

rair~cd a11 through the cliriner hour: Tht. street was uncon~nlor~ l  quiet arid 

uncorrrnlonly clean. I heard swistlirlg of distant tires; still, no cars in sight. 

Fine, I thought, I'm here; here for the duration--whatever that means. 1 
rnaj :IS ucall (-all it "horne." I ~ a \ c , d  goodr~igl.~t to I,uigi, his wifix, and the 

Rornallians  racist bastcrrct! I  hissed inside) and walked away, telling my- 

self; 1)c happy, you're happy, ifyou say you're happj you'll be trappy, ifyou 

call i t  llorrle it's horne. Braarr~fonteiri's banks and office buildings are all 

asleep. Tonight the university, elost~i arltl darkened on the hill above Jan 

Smuts 4\en11c, no longer Ilolds mc i t1  its grip of subordination and awe. 



My fear, even of it, has been laid to rest, and my night of waiting tables is 

over. I am free. I am happy and alone in a world whose lights and colors I 
alone command. 

At the end of the block a tall White man is stumbling toward me. The 

corner is too far behind me for me to duck into a side street detour. He's 

too close for me to cross to the other side. Why should 1 be afraid? Stop 

thinking like a South African. Walk on, Frank, walk on. 
As he grew near, I saw how his shirt was unbuttoned down to his belt; 

the tails were untucked as well. He strode down the middle of the side- 

walk. Will he make room for me, and fso, what side of the walk will he claim? 
The drunk was now five feet away. In South Africa, as in Britain, 

cars drive on the left side of the street, so I held to my left side. When he 

swaggered to his left, I breathed a sigh of relief. But then he stumbled to 

his right, and our shoulders brushed. 

"Are you blind, kaffir!" I felt his whiskey breath on my face. 

"Who the fuck you callin' 'kaffir?' You wasn't so drunk, I'd slap you into 

next week." 

He pulled a gun from under his shirttails and drew a round into the 

chamber. He rammed the barrel against the bridge of my nose. "And 

what would I be doing while you slapped me into next week?" 

"Please, don't shoot me." 

"I don't fancy next week! I fancy this week. You baboon. What if I 

fancy this week?" 

He held the gun to my head. He pulled the trigger and a flurry of vi- 

sions rushed into my head with the bullet. Scenes from a life which was 

surely mine but which, until then, I had neither known to be mine nor 

recalled. But there they were: my mother, younger than I had ever known 

her, pruning roses in the wind; my father asleep on cushions in front of 

a fire; a boy in Tangier who I'd seen for ten seconds ten years ago and 

forgotten ten minutes later; a couple kissing in a berth compartment of 

a passing train. Then there was a scent. Thescent ofdeath? No, it couldn't 

be, for I had never smelled death before and this scent was familiar. It 

was the whiskey breath of the man who shot me. I hadn't been shot. I'd 

mistaken the click of the safety for the pull of the trigger. 



He laid his haritl gentlj on my cheek, "I like ?ou, haffir. But hlandela's 

got yo11 all stirred lip." IIc belched in my face ant1 t l~rncd  to go. 

"IVelcornc to ~rext week," he added as 1 slur111)etl against the builtli~lg. 

Through a bl11c wall of tears he faded m a ) .  

I cursed and whinipered home. I sat for a long tirrle or1 the steps in 

front of our builtling, trying to find someone to hlame. //'sk%lnnya's fault. 

!fs/le hndn i b r o k ~ r ~  our clgrcement and I ~ f i  Al$w York / worl/dn't even be hew 

It :F the c/~tzir of N I Y -  tl~y))nrtrncnt)S jiuIt. I wo1lldr15 ,\/I// hr wclitirtg tables $11 

werer~'t.fir her. Ant1 then I cried like I cried the first riight I arrived two 

\ears ago. 

It was t u o  i r r  t h ~  rrlorriirlg. I uent upstairs ar~t l  rollcd a joint and 

went out onto the balcony. I held the snlokc at the k)ascb of rriy lllngs and 

prorniscd m?self' I 'd leave this country hp the end ol'that year. or kill a 

LC hitc mall b~ the er~cl o f  the riext. Kkiarlja's*iurisprt~der~ce essay waited 

on the kitchcrl table to I)e proofread, along with essays written by nly six 

scrninar students at Wits. 'l'hcy had to be graded and rrturried l)y morn- 

ing. I put a pot of'coffet~ 011. I charigcd into m j  robe anti slippers \\ithout 

waking Kharlja. I graded papers till morning. 

Ilnbrknowrist to me, Stiniela tlnd told .Tabu to "kiarrcl" rlit. or1 to Trevor. 

'Sre~or Carder] hecame nlj Iiaridlcr-though I was still not aware of be- 

i ~ i g  "liaridlt~d." I met Trekor at a IVits orientation tea thr ac.atlrrnics arid 

gr;itl~latc. students irl Dcc.cr111)er 1991 or Jarluary 1992. Ilc was a graduate 

studclit w11o ate his biscl~its q uietly and drank his tea politelj and always 

dcfi,rred to another student whcri i~~tcllectlial disputes jreg;~rclir~g, for ex- 

arriplt,, the correctness of Fretrti's biological grounding V.Y. the correct- 

ness of Lacan's linguistic turn) occurred. I was to learn that his coalition- 

l)uil(ling dissemblance was :ill an act, part of his c>ovcBr. Derp down he 

loathctl the White students arid facsulty as much as he loathed his high 

scbhool rcctor. Rut he wo~ilti tiavc. to live arrlorig thcni i f '  he was going to 

1)o ~ I I  any effective in tic~stroyit~g them. His facilitating dissc.rrlblance 

\\as a \.\a) to like with them arid to laugh at them, if onlj inwardl>. while 



he did. But it was also a way for him to keep his sanity in a room full of 

people whom he held in contempt. 

He knew about my work and the political positions I'd taken in de- 

bates within the Hillbrow-Berea branch of the ANC but he didn't let on 

until he was sure of me. It goes without saying that he did not let on that 

he knew a certain Jabu Mosando in sociology across campus. None of 

the other literature graduate students or faculty knew what his political 

leanings were. He didn't let on that he was ANC and certainly not that 

he was Umkhonto we Sizwe. 

The name Garden made no genealogical sense, for his mother, not 

his father, was of English ancestry. His father was of German extract 

like the haus frau at the bed and breakfast inn in Berea. The paternal 

family of this five-foot-nine-inch blond-haired young man hailed from 

Namibia to which his grandparents had emigrated from Germany be- 

tween the Great Wars. His British mother had barred his father from 

being inducted into the secret world of the Broederbond-an aspiration 

shared by nearly every Afrikaner professional. Trevor's father would 

never stand in a darkened room with shrouded windows, with only two 

candles burning on a center table; with thirty Broeders lining the dark 

walls, their faces invisible and unknown to the inductee until he swore 

his ascent to each clause of the oath. Trevor's father never swore that 

oath nor did he hear the warning upon completion: "He who betrays 

the Bond will be destroyed by the Bond. The Bond never forgets. Its 

vengeance is swift and sure. Never yet has a traitor escaped his just 

punishment." 

If Wilkins and Strydom's TheBroederbond is to be believed, as an ed- 

ucator and influential man in the community, Trevor's father could have 

easily wormed his way through the seven hundred secret cells and one 

day found a seat on the Broederbond's Executive Council or on one of 

its watchdog committees. The think tanks were formed between World 

War I and World War I1 as a means of holding British hegemony at 

bay. The think tanks, by the time I arrived, were more than mere think 

tanks. The Broederbond's watchdog committees were shadow cabinets 

of the government: more secret and more powerful than the security 



police; more influerltial than tlle halls of learning, for key adnlinistra- 

tors (who were riot English, of course) were Brocdvrs; more official than 

the gover~l~rlerlt, for the (:abiriet nlinisters were Broeders. In al)sollitcx 

secrecy the Broederbond made policy on Irltiiari, (:oloured, and African 

aff'airs; foreign relations, internal sccuritj against Africans, domestic 

relations with t2ic English; the proper handlirig of the press; and made 

assessnients of the relati\c tllrcat of Black poetry and novels construed as 

"resistance" literature. The goverrirrierlt transposed the Broedcrbond's 

watchdog committee's policies into law; the halls of Iearrlirig turned 

the govcrrirrierlt's laws into ethics; arid tlic po1ic.c arld the courts turned 

"ethical trarisgre\sionsX into crimes. 

But '17re\or told me that scapegoating his mother tiad allowed his fa- 

ther to igrlorc tlic real reason whj he never stood in a shrouded room 

to repeat the sacred oath the fact that hc was not an Afrikaner, but a 

~crrriarl. C' 

For his part, 'Trevor had disgraced the fBmily not by marrying across 

the Ijoer line (or by beirig a (;crrnarl). "(:rimes" which, supposcdl~, rrladc 

his father unfit for the Brocderbo~ld. His betrajal was so unpartioriablc 

that neither the English nor the German side forga~e hirn. &'hat he did 

could rlot be repaired. 'l'hey had doric cvc~rythirlg for him. He was not 

tllc eldest 1)ut he was the eldest boj arid that was all that mattered. Each 

weekend they ferried him fifty miles from their sprawling house in the 

country to the gifted chiltiren's program conducted by c.ducators at a 

teachers collr.gr2 in Johannesburg. "He's a gcnius," tlie proctor would 

w.clairri, "trulj a gifted child!" 4s an adolesc.erit, he played rugby and 

acquired a fiftl-1-degree black belt in karate. After scklool lie would dorl 

his lit tlc arrrly urliforrn with its sacred and irldc.cipllerable shoulder bars 

and carrj his little rifle into remotc veld and forests on Voortrekker 

expeditions where he and his rrlale classmates wcre taught rnarksmari- 

ship and the danger of tllf~swartg~vanr, the Black Threat. There, in the 

l)usl-1, the children trained to hold the line for civili7ation itself. 

Hut unbeknowrist to his parents, his schoolrnastcr, his Voortrr3kker 

corrirriarider, nncl PVC'I~ U T L ~ P ~ ~ O W ~ L S I  lo Trwor h~rn wlJ: Trevor had already 

been recruited hy ITrrlkl-lorito we Sizwe. It happcricd bvfore he was even 



twelve years old. His nanny's brother was an MK operative, a man who 

had already left Umkhonto, when I met him, to study at the London 

School of Economics. This operative-cum-economist understood that 

what was needed were a cluster of Whites who could get close to tar- 

gets that Blacks could not get close to. He enlisted his sister and several 

other nannies to work on the sentiments of youth to exploit the fissures 

of puberty and filial rebellion, thus "turning" their little White charges 

against their unsuspecting White parents and the state. 

In 1977 the first televisions were placed in the living rooms of White 

families throughout the land. Trevor's hometown was no exception. His 

family sat in wide-eyed awe as his father turned the knob and watched 

as a line drew itself vertically across the gray silent screen and opened a 

new world of images and sound. But since the BBC would not run the 

risk of British television being shut down (Britain's actors had called for 

a strike should the BBC sell programs to South Africa), and since the 

Americans had not as yet filled the programming void, South Africans 

were not privy to much in the way of entertainment during those early 

days of television. Military parades were the highlight. 

The Garden family and the children's nanny watched with pride as 

the armored personnel carriers, the rocket launchers that looked like 

open boxes of cigarettes mounted on jeeps, and thousands of troops 

marched past Prime Minister John Vorster and his generals looking 

down from the dignitaries' gallery. 

It didn't last, for the parade was too long and the Gardens' atten- 

tion span too short. They were bored. Meneer Garden went out to clean 

leaves from the pool. Trevor's mother and his siblings went to a friend's 

house. Only he and Nana remained. 

"Look at the soldiers, Nana!" he said pointing at the screen. Then 

Trevor hoisted himself onto her lap and imitated a soldier commanding a 

rotating machine gun from the back of a jeep. "I'm going to be one, Nana. 

1'11 be on the telly in my own parade. You'll see, Nana." 

"Do you love Nana?" 

He let the machine gun melt into the thin air and hugged her. Of 

course he loved Nana. If he knew with what power the English language 



cboul(l rriaktx tlistinctions tie would have told her that he loved her so 

much tic. had little love left for his mother. 

"One day," she told him, "the soldiers will hurt Nana." 

"No, I tirj'rr good soldiers, hana. T h e  wori't hurt you." 

''Thc>y3rc> corning to hurt Naria right now a n d  hana's farnily." 

"No, Ratla." 

"I pron~ise ?ou." 

"I wori't let them. I promise 011." 

Shv \\olllti help him make good on that promise. If tcri braric,hes bore 

onlj orle fruit, Naria's brother had told her, that orie fruit woulcl ript.ri into 

his parents' nightmare, a child who goes off to school and comes home a 

traitor. R.y the time 'Trevor was in high sc.hool hc was a our lg  rriari chock- 

full of dangerous questions about what his parents arid teacliers stootl for: 

no one, save Naria, had answers. He set liis questions in motion. The year 

before he gratluatccl from high school he was disci1,lirletl t)) the rector fbr 

"subversivt~ activity": he had started a jam club whosc riieni1)ers included 

students fi-om his high school as well as students frori~ the rreigtll>ori~ig 

towriship high school. 

'Trevor told me that his induction into RIK was lihr. a punctuation mark at 

the end of the sentence. lle'tl ncvcr hccn as happy as hc was or1 the day 

of his high school graduation. 1\11 the girls were i l l  tlit>ir firrery. All the 

bo?s were in their Voortrekker uniforms. 7'he banti played. The parents 

applauded as each cllil(1-soldicr look I ht, stage, rt.c.caived his diploma, and 

returned proudly dowri thc stairs to the flasllilig 1)ulbs of his parents' 

camera. 

"\Vhen I wcrll or1 stage, the re(-tor was 1)earrlirig like I'tl never seen 

him beam. EIe held out rrly diploma. Rut soniething canie over me and I 
couldn't take it. Instead of taking it, 1 rippccl ni? shoulder bars from my 

uniform. Tore thcrrl right off: 'l'hen 1 left the \taph. \$alked righ~ past rrly 

family; out of the auditorium. I went horrlr.. \o one spohe to me that night. 

M? little brother tried to but m j  fat hcr moc.rcd hirn just for cornirlg to 



my room. Sometime later, Nana's brother came to visit her. When my 

family had gone she came up to the house and brought me back to her 

room. He was waiting for me. We talked, the three of us, long into the 

night. We spoke about politics and liberation in a manner that I'd never 

known was possible. He gave me MK literature written by comrades in 

the camps. And he gave me a name, Stimela Mosando, a Wits student 

whom I was to contact the moment I arrived. That's how I came to varsity: 

with my rugby shirt, my books, two grenades, and a name." 

My own "induction" into MK was piecemeal but cumulative. Or perhaps 

I should say my entrhe into Stimela's fold. For in 1990 Nelson Mandela 

unilaterally ended the arms struggle-without consulting Chris Hani. 

In 1993 he disbanded Umkhonto we Sizwe; from if not the first, then 

certainly the second, moment on our activities were those not of a sanc- 

tioned armed wing but of so-called "terrorists." Events and relationships 

came upon me and overtook me, with my understanding them only in 

hindsight. I seemed not to be the master of my own fate. Are we ever? 

When did it happen? How did it happen? The causal chain snuck up 

on me quietly, like the punctuation mark at the end of Trevor's high 

school graduation, when some inner force that was an outer force 

compelled him to rip the shoulder bars from his shirt. 

In 1992, I was elected to the Hillbrow-Berea ANC branch executive 

committee. Soon after an ANC regional executive committee member 

named Barbara Hogan sent me to work for the ANC regional Peace 

Commission, a small group of people who were investigating township 

massacres perpetuated by the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) -an ethnically- 

based contra-like force armed and financed by the government, the po- 

lice, and the army. I took photographs of people who'd been killed or 

wounded and wrote reports and sent them to Amnesty International 

and Human Rights Watch. Slowly, I came to see a cross-pollination be- 

tween people associated with the Peace Commission and people associ- 

ated with Stimela Mosando (and, by extension, Chris Hani). Part of the 



staff was involved in gun ruririirig to people in squatter carlips who nerc 

k)c,ing attacked by the govc.rrinrent and Inkatha). At first I worked with 

ttiese cornrades as a prop:lg:~r~cl:r sptlcialist. I wol~ld ac*c.ortlI)ariy them as 

they ran arms to anti from DLBs (dead letter boxes or arrrls caches); I 
wo111ti hrlp brairistorrn ways to "pcrsllacle" the b'estern media and Ilu- 

rnari rights organi~atiorls that we were not sniuggliilg arrris: that we were 

not involved in self-defenst,, rnuch less retaliation arid our weapons were 

rtlall> being turned ovrr to ;I transitional comnrittcc coniprised of' the 

Nationalist Party arid the /\RJC. Sometinlcs l 'd  sirnplj I)e toltl to 1,ring 

one piece of paper to this person and another piece o f p a ~ w r  to that per- 

son and not to open it, or to travel in a car with cornradcs without my 

hrlowirlg what was in the car, or to attend an  interrogation of sorncone 

wllorn they wcrc holding -either to protect that person or  to get infor- 

rnatiori out of liiru. Nothirig was ever complete1 explained to mc. I was 

privy to manj  fragmr~its ,  but not to the wliole picture. 

One day 'l'rt.vor c,arrlc to scc rrie and explailicd niore than had here- 

tofore bccrl c.xplairie(l. 

"1)o yo11 l)clic.\.e ill the right of a snlall group of people to w-ork clan- 

destinel>, that t11c.y rr~ight push the cnvelopc, so to sptxah: in moments, 

for example, when 11iass rriobilizatiorl is stalled?" 

"Of course not. (:lantlestine operatives shoaltl secure their niandate 

f'rorrl tlie ~)eol)le. rrot \. ice-versa." 

"No doul)t," he  sighed, "but when reactionar? forces have, how shall 

we say. stalltd, ?cs. stalltd or  confused that malidate. D'hat then?" 

Suc11 a cl~rr'stio~i Irad never been put to rrlch 1)t~Li)rc.. I didn't knom how 

to ansn cr. 

"lou'rc riot a pacifist are >ou?" he said. 

"Thc~rc's rio strcll thing as a pacifist." 

"Euplairi." 

"In the (iOs ancl 70s a lot of activists in thc States cathedrali/ed non- 

~ io lence .  A11 you hat1 to do was ask t11r.111 if t l i ( .  paid their taxes ant1 

watch their j a n  drop. 'l'here is no  space of the pacifist. There is no time 

oftlie p;~c.ifist. It's the t i n ~ e  arid spare ol'1aissc.~-f'airc backed b j  violer1c.c. 

in rescr\cl. 'l'tiose who argue otlierwise aren't pacifists. 4 s  a friend of 



mine says, they simply prefer the violence of the state to the violence 

of the people. The violence we should be concerned with is the struc- 

tural violence," I went on, energized by his attentiveness, "of capitalism 

and White supremacy. In the face of structural violence it's unethical 

to cathedralize a tactic-whether civil disobedience, armed resistance, 

or writing a letter to the editor. In other words, violence or nonviolence 

should be viewed from a tactical perspective; not a principled one. The 

moment and a mandate from the most dispossessed will authorize the 

proper tactics. Umkhonto exists because Soweto exists." 

"But Nelson Mandela insists we suspend armed struggle." 

"Mandela exists because Soweto exists. He seems to have forgotten that." 

"What exactly are you saying?" 

"That Mandela is a man, not a mandate. He's elaborated by the 

mandate." 

"Try telling him that." 

"Yes, well, trying telling any of them anything." 

"So, we're on the same page after all?" 

"Yes," I said, a little surprised. 

"We'd like you to meet someone." 

'"We'?" 

"Jabu Mosando and I." 

I remembered Richard's braai from my first research trip, and Jabu's 

need to have tea when he met me "by chance" on my second visit. I had 

the sense of being halfway through completing a large jigsaw puzzle. 

"How, exactly, are you and Jabu Mosando connected?" 

He simply smiled. 

"Who's this 'someone'?" 

"Jabu's cousin Stimela. There may be one or two others." 

"Then what?" 

"You like asking questions, don't you." 

"A clue, perhaps?" 

"Something interesting." 

When I first met Stimela the Security Branch had not retrieved their 

Israeli radio from him, which meant Red Beard and his bloodhounds 



were still or1 his trail. Ilcspitr this, he holdly carrlc to Khar1)a.s and nrj 

apartrrrcrlt irl hroaci daylight; it fit in with his pencl~ant  for ttlc. theatri- 

cal. He chatted with Kharlya iri Setswana. IIe plajed on the floor with 

Reha who was five )ears old at ttrc time. He acted as though it were a 

social call. Not a word of' sl\ullduggcry was spoken. Pertlaps, I thought, 

he's been on the run for so long that tic relislies this moment, that he'd 

rather plaj with a child and with Ginger, our cat, than speak to rne. Pres- 

ently, Khariya arid Reba left. Stirnvla, Trevor, and I were alone in the 

living room (with Ginger, orrr carrot-striped cat. who was imperkious to 

a hint). Stirriela said he  looked foruaed to what he cxallctl an  "iritellrctual 

friendstlip and a political alliance" with rrle and to havirig rnarly stimu- 

lating tlisclissions about Gramsci, hlarx, Fariori, and the writers I was 

tea(-tiirig at Wits. Arrl I going into political cdrlcatiorl. I thought, or does 

he just want to hang out. \.1/ hat's this all albout? Either scenario seemed 

urllikelj. Sorrrethirrg told rrrcl not to ask him lo clarify, that he would 

clarif'j as time wcnt 011. IIv said he was pleased to rneet me. IIe said that 

lie had liatl to  cut his own st d i e s  at \\'its short L'cillc to c.irc.rlrrlstarices." 

What  circur~istanccs? I ask(.tl. Hv looketl ;it l'revor who i r r  turrr frowried 

at rnc. Ttlcri lie said, "The South '4frican l'olicc arc not coopc>ratirlg 

with 111) ctlrrcatiori 1)laris." That rrladc 'Troor laugh. So, what the hell, I 
laaglletl too. 

Yon he was scrious again. IIe said \\hat the movement rlccdetl at this 

l)oir~t was rcvolutionarj intcrrratiorralisrri to cbollrit(>rac*t ccrtairi "corri- 

prornisirig" t(~~l(lerlcic's that were dekeloping \v i t l~ i~ l  111e AN(:. His ~vords 

cwcrgi7ccl rric arlci I ttior~ght al)out laurichirig into one of my I(~ct11rcs on 

111~. s~ll)jt.c-t, 1 ~ 1 t  tl(.c-idrd ;~g:rirrst i t .  FI(.  s;~icl th;rt Ire h;rcI t ) ( ~ > r r  i r r  the. So- 

\ iet [ rlio~l t11r.c~ rrroliths ago. i l ~  hovcni1)c~r arld 1)cct.rlrber of 1991. f i ~ r  a 

"special telecorr~nrunit.atior~s coursc~." l l  is c\jcs l i t  up. 1 told l t i r r i  I'tl 1)ec.n 

tllerr as wt.11, i r l  4pr-il of' 197'3. C\c. s11i1rc.tl rrrc~rrroric~s of' Kr~ssi:~rr 1iosl)ital- 

i t y  arrtl 11ow we both liad fixlt tlrc first tirrie a nian lrcltl our hand, the w q  

rrlckri  Iroltl tlarrcls, wtrc~r walkirrg t lrrouglr Wosc-ow. 1 lrad had an urge to 

s a ~  1'111 :I linc.l)acker. [rot a llorrros~x~lal; 1 1 l r r r  1 look(.tl irlto 11r(.  rrralr's   IS 

arld reali/rd that this was )rot a c.orrlr ori. It was sin~ply a prolburltl ges- 

trlrcb of'carrrarad(~rir.. 2rrcl I hat1 warrtcd to wccp. tior at that wry  rrrorricrit, 



as that man, who was willing to weave his few words of English into my 

few words of Russian, and I ascended the stairs to the cinema, I thought 

of the wretched children at Kenwood Grammar School who, eleven years 

before, had chosen to hold up recess until hell froze over rather than 

form a line where one of them would have to hold my hand. If commu- 

nism will cleanse my hands, I had thought, then I am a communist. 

Stimela said he'd almost fallen into the river along the Nevsky Pros- 

pect after a night of libations with his instructors. He had marveled 

at the artwork in the Tsar's palace, the Hermitage Museum, but what 

struck him most profoundly was how little security there was around the 

artwork and how many working people went each day to the museum. I 
told him that I had been a little tipsy along the Nevsky Prospect as well 

and had spent all night walking with a Russian, a woman who neither 

thought I was going to rape her nor thought she wanted to take me home. 

As morning approached she asked a question that she'd wanted to ask 

me since we met in the caf6. Here it comes, I thought. I told her that I 
couldn't imagine what there was that we hadn't already talked about 

(though I could, believe me, I could). She took a deep breath and said, 

Do you believe in god? I could tell by the expression on her face that my 

answer stood the chance of either solidifying or breaking irrevocably 

the bond that had been building all night. She had the look of a child 

who wants her parent or lover to care for the same thing she cares for. 

For the life of me I could not tell which answer she craved. No, I finally 

said, I don't believe in god, deciding it was better to tell the truth and 

be severed from my friend forever, than to lie and make my final gesture 

false. She breathed a tremendous sigh of relief. She smiled broadly. Ocen 

horosho! (very good), she said. For a moment I was worried. So many 

Americans are naive, but I think you are not naive. All night long we 

talk-about Nixon and Vietnam and revolution in Africa-and I think 

to myself, yes, yes, he is very intelligent young man; very intelligent for 

only seventeen, very much like young Soviet men. But, I also wonder, I 
wonder just a bit. He is so young, I think. And he is so American, I think. 

How intelligent can he really be? Does he know of our discovery? Your 

discovery? I asked her. We Soviets know there is no god, she proclaimed. 



We have proven it  scicntificallj! Hovv's that? 1 askcd tier. We sent our 

cosnloriauts up in space. They went up. They lookccl out into sparc arid 

the) sam rio god. So there is rio god! It's a shame your Mr. Kixon and your 

astronarrts hate kept this sccrct from jou for so long. Stimela and Trrvor 

found this to be hilarious. I told him that he should ask his comr:iclc~s 

and i~istrtrctors in 3loscow if the cosmonauts ever fburid god. 

At the rr~er~tion of his RIoscovv comrades his c y c ~  clouded over. l'heri, 

spcahirlg not so much to nic or to Trevor, 1)ut to llirnself, as though we 

were no longer there, he said how betrayed h r ~  felt bj his irlstructors 

in tlic Soviet 17nion's (:orrirrru~iist Part!. 'l'hroughorst the entire coursc 

none of therri had given hini any hint that wlrat happened was aborrt to 

t~apl~f~tr .  

"Tlicj saw it corning atid said r iotl i i~~g to 11s. That's not the way o l r  

trcBat comrades," he said. "I went to sleep onc night and woke up  the 

ricaxt rrlorrlirlg in a tlifSercrit countr). \ot the Soviet I'nion. \\otiltl this 

country still support us, 1 wotldercd. Rrrt 1 a l read~ knew tlie ariswc~r.'' Ile 

paused, allowing himself to becorne aware of our presence. "\l.'e need 

new allies, new rela~iorrships. Alayhc Stc~,c. Riko was right," tic said, 

witliout saying right al~out what. I knew i t  had something to do with 

ttlc rlccd for Black pt.ot-,le to bt, on our own hecausc on our ovvrl is hou 

we always are. It was still too early in the struggle for a (:l-rartcrist and 

a (:ornmunist to utter such thorlghts alorrd. Cllris Hani worrltl hate to 

die. first. 

Before Trevor and Stirr~ela IcSt, Stirric~la said that lie was enjoying the 

course "Intellectuals and the State" that 1 was teaching at Wits and that 

tie lioped our rc.latioristiip deteloped to thc point where he could acquire 

the theoretical vocabulary that tlie coursc took for granted. "Frrnny," I 
said, with a smile, "I've never seen yorr in class-since t1ir:)'re only five 

students olr'(1 k)e trartl to miss." 1 was flattered that 'l'revor liatf been 

bringing him tlie books and my lecture 1iott.s. 

Stimcla laughrd, "I'm at every class," hc laughed, adding, "You're 

never aloric." \\as that, I ~ o n d e r e d ,  nleant to he reassuring? We shook 

hands arid they left. 

Several days later Tretor returned b? himself. 



"Stimela wants you to write out your biography, twenty or so pages. 

Here are some questions-guidelines." 

"Then what?" 

"Then he'll want you to write again." 

"What will that prove?" 

"You don't mind, do you?" 

"No, but do you mind telling me what it's all about?" 

"Something interesting." 

"Thanks." 

It wasn't long before he told me I'd passed a "certain level of mustard." 

"SO, I'm not a US agent?" 

"We think not." 

"Because?" 

"Because you're too unsophisticated." 

"That's reassuring." 

"You live too much inside your own head. The dean tells you she 

doesn't like the books on your syllabus and you play Joan of Arc. Not the 

way one infiltrates an organization, is it?" 

He said all this without a sense of irony in his voice, though the cor- 

ners of his mouth seemed to draw up into a faint smile. It was simply 

an assessment of me. His? Stimela's? He wasn't trying to insult me. It 

was simply a report about my capacities, potentialities, and use-value; as 

though I were a small piece of a large puzzle he and others were putting 

together on the floor. 

"If you had been sent here to establish yourself, your handlers would 

be cross with you, to say the least. You think you can hold an entire 

institution accountable to the ethics of the very people it destroyed to 

become what it is. And that scene with Richard two and a half years 

ago-he's a tsotsi for Christ's sake. He'd've killed you for sport. But you 

try to lecture him?" 

"I didn't lecture him, I engaged him." 

"You have no sense of your environment; and what's more you seem 

not to care." 

"I'm supposed to backpedal when Fanon clearly states-" 



"That's what 1 mean. It's called the intelligence communitj, not the 

ego communitj the? wouldn't have you." 

"Yoll'rf> too kiri(i." 

"4 doggctl intcllcctlial and social misfit. Stimrla sajs you're ~)erfec,t." 

"Perfect for what?" 

IIe operir.tl tllc satchcl Iic'd brought u it11 him. Oiie by oric hc plurikcd 

a manila folder on the, bcti anti called out a name as he did. 

"Tliis is \ico Cloete. A polic? wonk on steroids. h rieoliberal wet 

dreani. Julie Siriclair: legal scholar arid a n  iron fist irl a velvet glotc- 

we'll ha t e  to ua tch  out  for. her. Kobert Charlton: Wits Criiversit\. 

~ i c c .  chanct~llor,  a bit of a disappoirltnlerit to those who thought he'd 

help suture, British hegcrnorii orlcc the Yats a r c  forced tiown; think 

of him as r h e  little engine that  could bur probably won't. Charles 

van Oriseleri. the  lone ifr ikaricr  of tl-ic. lot. tlicb big stich boy who 

\\hacks them \\lien hc thinks the? might jump ship. b::dd? \CeI)ster 

a ~ i d  Etienrie Alureiriik, two sac1 puppies who want political cl iar~ge 

as long as it's not essential arrd as  long as they can still be loved b j  
the I<l;rc*ks. Kori (;arter,  lieatl of' stuclc.rit affairs, a Black Arr~cric~an 

L'rorn I3ostori we think.  We rieed snore or1 Iiirri, we've got little to 

go 011. 

Kac.11 Soltlrr c.orltnirlr.tl rlotes \\hic.ti 11acl Ijeer~ writter~, pres~rrrlal)lj. 

1)) oric of Stir~~c,la's pcxople: articles aiid 01)-cd pic.cc.s \crittc,ri 1)) the i r i -  

di\ itluals rianlccl, lic\\spapc,r clippir~gs ill uliich thvy \c.cr~c> ri~c.ritioric.ti, 

l i ~ r r r l : i ~ ~  ir~tt~rc~st 5toric.s abo~tt  t11c.rrl. r l t a \ \ s  1)11olos or  rliorc. cariclicl pl~otos 

taheri of t her11 \c itliollt their htiowlecigc~. 
6'. 1 I tic,sc. arcx pc.opl(., thc kirid of'pc,oplc, wc3 r i c , c d  to hit ." 
"Assassiriatc~:'" 

"If it was that sirriple we \zouldri't rieed jou. It's sirriple and it's corn- 

plic-;itc~tl. \\(, want to isolat(b arlcl c~ r l~asc~~ la t c  tllcrr~. 'l'hc s t~~tlcr i ts  a~rtl  

workers nil1 then elinrinate them, if need be. Stimela wants to lielp 

S \S(:()  and the tvorkers paraly7e the urii\ersit! sector of ci\ i l  soc>ietj. 
?. I hat's \cliere ice :Ire. Tliat's who we are. Stutlelits. 1,ec-tr~rers like jou. 

'I'hat's where we need to fight. Me stand as good a chance of ~?aralrzirig 

the ccoriorriy by paralyzing thc ~irlivcrsities--of kct~ping ttlc drive toward 



revolution alive-as the Congress of South African Trade Unions does 

in the factories. More so, perhaps. Cut off the brain and the body falls." 

I thumbed through Etienne Mureinik's file and said, resignedly, 

"These people are more likely to sit at the convocation of conquest 

with Mandela than you or Jabu or Stimela or Precious or me for that 

matter." 

"I know. It's up to structures like SASCO-unskilled workers, squat- 

ters, and the Civics in the townships. If SASCO can really make the uni- 

versities ungovernable and if the Civics can make the townships ungov- 

ernable-which means withstanding Mandela's pressure not to make the 

terrain ungovernable-then the architects of neoliberalism in these fold- 

ers will show their hand and assume their police powers and act more 

like police than liberals. We must make them assume the violence that 

sustains them. Killing them prematurely would backfire because killing 

one of them isn't the same as killing a cop. Killing them won't kill their 

discursive capacity. We want you to help us come up with a way to unmask 

their 'democratic' values and force them out into the open; force them to 

act deliberately and with the force of arms they pretend to be ashamed of. 

That's the first step." 

"What's the second step?" 

"Something interesting." 

"Could you be a little more vague?" 

Uprobably not." 

Stimela had instructed Trevor to train me in the use of firearms. An 

AK-47 is an unwieldy weapon. I learned this the hard way. Gas generated, 

fully automatic, a banana clip with thirty rounds, and a hairpin trigger 

that can spit all thirty in ten seconds flat. The force of three bullets per 

second lifts the nozzle and can throw you to the side and make you paint 

the landscape with figures of eight. Any fool can paint a landscape, but it 

takes an artist to hold it correctly and aim. I was no artist. I wasn't even 

a draughtsman. I could never remember the simple things: the names of 



haridgulls arid the list of their features or to take the safetj off'1)efore jou 

shoot or how to t~race n~lyself against the kickback of an -4K 47, a weapon 

the Soviets 1)uilt to rent1 the uorld of surplus krallle. 

1 saw 'Trevor several tirnes a week in those dajs at \.I its, whcre the 

strrclc.rit/Iet-t~~rer cover was ahove suspicion, and i r ~  the apartment where 

t tie st~rderitllecturer roles were reversed (sometirlies \ v l i c ~ ~  Kha~i ja  was 

thcre, hut often when she was in class). He'd ofteri be arriving whtw she 

mas leaking. She knew who he was and what he was; hut sh? didn't say 

ariythirig that is, not until the daj she foll~id two rounds of anlrr~urli- 

tiori while swccping under the bed. She came to the kitcheri whcre 1 was 

prcpar.ing tlie next clay's lecture. She held thr two hilllets in hcr hand. 

heither orie of us spoke. I reached out for them. She drew then1 back. 

"1 don't want to knom what jou're doing," she said. "I just want to 

know if you're going." 
"What?" 

"The rrlarl I was with before I metjou, t'ctcr ..he didn't say anything. 

IIe just left for training. UTe grew up next (loor to each o~l ier  arid he 

tlidn't tell me." 

"I'm not going anywhere. And when I do. we'll go together. Trtbvor 

must have dropped those; tliough I can't inlagirie " 

"I don't need lies." Then she was silent. I did11.t rtach out for the bul- 

lets. I ditlri't break the silence. I ditln't look her in the eyes. "I  \\ant >ou 

to remember that Reba's not ever1 five years oltl y t . "  

L'I know." 

"And she stays here or1 the weekends." 

"I know." 

"She's corning to livc with 11s o ~ i c  day.'' 

"Khan! a, I know." 

"I don't want jou to know, I want you LO remember." 
"I'll re111enil)er." 

She gake the bullets to rrie. 

I never told l'revor what hat1 transpireti between Khariya and me that 

day I don't kriow if I krieu llo\v to exl)lairi it. He arltl 1 were dekeloping 

a fast and rewarding iritellet.tua1 and political relationsliip. I didn't want 



to jeopardize that. But nor did I want the thing I was finding my way 

into, Stimela's web, for lack of a clear way of naming it, to jeopardize my 

marriage. It would require a careful tightrope walk. 

Looking back on it all, it seems strange that I should go to Africa and 

find that the person to whom I was closest, next to Khanya, was a White 

man. It did not seem strange at the time. The rush of revolution left 

little room for reflection. There was no time for the dust of stability to 

settle. One was either about the business of shoring up the cenotaphs of 

capitalism or about the business of knocking them down. Laissez-faire 

was not an option. 

This, of course, is not entirely true, for Stimela's people all knew how 

the tokoloshes of laissez-faire-the faces in the files that Trevor spread on 

the bed-were hard at work. They'd been working invisibly since the day 

Nelson Mandela was released from prison. Eleven months later, in April 

1993, when Chris Hani was assassinated, the tokoloshes of laissez-faire 

would emerge from their hovels in the knotty snarl of tree roots and say, 

"Now, yes, now, is the time of the trolls." 

Leading ethnographers of trolls, specializing in tokologeology, have 

concluded that there are an estimated six hundred fifty-eight tokoloshes 

residing under rocks, in tree trunks, and beneath the beds of unsus- 

pecting victims throughout South Africa. The tokoloshe is a small crea- 

ture that stands about knee high to an adult. Some have very long hair, 

like monkeys; others have thick leathery skin, like trolls. "Their eyes are 

narrow and black and they have small ears," according to a renowned 

tokologeologist. Their long penises looks like tails and can be slung 

over their shoulders when running or walking briskly. Tokoloshes make 

themselves invisible and go into houses to harm people in their sleep or 

put poison in their food. "Many people put their beds on bricks so that 

the tokoloshe can't catch them in their sleep. It might be a good idea 

when you check into your hotel to ask if they can give you four bricks. .. 
just to be safe." Ifyou sneak up on a tokoloshe, "He will put a magic stone 

into his mouth and disappear. He is also very scared of dogs, mousetraps 

and chameleons." Normally, if you are haunted by a tokoloshe, your san- 

goma can cast a spell for you, "And if the tokoloshe walks into it he will 



becorrie paraly/ed and visible. But if jou shout 'He), tokoloshe, I scc 

you!' then the spell will hc broken arid he will disappear." 

Rut the laissez-faire tokoloshrs, the ones in our files, werc no ordi- 

nary tokoloslics. They werc not knee high trolls with leathery faces who 

snorted and grunted as they rosc up frorri beneath the earth to make 

rriischief: They did riot materialize under somr- uriluckj person's 1)ed 

and nibblc at his toes in the rriiddle of the night. 'They did riot make 

dishes fly about thc roorn and crash against the walls. They did riot open 

doors when you closed thern or close tlierri whcn you opened them. 'They 

had rio rnutr that rnade you itch or pull your hair out. \Ye could have 

handlcd that. 

U'e wouldn't hacc ric.eded a safe house in 1-lillbrow to sort through their 

policy papers, their academic work, or the notes we liad stolen from their 

dust bins since rriost tokoloshes don't write. We wouldn't have nec~ticd a 

safe house in Hilll->row to stucij their rnocenicrlts arid mount their photo- 

graphs on the wall, sir~ce rnost tokoloshes can't be seen. We wouldn't have 

needed to bug their offictxs, 1)ribe their sr.cretaries to cavcsdrop on their 

meetings, or send operatives to monitor their classes-siri(-e most toko- 

loshes are scltlom heard and cannot he recorded. 

The tokolosklcs oflaisser-faire were not tiny blackcreatures with gravel 

in tlieir vocal chords, but grown men and wornen of average hcight- 

tliougli some srerrird tall and irnposirig like Charles vari Orisclcn, the 

president of the academic senate, or Robert (:harlton, thc vice-chancel- 

lor of the university. Otkiers seemcd dowriright short, bespeckled, and 

sad, like Kticnric hlureinik with his sharp, pointed, downward nose, a 

small arid tirriid creature, what's knowri in Afrikaans as a bang worsie 

(scared kitttri); hlureiriik, the lonely law professor who just wanted the 

4fricans to love him. Sorrie were worrien. Like dean Eli~abeth Rankirl 

and professor June Sinclair, a law professor of some renown who held a 

Wits cabinet post one step down the food chain frorrl Robert Charlton. 

I arrl not at all corlviriced that any of them had long tokoloshe pcriises 

certainly not lorig enough to sling over their shoulders whcn they ran or 

walked briskly; though 1 must confess that in the five years in which 1 

libed there, I tlitl not actually see them running or walking l~riskly. 



June Sinclair didn't curry favorwith Mandela's people. Unlike Mureinik, 

she craved no feckless fawning from young Africans. No, these were not 

run of the mill tokoloshes. They lived in the suburbs, not in trees or under 

rocks. They dined at the Parktonian Hotel and not on the toes of children, 

for such delicacies as tiny tot's toes were not on the menu at the Parktonian 

Hotel. They vacationed in Europe. They dressed for success. And they 

were English not Afrikaners. The tokoloshes of laissez-faire were well- 

talcumed and well-deodorized little tokoloshes. You could not smell them 

coming. But oh, the stench when they'd gone. 

Like traditional tokoloshes, they made weird noises when they 

spoke (they called this gargling "editorials," "policy papers," "scholarly 

articles," and "memorandums of understanding, compromise, and rec- 

onciliation"). And like other tokoloshes they wreaked havoc from the 

inside out and they vanished into thin air when you raised a broom to 

sweep them away or a fist to strike them down. They made poor targets, 

for they always said they wanted what you wanted, or what you would 

know you wanted if only you could want what they wanted, for example. 

They were all for Black participation within the existing paradigm- 

which seemed so reasonable that the paradigm itself could not be put 

on the table for critique and dismantling. And unlike normal tokoloshes 

who screamed and yelled and ran away in the night, the tokoloshes of 

laissez-faire were always willing to listen. They could listen for hours. 

They could listen for days. They could spend a lifetime listening. They 

liked to organize "listening sessions," like university transformation 

forums that would "listen" for the next ten years and never transform 

the university-never devolve power to the masses. Their favorite word 

was "stakeholder." Everyone was a "stakeholder" which meant nothing 

was ever at stake. Their second favorite word was "process." The pro- 

cess of negotiations had to be free of "intimidation" (their third favorite 

word), free from mass action, and from civil disobedience. The word 

they hated was "power." Talking about power was like saying, "Hey, 

tokoloshe, I see you!" It could make them disappear. 

"We should just shoot one of them." I can remember that being said 

in the Hillbrow house. Was it Jabu? Was it Precious Jabulani or Trevor, 



as we pored over the writings of the tokoloshes, or was it me. who said it? 

At one time or another we all had said it. Some nights we said it together. 

Assassinate Robert Charltori as he leaves the Great Hall. Kill June Sin- 

(-lair in her office. Autiit one of \Zureiriik's classes and do the deed as 

he lectures or1 how to calibrate the rule of law mith the discaoritent of 

I he disenfranchised. Blow van Onselen away on the floor of the facultj 

senate. Make a spectac.le of it. ,4t the very least it woilld be good for s111- 

dent morale. IVe were joking ...p erhaps. Of course, we couldn't kill Eddy 

Webster, hc still had friends in C:OSATt from his dajs as a labor union 

advisor. He was still a friend of the Uegro. 

We certainly had the capacitj to kill thern. Stimela kept an arms 

cache at another safe tror~se on the other side of Hillbrow; per Chris 

IIani's wishes, not all of the weapons in the dead letter boxes scattered 

across the countrj had been handed over to the coniniissiori set up by de 

Klerk arid Maridt.la. JVe had the will to kill them. ()ups would have hit 

anyone Stirnela ordered him to hit; Precious and Jabu had proven them- 

selves in retaliation against the police in the townships; as had Trevor. 

Jabu mas trained in propagatlda and psychologic*al warfare w h i c h  is 

not to say lie hati no training in operatio~is; he did. I only knew how he 

moved about the dcnionstrations. the rallies, the caucuses, and meetings; 

i11 the wee hours I knew onlj how he rrioved arnong the newspapers, the 

file clippings, the stolen rnerrios, the photographs, some surreptitiously 

ol)tained, some elit from ne\\slettcrs, yearbooks, and the evening ga- 

rettr. and I oril? knew how he moved betweeri a box of push pins arid two 

corrlputers Peculiar proxies for live amrriunitiori. 

"lcs," sorneorie else would saj, as thol~gti trsting the line between 

a johc and a plan. "why don't we just shoot one of them." We'd all be 

blear!-c?cd 1)y then. It might be one in the morning. The night's writing 

mould be stale arid redundant t iow the hell would we get a pamphlet out 

b) dawn? Or our analjsis was on tilt and we'd be irritable and argumen- 

tative, ~ristead of sharp and erudite. So wc'd clear the bulletin board of 

our charts, our clippings, and our scraps of analysis. We'cl take the pho- 

tographs ofthe tokoloshc~s from their files and pin them to the bulletin 

boarci. .June Sirlclair leaving a restaurant. Ktienne Mureiriik shopping 



at the Rosebank Mall. A portrait of Charlton from the Johannesburg 

Star: Ron Carter, before he came to South Africa as an honorary White 

man, when he was at Boston University where he worked as the hatchet 

man for its neo-con president. Nico Cloete, whose work we interpreted 

as being tantamount to the evisceration of radicalism in the Charterist 

movement. Eddy Webster, striking poses like bargains with the workers 

he had turned his back on. Charles van Onselen, his head held high, his 

jaw thrust out like Mussolini, with neither irony nor shame. We'd pin 

them side-by-side, like figures facing a firing squad. We'd asked them if 

they had any last words. For the first time ever, none of these tokoloshes 

spoke. We'd implore them: "Honor us with something pithy about peace 

and reconciliation or the rule of law before you die." Then Precious and 

Jabu would draw bull's-eyes on them and I'd retrieve darts from the 

small room that was a bedroom long ago when someone lived there and 

it was furnished and in fee to domestic, as opposed to clandestine, needs 

and desires. "Ready!" said Precious, as I handed her the darts. She took 

ten paces back, "Aim!" Jabu, Trevor, and I stood beside her with darts of 

our own. "Fire!" One by one the tokoloshes slumped and fell. 

Shooting them in real life might have been worse than letting them 

run amuck. Invariably, their deaths would spark rancor and indigna- 

tion in the media; tears of sympathy from the Whites, long meander- 

ing speeches from the Black bourgeoisie followed by the criminaliza- 

tion of armed struggle and mass action in the press, the hue and cry for 

peace and reconciliation (a.k.a. anger management for Blacks). Yes, the 

tokoloshe dies but his laissez-faire lives on. 

No one wanted to admit it but we were racing against time. We 

needed to capture as much territory (real and imagined) of the univer- 

sity-industrial complex before the ANC came to power as possible. Most 

of us understood, whether implicitly or explicitly, that Mandela's people 

would not be willing to use state force to take power out of the hands of 

the university councils and corporate board rooms, and to devolve that 

power to democratically elected transformation forums. Never mind the 

fact that such reluctance would be a betrayal of the Freedom Charter, 

Mandela's people craved stability. Many of them were against revolution 



altogether, weanr.d, as they were during decades of exile in the b e s t  

on the "virtues" of liberal dernoc-racj. They were that part of the 14 \C  

"church" that had been fighting not for socialisnl but rnerrlj against 

apartheid. 

b e  were caugtit in a vice-grip of time ant1 wv knew it. 01ic(> Maridela 

was on the tllroric. the game would be up; whatever portion of the com- 

manding heights we'd rrlariagetf to wrench away mould be all we were 

ever going to get. Mandela and his people coultl not afford lo he seen 

siding with thc Etienne hlurc.ir~iks, the Charles van Onseleris, the June 

Siriclairs, the Robert Cliarltorls. Hut nor could thcy afford to be on re- 

cord saying that the brain trust of the economy, South Africa's uni\ersi- 

ties, would orrc1 day beronie libcrated zones. 

We were faced with the possibility of a sc-cmario in which apartheid 

wollld end, and in its wake a Hydra would rise: English liberalism and 

African con(-iliation. What Khariya had said after Ricklard's braai was 

right, no one wanted an i~lterriecine war wlttlin the AY(:. So it was ncc- 

cssarj to move with unflinching resolve against their English partners- 

in-waiting. If a professor or administrator l~ecarrie so intouic.ated with 

the rule of law or the sanctity of the carnpus that she or li(. fcalt cornpelled 

to identify student agitators on police videos in court, it  was necessar? 

to impress upon the ir~dividual the ir~t~\it;ll~ility of his own mortalit) 

and the shelf life of hi5 or her worldly possessions. So, 4011 don't like 

"savages" r~lrlning tl-irough the halls, tiestroying propcrtj, disrupting 

classes, rriuralirlg the walls with slogaris well, how (lo you feel ahout 

lour office bcirig burncd from the inside out? And there would be one 

less witrless for the prosecntion and, perhaps, fewer still in waiting. 

Once i t  became clear that SASCO was agitating riot fijr accc'ss to 

power but fbr the cornplcte devolutiori of power, then the liberals were 

forced to corne out ancl fight; forced to call upon thc. police to wlrorri 

the? preferred to appear rernoved frorri. Such distastrf't~l tlisplaj of state 

power (ciistastefill only because they -ere the kind of people who prided 

tliernsel~es as being pacifists) were goltleri opportllnitics for us becallse 

they heightened the coritratlictions a ~ i d  allowed 11s t o  strike back with 

a greater range of tac.tic.s; furtherrriore, thcy helped radicali~e more 



students and more workers, and secured for us a place in the hearts of 

Black people broadly-the same place that Mandela's moderates vied for. 

The moderates would have to go through us to share that space. But they 

could not go through us without being demonstrably against us at the 

same time. They were forced to publicly ask the tokoloshes to make more 

and more concessions, to be "transparent* in their governance, to set up 

the transformation forums first and worry about their powers (or lack 

thereof) later. But behind the scenes Mandela's people intimidated those 

students, workers, and radical lecturers who could be intimidated. 

We let the darts stay where they'd stuck-on a nose, through a 

shoulder, in the groin, or, for Jabu who played darts in English pubs, 

right through the heart. We pushed the big table back to the middle 

of the room. We wheeled the two office chairs back in front of the two 

computers. Jabu put the kettle on. We opened the folders and got back 

to work. 

Despite the good times and common purpose I shared with them dur- 

ing those long serious and sometimes silly nights, it was always clear that 

I was an outsider. They had been in the training camps together. They 

had been on operational missions together. They had grown up, if not 

together-for Precious hailed from a township near Pretoria, Jabu and 

Stimela from the West Rand, Oupa never told me where he came from 

(and I never asked), and Trevor was a White kid from the suburbs-then 

certainly in the face of the same dilemmas. They'd all fashioned them- 

selves as enemies not of a state in the abstract, but of this state at this 

time. I had come along after they were already who they were. Regardless 

of how close I felt to them, they had ways of letting me know that I'd en- 

tered well after the show began, that they had had to scrunch back their 

knees to let me find a seat. How could I be trusted, completely trusted, 

with the ending when I'd missed the beginning? 

When Trevor and I weren't working with the others, we would spend 

long hours discussing politics, literature, the future of South Africa and 

the world. Since I was a lecturer in literature and he was a student, our be- 

ing together looked like the friendship I thought it was. This is to say our 

aboveground friendship didn't jeopardize our cover-unlike a potential 



abo\vgroun(l lierson with I'rccious or Jabu would have. Stimela okayed 

it. I once told Trekor tlrat he was tlrc hest fri~~rrcl I'd eler had. llr. looked 

at me as though I'd dragged a nccdle over a record. 

"1 don't Iravc. friends," he c~u~pl)cd, "onlj corriradcs." I didn't hriol\ 

what to nlahe of this. I hadn't meant to make Iiirn cross. I let it pass. 'The? 

all took care riot to let rue be scd~icetl by arr irrgc to bond and belong 

(though T r e ~ o r  took tire least care. lris cor~~rr~c>rit notwiit~standirrg). Sorne- 

tinlc~s we T V O I I I ~  all be at the safe house, the flat in 1Iilll)row that Stimela 

sa~lc.~ioned fi)r the kind of uork I (lid, not the orre he iised as a 1)ase for 

lris own operations. I would be working or1 the corn1)utcr and tllcj might 

bc talking, seated together at thc long table. It was as though tllcky'tl for- 

gotterr 1 was 111 the roonr. 'l'ht. cori~.ersation would shift froni English to 

Sotho (which Trevor spohe as wt.11, at what I ,  strairrirrg to follow along, al- 

ways felt w t ~ c  crucial rrrornrnts. Onc night the conkersation reachcd such 

a feverish pitch and tlrtl glee aritl 1;rlighttr uas so palpable and conrmurlal 

that I could not help hut feel that it was rnc,ant for mt, as well. 

"He?." I c~hucklctl, lookirrg up frorri rny u~orhstation at the far end of 

the roorrr, "c\ hat's the lokr.?" 

To one spoke. Stinrela dried liis ejes. 

"Sorrrethirig intercs~irig," tic said flatlj. 

"I just thought >ou were telling a joke, that's all," I said, with 

c>nl harrassnrent 

Stimel;~ consitlertd me for a moment. Then he said: "Years ago, the 

first tirrre 1 came back frorrr training abroad, 1 tliougkrt I mas goirrg to 

t~uild an airtight ~irtwork of operatives who would one daj roll past the, 

Voortrekker blonu~t~erlt in Soviet tank? ;ind north Korean jeeps. You 

hnom ulrat I fourid instead?" 

" 

"That for every ~ l i ree  pt.ol)le J jumpetl a fencc, \\ ith, one ofthem was 

an i nforrrrer." 

T1rt.r) he and the others rose I'rorn tlrc tahle. They stopped at the door. 

"A e're going out for take-away,'' he said, "(:a11 we bring yo1 I allything?" 

"Sornc.thing i~rteresting." I said, without loohirrg up fro111 rr rc  work. 





I tlri\e north along the river 

past cane, corn, irilarld 

oceans of wheat 

act ay from a place 

where my grandfather gave 

his son shoes 

that he might lose his accent 

and inarr? n l j  mother 

a child kept in school during 

the h a r ~ e s t  

he opened his face 

to words 

a cow-bird on a fencepost 

saj s J es 

it's true all true 

as long as ?ou get there first 

then flies through 

a hole 

in m? rear\ ien mirror 



When I was a boy, I heard my father talking to his brother about a plan- 

tation on the Mississippi River. My father had been sent to New Orleans 

when he was fourteen, where he lived nine months out of the year, at- 

tending high school while his siblings chopped sugar cane and went to 

school between the harvests. Dad was the eldest male child, so it fell to 

him to be educated in the city, that he might one day help the others. In 

the summers, when he returned home, his parents' shotgun house was 

still too small for two adults and six siblings, so he would be sent to live 

in the slave quarters of the nearby plantation that had owned us when 

we were slaves. 

My father and my uncle were seated at one end of the dining room 

table. So lost in their memories were they that they forgot I was sitting at 

the far end of the table. So, that's where we came from, a plantation. 

"What was the name of the plantation?" I blurted. 

They both looked at me. My uncle eyed my father, then snorkeled back 

into his bourbon, as if to say, he's your child, not mine, you take it. 

"The White Castle Plantation," is all dad said. 

"My money's on the Packers," my uncle said to dad. "By a field goal. 

Whatchu think, FB?"He addressed his brother by the name people 

from their hometown had given dad so that they might distinguish him 

from my grandfather whose name was also Frank. "FB" was part of their 



"l)ack homt." lexicon; riot a foreign languagc 1))  ariy nlcans 1)ut neither 

was it an imitation for me to go on asking qucstions. 

"Vikitrgs'll hold tticnl to a hundred yards rushing," dad said. 'ilrrd 

don't men think a1)out throwirrg the hall.'' 

''LA1l Grecrl Bay needs is a field goal, FB. Ttiat's ~vhat tire srnart nlotiej 

535 5.'' 

Their effortless transition from slavery to sports srwt me off' on a 

da~drearn. Tile Wflite Castle Plantalion, I thought. W h y  hnsn't clad told ~ I I P  

tf1i.s bt:l;,rr? Then i t  oc,curred to rnc: U'hnt grhepeopie who ownedthe It'frlte 

Castle Plantation in Louisinrra clrc the sn~rrr people who own JVhzre fcl.~tlr 

Hamhr~rgcrs irr l.Mir~r~c,apo/is? . k n ,  / love White Cnstle Ihmburgers. ikfqybe 

they'llgive me a lgktirrle supp&, ssrirlg (1s how we were thclr slctves Or, !/'rhey 

won'r keep nze in hamburgers for tlze rest of I@, r r l a ~ b ~  tllqy'll give rrlr (1 

sumrnor.joh.. .sprrng.for n g$i cr~rr$cate.? Some token $appreciation jbr all 

that work. 

That evening I found mj  father sitting at the table, staring into 

space. 

"Since you were there," I said, kriowirig that 11e wanted to 1 ) f b  left 

alone,. but knowing as well that this rnight be 1r1j only chance to allswer 

a question which Mrs. Olafsorr had put to 11s onc c1aj i r l  class: ntir.re in 

Europe do our names corrre from? I recallrtl how, wlrt.n 11ir ga7r of the 

class and Mrs. Olafson was turned on mt., I'd beer1 stricken with apha- 

sia. "Since yo11 were there, 011 t lie Nrhitr ( :astle Plantatio~l, do jou k~row 

how we got the rlarne \Vilderson?" 

I Ir knocked hack the last of his Jack Daniel's. The glass carrw down on 

the kitchen table a little too liartl. He eqetl rrre warily, then lookcd away. 

"4t the end of the Civil LVar the master came out and told the slavcs 

that eberyorie i r ~  the free world had surnames. If thej  were going to live 

in the free world, they llatl to have surriarnes too. There were two rows 

of slave quarters. He waked his hand to the row on the right arid said, 

'I name y'all U ilson.' Thcn he wavcd his hand the other wa) arrd said, 

'Y 'all be Wilderson."' Then he looked at me, that sullrri-\Villdersorr-look 

that m) nroni always folintl so disparagirlg, but she was wrong, for the 

first time I knew she was nro~rg.  It wasn't a Nrilderson-look, for it could 



just as well have been a Wilson-look. He looked that look at me, the look 

of chance, and said, "Now you know." 

By the end of the sixties, my parents' faces were remarkably open and 

full of hope for the future (the assassination of Martin Luther King not- 

withstanding). The Civil Rights Movement had breathed life into them; 

life which our first two years of isolation in Kenwood (from '62 to '64) 
would have otherwise sapped. And, it was true, Mrs. Proudwell and our 

good White folks, as Fawn would have said, had started to come around. 

All throughout grammar school, my parents instructed my sister and 

me to clip articles on the events of the day, like the Cuban Missile Cri- 

sis, and discuss them, or at least the photographs, in seminars whose 

only participants were our parents. Jack Kennedy's assassination. The 

March on Washington. Malcolm X's assassination. Johnson's signing of 

the Voting Rights Act. King's assassination. Bobby's assassination. The 

launching of AIM-the American Indian Movement-in Minneapolis, 

just two miles from where we lived. If these moments were also experi- 

enced by the White kids at our school they were certainly not reflected 

upon in the same way; their parents, unlike ours, did not treat the events 

of the day with the urgency mom and dad thought they deserved. 

"History is being made. You will never pass through this moment 

again," they would say, as though our souls would tumble into perdition 

were we to let the moment pass and go out to play. 

In those days, the people with whom I felt most comfortable were not 

children my own age but an eclectic group of young professors, inner 

city organizers, poverty program workers, and no-nonsense civil rights 

activists who would assemble in our living room and share their dream 

to change the world. And with their dream they brought three things 

that I, in the rapture of narcissism that consumes every child, thought 

they brought for me alone. First, a vision of what that new world would 

be like (on this they debated from sunset to sunrise, since no more than 

two or three of them ever shared the same vision on the same day). Sec- 

ond, they each had a hypothetical timetable as to when Johnson's War 

on Poverty would be won, when Dr. King's dream for social justice and 

civil rights would be realized, and when the war in Vietnam would end. 



'Their poirits of agrccnlent had less to do wit11 tirnirlg tlr:rr~ with faith: 

faith that I)o\ertj \ \or~l(l end, faith that King's vision would be realized, 

and faith Johnson ~torrlcl leave \ric.tnarr~. 7'hc third and rnost lasting tt~irrg 

they brought mc were books arid a sense of tlie irnpact u ritirig has u1)oti 

the worltl. 'l'liesc hooks iamasscd hy In? parc~its  or  sonietin~es left 1)y a 

colleague haviug fallen fro111 the pocket of a winter coat trung earclt~ssly 

in the closet) I deboured betwecn the ages of teri and fourteen. Tracts 

on corr~rr~llriity takvovers of the l)~rl)lic schools; reports frolri the p o \ c ~ t y  

programs; Freud's Uqyond tlw I'lc.nsrrre Prirrt,lj,lr, u hid1 gate me none of 

tlic pleasure pron1isc.d in the. title; thc Moj r r i t~ar~  report, \, hich enraged 

them all arid put rrie to sleep; liraritz Fanon's Black S'kirr, IT'hitc. lf(~~sks, 

which I pretended to uridersta~iti by nicll~orizing a f t . ~  fl;rtnt)o>ar~t lilies 

and rt.citing them like poems as c*ocktails were passc.d around to every- 

one but rile. This litllv trick t t ~ t .  c.apacaity to iltter ear-catching pt1rasc.s 

from difficult arid contro~crsial texts-seemed to impress thc. wliole lot 

arrcl wo111d focus tlrc. attention of'tlle entire living room on rrie for five or 

ten ~riinutes. Tliere mas Eldriclgt. Cleaver'\ Sorllon fee which forccti thc 

Civil Right5 agentla deep into the fo rb idde~~  zone of sex ant1 Black Pouer. 

a zorie so forbidden. tlrat rn) possession of'tlie hook was grounds cnough 

for :i severe sparikil~g so 1 rriatle a poi111 of reading it \z henever I co~tl(l. 

And finally, there, was rn? oltl standby, I~roisibfe LIan, nliich I m~ls t  hate 

reat1 ttbn times. 

Orice, while waiting witti mny father Sol- a plane tliat would take us to 

one of'scveral psqchology co~ifi.rcnces (children flew half-price and since 

rny tlatl's tickets were pait1 fo~; he often took rnc along), five men in graj 

fla1i1iel suits approached us. I thought ttrr~~y wc're secret agcrits, so full of 

Cold \17ar lore (from .Ianies Holltl to/S)~?- to The,VanJi.orn I/NC/,h') was my 

head. Dad stood and introduc.ed me to Senator Waltcr blondale and his 

aides. Dad told me that Senator Rloridalc~ lived down tlie streel ft-or11 us. I 
was ir~~pressetl, rrot b? tht. fact that datl knew hlondalc. for he seen~c.d to 

know vveryone, but ljj the fact that !loritlale had spot t c d  dad frorn a dis- 

tatictl and conic over. b a l t c r  hlondalc told nl> father about arl edrication 

hill tie was trying to write. tic \\anted to know if dad mould help liirn with 

this while he and his aides waited for their plane to \\ashingtoli, I > ( : .  



We all went to the airport bar. They ordered bourbon, so I ordered 

bourbon. Everyone chuckled, except the bartender. He blandly placed a 

Coke and a straw on the bar ("Are you deaf?" I wanted to say) and glided 

to the other end. For the next fifteen minutes, dad and Mondale huddled 

together at the bar, with two aides flanking them, and me, at the far end 

of the left flank-on the margins with a drink I hadn't ordered. Mondale 

asked questions and dad gave answers, not only answers but wording as 

well. Senator Mondale would peer around to one aide or crane his neck 

back to the other and say, "Did you get that, Harry?" or "Would you like 

Dr. Wilderson to repeat that for you, Bo?" who were briskly taking notes. 

Presently, they heard their flight being called. Senator Mondale asked 

dad for our contact information at the hotel in the city we were traveling 

to so that he could call if he had more questions. 

That night, after the first day of the psychology conference concluded, 

I sat with my father in a bar at the New York Hilton. A slender woman 

with brunette hair done up in a pageboy was singing over by the piano. 

She wore a white evening dress and sang "The Days of Wine and Roses" 

or "When Sunny Gets Blue," a song of lost love that Nancy Wilson would 

have sung had Nancy Wilson been there. We discussed the day over 

cocktails (well, over my Coca Cola and dad's bourbon). I beamed with 

pride as I recalled our t&te-h-tGte with senator Mondale. 

"So, you, like, make legislation, don't you dad?" 

He smiled and sipped his drink. "Well, son, the senator just wanted 

my input on a small matter, that's all." 

"Wait 'ti1 I tell them in Social Studies!" 

It would be the last time that my father and I would share a common 

political joy. 

In 1968 I finished the sixth grade at Kenwood Grammar School. 

My father's sabbaticals cut deep into the next two years. This turned 

out to be a blessing in disguise. Whereas most children would have 

suffered from the disorientation of changing schools so many times in 

their early years of adolescence, 1 doubt I would have survived adoles- 

cence at all had I not found a world beyond Minneapolis-a world in 

the throes of Black Power. On April 11, 1968, just days after King was 



kill(ati, when so many cities hat1 begun to burn agairi, I turned twelve 

years old; I was a twelve-year-old Rlac-k boy coming of age in the snow- 

dusted pines and the cold "liberal" kindness at the top of the Louisi- 

arla Purchase. 'l'here were no Klan crosses hlazing on our lawn, but 

"nigger" was as much m j  rlanle oti rriy way to sc-11001 in Kenwood as it 

was my grandfather's 011 his way to work. In class, someone rr~ight one 

minute snigger, "Hej, Frank, where do we put the jigs?" and another 

ask innocently, "What is it like to be a Negro?" I got to the point where 

1 had no capacity to distinguish between the coarse and the curious, 

tlir profalie and 111e pu77led. I punched first arid sought explariations 

later. 

Mom camc home one day and said that a district superintendcrit told 

her that 1113. dad's forthcorriirig sabbaticals \vould be the best thing for 

rnc. Seattle, Detroit, Chicago, Berkeley; with each c i t  she uttered, the 

superiritericic.r~t had breathed a sigh of relief. IIe told her two things: one. 

that all of the fist fights I'd been in were becoming, "\Veil, how shall 

I put it. Rlrs. Wilderson, problernatic?" Arld secondly, that he was well 

aware that these incidents were "more often than not instigated by his 

classmates. Hut," he added, "either the entire school-age population of 

Keriwood is t ~ ~ ~ s s e t l  somewhere else and your son is left in peace, or we 

bus your soti so~liewhere e l s ~  and leave Kenwood in peace. You fblks go 

awa) for a while. That's the ticket. Come back when yourlg Frank here is 

readj for high school." 

Befbre we left town I did what everyorle in sixth gradc was doing. I 
gave late a try. I had a crush on a girl ill rny class rianied Jarie Peterson. 

Walgreeli's rings were all the rage in the spring of 1968. I went down- 

town to 11uy her one. For half an hour I picked through thtl rings lodged 

like real jewelry in felt display cases. The sales clerk askcd me if I was 

bu?irig a ring or niolestir~g the display. 

"I warit one that looks like real," I said. 

"lle warrts one that looks like real," she said to the ceiling. "Real 

what, so11ny.7" 

"You know, real. Real diamond, real emerald." 

"You're serious?" 



"I brought two dollars didn't I? I need a genuine engagement ring," I 

said, mimicking something I once heard on a commercial. 

"They're all genuine. Genuine Walgreen's. Now pick one and run 

along." 

The next day, I slipped the "emeraldn ring on Jane Peterson's finger. 

Jane smiled and kissed me half on the cheek, half on the mouth. Then she 

said she'd be my girl. I was in heaven. I knew I'd be back in Walgreen's 

next week for that genuine diamond. Two days later I saw her on the play- 

ground. Four or five children were clustered around her. I thought she 

was showing off the ring. I held my head high and joined them. But they 

didn't greet me. Jane wasn't showing them the ring. She was holding it 

out to me. More kids joined the circle. She didn't say anything; she just 

held it out to me. 

"I can't go steady with you," she said. 

"Why?" 

"1 just can't." Then she said, "My dad says I can't." 

Her father had been mayor of Minneapolis several years earlier. 

What crushed me at that moment was the fact that I was an "A" student 

in social studies: I believed, like my father and mother, that whatever 

was wrong with the kids at school, elected officials in the North were 

fair-minded. They fought on the side of Lincoln. They were for civil 

rights, I thought, and the War on Poverty. Now, the former mayor of 

Minneapolis had told his daughter not to go steady with me. It was a 

cosmic betrayal that, to this day, I cannot fully explain. I stood before 

her and those kids with their smug condescension and I grew more sul- 

len and more masochistic than I had ever been. The knife was in, it had 

hit an artery, the bleeding was profuse, it was only a matter of time. But 

that wasn't good enough for me. I was going to make her turn it, twist 

it hard with her own hands and tear it out. It is a pattern of masochism 

I repeat over and over again, almost thirty years later in Santa Cruz, 

with Alice. I draw close to her. I press and press against her until she 

has no other choice but to plunge the blade deep into me or turn her 

back on all her relations-kill them, so that I might live. Yes, it is them 

or it is me; the knife is in your hands. But they've always already made 



thelr choice. I kriou this even hcfore I fold my hands over theirs to keep 

them from releasing the knife. Nonetheless, 1 grab lier wrist and rn:rke 

her twist and tur.11 the b l a d e s h e  can orily free herself from m,y grasp 

when 1 arn too dead to hold 011. M'ith 4 1 i ( ~ ,  this would hccome a rnore 

reflective, thougl~ no less spontaneous, suicide; but on that day, when 

I faced Jane Peterson in thc schoolyard, it was instinct, pure instinct. 

She waited for me to take the ririg. 

"Wliat does your father have against me?" 

"hothirig." 

''\ ou're lying!" 

She hissed and tightened her white lips, the way Alice ~vould hiss 

and tighten liers one daj. How tiare you, trisses the air from those lips, 

thrust .our k~uniiliation on me? 

"kou're a bcgro," said Jarlc, and she rrlade me take the ring, "I can't 

go stead? mith a Yegro." 

Vow you con toke out the ktr@ 

Rlit thc wound. fatal as it was, was ne\er fatal enough. It left nie dead, 

hut that cha~igetl nothing. I was dread) dead, if to be alile is to live with 

relations sutured bj  something more srl bstantial than a w a\ e of a hand 

to the right and a wave ofthe other to the left. The wound was orily an 

incision into a corpse. It made a differer~ce: the corpse flinched when it 

was sniffed [even if it were deemed fragrant); thc corpse jerked \+lien it 

Nas punched; the corpse stiffkneci whcn pressed with a ririg; ant1 its eyes 

ciulled, murderously. wlien a nude White woman 1)rc~ened thro~~gkio~it t 1 1 ~  

house arid yard. 'These weren't signs of life for they had no trarislation for 

the living. I\ hat, after all, is the lar~gliage of death? To prevent my mind 

fi-om drifting to a futile contemplation of waking rigor mortis, I filled 

it with what, for lack of a better wortl, I called rrly life with work and 

projects. Three jobs if rleetl be, or orie job and three projects; a n t h i n g  to 

keep moving, to keep ruririing. That's \vl~at I did after 1 Iefi South Africa, 

af1t.r the pl~rgcs and niargirraliratior~ of' radicals \tithin the AN(: when 

politics within the AY C secrrled no 1ongt.r feasible. I returned to America 

and filled rny "life" with a tholisarld points of attcmtion, a thousarld eva- 

sions of waking rigor rriortis. 



My younger brother Wayne was a working actor in Hollywood. He 

let me live with him in Los Angeles until I could get myself together. 

I sat on his living room floor long hours night after night rummaging 

through my suitcases that had more books and papers in them than 

clothes, picking through the debris of my life in South Africa. I orga- 

nized all the business cards, addresses, and correspondence from vis- 

iting Americans I'd met when I lived in Jo'burg. One by one I called 

them. There was a book of W. S. Merwin's poems that had been sent 

to Khanya and me as a thank you gift from a woman who'd been on 

sabbatical there in 1992. The inscription on the inside was addressed 

to both Khanya and me. It was signed, Alice Wilson. But she sent it to 

you, Khanya said, as we divided our belongings during those last few 

days together in South Africa. There was no jealousy or reproach in her 

voice; I, at the time, for no other reason than the fact that the woman 

was White and twenty-two years older than me, could not imagine that 

I would fall in love with Alice. I had packed the book in one of my boxes 

and thought nothing of it. 

I took a break from telephoning contacts and went into Wayne's 

kitchen to make myself a late night snack. 

I returned to the living room with my sandwich and coffee. I ar- 

ranged myself on Wayne's sofa and read the book of W. S. Merwin's po- 

ems from cover to cover. The next morning I awoke, still on the sofa with 

the book turned down on my chest. She lived in Santa Cruz County. I 

remembered that much. I looked on the map and saw that it was only 

four hundred miles up the coast from Los Angeles. A stone's throw when 

compared to the distance I had come. I picked up the phone and called 

her, I told myself, in search of no more than a job. 

From 1998 to 2002, I seemed to always be in two places at once, one 

night at my Berkeley apartment, the next night at Alice's house in Santa 

Cruz County. One day teaching at Cabrillo College in Aptos in Santa 

Cruz County, the next day lecturing at UC Berkeley, or UC Santa Cruz, 



or at any  urnhe her of tllr, srllall c.oll(.ges wllerc I rr~:~r~:~g.etl to find vorh.  I 

was on(- of marij in that arrriy of acljnnct Ic-ctlircrs "flcsil)le" laborers 

who k r r o ~  orrl? the flexit)ilit! of a reclining car seat. The) halir~t the 

hig11wa)s bet~vecrr Sarl I'ra~lcisco and Sa r~ ta  (:ru/; Los 4ngcxlrs errtl 

1,ong H(xacli: Sacramento :iricl Stockton; Bakersfieltl and klerced. Punch 

drllrrk aritl fatigued, the? (hall :I stlldent in oric town bj  the rlarlle of' a 

stllderit t he j  taught the night 1)efore in anotkler to\\ 11. Their filing cahi- 

net: 1 1 1 ~  trunk of their car. 'I'heir grade books: stic.lked on the backseat, 

passenger side. Tlieir spare (clean) shirt: on t o p  of their grade hooks. 

Their sjllabi, books, and handouts: shc l~et l  or1 thc back seat. drivt.r's 

side. I't.~rc*ils, per~s ,  papcr, chalk, ant1 spare e r a s e r f b r  who hnows ~ h a t  

conditions will bc like wlrerc they're going: or1 the back seat, clri\c.r's 

sidc, 011 top of the sjllal)i, books, and harldo~rts. Illusic for the j o u r ~ l r j :  

on t 1 1 t h  passenger schat Hec.tllovcn, Schll l )c~t ,  arid Vivaldi cassct tcls in- 

side the Ste\ie \.Vorlctc>r, Sly Stone, arlti Martlra Kecvvs cassette cast3\. 

Sar~tlwicll and \later hottle for the journej: or1 top of tllc B(~etliover1, 

S r l~ubc r t ,  arld \'i\alcli cB:tses, nhc re  the Stcbvic \fonder, Sly Storir, and 

Mart ha Reeves cassettes are to be folind. The? catch their fat-tj wirrks 

in the car sornctirrrc.~ parkcd, sornetirnc.~ trot. 'The) arc purrctuallj 

late. T h e j  ha\e 110 fac*uItj parking spac*e. The? arrike u hvn t l i r  lots are 

I'rlll. But they alwa,ys ffriltl :I spacc. and a thirty-tlollar tichct ~vlrcn the day 

is dorre. 

1 was in three highway accider~ts tluril~g this ~)eriocl. oricb that totaled 

rn? car. It \+as a mirac7le that no one but rnc. was ever hurt.  0 1 1  top of it 

all, ,\lice and I were. going for the (;uir~r~css rccord of splits and niend- 

irrg. Our  l o ~ c  affair was like an earttrcjuake that rent t11e rar th twice a 

year ... or rnore 'I'licn, like two taxis colliding at rush hour, we'd be back 

toget her agair~. 

Ifyou hate rrre, why do ?ou f'uch rnc! 4lice's ttortls woultl c~cho i r ~  rrry 

car each time wc fo~lg-l-it, e \ en  wtrerr s11e chose to onlit them. I would 

stornl out. I,cavc, wlreri I krlem 1 was too exhallstcd and tlistraugtit to 

clrive eighty milcs back to Berkeley. ],rake, tvhcn I knekv I walrted to 

stay. Leave, rat h r r  t harr face her  quc.stio11 hcr accusation and answer 

it. Yes, I hate ~011.  I3ut not nearly as rrltrc-h as 1 hate rrrjself [)lack, big- 



lipped, ugly, and menacing. I am gargling speech. I am AIDS. I am 

larceny. I am dirt. I am deceit. I am vulgarity. I am the dereliction of 

integrity. You are health, honesty, cleanliness, piety, and plentitude. I 

rub against you that you might rub off on me. And then I can't stand 

to look at you. I left knowing that I did not have the stamina to drive 

the winding highway over the Santa Cruz mountains; knowing that yet 

another accident had already packed its bags and was heading south 

down Highway 1 to meet me. 

I drove to the pier at Seacliff, five miles north on Highway 1. I parked 

the car as close to the water as I could. I lowered the seat and closed my 

eyes. gwe're luckj we'll wake up and the ocean will have swallowed us up. 
But even then I could not sleep. The words we'd slung back and forth 

across the kitchen would sling back and forth across my mind. As I sat 

in the car I could still hear her ruminating at the kitchen table, as she'd 

done one night when I'd gone upstairs to pack and she thought I was 

out of earshot. "I'm a sixty-five-year-old grandmother," she said, to a 

wide-eyed but unsympathetic cat, now, her only interlocutor. "I should 

be mending scarves or something. What am I doing with a Black revolu- 

tionary?" Ifyou hate me, why do you fuck me? But I didn't throw her words 

back at her when I came back downstairs with my bags. I pretended not 

to have heard her as 1 closed the door behind me. 

The sea was shimmering and calm. Too calm to rise and crash upon 

the windshield and drown our words. I turned the ignition on so that I 

might heat up the car and listen to the radio without running down the 

battery. But there was nothing on the radio and I feared idling away the 

gas. Maybe, I thought, if I breathe calmly and listen, the rhythm of the 

waves pulling back and forth along the shore will be enough. Maybe the 

moonlight will b e  enough. 

To my right, running out in an imaginary line that extended from 

the headlight to the water, was a long dark pier. At the end of the pier 

stood an old hulk, one of those concrete ships built during one of the 

"Great" Wars. In the 1930s, a nightclub owner anchored it at Seacliff. 

He turned it into a dance hall. It's a dance hall no more. It is vacant 

and unlit. And when you get close, you come upon a sign that reads 



"ilariger, do not 1)o;ird." Rut people are always curious. People want to 

go uherever they've been warned awaj from. 

At Dartmouth College, we ridiculed Black rrien so smitten with Snow 

Queens t h y  couldrl't say "rlo" to "the poison." I carried mj dog-eared copj 

of E'rant~ Fanon's Black Skin, IVhitr Masks around arid was superior to 

them. One daj I'd grow up and rnarrj a good Black wonian, have good Black 

hids, live in a good Black ~ieighborhood. and all the rest, I used to think as I 
watched them through rny lens of condescer~siori, watclied them as they slith- 

ered across the carripus at night, thinking no one knew. But that was before 

she came to nie, flauiitirig lier White riu(1itj and Mother Earth mantras. 

1'11 sleep herc, in the car tonight, I thought. But another voice told 

nic that it wo~rl(l better to drive back down the coast to her house 

than to catriap arid try to drive over the rriouritairi to Berkeleq. ko11 

alwa>s return. why prolong the inevitable? Why, I asked myself, ditl I 
eler  break tile silence with her? When we first niet I kept my mouth 

shut. I offered no critiques of the body politic in which she was so 

blithely crrsconccd or her displaj of her bod?, the body politic's niost 

prized possession. I wanted in, in ever) serlrc. of the word; and I'd 

hat1 enough of speaking out. Left all that in South 4frica. It was time 

to settle in, arid he happy. That lasted a year arid part of another. 

Then the air grew thin arld I couldn't 1)reathe hut I had no faith in 

the proposition that I could breathe anywhere else. The first facult? 

nlretirlgs at (:ahrillo College were like that as well. Arid whom could I 
call upon for air? What would I say to Alic-e? She'd been instr~~rrierltal 

in getting nie the job. I need the money but my throat is tightening 

and my tliyroid is pulsing, I'll die i f '  I have to show up for work. So 1 
srnileti and nodded and nodded anti smiled rriy way through the rrieet- 

ings, fcaririg all the while that the corriers of my mouth would rip the 

skin arourici rn.y cheeks to the back of n ~ j  neck or that the bobbing 

assents of my head would force it to fall like an apple. I wanted i r i .  

Are jou awake, not wanting to open your eyes ... or are you still sleepirlg, 

still i r l  the throes of a garish dream? A dream in which you and Barbara 



Bush are lovers, though in this dream you feel more like a refugee than 

a lover. She peers out at you from her bedroom: her cotton candy puff of 

silver hair: her translucent nightgown shielding her sex. She stares at you 

sharply. You have no right to look at her, to see through her negligee- 

you feel dirty and criminal. You want to say, friends should open up to 

each other, but dread consumes you, your palms are sweating, the glands 

in your neck are pulsating-you avert your eyes. You're psychotic, she 

says-but her lips don't move. She won't stop staring at you. She looks at 

you as though you are a creature she should run from. She goes into the 

bedroom and closes the door. You rush forward and knock and knock.. . 
You lie there for a long time. At first, you keep your eyes closed hoping 

she'll open the door and say all is forgiven. But the knocking persists. 

Outside a deer's antlers are knocking against Alice's wall as it tries 

to eat her winter flowers. You open your eyes and listen. You are a long 

way from South Africa. It is too early in the morning to remember how 

you got from Johannesburg to this bed. She stirs and turns and drapes 

her arm across your chest. Now you remember, you met her eight years 

ago: you were thirty-six, she was fifty-eight. You were married. She was 

divorced. She was just another American on sabbatical who had drifted 

your way, the way so many of them did. You would have written a re- 

port on her and passed it on to Stimela Mosando, the way you did on so 

many others, but she was just passing through, gathering research for 

her "World Literature" course. Besides, she was too undone from her 

divorce to be a threat to anyone but herself. 

Now you're in bed together. She turns over and smiles. You press 

yourself against her. You make love. Today is her sixty-fifth birthday. 

November. Early winter in northern California; the beginning of sum- 

mer in Jo'burg. She dashes out of bed completely nude: through the 

living room, now prancing around the kitchen with no curtains on 

the windows. She sits down nude at her computer and starts to pre- 

pare for class. A workman can come to check the meter; a neighbor 

can come to give her mail. It doesn't matter, she displays her sacred 

body without a trace of self-consciousness as though she's never been 

disrobed on an auction block; just stripped down, loose and breezy 



in her hot tub with her colleagues-and calletl it not slavery, but the 

other thing: or stretcl-ling and yawning, nude at her computer with 

the world rushing 1)y: or rustling out the back completely nakcd just 

to feed a hungry cat. No it wasn't slaverj. It was the other thing. It is 

the cpiritessence of freedom. She exhibits her freedom in the raw and 

whoocr  doesn't like it he damned. Yo matter how many nlorrlirlgs you 

encounter this spectacle, you are amased and n1ortific.d at how she 

spreads her sexuality so effortlessly across the world. Your glands are 

throbbing. You want to fuck. You want to kill. 

She drips out of the shower and dances into the kitchen and puts 

breakfast on the stove. You and your wide irlcogr~egro grin make like 

nothing's arniss. But you won't breathe properly until she's dressed. She 

stands in the middle of the  kitchen and throws her butt into the air as 

she bends over. IIer long browri hair falls forward to the ground. She 

brushes it down to her toes. Yo11 saj, honey, you'll make us late. But what 

you really mean is, Slop nirir~gyrrr n s ~  in.f;.ont ( ~ t h ~  wzr~dow you sknnky 

W/~i/c bilch! 
She thinks she's doing you a favor: found you a job at a nice college, 

given you a horne where you can lick your South African war wounds 

and write and make love da? and night. She thinks her world is your 

refuge and you let her. But her refuge makes you long for apartheid like 

you've never lorlgetl for anything before. 

4s  jou drive down the service road that leads to 1Iighwaj 1, she 

reaches over and places her hand on your thigh. You try not to flinch. 

"You were tossing and turning last night, was it a nightmare?" 

"Well, yes, sort of." 

"So~ith Africa?" 

"What ... uh, well, yes. South Africa." 

"You should be able to relax here in Santa Cru7 away from all that." 

"Well, yes." 

"I love you." 

"I love you too. It's your birthday, we should celebrate or something." 

U7e stop for gas on klighway 1, a niilc or two south of the college. Wet, 

saltj air drifts up from the sea. Gulls s~voop in from the shore and perch on 



the gas pumps, on the hoods of vacant cars, on the roof of the station itself. I 

would have loved to have had the calm to transpose the image into a poem, 

but I was in a state of heightened agitation-I was still knocking at the door. 

Last night I could find no way to write the memoir. My hatred of the 

world had been too profound. It seemed to have nothing to do with-or 

bear no singular relation to-my life in South Africa. It was nearer at 

hand. Alice liked to think the reasons for this did not flow, like the 

most deadly exchange of kinetic energy, between her and me, but were 

to be found instead in the substance of South African flashbacks, like 

flashbacks from an acid trip. And when her well of "foreign" reasons 

ran dry and forced her to find reasons closer to home, she chocked it up 

to the overwhelming minutiae of "culture shock" experienced upon my 

return, such as novel advances in consumer technology that expatriates 

are known to be awed by after years abroad. She was too clever to see 

what was in front of her. 

The gas tank has been full for at least a minute, but I am still standing 

with my hand on the pump. I am still watching the sea gulls. 

"Stop daydreaming," she calls. "Now who's making us late?" 

As I settle back behind the wheel, she laughs at me, compassionately, 

the way one laughs at an old uncle who has lost his hat. 

"It's almost the twenty-first century," she says as her fingers stroke my 

hair, "and you still marvel at gas pumps that take credit cards." 

"Well," I say sheepishly, so grateful for her touch, so repulsed by it. I 

always start with "welln (whether I'm well or ill), it gives me time to say 

the right thing, the thing that will give her image back to her, that she 

might give mine to me. "Well, they still didn't have gas pumps that take 

credit cards when I left Johannesburg." 

In the Cabrillo College parking lot, I tell her to go on ahead. "I need 

to sit in the car for a moment. Compose myself before class." 

She reminds me that there's an English department meeting before 

classes today. I am squeezing the steering wheel the way I want to squeeze 

her neck and the necks of her universe of people. To hell with English and 

everything it stands for. The steering wheel is gasping its last breath and 

my knuckles are in pain, for it dies hard. 



"Li ell.. .okay. I'll be there " 

LVe lean toward tlie ttiid~lle. 

"Should I save you a seat?" 

"L\ tiatever yo11 think." 

We kiss. 

"Should I get coffee and a rnuffin for you?" 

"Yo, I'll see what's on of'kr." W y  won't tfus steerrrg wheel die7 

" I  love you." 

"I love you too." 

As she gets out oft  he car I hake an urge to drive away. Hut where to? 

I'm luck! to hake this job, I think, to have any job at all. I take a deep 

breath. I exhale long arid hard. I walk down the hill to the courtyard and 

enter the classroorti.. . 
People are still arriv~rig as 1 finally enter the large classroom where the 

English department's mwting is to be held. I make mny way to tlie breakfast 

buffet in the back of tlie c.lassrooni. I rush to it prt,tendirig to l)e in search of 

juice or coffee, anything that will keep m j  "colleagues" from mobbing me, 

from asking how I'm getting on, how my classes arc going or, worst of all, 

from saying, "Welcome, to our little fam~l>"-but ~t's tlo use... 

Here they come: Darcj Graigallan. Mousy and dimiriutive, but don't 

let that fool jo~ i . I .~kc  Alice she lived near Oakland once. Slle thinks she 

knows the deal. She thinks she got the score. Slie's hip as hip can be. 

,4nd like Alice she, too, had a Black lover up there in Oakland. This she 

told rrle dtiritig our first eric*our~ter, pushing hc.r liti. \tory on me like a 

sllnirriotls LIj lover was a woman, not a man, she clarified before I could 

ask her anything at all. They loved and they fought, she elaborates now 

as she smears 11er hagel. She's careful riot to say how or why they broke 

up. I'm careful riot to ask. She wants me to know how rich and rewarding 

her lovc affair with that Black woman was 'now her summons becomes a 

gift). I'm glad to hear it, I say. I.l/hut e l ~ e  can I be7 "It wa\ good in the end. 

Everi our fights "Goodfor whom3ito, Fi-nnk, clorrintk "It put tne in deeper 

touch u it11 rtl)  Jewish roots and my Jewish identity." Indtheysrzyalchemy 

is n lo5t art Culture and all that are great, she says, but her new passlor1 

is whales. A passion greater than sex; she's rernodeled all her writing 



courses. I have them write on whales now. Gray Whales, Blue Whales, 

Minke Whales, Fin Whales, Killer Whales, and Humpback Whales- 

they enter my class knowing nothing and they leave with a sense of ur- 

gency. Just thinking about the urgency exhausts her. She looks over the 

table without finding what she wants. Now, she looks across the room at 

Herby, the chair, as he writes the agenda on the blackboard. She whis- 

pers to me: "We're planning to put a woman in his place then things will 

change-for one, we'll finally get some chamomile tea around here." 

Here they come: Herby Wilson, Alice's ex-husband and chair of the 

department, approaching fast from the podium. Robert Mitchum, some- 

one said of his likeness, if not for that double chin. A paperback writer, 

I can almost hear the Beatles, singing his song as he moves toward me. 

The faculty once toasted him with heartfelt gratitude for never becom- 

ing a literary success, for not leaving them behind. He's got a firm, long- 

shoreman's handshake. He talks like a straight shooter. So, why are two 

voices coming out of his face at once? His lips say, Welcome to our family. 

His eyes say: Are you fucking my ex-wife? His lips say, How's your class- 

room? His eyes say: How big is your cock? His lips say, Got everything 

you need? His eyes say: She's still my wife! His lips say, Any problems, 

let me know. His eyes say: How many times a night? 

Here comes Rick Norbert, Herby's best friend. Late fifties. Balding. 

Athletic. "I love women and Greek mythology," he says, as though hand- 

ing me a business card. "But women most of all. Women, even more than 

the Greeks. I worship them." Everything he says is a double entendre. He 

sees breasts in the hills, vulvas in the stars. He gives off heat. He touches 

me as he talks. He leans in when he speaks, like a man about to open 

his raincoat. He was Alice's lover after Herby. No big deal, we're all fam- 

ily, right? But now that she's sleeping Black he wants her back. Doesn't 

he know, once you've gone Black you never go-no! no! he mustn't let 

himself think that. She must come back. He wants her more than breath 

itself. He can hardly breathe for his rekindled desire. When he can no 

longer take it, he'll rush to her house. Sweating. Panting. Grinning ear 

to ear. "Now what does that cucumber on the counter remind you of, 

Frank?" And: "What dazzling muscles you have, Frank. You could help 



nic c-arrj wood." Then to lier: "Remember, Alice, the sple~ldors of oak?" 

And rieithcr one of thcrri will translate this srlipprt of' erotic menlory for 

rrie. Set.. lit. seems to he srnilirig at me, she and I still liavc our secrets 

our f'aniil? secrets. 4lice will scrve lunch, but thcre won't be erlor~gli 

Iood to kcep his mouth closc~tl. Alice will get up to fetch him condin~crits 

and, two rniriutes later, to fetch hirn a kriife. "I just low to make her get 

up arid down," he will winh at me. Days will pass hcforr I can muster 

thc courage to enter his ot'ficc and tell him how of'knsite he was. "Yes," 

he \i i l l  sa?. bojishlj; he's a man on the pro~vl 1,111 a 1)oj when the elrips 

are do\cn. "That was such a black daj for me. I'rii sorry." hlj blood pres- 

s11r.f. w 111 rocket througti the. roof "\o," I ' l l  saj, "it mas a white day, just 

ariotlier white day." 

TI(.'ll say nothing as I leave his office fbr class. Then he'll storm into 

hlic.c's of'fic.e: "I don't likt. your riew hoyfric~r~cl's ronvcrsation." 

Hut all that is still to come. This rnoriiing he can't sing niy praises 

enough. l le can't get close ciiough to me. I step back. He steps forward. 

1 sttap Ijack. He steps forward. Now I'm I):~c.ketl against the> huffct. I re- 

coil froni his moist fanliliarity. Even glazed arid inebriated Rick can spj 

his p r q .  As at thc rctircrrient party whcrr tic spied a lone Black uorxlan 

who'd had the misl'or~urie to be invited arid wlio had lacked the c>lair\oy- 

atice to decline the invitation. 4s though rio one had warned lier that. 

arij rriorrierit now, the. people in the roorri rnigtit take offal1 their clothes 

arid howl at the moo11 or strip her of' hers anti llowl at her. Rick sliriked 

through the undergrowth of chamomile tea arid dry martinis, arid sud- 

der~ly he was up011 tier. She thought it was a party so shc didn't draw a 

gun. She said, "Ilello." He grabbed lier breasts and turnc.tl them like 

knobs. That's ole Rick! Sonleone roared. Rick's just being Rick! The 

part3 was just getti~ig started. 

Here's Belirida Hit7, a lesbian, hut not the "ethnic kind" like Darcj 

she'll have you know. Iristi stock, she is. Salt of the earth, she is. Old 

school, she is. \IT. Ri tz  doesn't teach creative writing or take 1ic.r students 

on a journe! in searcti of their inner child and whales are fine but thej're 

riot her passiori. 217. Ki tz  can niix it up with IIerby, Rick, all the boys. 

1Iz. Rit/ doesn't ~ieed a woman's liarit-lout. IIer latest crusade: lo stop the 



hemorrhage of grade inflation. No more hanky-panky handholding of im- 

migrant students. Don't care what they speak at home. I'm running a class- 

room not the Salvation Army. The last time I checked, the name of the 

class was English. And the man's name was Shakespeare, not Salvador or 

Gustavo-maybe they shouldn't be here if they don't know the difference. 

Herby once raised his glass in her honor and lamented, "She's the last 

White man in the department." 

Here's Bo Dowd, who thinks he's Pablo Neruda and thinks I'm 

"cute." Here's short Edna Shultz and slender Ginny Nair, long time con- 

spirators in the feminist plot to take power from Herby, Rick, and Bo. 

Much like Virginia, Alice's daughter, Ginny is tall and aloof with long 

stringy hair that she washes in the morning and air dries in the meet- 

ing. It blows wild in the afternoon wind. She's free. She's breezy. Edna 

is more serious and a trifle slow on the uptake. Jokes and punch lines 

don't come easy for her. But dialectics do: "Did I tell you, I'm an online 

Marxist-they're more of us than you might imagine. You'd be amazed 

at how many hits our site gets each day." 

Here they come: Helen and Andrew, at long last the college couple, 

now that Herby and Alice are divorced. "Mustn't call her a secretary," 

I'm told before they're in range, "it's 'office manager.' She runs the place 

not Herby. And she's Jewish, too. But Andrew's Canadian. Or is he from 

Brooklyn? I can never remember. But they're like you." What am I like? 

I ask. "You know, into issues. They're into issues-like you. He teaches 

journalism and mentors the school paper. He'll want you interviewed. 

The school paper needs more issues. I'm sure he'll want you interviewed. 

They've been talking about doing a story on Shelleen and her southern 

roots for years. She's into issues too." 

Here they come. They laugh. They joke. They solicit. I am a magnet 

for their pious confessions and excess libido. They flatten plate glass 

against my face and make themselves up in my reflection. They emerge 

from their glib, uninhibited encounters with me feeling refreshed, as 

though they've rediscovered something vital within themselves. And I 
emerge transformed from a black hole in black space to a star with a 

sacred place in their constellation. 



There are two Black women in this department, Shel1ec.n who, like 

me, is "into issues" lmt who, unlike me, has tenure, and Gladys who, 

like rne. is an adjunct. With me, that makes three of us out of seventy. 

Shelleen and Gladys arc smart. They have their survival strategies 

down pat. They wait 'ti1 the rrleetings are almost underway hefore they 

enter. They manage their encouriters so that the rush of welcome and 

goodwill storming down on rnc from every corner of the room doesn't 

trap them. 

how Hcrbj takes his leave of me and calls the rneetirig to order. At 

last, they stop coming and take their seats. 

Durlng the meeting, I raised my hand and, with pristine diction, 

spoke on a curriculum matter. I used the word "we" a lot. What do "we" 

want from the new curriculum? How will "we" feel if this or that is 

added to or subtracted from "our" curriculum? Where are "we" going 

as an English department? Where are "we" going as a community? A 
reverent silence fell over the room. Heads nodded before ariyorle even 

knew where I was going. Chins were stroked in contemplation. Quiet 

now, the hegro is speaking. 1 seemed to cast a magic spell on them. 

Srrliles broadened. More than a few people looked not at rnc, but at A1- 

ice, with raised eyebrows and approving nods, one marl even stroked 

his bcard and smiled at her, as if to say, Fine catch, Alice. ho,  really, 

I mean it. When Herby left you for that little co-ed, we thought, well, 

we thought it was the end for you, but you bounced right back, you 

spry old bird you. Werit to South Africa and bagged yourself a Negro. 

That'll show Herby. You're so l~hcrated, so full of surprises. 

By the end of' every day I am disgusted with myself-horisonless self- 

loathing: my endless paridering for approval and recognition; the disturb- 

ing remembrances of a nude White woman self-contained in her nudity, 

in her house high up on a hill while in the Watsonville valley below Black 

people are hunted and Chicanalos at labor are raped in the fields; a woman 

oblivious to her signifying power but claiming it as her birthright; the de- 

partment meetings with her "family" and their terrifying pleasures. If they 

ever forrcd me to clarity niy rage-for example, they might ask with that 

wide-eyed wonder, the way they often ask, What did we ever do to you?-I'd 



have to tell them the truth. You were laughing. You were loving. You were 

living. You were there. 

After one such meeting, I snapped. I took my rage to class, where 

"their" children awaited me. I stood before them, twenty-six students, 

thirteen laced around the walls, another thirteen laced around the ta- 

ble. I stood at the podium shuffling and re-shuffling the papers from my 

briefcase-anything to catch my breath and to stifle my contempt before 

I began. 

The fog had cleared and with it went the morning sea gulls. Through 

the back window I could spy the hairline fracture of sea and shore. The 

sun shimmered on the water. There was a glimmering thimble floating 

on the water: a barge, inching north along the coast. / must leave this 
place. I must get far away from this precious beauty that sputters and chokes. 
And go where.. .where would Igo? 

Somehow I find myself talking to them about South Africa. It has 

happened before. I make the linkages. No one seems to mind. On the 

contrary, they're always intrigued; it works like a cocktail party gimmick 

from my adolescence. I am talking about Chris Hani and Winnie Man- 

dela. We came this close, I am telling the class, this close to winning a 

revolution. 

"If it was so great," a voice calls from the back. He is blond and freck- 

led, a sun worshiper, his T-shirt advising me to Surf Free or Die. The 

tiny barge disappears behind his head. There is nothing now to look at 

but him. Only in a place like California could "surf free or die" stiffen 

the general public's resolve against all enemies foreign and domestic. 

"And if America's such a...a...what's the word he used?" he asks, turning 

to his friend. "Bastion," the boy beside him offers in assistance. "Yeah, 

bastion! If America's such a bastion of anti-Blackness-which frankly, 

I don't see, 'cause I mean, dude, you're here, teaching at this college, 

you've got a good job and you're Black, so what's up with that, huh? 

I mean, how come you came back, why didn't you just stay in South 

Africa?" 

The others nod their heads and look approvingly at the sandy young 

surfer; it is the same group affirmation Alice was showered with at the 



rrieeting. Yo11 got that Uegro, they're nodding at liirri. bou got that We- 

gro, they had nodded at her- blurring the line betweeri cllstody and tar- 

get practice. I smile at him, appreciatively, the way I do when sonleone 

makes a rogerit insight at)orlt the reading. Fuck you, Beach Boy. 

"Excellent question, Chad," I say, smiling, "excellent question, in- 

deed. But my fidelity to a policy of infinite suspense in this class cornpels 

me to talde it for a few weeks." 

"IAike dude, that's a cop out." 

To thrrrk, there are two hundred-forty million more oj:you zn this cozsrltr-y 
alorw. Tile rnlrrd hogglcs. 

"On the contrary, Chad, it's not a cop out, it's a shrewd pedagogic 

movt, on rr~y part. Now, there's a paper due next week. 116 should talk 

about.. ." 
I t  was then that Dana Sole, a young woman from up near the Oregon 

bortler, siricere arid locjuarious Dana, raised her hand. I stopped talking 

and called on her. Maybe I was stymied b j  the fact that she had ac~r~ally 

raised her hand. She selclom raises her hand, just blurts out whatever 

she feels whenever she ft3c.l~. 

"J have a question," she ashed with none of Chad's sarcasni in her 

tone, "h l~ t  I can discuss it with you after class if we need to get on to 

other things." 

I told her to continue. 

"iV1i-j did you go to South 4frica's" 

I answered her qliestion in a flatfooted uay b j  telling her that I had 

studied Southern African politics and liberation movements at Dart- 

n lou~h College in tht. 1970s. I waxed on about the literary awards I'd 

Ron in 1988 and 1989, a pile of money that let me travel freely without 

having to work. I said I met a woman there named Khanya. We tried to 

live in New 3ork. l'lien we tried to live between New York arid Johan- 

nesburg. In 1991, we gave up on Few York and moved to Joliari~iesburg. 

At the end of 1996, 1 returned to America. 

"Why there and not somewhere else:'" 

The question urinerved me; I held onto thc small rostrum and told 

myself that none of them were the wiser. I tried to smile at her the way 



I had smiled at Chad, a smile to give me time enough to burrow an- 

other tunnel and flee, but it wasn't working. For when she rephrased 

the question, I was suddenly overcome with the memory of Mureinik. 

I remembered his face pinned to the wall of Stimela's safe house along 

with the other tokoloshes. And I heard his thin anxious voice once 

again from the "chance" meeting I'd orchestrated at the Rosebank 

Mall-I'd wanted to get close to each of the tokoloshes, to feel the touch 

of their breath, to see the movement of their eyes, to know firsthand 

the enemy I plotted against in Stimela's safe house in Hillbrow. And I 

remembered how Mureinik died; how I cheered with the students and 

workers upon hearing the news. I can't tell them all of that.. .can I? 
"Why did I go in the first place?" I see Mureinik's body, now airborne, 

now wingless and fluttering, now falling from the 23rd floor. "Well ... I 
wanted to kill someone White." 

There's a gasp of horror in the classroom, followed by the angry clos- 

ing of notebooks and anxious shuffling of feet. A young woman to my 

left whispers to her friend, "I'm dropping this class. This isn't English." 

I pretend not to hear her. 

Above the din, I declare, "Class is not dismissed!" They settle in. 

They're sullen but they're scared, so they settle in. "Yes, I wanted to kill 

someone White." There'll be hell to pay for this, but I have never felt more 

alive. "I know what you're all thinking." I look around the room at them. 

"That I could have stayed right here and killed someone White." Appar- 

ently, they are thinking no such thing. This is so much fun! Good, clean, 
sadistic fun. 

"Well, yes, I could have stayed right here and done just that. There 

are as many White people in California," I pan the room again; they 

brace themselves against the slow rotation of my gaze, "as there are in 

South Africa. But South Africa, in the throes of revolution, provided me 

with something I didn't have here; a narrative of legitimation through 

which I could return the gift of murder to the world-the gift the world 

gave me: that gift of creation that brought me into existence on the plan- 

tation.. .no.. . before that.. .at sea. I can see by your expressions that you 

don't understand. Let me put it this way. Here, I'd be just an ordinary 



criminal. 4 riiurclerer. A dot or1 a graph. A il~lniber at S a r ~  Qucrltiri. But 

there I c-oultl h;ivc. a story Thc tlecd could be recognized as a tieetl. Sides 

could be taker). One of those sides could be riiinc.. The oth6.r c.ould be 

yours. I would, in effect, he placed; and once placed I'd gait1 recogni- 

tiori-1101 fame. Kccognition. You see what I'rri sajing?" 

The only thing they can see is the door. 

"We'll let it f'errnent. Class is dismissed." 

The followirig week half tlie class refused to return. The other half; 

for various reasons (some because they needed the course for 111eir major, 

others bc,c.ausc the thought of' boycotting an instructor mas even more 

upsetting than the thought of being the o1)jtbc.t~ of his homicidal fanta- 

sies) stayvtl on. Ilana Sole (who sat up frorit and who had put tllc yues- 

tior1 \\lij (lid yo11 go to South 4l'ricaP to rllra, and then waitcd till cvcrj- 

one had lcft alid I was stuffing the debris ofthe lecture irito rrly briefcasc, 

to ask me, Did you kill orle?) was arnorig those who returned. JVhether 

out offear or out of a desire to understand, 1'11 neber really know; but she 

stayed on and engaged me and the issues I raised, with sin(-erity. 

Iluring this period ari unexpected but perhaps inevitable thing oc- 

curred. H(.rtj.y, Alice's ex-ht~sband, stepped down as chair of' Cabrillo's 

English dcpartrnent. Thc Ginnys, the Ediias, the Darcys, tlie lielens, arltl 

men Hclintia Kitz, "the last White rnari in the departrrient." in a daz~lirig 

display of what t h q  no doubt woulti liavc. described as a counter-hegc- 

nionic rtianeuver, canvassed and cajoled the tenured facaltj until tht~y 

garnered criough votes to elect Shellccrl Johnson thc rrew chair of Eng- 

lish. By tlie time " I ~ J  studcnts" (for lack of a rnore apl)ropriate ruphemism) 

got it together to take their case to "the man," "the ma~i" was no longer 

"the r~iarr" 1)lit a Black woman. 

4s I approached her office, liowevcr, I was too anxious about tlic 

conseyurnces of their petition for the knowledge that the guard had 

rhariged to soot11 rriy anxieties. I was working on mj  PhD at Berlielej 

and tcac-hing there as well and I liad child support resporlsibilities i r l  

South Africa. I nccolcd both jobs. 

L\'hc11 I entered Shelleen's office, 119 exterior was c-ool. ['ti 1earnc.d in 

South Ifrica how to riot show fear. But I was alrriost as on edge walking into 



Shelleen's office as I would have been had it been Herby's office. In addi- 

tion, there was this: I would have been frightened of Herby and therefore 

more apt to pounce first and call him a racist; get the jump on him before 

he got the jump on me. But toward Shelleen I felt an intangible anxiety. I 

did not want to offend her in any way (two of three Blacks in a squabble, a 

spectacle for them; that wouldn't do) but nor did I want to be disciplined 

for speaking my mind. Somehow, someway, I would have to strike a delicate 

balance. But "delicate" and "balance" were words I could hardly spell. 

The letter from the students was on her desk. Some of their complaints 

were that the secondary articles I assigned were too theoretical. Okaj jne ,  
I'll dumb down the readingfor them. The letter also cited objections to the 

research project I assigned on the literature of US political prisoners. The 

letter stated that there was no such thing as a political prisoner in the 

United States-only criminals. It objected to the project's requirement 

that they write group research letters to US political prisoners as part of 

their research. It stated unequivocally that anyone who had taken up arms 

against the United States government deserved to be in prison, or worse. 

Those were among the complaints in their opening salvos. Then came the 

main attraction, their collective animus toward me in particular. Shelleen 

pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and held the letter aloft. 

"It says here that you told the class you went to South Africa in 

1991." 

"I went there on extended research trips in 1989 and 1990. I told 

them I immigrated in 1991." 

"Yes, okay, Frank; you told them you immigrated in 1991." She looked 

up. I nodded my affirmation. "Because you wanted to kill a White man." 

She put down the letter. "Frank, did you really say that?" 

"No." 
"No?" 

"I would never discriminate by gender.. .that's wrong." 

Shelleen picked up the letter and sighed. Turning to the second page 

she paraphrased, "In your class you disseminate 'subliminal communis- 

tic propaganda.' Is that true?" 

"NO." 



 yo^" 

"There's nothing subliminal ahout it." 

With her elbow reiting on her desk and tier chin resting in her hand 

she said, "IIow did 1 hrlow jou werc going to saj that?" 

Then she chuckled, cluietly at first, now with openness anti aban- 

don. 1 began to laugh as well. \%(, rnight hake laughed ourscxlvcs silly and 

floated out the window together. far awaj f'ro111 that miserable place, if 

klelcn hadn't come in. Hcleri was still the office manager not the "sec- 

retary.'' Sllelleen hat1 ir~lleritetl Helen frorrl Herhj. Helerr looked at us as 

though we were two hindergarteners making a ruckus at naptime. This 

after all was to have. been a ciisc.iplinar! encounter not a house party. 

"S~relleen, is ever!thing alright?" she asked. T/te .sc~rrre thing t / ~ c  rop 

asked / ! / ice on the /ughwc!y that n~gllt 

Shelleen arid I came to atterition as tho~lgh Helen was faculty and we 

wcre secretaries, cr, office managers. Shellcer~ dried tier y e s .  

"Evc.rything's fine, Helen, thank ~ o u . "  

1l~~le11 cast a disapproving g1:lnc.c in m? clirection and departed, closing 

the door. 

"'l'hese people," Shelleen said, shaking her head, "I swear." 

Shr suggested that we get out of there. (;rab some 111rrc.h. Fine, I said, 

let's 1~1 t  it on Ca1)rillo's tab. "lou's da chair, now!" 4t this she laughed 

again and we l a ~ ~ g l ~ e d  into tllc general reception area where Helen sat. 

111 those days Sllellcen arid I didn't hnou each other ver? well so we 

spohc openly I,ut cart>fully to each other. Black professionals d o  that. 

iVthit11er one knows the exact nature o f thc  danger that lies ahead. Rut 

hoth know where they arc arid whom the?; are u p  against; wliicll is to 

say that both parties know that danger does indeed lie ahead. The ques- 

tion is how eit1rc.r part) u i l l  act, or rcact, when tianger rears its head. 

Do 1 have your back? Do yo~i have mine? These are questiorls soon to 

hr. answered. Orrr conversation unhuridled, with uncharacteristic ease, 

however, becansc. Shelleer~, or1 the cusp of an existe~rtial decision  to ciis- 

ciplirie me or not), had chosc,rl laughter in lieu of punishment. 

She placecl a healthy dollop of pad thai noodles on 119 plate and then 

served herself. An hour ant1 a half' latrr we were still at the tahlc. She 



asked me whether I was missing any classes. "My students have defected 

to the West," I said. I asked her if Helen was likely to send a posse out 

looking for her. Shelleen shook her head in resignation. 

"She acts like she doesn't know you're in charge," I said. 

"They all do," Shelleen said, "BelindaRitz, Ginny Nair, Edna Schultz." 

And this was not only true of a plethora of English instructors and 

Helen (supposedly Shelleen's subaltern) but it seemed to have been 

sanctioned by Judith Chrisp, the vice president for academic affairs. 

And there were others, she said, by which she meant the old guard, 

people like Rick Norbert, Bo Dowd, and Herby Wilson, the men who 

had lost the struggle for hegemony to the feminists. Nothing would 

surprise either one of us about them. But what hurt her the most was 

the role the women played. Shelleen explained how, now that "her 

feminist sisters" had placed her in Herby's chair, they were working 

behind the scenes to dismantle the heretofore-unquestioned authority 

of the chair. 

Her voice ached as she recalled their deceit and skullduggery, which 

she knew they would never admit to. For more than a decade she had 

struggled alongside these women against sexism and gender discrimina- 

tion at Cabrillo. Their collective efforts had spawned reforms such as 

the Women's Center; the use of "shen as well as "he" in the curriculum 

and official documents; and the hiring of more (White) women to the 

point where White women now seemed to hold a numerical advantage. 

They had needed Shelleen and had not been bashful in expressing their 

need-what struggle doesn't need a beautiful, articulate, and righteous 

Black woman? Most of all they had desired Shelleen; desired her in ways 

they were bashful about; desired her in ways they weren't. They had 

hoist her up into the air, sometimes to parade her through the streets 

of their sham aesthetics and fake liberation; but more often than not, to 

turn her sideways and use her as a battering ram to bludgeon down the 

door of male supremacy. Now, the door was down. The dust had settled 

around it. They were inside now. The fortress, or at least a corner of it, 

the English department, was theirs. With the fervor of Allied troops 

staking the flag at Iwo Jima, they staked a cardboard sign on Helen's 



dcsk: "Girls Rulc!" was the first thing people saw when they entered the 

rnairi office. Everythirig hati changed. 

"I thought we were sisters," Shelleen saitl, "hut they (don't act like 

sisters." 

I waited to hear if Alrce's riarne would come 111). It didn't. Still, I 
wasn't cornpletcly rriollified b j  the omission. There were several circum- 

stantial, as opposed to noble, reasoris why Alice would not have been in 

the mix of the maneuvers that were chipping at Shelleeri's power and 

eating away at her soul. To begiri with, Alice was in her sixties. Though 

she had helpeti start the Women's Center and nurtured aiid guided the 

women who were now coalescitlg in a bloc. against Stielleeri, she was 

nearing retiren~erit and sornewliat out of the loop. IIoweker, like some el- 

der stateswo~iiarr, Relinda RIIL and Ginny \air continued t o  make mec- 

cas to her doorstep fbr counsel. 1 consoled mjself for a rnorrient; then it 

daw,ried on mc that in point of fact Alice's allegiances could very well 

hate been in line wit11 a reorganization of White power along gerider 

lines, and in line with this crowding out scenario of Shellcen, if in fact 

she were still joting and still in the loop. 4 profound urlease okercarne 

me. I felt like a traitor. As T listerled I reali~ed how difficult it would be to 

mount the kind of political struggle against them that we had launched 

in South Rfric.a against tokoloshes of laisscz-fa~re; for tlic simple reason 

that here we would have to prove that tlic~se rnanenvers werc 111 fact rac- 

ist. rather than the effect of "administrative wires being crossed." 

Shellecn, Gladjs, arltl rrijself, in Englisti, and Lisairi Dance ... the four 

Black instructors throughout all of Cabrillo .... What pairiful and corii- 

plicated likes we lead 111 Santa Cruz County by the sea; so painful and 

complicated that we seldorri eler spoke iritimately about our lives. Each 

one of u s  was partnered with a white-skinned lover. Shelleen's partner 

was a white-skinned Yucrto Kican woman, who was often-upon visual 

rather than auditory contact taken for a \\ hite woman Gladys's has- 

band was White. Lisa's partner was a White woman and so was mine. 

We all kr1t.w the ecstasy of soft white skin, or supple white breasts, or 

a firm white cock. We knew the psychic whiplash cataljzed I?). each 

encouritcr with that epidermal schenia; the erichantnierlt of possessing 



and being possessed by its charm; the feeling of robust worldliness; the 

orgasmic transcendence which offered something more immortal than 

the simple promise of sexual release. Thirty seconds later the world 

comes rushing in. You lie there, wet and breathless. Never more to- 

gether. Never more apart. You pray that she (or he) is satiated enough to 

doze off before witnessing the frieze of anxiety that once was your face. 

You press your body to hers. A tactical move that lets your chin rest on 

her shoulder and gives your nerves time to recover. But sometimes she 

senses the tension in your body and asks, "Is anything wrong-didn't 

you come?" You take a deep breath. You let the air out slowly. You might 

lie and say, "No, nothing's wrong." Or perhaps you speak only to the 

second clause: "Yes, I came." Or you might say, "I love you." You will say 

whatever it takes for the moment to pass unnoticed. 

We were so miserable, Lisa, Shelleen, Gladys, and I, which is why 

we smiled so much and told folks how fortunate we were. And the more 

miserable we became the fewer words we seemed to have to express our 

misery. Our misery seemed illegitimate, even to ourselves-especially 

to ourselves. How could four Black professionals, who lived by the sea 

where the climate was always temperate, where the food was organic 

and plentiful, where the people all had smiles and tans, where we held 

esteemed degrees and good jobs, be so miserable? How could our mis- 

ery be blamed on anyone but ourselves? 

Shelleen once told me: When I walk down the street in Santa Cruz, 

when I walk into a store, when I ask to be seated at a restaurant, I must 

be a whore-that's what they see, that's all they see. I can be nothing 

else. I wait in vain for one morsel of human recognition to rescue me, 

she said, but the world is stingy. Shelleen had a PhD. Shelleen was 

chair of the English department; didn't that count for something? She 

had left the South behind so why hadn't her imago stayed in Missis- 

sippi? Why was her imago so eternal? 

A life of stasis was too much for any of us (Shelleen, Gladys, Lisa, 

myself, and so many like us in Santa Cruz County) to be burdened 

with. Sleeping with a white (or yellow or brown-anything but black) 

skinned lover, was an act of rescue-ours: a desperate gambit for life 



ober drat11. 'These White 1)eings flaunt their sex. l)ec*ansc they have 

sext~ality to flaunt; they hide their sex, hecause they have seuualitj to 

hitlc. Hut Shcllcen is a whore befbre, and whether or not, she flaunts 

her sex what sex:' IJnlike Helen or Virginia or 4lic~, stre has no sc.x to 

flaunt. Arid Frank, muck1 the same, you are an ape a priori. It is not a 

(1lir.st io11 of tliscriniination, it is a qucstion of being. 

We love them because they aloric can give us life. We hatch tllerri fi)r the 

samc reason. Shelleen and I carinot call the White wornen of Sarlta Cruz 

"whort.sn fi)r throwing their clothes off with such recklc~ss abaritiori, for 

their group scx and orgies; that would be "uncivil" oil tlie part of the w11or.t. 

and "sexist" or1 the part of the ape. They would try to teacli the whorc and 

the ape a thing or two about women's liber:itior~: Our bodicbs, onrsc~lves! 

the:). would shout. They'd even spell it out for us if thqy llatl to. h i t  that 

wollld be an act of bad faith on their part; another performance of the ar- 

rogance of power. What t h q  should reall? saj is this: How c.srr the a priori 

tvhorc anti the a priori ape presume to assess us at all? We are alive. We are 

the world. It is not just "our bodies, ourselves;" it is the fact that we have 

b o d i e s  we are not reduced by the violericc. of our irr~agoes. Show a little 

corrimorl sense, nigger; don't let your nlouth get ?our ass in trouble. Thej 

sl~oulcl put it like that, plain and sirriple, and not cor~fi~st, matters nith their 

"rights" ciiscourse, their fancy talk. 'That woulcl be tlie ethical tllir~g to do. 

And ~c could respond with an ethical gesture ol'ollr own, the slitting of 

their throats. a r ~ d  salvage thc claritj that we lost in the spring of 1865. 

LVords always get in the way, dragging desire and confusior~ behind 

them. Throngkr uords we sliart their illusions and move through their 

day. \.\. hat else can we do? We need sorrleorlcx to love. Don't look at 

me. I sa? to Shelleen and the others. And tion't you look at rne, Shel- 

leeri arid the others say to rnc. \I/? are all too familiar with our o u n  

repartee. be 'kc heard it all our lives i l l  the subterfuge of our parents' 

"issues." There was no particularity to their "issues;" least of all when 

they insisted on the partic.111ars; just all a priori rupture. We've been 

there and done that ourselves S h e l l e e r ~  aiid 1, Lisa and G l a d y s  we'll 

not be fooled again. We nlrlst loce sollieone who car1 be loced, that we 

might be loved ill  retur-11. 



And we'll each take good care of our someone. We'll make them 

laugh or cry like they've never laughed or cried before. We'll keep 

them vibrating, keep them pulsating, keep them alive. We'll make 

love to them again when they come down. And when they catch their 

breath, when they wipe the sweat from their brow, they will look into 

our eyes and say, "I love you." Not "I love you, whore" or "I love you, 

ape" but "I love you! you! you!" We are forever hopeful. A loved cap- 

tive is better off than a hated one. 

Jim Stevenson, the chair of the sociology department, came into the 

restaurant, followed by a gaggle of sociologists. From their table across 

the room, they took far too much interest in my liaison with Shelleen. 

"Better get out before they call the riot squad," she said. 

I suggested we move to the Ugly Mug coffee shop down the road. As 

we left I thought, has Shelleen left Alice's name out of the mix because 

it doesn't belong there or is the omission a gesture of deference to my 

feelings? But I didn't ask. 

That night I had a dream, not of Barbara Bush, but a dream that 

transposed the nude hot tub rituals of Alice and her colleagues into a 

prelude to an orgy of sex and violence. It was one of those dreams in 

which I could feel the presence of my body though I could not witness 

myself as being present. I neither spoke nor appeared in this dream but 

I was there.. .trying to escape. The naked nymphs frolicked in the steam- 

ing water: Rick, lewd as usual, gregarious as usual. Herby, resting his 

head back against the edge of the tub, holding his cocktail above the 

water. Alice, looking triumphantly upon the nude bodies she had as- 

sembled. She laughed, not too enthusiastically, however, at Rick's lewd 

jokes. Belinda Ritz, sitting in the water, saying nothing. And Helen, 

emerging late from the kitchen, with a towel around her, which she fi- 

nally threw aside like proverbial caution to the wind. Alice sat uneasily 

opposite Herby, lowering her body from time to time to submerge her 

breasts when he opened his eyes. The others were empathetic to her di- 

lemma. Two people recently divorced, nude and communal in the same 

hot tub. We're all family here, said Helen reassuringly. Rick topped it 

off with an off-color joke and they all laughed and splashed each other. 



T l l e  all felt better, rlou. There was a long, silent interlude. Well, said 

Rick, what should we talk about now? Belirlda  kit^ suggestt.tl, I.et's talk 

about the faculty. All at once they said boring! and were quiet again. 

Then  ail eyeball t)~rht)led to the‘ surface of'the stearny water. With  

its optic rierve as  a tail, it jigglctl or1 tllc su~.facr  like ;I squid. Hlood 

inked tlic. water arolltid it. I n  thc  hot water they all shivered in thcir 

nakedness. T h e  vi1)rations of tlltbir bodies c,aused such a tempcbst of 

waves that the e?cl)all and  its severed nerve darted hack and forth. 

It lit upor1 Ilclen's riipplc. She  started to scream. This  is your fatilt, 

Belinda Ritz scoldc~tl, s ternl j ,  to  411ce, it's cntirel) jour. fault! Herl)y's 

lobster red body rocheted up out of ' the water and  onto thc  deck. Tht. 

watt1r lut.c*llctl 1)ac.k arid forth as he  left, scntling the fat ocular squid 

slithcriiig toward Kick and Alice who beat 11ic water t o  keep it back. 

Kick wretched into the steaniirig soup of hodies. IIc clirnbed out 

leaving tllc. worrlc,ri aticl his  slitlie on  the  watcr. 

1 a l~ohe  with a start, drenchtd in sweat. 

/\lict. was alrcad) awake. "kou're sweatir~g," she said. 

"Yc,s," I said. Wllat clse coul(1 1 say? I rcxachetl down arid grabbed a 

to\ccl from thc nightstand on rri! side of the I)ccl. I asked lier to wipe rliy 

back. Hut her touch mas as terrif!ing as the dream. 

"What's wro1ig.7" slie said 

"l'otliing." 

"M'll~ did ?or1 flinch?" 

"M hen?" 

".Irrst no\\, wl-1c.n I touched you." 

" [ tiorl't know." 

"Iou were h a ~ i r l g  a nightniare." I gruritetl, affirniativel>. 

"Ahout what:'" 

"1 don't r e m e ~ r ~  her." 

''You don't rc.rriernberT" 

"Yo." I lied. 

"Fine. J70u doli't rernern1)t~r." 





sometimes in a country where 

torture is rife 

I think how luck? the school children whose 

denial is trulj plausible 

whose sleep is dependent on screams 

of  that the! ma! not become 

a nostril punctured I>y a favorite rriath pencil 

a vulva pinched with shop tools from the floor of s e ~ e n t h  grade 

testes crushed b) n c ~  teachers 

part pupils part objects of pain 

in rooms darkened with sunlight where 

the4 alone are the only students 

sponging knowledge free of texts the luck) ones 

they ma? riel er know this 

fraternit? of' fragments these dim 

and flickering lamps at night 

truant in the streets 

insuring ~ h c i r  future their safe return 



[ J O U R N A L  E N T R I E S :  J O H A N N E S B U R G ]  

- W E D N E S D A Y ,  F E B R U A R Y  16, I992 

There are days when the poverty, men with missing teeth and scarred faces 

and holes in their shoes, women with large and bloated ankles and dresses 

worn as thin as the fabric of their smile, standing, sitting, some sleeping on 
the sidewalk, days when encountering humanity with such sharp dependence 

on a sale or a handout that make me long for the shade of Wits's campus 

trees under which I eat my lunch while reading Gramsci or Foucault. Long 
for the four libraries I live in; for the noontime lectures by visiting scholars 
from all over the world the hush of my office; the graduate students; and the 
faculty tea room. A Shangri La lowered from the sky by ropes into a bog of 

state terror. 

I must write my friends back home and tell them not to believe what they 
read in the New York Times. Socialism is alive and wellin the hearts and minds 

of the South African people. Mass action is happening on a scale that dwarfed 
our wildest expectations in the sixties and seventies. Not a week goes by when 
I am not in a march or demonstration, when I don't hear the chanting and 

singing of workers-three hundred of them some days, three thousand of them 
other days-just outside my window. I stop what I'm doing, I leave the office, 



Igo  down into the street, and we jam the trafJ for miles around, we let them 

know as we march through the streets that you shall notpass, that we won% be 

turned back. Khanya is at home here in South Africa in a way that she never 
was in New York. Since school began she is buried in her law books-not really 

though: she attends the rallies, she marches when she can, and she works dili- 
gently at the Workers' Library And she defends workers in the trenches of the 
Labour Dispute and Relations Board in Pretoria. She never tires of making a 
connection between her course work and the radical transformation of an entire 

society. I love the nights we sit beneath the stars on the Wits University lawn, 

sharing a bottle of wine, talking of revolution and the future. Or the times when 
Nadine Gordimer takes us out for coffee, or invites me to read at the Market 

Theatre or the Johannesburg Art Gallery or somewhere in a townshlj, near Pre- 
toria. Times when we take Reba and her little cousin Dudu on picnics atop the 

grassy knoll above the cricket pitch and 4 blinded by the gleam on those white, 

imperial trousers, try to make heads or tails of cricket as the children squeal 

with joy and tumble down the hill. 7'imes when I ask myseg could I live here, 
am I not living here now? 

But then there are the other times, tide upon tide of time that climb the 
levee and rush in.. . 

. ..with the victims of the squatter camps 

. . .with the dead on the trains 

. . .time that washes over me with the absence of the six women I was search- 

ing for yesterday, abducted by Inkatha: dead? alive? NanceJeld station was 
thirsting for witnesses.. . 

I was in Hillbrow last week eating ice cream with Reba. The sound of 
her pocketful of coins jingled like wind chimes as we walked. At the corner a 
casspir, a police personnel carrier, pulled up beside us. The ice cream cone fell 

to herfeet. She holds herpocket and silences the coins. She squeezes my hand. 

Her little face is twisted with fear. 

"Daddy, will they take our money?" 
"No, pumpkin, they wonk take our money" What possessed me to lie to a 

four-year-old child? 
"Have they come to get us?" The casspir is now blocks away, but still she 

speaks in the present tense. 



"I won? let them get us, pumpkin." Like hell you won't. 

. . .at times like these, I tell myself if we had three plane tickets we would 

leave. 

Nostalgia for a homeland that was never mine creeps into my thoughts at 
times like these. $I'm luckyIwrite a letter, an essay, a vignette, andl'mpleased 
with the terrajrma of thepage. I wish thepeople on the page were all thepeople 

in the world. 

-- SA'I'UKI)A).', M A R C H  7,  1992 

You're a Black man. You're a strong Black man, goddamnit. This ain't nothin' 
but a thang, go out there and kick some ass. Nothing terr$ed me more than 
going out there; than leaving theflat each morning. Lost and alone. A stranger 

in a strange land. Don't think like that, you can handle it. What, exactly; is the 
"it" that I can handle? Is "it" the daily sting of apartheid? Is "it" my cultural 

dislocation, or worse, the realization that whereas Khanya's culture has been 

displaced from arable land to dust), my capacity to make culture (the very ap- 
paratus that one needs before one can even name his displacement) had been 
obliterated centuries before I was born? Khanya's loss can jnd  its verb and 

make a sentence. For her, the "itn is having this, when she used to have that. 

"It" means being relocated here when she used to live there; but for me there 

was no here, here; no there, there. They kicked me off my plantation and sent 

me to town? What an absurd formulation. My loss has no language because 
"it" has no grammar. 

Reba has none of Khanya's socialgraces. Instead she is amply endowed with 

her grandparents' penchant for criticism. But unlike her grandparents who 
are critical behind my back, which is to say their observations are tempered by 
a superego, Reba was all id. 

Yesterday I 'd been calling Reba to come and eat lunch while Iattended to 

something like the early stages of a souffle' that could not be left unattended. 

Her food was getting cold. Istood on the balcony calling out to her then I went 



to the door c~ncl did 1/1e sanrcJ. I ~ v a s  urrtlrr [he im,t)lrssior~ thnt she sp,oke very 

frcv words of'Englrsh (but C/rri.st-n/rr~ig/~~; her nnme zs [/re same UL Eriglislt 

( I ~ I ( /  Se t~cvo~c~! ) .  T[y nrrvm wcw fkiyed  IN^ I ( Y ~ I S  tiredjhorn working a lnte 

dinner nig/~t  s /~ i f i  c1.s n waiter clt L urgi '.s. T/tis i s  not n y  r t l~a of n houseboat 1r1 

A~~,strrt/nr/i Our rnonqy:s rrrnrting out. The,job at Luigi:s sucks w / ~ o  tarrg/~t 

t l te~e I$'// rtr people how to tip.') Jn (I hot ntrnutr my tourist visn will r.rpirr and 

J 'll be /trrr i//egn//p. 

T/rc> .Sorlth 4 fi-icon gocJrrnrnent hns revoked kl/~cin)a's pci.s.sporl. Her 

"hornelnnd " ickn tic y cc~rd has alrcwrly hwn cor!fiscarrd cts n result of her ris- 

ter 's horrsc arrest. AM this tcrkcs on n s rlrreal qrinlity W/ I  rrr / corisic/(,r she tvms 

horn JI/.\/ outside. /)retorin S/le has (I  student I / )  Jiom t h ~  T,?~ivrr:sit.y of U'ir- 

cvotersrnnd whzclr rs orzly goo(/ for o r i ~  I I I O ~ P  j P / I K  I /I(IVP a stritlent ID ,fhotrr 

('ol~rrnbrn lnivc~rsit~y (whoofjce) which had exprrrcl n .) Pcrr c~go cz/itl  (1 tour~st 

visti in w/ti(*/~ a (-lock ticks. 

/ know Reba ttrnrd me callzng /tcr Thc w / ~ o / ~  rorrrplr.-r. hrnrdmc. Finally, 

Igavc, rip and went hack to the kitchen. 

7 ' / /?~  I /lmr(l, "DumrIa." and looked Ji.orn tit(> stove to see her, the 

kitchrn door swznglng hack nndji~rtlr behind Iter S/re i~ n bet~rit!jirl child, 1 

tltougIrt T/IP kind onr sccs in cornmr rrcinls. 7%ose child stars w / ~ o  stomp tltelr 

firt and wcrlk t/rrirpclrrrt/,c clrountl o toy store th e way trrost people walk tl~rir 

chgs nround the block. 
"I'vP brrn cci//ing.~orr f i r  hours." Shr. stared at n ~ c ,  that wide-eye(/ un- 

blinking star(, of hers. I'vr.fi/[ mor(>fjrotecrrd ~lrrritrg (In s-rn-y Stop staring at 

me litt Ir girl. "Didt~'t,).-orl //ear me.?" 

"It htisn 't J,rc,r~ hours." 

"%.you clo spenk Et,ilg/lish nftrr c~ll. Ancl.you can tcll time n.s wrll. .Sit clown 

and ~c i t  please " 

"I'nl playrlrg " 

'YZ7ot, thrn ,~.ou call go buck top)lq):" On the frrc.wa>. 

"/'ru trot hrrngry. " 

" M /?y l~nc~e  . j  ou bcwr c,ornrng hcrr on wcrkent/.s, pretentling thnt you don't 

spenk English?"She just stt~red at rnr, thnt wide-qyed l ir thl ink~~~g stcue. "~Wvrr 

rn~rrc/,,jr~.sl.. .~/( 'N.SP. . sir (/own, okny? Eat j ~ ~ r  food " 

" IVlznt is it.? " 



"It's vegetarian lasagna, from the Moosewood Cookbook." 

"My grandfather says you must make pap andjleece. " 
"r'm a vegetarian. You can havepap andjleece when you're with him." 

"I said I'm not hungry Are you deaf?" 
"I beg your pardon! You're going to eat not because you're hungry, young 

lady, but because your mother and I have a deal- " 

"Hey, wena, speak 'Swana. " 
"My name is not 'wena. ' In  America not even the most belligerent children 

walk up and down the house calling their parents 'hey, you.' Try 'father' or 

just try eating." And blink, damnit. 

"My grandfather says you must speak 'Swana. " 
"He does, does he? Well, I've only just arrived." 
"You were here before, Isaw you." 

"Those were research visits." Can you believe it? I was plea-bargaining 

with a four-year-old. 

"Listen, "she said. Yes, the little runt said, "listen. "Her hands were on her 
h&s like her grandmother, "When I'm at my grandfatherk house and he says 
'Reba do a thing, 'Reba stops andReba thinks 'Does Reba want to do a thing?' 
IfReba wants to do a thing Reba does it and $Reba doesn't want to do a thing 

Reba doesn't do it; and that's the way it's going to be here." 
Lord have mercy, I need a divorce. 

"" TUESDAk; M A R C H  10. 1992 

As soon as Khanya left for school, Trevor knocked on the door. He said he'd 

been watching theflat since before we woke up. Khanya andIhad eaten break- 
fast on the balcony but Ididnt see him or any car like his. He came in with a boy 

from Mozambique. Isay "boy" because he was at least 15 but not quite 18. They 

both smelled musty and unwashed. He said the boy (don't remember his name) 
is to be a material witness for a special commission on violence and massacres. 
They needed to stay here until it was time for Khanya to return. He's been trans- 

porting this young man from place to place for almost a week. Trevor's dorm 
room isn't saf .  This young man's father (I'll call the boy Howard.. .what kind 

of name is that for a Mozambican ?)...his father is a mercenary for the South 



A/i.ic.(~rr I')(;finse /'i)rcc (SA 1)l.j. 7i.(,vor thinks his d n d  arrd / h r >  ot lrrr .solclicr.s 

cit tho base are  gu i l t . )  of F~roc*i(lr>. 7 b  thc brst of nr) undcrstcrncl i r~~ t h r r r  1,s (1 

.secret mi l i ta ry  base, .sonrrml~(~rr nortltc~a.st of l7f,rr (I /lrirlk 7iPe~or c ( i l / n i  it 5 
Noc(~>.  TI.(irrspor/ h~ l i (~op/c r .s  ~rirl(fi Mozumhicnn m e r c c ~ r ~ r i c s  cirrtl t l rcir M'hite 

(?f,crr.s ofrthe base. Tlryy corr:y or//  atrocities agciirrst cic~iliccrr.~, cr~lrrt l trr  4 1-r 
o r  non-c l l igr~rd,  irt the on//yirrg nrcris. Three r lectr ic  ji,nc.c,.s r irrg /he hcise. Flotv 

(/id lfow(zrdg(,t  out? 7;~eoor (li(lr/ 't (,.rp/(lirt this to  r t ~ ,  o r  ( fhc elid I dorr't rc -  

rttr.rnbrr. I I o w a r d  works i r r  /he kitclrcn a n d  to ld  TI-rvor t / l ( i /  / t ~ d f r o t  /qfi the 

ho.s(> since he, his rnot /7r~,  anc/lri.s~filt/rer arrivrdc~j?rrJlc.eing tlrr' croil w a r  tha t  

the SADF inst igci/rt l  irr l/oaurnbique. Severcil (1~) :s  cigo /I(, f irirrcl h7s ~1o t11 r r  

cvc~shing his.f;lthrr i uri(fi)rtn irr tlrc /rib. 7Xe water  cvn.~ nrixr(1 t.rlitlr blood. f f i s  

mot/rlc~- f r r n k d  o11t W/ /CN  .S/IP .SOW hilt1 a t i d  TO/(/ Itittr to g c /  orit (rrrd C/OSP the 

door. /,aler, n l l s l r r  c5lorilcl t c l l  h i r r r  was, "sometlrrtrg W P / I /  wrorrg " I Ioworc I  lrcts 

brcrr cfi.s/urhr,d b,y wlr n I /I c .s('r.s on tlr e news; tlr r c/etitlr.s rrvr it/(/ hirrr oj 'his ow11 

c.otln/r:y. HP w i l l  testifi /)rovidcd thc  gc~nertr/s don't get /o lrrtn an(/ 7i.c.vor 

, f i r s t  [hat :  

I .  C'ertclin mrrsscrc.rcs /INV(, (.oirrc.i(/e~I w i th  hi~s,fiitlrcr :s (rb.sc,rr cc./inrrt tlr P base. 

2. Though /I is crccrJ.ss to rrstrictecl rrrras on th  r hasr i.s ,~)r~ultibitce/ /le knows 

tho t  whf.rr /re ~ N . S  .s('('N I I C W . ~  reports ofntroc~i t ie .~ i r r  out/). inp rrreas, hc a n d  

t/t(> k i /c l tvr~ (.r.(,(~~ l r c r ( ~ ( , p ( , ( ~ l ( ~ ~ /  o r1 / )~~~,OO0pot t r t0 (~ ,~ ,  771~~).  rtortrrttl/ypec/5,0OO 

polators. T l t r  (l(r,):s er~herr 2,000pot~itoc.s u r r  rrot/)cr/c'c/ tr lo~rl t l  indietctr tha t  

on  tho.^^ (/(<f:r ru8o /(irgf' l)mttcc/ions have I?/) 5 Rrr.r.r, on t l  gone sorrr rc-vhere. 

You curl'/ rrtovo / (vo /)ritt(c/ior~,s witfroirt /Irvr,r hr,irtg- rwo rd~s  cfwfrere // ley 

werrt crrrd trl /<).:  /'rrhrips his testirr~or<). c v o r ~ / l  bc r r ro~rgh ,/br thc Goi ls tone 

Corrtrrtis~iorr to .st~h/)oert(~ tho .s~  re ( . o rd~ , fh~ t t r  /It(' .SA/)l f :  T / I ~ R  the Co ld-  

storrr ~orrtnri.s.siorr corr itrvestigntr. 

4firr l h w t i r t l  took hot11 hr ote the clriclccn crirr:y / rnmdr a n d  corrkcd o r ~ t  

on top c?ft/rr hpd. 7'/1ert 7j.evor ~ v a ~ h e c / ~ r ~ d ~ t l ~ ~ ~ / ~ ~ ~ ( / o ~ ~ t  011 I ~ P  corirlr cr~rd asked 

me to sit orr thc bctlcon?; to pr-etend to h r  g r c i d i t r g / ) c ~ l ~ m ,  (irrd to trot(' anyone 

who comes i n  cirrtl orrt qftlrc building: 7i.ruor:s c~lrocrtfy r t r iar t l  m (vepk (f lecture,~ 

cr t  tl  its. 7'11 r r r  is no rc~llirrg whrrz the cortrmi,t.sio~r t r ~ i l l  cn N I I o w n r d  to t(,stfj I t s  

calrrrcllrr i.s hcic*k/oggcd 



SATL'RDA); APRIL 1 1 ,  1 9 9 2  

I a m  thirty-six years old today I wonder what that means. Here's a milestone: I 

have been elected to the executive committee of the Hillbrow-Berea ANC branch 

andIhave been appointedto the executive committee of the sub-region, making 

me a political commissar for the city of Jo'burg, which means, as far as I can 

tell, nothing. I'm like one of those Great Migration Negroes; the one who called 

home to tell his people he'dgone up North andgot himselfa big im-poe-tantjob: 

"I'm ovaJive hunnid White folks, mama. "He wasn t lying; he mowed the lawn 

down at the cemetery. That's what it means to be an ANCcommissar for the city 

of Johannesburg. Mowing the lawn at the cemetery 

Since February I have been active in the ANC's Pretoria- Witwatersrand- 

Vaal ( P W V  regional structures. After ten years in prison and a stint in exile 

Barbara Hogan, a White woman, returned to Jo'burg and was elected to the 

third highestpost in the ANC's P W V  regional executive committee; theposi- 

tion of Secretary. And since the national executive committee (Nelson Mandela, 

Walter Sisulu, Oliver Tambo, Ronnie Kasrils, GilMarcus, Joe Nhlanhla, Win- 

nie Mandela, Chris Hani, Joe Slovo, Jeremy Cronin, and about seventy other4 

sits in Shell House, just a few blocks away from Hogan's ofice, the P W V  re- 

gional executive committee may be the most inzuential and important regional 

committee in the ANC Not bemuse of its ethical embodiment ofpower, but be- 

cause of itsp/2ysicalproximity to power. 

Barbara Hogan spoke at our branch meeting in Hillbrow. She askedfor 

volunteers to assistJeldworkers on the ANC Peace Commission desk at the re- 

gional office. She explained the disarray that the ANC regional Peace Commis- 

sion was in: 

* Only one coordinator. 

* Only two field workers. 

* Only one secretary. 
* Violence everywhere. Inkatha, the police, and the army are murdering two hun- 

dred to three hundred of  our people per month. Most of the violence is occurring 

around Jo'burg, the rest is in Natal. That means twenty percent of the country is 

burdened with eighty percent of the violence. 



"Comrades, "she said after raising herjs t  and shouting, Amandla! "We, 
at the regional ofjce, want you in the branches to volunteer. Comrades, you 

are needed to go into the squatter camps where the massacres happen. You 

are needed to ride the trains where the shootings and abductions occur. Go 
among the people and bear witness. Take statements from the victims and 
their families. Work in the regional ofjce and write reports for the human 

rights lawyers, the Peace Commission Bulletin. Take the internationalpress 
into the unrest areas. This is Jo'burg, comrades; some of you are artists and 

educators, professional people who have free time and resources. Who owns 

a camera?" 
Before I knew it, a refex in my shoulder had raised my hand. 

--- MONDAY, A P R I L  1 3 , 1 9 9 2  

I work for the ANC regional Peace Commission three days a week. Each time 

I interview a victim in Boipatong.. .an eighty-year-old man who hid beneath 
his bed while his neighbor of ten years, the seventy-year-old woman in the 
shack next door, screamed as her limb was hacked ofJ; screamed until she 

could scream no more and there were only moansfowing quietly out with her 
blood. A thirty-jive-year-old woman whose daughter and husband languish 

in the hospital from multiple stab wounds and whose four-year-old daughter 

was stabbed through the head-this she told me while still in shock, as Ipho- 
tographed her body's patchwork of stitches-spoke through a fog, as though 

any moment she would drop her bundle and the eggs would smash at her feet. 
A woman of eighteen who stares through me answering none of my questions. 
What has happened to her? I p u t  my steno pad on a rock. I try to hold her 

hand, but her hand has forgotten how to summon dexterity; she stands in the 

sun-please, come into the shade, I s a j  beckoning to her shack-she won't go 
back into the shack where herparents andsister died last night; she gazes into 

the distance; she doesn't bat an eye. She didn't move when I came. She didn't 
even hear me greet her. She makes no motion when I leave. This is a war. I 

pray Iget  no closer to it than the day after or the day before. 

Eleven ANC comrades that I am close to get death threats as a matter 
of course. They are followed. Detained. Their fa ts  are ransacked by men 



unknown. Ten to twelve people close to them have been murdered execution 

style. They were educators, intellectuals, labor union organizers, peace com- 

mission workers, and universitystudents. They were also members of Umkhonto 
we Sizwe. It goes deeper than that: activists who aren't "ofjcially"part of the 

armed struggle (Khanya's school mates from Bophuthatswana or civic leaders 
in the townships) are being targeted as well. And there are the township people 
who sleep in their meager shacks in shfts-or only in the daytime f they live 
alone-and the commuters who, even in winter, in the wind and the rain, keep 

the train windows open ready to bail out f a  man suddenly shouts something 

in Zulu andpulls an AK-47 from beneath his long, suspicious coat. Now more 
than ever Iam convinced that we must take thejght back to them. Iam tired of 
afJ;xing the faces of the dead tojlm. Mandela implores us not to strike back, to 
climb the moral high ground. How does a corpse roll up hill? 

Khanya and Ijust had a jgh t .  I was settled on the sofa with my books, a cup 
of coffee, and a delicious New York Times that I found for thejrst time in ages 

at the kiosk in Hillhrow. Delicious is not a word1 would have used to describe 
the New York Times when I lived in New York. In fact, I've always turned a 

Chomskian nose up at the Times. But when I lived in New York I didn't have 

to hunt for it. Never mind the fact that this one is a week old. It's been almost 
a year since I be rend one. 

I was settled, okay?I hadjust stretched out. I was happy. For thejrst time in 
a long time1 was content. Then, she walked in and told me her classmates Naledi, 
Ntombi, and Gladys were coming over to study immaterialproperty with her. But 

Ijust stretched out, Isaid, it's Sunday; andfor once we don't have Reba for the 

weekend. (Now, let's not lie to the diary; you know.you didn't say that last part. 
You feel guilty because you're supposed to bejlled with joy at the mere thought 
ofReba's coming to spend the weekend, when the truth of the matter is a l lpu  re- 
ally wanted was to take this woman on aJifty-year date. Better scratch this out in 

case she snoops around andjnds it.) WWh am I doing here? What- what- what! 
Why cant she stop trying to prove she's a responsible mother? And she would 

say, Why can't you grow up? She told me I would have to go to a cafk or to the 



beclroorn with n!y books nnd my newspaper. W l y  can'tyou g11.s go to the librm-y:' 

l said. &She said the law library closecf early on .Sunday I told her that thc~re'r 

nothing in Rraarr$ihntc.in but banks, hotels, and busirte.ssc=, t/~ere:s nowhere for 

me to go on ,Sr/rtday Go to Ilillbrow, she stlid, something's open there and rvery- 

thing's multiracial. I <fon'/jkel likr walking all t h ~  wqy to FIillbrow; why should 

1 have to leavr my own living room just so t / ~ r  Poinler Sist(~rs can rel~earse, y 'all 

ain't omr tour no trrore. She didn f laugh at that She? having c~djustmerttproblems 

whrrc, rny llumor i s  concerr~ecf. Wow sltebpissed She satd when Irrtovrd here we 

had agreed her studies corneJrst. How can I argue with that? 

There are on!y two miserly rooms here, rxcludir~g a bathroom and a rnatch- 

box kitchen in this littleflut. I bl ten pounds overwc>zg/~t well,jve, but ilfec.ls 

like ten. 1t:s the end OJ'the month. I don't get pard until tomorrow. As u.si~nl we 

are conylrtrdy broke. I'ni cravtng n koek~ i s t~r  or some ice cream. She'sgoing to 

irivitr t/le Pointer Sisters all to s t q  for (finrlrr. I can.fi'e/ it. J ccin just feel it. A 

study session, try eye .lust listen to them irt th (>re yucking it up. .,S;oea k Englisli, 

o k u 9  Probably talkir~g about r ~ ~ r .  Imrnateric~lproper Yenh, r~ght.  Sounds 

like a damn Epperwareparty. 

I'rn so depressed. Brazilor a houseboat in Amsterdam. That was the plan. 

I rernemnher distinctly; evrn $she c'toesn't. We (~gr<>ed. I wrote it clown, I wrote 

it clown right her<. in  he journal tile night we talked about it. W h ,  o k q ,  

just tell me, wh~y,y-;r:y cnn't they keep their voices down? Go out there and 

tell thern to keep it down. You're tltr rnan qf thr house, nrert't.you? Arid this is 

Africa wllere such things are well known and respectrd WouM hrr jatl~er put 

up wilh t/~i.s? WouldRichard, tllat tsotsi.from Sowrto? Hell, no At  Ricl~arc1:s 

house the women went to the kitchen artd.spoke q~iet ly ,  you dig, J L U S I L P ~  tones, 

drilce~ voices, mad(> little b i rd s t v s  wllen they served the drinks. really; 

would Richartf's woman send him to the bedroom? You're a chump. bkce it. 

You're a pussy- whupped chump. 7'hat'syour destiny in I@. Here lies a clrunip 

who died of acute chumpitus after being sent to his bedroom. 

l'rn horn<=-sick. (hn't believeJjrrst wrote that. What a chump What a ruck- 

irig churnp Only a chump worrM say some shit like tl~at.  Hut it's true. I j r l  

horne.sick even though "home" is rnorr and more intangible as the days go by. 

Yestcv-daay Ispoke will! Reba on t l ~ e ~ h o n e .  S / L ~  was calling from ,Mrr~abaiho. 

I did rrcy hew to speak the little hit ofSetswana that I'vr. managed to learn. 1 



told her that I loved her. Was this a false gesture? I hate false gestures. I live 
in dread of sentimentality. But there you have it. I told her that I love her. She 

responded in English, '7 will teach you father." Last week she turnedfiue. 
Next year we're going to have to face the challenge offinding a school for her 
if we're still in Jo'burg. God, I hope we're gone by then. How are we going 
t o j n d  a decent school in this hellhole? The only schools that are multiracial 

are the Catholic schools. I can't think of an institution I despise more than the 
Roman Catholic Church. A lfetime of kneeling and genuflecting and no in- 

surancefor knee surgery I'm a recovering Catholic. Yep, taking those Twelve 

Steps to Sobriety Hi, myname is Frank andlhave a Jesusproblem. Welcome, 
Brother Frank, you've taken the First Step. Let's hear it for Brother Frank. 
(Whistling and moderate, heartfelt applause.) Somebody get Brother Frank 
a cup of coffee (Yeah, and let me drink it in my own goddamn living room). 

We've allstood right where Brother Frank is standing now. Why Brother Jim 

here had a Jesusproblem that lasted ten years but, knock on wood, he's been 
clean for the lastfive. Let's hear it for Brother Jim! (More whistling and mod- 

erate, heartfelt applause.) 
I- am -so - fucking- bored. There's not enough room in this diary to say 

how bored1 am. Nothing sucks like Sunday in South Africa. Nothing. I used 

to love Sunday. Riding the subway to Greenwich Village. Hunting for second- 
hand books at the Strand. Then back uptown to the Hungarian Cafk on Am- 

sterdam and 114Ih where I 'd sit and read my newfound treasures with a cup of 

Turkish coffee and a cheese Danish. Fat chance of a cheese Danish here. This 
is such a fucking Christian country. Nothing is open on Sunday. I 'd welcome 
another Boer War-hell, let the Brits nuke 'em!-just to get a Starbucks in 

Braamfontein. 
The violence at Phola Park --a camp for homeless people east of Alber- 

ton-was in the news this week. It's just on the other side of a j e l d  from the 

townships of Thokoza and Katlehong which together form the second largest 
Black townshk in South Africa. The army and the police launched their most 
murderous raid on the squatter camp since the 32 Battalion Affair. Isaw the 
winter dust billowing up from the long line of hippos silhouetted by the sun 

as they advanced upon the squatter camp. Soldiers spilled out from their bel- 

lies and made house-to-house searches for ANC organizers and for weapons. 



I .selt.v N wornan hrlrrg eirclggrd hy h r r  /mi r  ns /he comrnnnder stood 4,- a n d  

tvc~tched / fe tolrl //re reporter, "IN) onegoes irt ctrrcl rro one comc.s 0111 t / r r /~ /order  

i s  restored " 

0'0 into th r  / lv /ng roorn Greet ~ve i - )one.  Ask rherrr about /ow sr/rool. Re 

grnrrilre T / lc i r  lives are no ecrsler tlrc~tr .yo~/r.s. 7'//(,rr, tnkc yot/r Ycw York 

'I'in~cs nrrdgo ro / f i l / l ) row I t  :s not t l tat far. 7'lrcre'll be prc1c.r $yo11 c/o. 

Khonycl i s  cle/)r~e.s.sc~c/ crs tv(dl .SAP is IT )  i ng  to ~rrnkp it through rill e s t r ~ r n e / ~  

rnc/.st law progrcrrn. Evericy / jcrcrnt of a / /  tile .st~/~Ier~ts at I l r i ts  c~ rc  Black, 

w h e r ~ a s  13lcrck.s ntakp up ci&!y percent o j ' lhe  corirttr-F: i l n d ~ ~ r ~ c f i s s o r s  l ike 

Etiortne Mi~retlr ik, r / rc~r/es cJon Ou.sr/c.n, nrrdJtitrc Sinclnir act l ikc rlrry're do- 

~ n g  this twer r~ . -p~~rccn t  ajirvor.. Ever-yda.7-she gets t~.en(ecla,s /horrgh  he should 

bow clown wi t / /  g r n t i / ~ d e  ~ N S I  10 ( ' I I IC~  / / 1 ~  ('l(~.s.\roo~rr. She i s  e11,so /r-ying hnrcl 

trot to think crhorrt (/re grlle,sor/re I N U I ~ P I  a ~ r d  J N I ( ' I C ~ ~  t/rn/,jt~.st o r c r ~ r r d  on lrpr 

.f i i thrr4 side o f t / ~ e j ~ m i / y .  A ccorrsir~ who wns ligl7t C V I O U ~ / I  lo 'ko Coloured" 

moved to onr of'rheir rr~~g/rhorhootls, changing his namr ant/ th r  rrcrme of his 

jiirr~i(S to F r i t z .  Last  w r r k  he .clrtqjped Hr. /rrul~c/orrt/ / / i s  fnnti/y a n d  then ki/k.c/ 
hirrrseIJ.' T/r is is the kin(/ of poliliccll violencr that cloem 't rrgi.stc>r as 'bol i t icnl  " 

vro/errce. I I  //(IT ~ ' o u k d  i/ /nk r~ f i ) r  such viofencc lo rrrnke / / /e  news." 

This rrrornirrg I werit hut k to /'l,olu I)cirk cvi//l 7 h b o  L2 kmi,  cr ,fic~/(/workrr,f;)r 

t h ~  A L(' r c ~ i o n o l  P(>trcc (i,rn~rri.ssion. K+re 771nbo c n r ~ ~ e  to work n t  the Pence 

(brnrnis,sio/t he w t ~ s  a l l b o r  rrrrion organizrr./i)r t/rc ('ongrr.cs of LSo~/th A f rtce~rr ' 

F a d e  1 rriorr s. 7'he 11 VC' hn.v "borrowed " /rirr/,f;.orn ('OSA 7'( '. Peopk lour ond 

respec./ //;IN hecnt~se he e/or,s~~ )I write two (fvf~'rrrrt letters to two c/(flerc,nt ronstirrr- 

ents. L ikc  .Yrir,ze/n, /re i . ~  one ofC/iri.s H(/III :\ /)eofj/e. I t  1.s /his trtrJr nnd r r .y rc t  

which r/re 1 \ C neet/s itr squntter carrrps like P / ~ o l r  Park.  If: M;: c/e K k r k  krtcw 

/hu/ ky  orc8/r~~,stratrrrg (rne/( '~m/nf llrg ~O(VNS/ I (~ )  violence, the 4 IT(' cuould be f o r c ( ~ /  

to call  upon the most rcre/~cnl corr~mt/(,,\ 111 /he 4 2 ('-SACP- ('OS4 T C  4//ie1nrr 

Il'hesc crrc, tlrr onl~.peop/e cvit/r any street crcd in the tou~trsh(;Ds. Tiley 17otv trlork 

like t rzclp c/octor.s. As cr rc,sr~l/, rheirpo/itrc-c~l orgnrrizirrg /rc/s been stuntc.cl c~rtd 

($err ~ I J /  on hokei. ' /%is i s  goocl,fir r / e  K/erk.. 7%is goot/,fir Gtrtshn Brr//tr/c.zr. 

I t  :s nlso goo~ f i r i k f i i r r c / (h~   IN^ G/IP i r r t r r n ~ l  ho~rgeois reorgc~rrizrtion h r  i.5 11:) irrg 



topreside over. This revolution has four fronts: (a) the Afrikaner State, with de 

Klerk at the head, ((6) the Black contra forces-Buthelezi's Inkatha, (4 the White 

English speaking "pogressivesn- tokoloshes of laissez faire, and (id) Mandela's 
people. But we seem to have the political will to jght  only the Afrikaner and 
Inkatha. 

This morning when I arrived at the ANC regional ofjce, Thabo told me 
that there had been trouble at 6:00 A.M. in Phola Park. We walked six blocks 
to the municipal carpark. We recorded the mileage on the smallJapanese im- 

port. We headed east, past the low, red clay plateaus with their sides carved 

out by miners long ago. 
Thabo and I check in with the local ANC official inside a shack at the en- 

trance to Phola Park. l a m  always staggered by the dzference between this ofice 
and ours. Our ofjce: carpetedfloors, clean andplent$ul bathrooms, telephones 
and f m  machines, computers, and most of all our central heatingfor it is early 

winter. Their ofice: this hut made of corrugated tin, this ceiling too low for a tall 

man, these walls that holdno heat, thisfloor of dirt or cement depending on where 

one stands, these tattered chairs around the desk and lining the wall, no kettle 
whistle calling us to tea. Here membership dues are not brought to the bank, but 

put in an envelope and tucked into a drawer. 

There is an ANC attorney seated in one of the chairs along the wall. He 
is tired, angry, and distraught. He writes on apad  on top of his briefcase. He 

is taking notes from the woman behind the desk. She is a member of the ANC 

Phola Park Branch executive committee. Near them is a young man taking 
membership dues from an elderly woman. It is 10:OO A.M. The lawyer has 
been here since eight; just two hours afrer the raid. He knows how useless this 
exercise is-though I cannot understand him since he is Xhosa and speaks to 

the young man and the two women in Xhosa. All six of us, Thabo and I, the 

lawyer, and the residents are Black, though l a m  not a mother tongue speaker. 

Only Thabo and the woman behind the desk know this about me, which is why 
the others greet me in Xhosa. 1 return their greeting in Xhosa and sit in one of 
the folding chairs along the wall as though I am in fact Xhosa. 

When the lawyer is finished, Thabo and I will want to ask this poor 

woman the same questions. She is willing. She says she'll tell this story one 
hundred times $need be. Someone must know. Someone must help us. She's 



been tt~lkrng (111 morning- k'irst, to the press. T/wn to //re police (the c~e~~po l i cc .  

who larcricl~ed tlre raid, no t/or~bl). 77)m /o the il NC nttortr<y ,2ow she will 

help us with our report. 

"4 t 6 00 4 . 1 1 .  the hlppos drooe into the catnp. 011ce irrside the carrip, the 

rifles crrrcl rltotguns were thrrrst tlrroriglr tlrr witr(/ow\ qj'tlle hi/pos. 771qysI7ot 

into thc shcrck.~ $ rcsidmts. T l i q ~  shot dogs wand~rirrg in the streets. Thqy 

shot /lie w~nr tow~  of the,fiw 7Xry only got or~t qj'their lili,pos once, to nrake 

an arrest. Rarefy do they clligltt, comracles, you krrow tllrs. T l~qy  don't tvarit to 

errgclge I IS  on an equal j6otirrg." 

Tlrtit i~ a//  S / L ~  can ~ P N  I J S .  .'?/te escorts NS 0111 t/ie t/oor arrd to our car. 

points in the direction cfthe crreas of the squatter t.a~rr/) W/PW the most c/(/rntr.ge 

wtis donr .5'/1c tel/.s us to go take smterncntsj~orn peopk in those trwns. 

7Xe rotld is a paslicl~f> (fpotholes. TTf? (/rive (11 two rtr~lesper hour, t/i/j- 

ping (~lrd ris~rrg like (i billy goat. I , f iar  we cvillget lost in chis lahyritrth wit11 

110 stt.p(,t signs mnd no I(/nc/trrt~rks. But T l~nbo hos been coming herejor a long 

tirnc. JZe lives across the je ld  111 the town.shrj, of Tl~okoza. Fbr him ~l1prc or(> 

nnmcroris landrnclrks. low,  the road has rrnrrowcd too much for the Vissan. 

get oul ofthc, car. I4'r will wt~lk. fronr here. 

E d a y  we irr(ide it to Ylrola Park and hack lo Jo'burg ur~rnole.\tr(/. B ~ i t  

771nbo is often strpped ctrrtl hnrassrd by the police; detnined,fir l ro~~r:~ ,  some- 

/lrnr>.r otlr,r night; his.flretrrm ji)r which IIP //(IS N lrcen~e, i~ ofterr co~!fiSc(/ted 

tvitlrorit rh? me or reaso~r. 4 t  rliglit, thepolice  it irr tltrrr cars outs~c/e his hori.se. 

7'lrqy never leave their ctirs T/~qysiirPfyarrivc c~t  night nndsit. In tlze morning 

tlrqy (tl.tv~ nwqy 

'I'he kombi chokes and sputters out of t l i c a  taxi rank at hoord Street Sta- 

tion. In the parh beside the station: the squatters, always the squatters. 

I\ khole families lounging amid the litter arid thread-barc turf: women 

selling fruit and vegctaldes which \.coul(l be difficult to give : w n j  in New 

York: rnerl listening to rnusic or talhir~g iri clusters, the language of u hich 

I still can't pcnc~ratt.. Perhaps I never will. 'l'hc sign on the scat behind 

the d r i ~ r r  says: 15 nlaximurn. We arc eighteen or r~ineteer~. 



Early autumn leaves lack the luster of fire to which I'd grown ac- 

customed in New England and New York. Here, at the bottom of the 

world, the inversion of seasons debauches all expectations as though 

some vaudevillian lowered his sham aesthetics from the sky by ropes. 

Go to Africa, a friend once laughed, you'llsee how goddamn First Worldyou 
really are. 

In my first year, I took no issue at gutter-swells that eddied in Sep- 

tember when they should have raged in March; didn't pine for the mas- 

tery of December's snow-dusted fir trees as the Transvaal sun beat down 

day after day after day. No, it isn't, I think as the van rocks back and forth 

in one of Noord Street's potholes, the throes of time-ass-backwards that 

defeats me, but the way these seasons gather a different steam, hobble 

along indifferent to my memories, lack any notice of my presence. 

Sardined between nineteen others black as me, I seem to travel alone. 

Jo'burg's mustard-metal skyline shrinks in the rearview mirror. For my 

sins, I once spent two years in Chicago. Johannesburg and Chicago are 

enough alike to convince me of the longevity of bad karma. Chicago is 

a brown, polyester town where power's hunched beneath the rumpled 

raincoats of balding men whose names end in "-ski," who buy their suits 

at factory outlets and forget to have them altered, who remember the 

surnames of their long dead cronies and the maiden names of the long 

dead mothers of those long dead cronies. Richard Daley and de Klerk 

could switch places without a skip in the heartbeat of the world. 

We pass the last vestiges of factories and stores as the highway breaks 

toward the sky. Beside us now the open veld and its pylons swooping 

past. Here the dry monotony of grass breaks with a matriarch and her 

children sitting in the middle of nowhere on the remnants of uphol- 

stery someone discarded; further on, too far for the woman to have 

come from or to reach with all those children, stones the size of knee- 

caps hold down tin roofs against a corrugated sky; ahead, the free will 

of brush fires crackles in the low dry grass, the sky won't shed a tear- 

and my head is the only one that turns. Even my spectacles are viewed 

in isolation. 



Jo'burg is a face ofscars, I thought, an hour ago in the ZNC lift where 

sonreorre'd left the Crorrt-page picture of Winnic emerging froni I\arrcl Su- 

perior Court, this tirilc. without \elson at her side. Orr tlre street, a rriarl 

with a questiori mark carvctl illto his nos(,. I r i  the foyer to our office, Ma 

\lpume scrubhirig stairs berleath the weight of sorneoric's m/or in her 

face. l o t  a da? goes 1)y when I don't c-ount five people or1 my way tllrougl~ 

the (,it? with the rncrrrory of knives draw11 across their faces. I am sup- 

posed to think re\olutionar? thoughts, but all I registcr is pathology as 

though tire entire terrairi was pol~niorplroirsly perverse, its only aim to 

offend m j  sense of what? 

Shell flouse: a tlrirtj-odd stor? l)u~ltlirrg that Shell Oil g:rvc. to the 

,4UC, the go\errlrncrlt-iri-waiting, a don r i  pa? ment on filt11r.e legislation. 

Thabo kkosi rileets rrle outside a meeting room on the 18"' floor. 1% go 

into one of the privatc c~lbicles b j  the uiiidow. 1 sit on tlrc ledge b j  the 

urirltio\v. I arri ner\olis due to his riote left for me at the regional office. 

"I'm at Shcll Elouse. Corne at once. I rgcnt." Beneath nic, the squatters 

of the park looh like ants milling about in the afterniatlr of a picnic. The 

korribis scurry i r l  and out of Roorcl Strcet like mok ing tl~irribles. 

" I  las there berii another rriassac.rc?" I ask. 

"Something's happened. Nre don't know what." 

"What elw colll(i have happcirc.d? 'l'he? killed tliirt?-tuo people last 

week." 

I had just conic frorri a job interview and planr~ed to spend the da? in thc 

regiorial office uritirrg the Qmtic~stj lrltrrnatiorlal report on the militarj's 

last fora? into I'hola Park. A suit and tie is no attire f i r  a trip to a squatter 

camp, pinclrcti on one side hy an Irikatha stronghold, pinclieti on another 

hy a rnakeshif't rriilitary base, arltl with a large open veld whcrc corpscs arc 

dumped I~ctween it arid the township. 

"Thrcc ..." he says, "thirty-three. Ma Kekana dicd in hospital this 

morning." 

"4Iy god. Wtij comrades in intelligence sat ori our rvports ..." 
"Bee-ausr airything approaching 150 deaths a rnor~tlr is good publicity 

for tlie 4N(:; ari?thirlg inore is a tragedy." 

"If J'd said that, jou'd put rric in niy place as a Lhreigner." 



"That's why you can't say it. By the way, I hear you received 81 per- 

cent of the vote for a seat on the ANC Hillbrow Exec. Why don't you join 

the Communist Party as well?" 

"When did they start letting communists into the Communist 

Party?'' 

"What have you got against the Party?" 

"Nothing. Fifty-thousand dedicated militants. The workhorses of the 

ANC. Just one blemish." 

"Which is?" 

"The Central Committee." 

"You're worse than Winnie Mandela." 

"What have you got against Winnie Mandela?" 

"She's ungovernable. " 

"That's a red herring, comrade. Ungovernability has been one of our 

most sacred principles for more than a decade." 

"She speaks out of turn.n 

"Like Chris Hani? Like Harry-Communist-Party-Gwala? Like Madiba 

himself?" 

"They have legitimacy." 

"Thabo, that's pathetic. If you were an ANC policy wonk or a mixed- 

economy moderate like Thabo Mbeki, I'd shrug my shoulders and walk 

away-they really believe what you just said, it fits them well, like the blue 

suits they wear. But you, Thabo-you! Do you have any idea what's going 

to happen to your Communist Party if Nelson Mandela is allowed to con- 

solidate power? You're gonna need more than Chris Hani on your side. 

You'll need Winnie as well." 

"And what will you ultra-leftists need?" 

One of us had to stop our debating a future that we could not control 

and get back to the business at hand. So, I let it go. He told me that the 

situation at Phola Park needed looking into and that there was another 

emergency in Soweto where Inkatha had kidnapped more women from 

the trains at the Nancefield station. We still had not located the other 

abducted women, though he believed that they were held as sex slaves 

in the men's hostels, which were guarded by the police from any rescue 



attcarnpts 1)y M K .  Ilc and another fieltiworkrr were going to Sowcxto to 

iil\cstigatc.. I te wanteti nre to wait for his return and the11 \vt3 \\oulcl go 

to Pliola I'ark togcthcr. Iri the meantinic I was to rnake a seric,s of phone 

calls t o  see if tllc.r.c> was ar1)orie ijournalists ~c kncn, rrlc%tlia f)c.ol)lc) 

wlio rriag have been thc~re this nrornirig. IVllei~ he told nie that Iie'tl 

:ilrtkatly hc.c.n doing that artd to no  a ~ a i l .  I \ohmteered to go to I'hola 

Park r i l j  self. 

"\2?'rc iiot supposed to travel alone." he  said. " Eou'tl I)(. 1)rcaking 

protocol ." 

"\Ve can't  rian nu facture artotller person out oStlliii air. Hesiclrs sorne- 

one lias to go. Tell rric how to get there t)y korribi." 
'6, - 1 he arni? has 1)uilt a wall of ra/or u ire aroiiliil t I IC crit ire, carirp and 

me t h i n k  " 

"YOU cari't put ramr  wirc. aroutitl ten thousaritl people." 

"XIII car1 irl South Africa, corn." 

"How niari) t>rltrarices arld exits?" 

"Last report: oric." 

"Renrerrlber how niarly rnen arid wornell lost I heir. jobs after the last 

massacre? M/ hat's going to happeri to pt.ol)lc n11osr or11 c3xc.l~sv is the! 

stood all da) at a chcckpoirit?" 

I was at the door whet1 he asktld r r i c x  to s1111t it :~rttl sit 1)ac.k (Iowii. Ile 

reminded me of a fea "extra-c~rrric~llar ac'ti~ iticxs" tliat I had been asked 

to perform 1-I> Sti~ricla \losarltlo. O n e  of'tlre "activities" involved hitch- 

ing a ride frorri Pliola I'ark back to .lo't)urg \villi a,Vrw York Ziirres jour- 

rlalist named Bill Keller. It uas  sirrlplt, er~ouglr; I was to schrnoo7e with 

11irii arttl feed liir~l a 1)11ricli 01'lic.s :it)orrt how I he people in the squatter 

camp were completelj unarrnctl atid how 11lc stories lle7(l hearcl about 

gunrunning into Yllola Park were lies. 1 had done that, as I had all 

along with othtlr I I r s t e r ~ i  jor~rrr:iIist\. Bill Keller was just back frorri a 

stirrt as Bllreau Chief Ihr thcbivew York 7imc.r in tlir Soliet 1 nion, \~.Ilicli 

had collapsed last (:hristnias. 1 1 ~ .  t Irorrglit tire fall of conimunism \tas 

a riec.essarj and ultiriiatrly goocl thing. He seerired like a wolf licking 

his chops after a rneal. 4nd Kcllcr didn't seem to like Yi7irlnie hlandela 

either. 1l.e hati :1rg11(1d, arrliat)I). hut arguecl riorletheless. In  the car I 



fed him all the information from all the reports I'd help write that went 

to Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch and I had steered 

him away from any discussion of ANC self-defense units or dead letter 

boxes in Phola Park. The next day I returned and saddled up to other 

journalists. I sought out easier marks than Bill Keller, many were all too 

happy to talk to a fellow American who was a card-carrying member 

of the ANC and more predisposed than Keller to have me paint a sad 

portrait of us as victims who didn't fight back. 

Thabo Nkosi said he had another "extra-curricular" task for me. He 

told me that when I got there I was to meet up with the young comrade 

who was collecting membership dues the last time we were in Phola 

Park. and bring back some other information besides that pertaining 

specifically to human rights abuses on the part of Inkatha. Indeed, we 

had been smuggling arms from the Transkei into Phola Park and they 

were hidden in various dead letter boxes among the residences of the 

squatter camp. There was a chance, a strong chance, that during the last 

incursion into the squatter camp the military and police had discovered 

the whereabouts of some of those DLBs. If this was true, it would not 

only mean that precious weapons, weapons which since the fall of the 

Soviet Union were increasingly harder to come by, had fallen into the 

hands of the state but it could lead to an embarrassing public relations 

crisis, and an internal ANC political problem, since Madiba did not want 

us supplying squatter camp residents with arms. 

"Find out from the comrade if the weapons are safe," he said. 

As late as 1989 I rode these kombis to the rock and tumble of people 

singing their favorite Motown songs, or the reckless glee at speculations 

of Nelson Mandela's imminent release, or the unbanning of the ANC, 

or talk of a wedding at home in the "homelands." Now, since the mas- 

sacres in the townships, the shootings on the trains, and the ambush of 

commuters in kombis such as these, people ride in silence with only the 

echo of their thoughts. What can be said in these days of uncertainty? 

In July 1990, as Khanya and I were being wed in New York, Gatsha 

Buthelezi, with help from de Klerk, sent 100,000 "soldiers" from Kwa- 

Zulu, in Natal, to the townships surrounding Johannesburg. First, they 



LO' 
commandeered the multi-ethnic single-sex hostels on the outskirts of' 

the townships and began their "ethnic" cleansing. When the hostcls 

were solidly Tnkatha, the army and police smuggled guns and food into 

them, sustaining thcrrl as they launched raid after raid upon the resi- 

clents of the surrounding townsliips. They spread like a virus, killing 

people in the houses that surrourldetl "their" hostels and gutting the 

t~orries with fire so that those who fled could not return. Many fled to 

I'hola I'ark. 

De Klerk bemoans "Black on Black violence." Nelson Mandela calls 

for "Peace and Reconciliation." Last month the jokes at the -4NC regional 

Peace (:ornrnission were all about Gatsha Buthelezi. 'l'his month the,joke 

is about recruiting: Join the ,4NC and sign your own death warrant. 

In March a group of residents frorn Soweto's hleadowlands marched 

on Nelsorl Mandcla's horne, demanding something htt dorle about the 

Inkatha Freedom Party hostel and its nocturnal raids. Marldela carrle to 

the door in slippers and pajarrias and gave a pitch for the angels. Go back 

to your homes. Peace will come when we have the vote. Remember, the 

eyes of the world are on you. 

Still in her flannel nightgown, JJrinnie pushed past hirn, walked 

through the crowd without a word; now across the lawn, now fumbling 

with the keys at the door of the garage, now- throwing it up to the moon. 

She stepped inside. IIanded AK 47s all around. 

Here, in this taxi, on the long East Rand road to Thokoza township, 

it's not safe to speak of such things. The driver could be a young man 

who's worked this route or another just like it for years and has no politi- 

cal affiliation beyond his daily fee. IIe c:oultl be a police spy. He could he 

a thug who fbught in the internc:cirie taxi wars, did the killing for a fleet 

owner, was rewarded with this job. He could be one of Gatsha's impimpis 

from KwaZulrr. And since he's not talking, we're riot talking. 

Suddenly the sound ofrnachine gun fire rattles the inside of the taxi. 

My I-leati crashes into the window as the taxi swerves across the highway. 

'The bullets keep coming arid I duck again, this time smashing my fore- 

head against the seat in front of me. A baby falls to the floor. An old man 



may have pissed his pants. I cannot tell which screams are mine and 

which are someone else's. 

The kombi rattles slowly along the shoulder of the road. I taste blood 

seeping through my teeth and I know that I am dying. It is the same 

blood I tasted this morning when I fought with Khanya in the kitchen. I 

see her in her nightgown at the kitchen door. 

"In my culture, it's just not done," she said. She had arisen early, before 

I left, to ask me not to confront her father. He drank and gambled away 

the money for Rebaabetswe's childcare. Word came from Mmabatho that 

Reba's nanny had not been paid and so had gone back to her village, leav- 

ing Reba alone in the house with Mr. Phenyo's drunken cousin Thebe. 

There is no food in the cupboards, no milk in the fridge. No money to 

pay the nanny or the nursery school fees. And we are behind in our rent 

here in Braamfontein. 

"In my culture a deal is a deal," I responded. "'I'll see that Reba is fed 

and taken care of until you graduate. I'll even pay her school fees.' His 

words, am I right?" 

"That's not the point." 

"Then what is the point?" 

"Frank, please." 

"Next thing you know they'll be sending Reba here to live with us 

before you finish law school and before I find a decent job." 

"Then we'll have to take her." 

"When T moved here we had a deal!" 

"What can we do?" 

"We can sit down with your father and-" 

"It's not done in our culture." 

"It's not done because I haven't done it yet. After I sit his ass down, 

and straighten his ass out, then it will be done. You know why? Be- 

cause-I-will-have-done it." 

"My father always said you're not a real African." 

"I often wonder if it's you I'm having sex with or some proxy for your 

parents." 



\I ithiri seconds her legal rr i i r l t l  had trarislatetl "proxy" from English 

to Setsuana. She slappcd m(. so liartl rriy teeth tore into nrj tor~glic arlci 

ni) e>es glazed over. I fart~tl the ~virldow. Tried to regain niq composure. 
Tlre tinriy taste of' blood seepctl through rny teeth. 

1 turned ant1 found Kt~arrya tryirig not to cry as wcll. 

I grabbed nry suit arid tic, stuffed my rcbports on 111kat tta rrrassa- 

cres into mj  briefcase along with the photographs o f l l a  Kekana and 

lier riaked u o ~ ~ n d s  a ~ i d  o~)c.rrc~l the kitchelr door with rnj fist. 

She followcd sajirig, "It's words you strike rlle uittl. ISrrglish words. 

You don't tr) to learn rrry language." 

I took rrly rage into t 1 1 t b  street where it rninglcd with thc rage of'oth- 

ers. fed on the arigst of traffic, apathy, and apartheid. grew large and 

cornrnunal. 

Now. in this laxi 1iol)l)lirig to a halt like a hroken rnalc.. thi i  morn- 

ing's blood swells o ~ ~ c c ,  rrtore in m j  mouth and I ask god for a life long 

enough to say 1'1r1 .vorry There are no atl-ieists in fi)xholcs. 

The driver knows wliat wt. will know, only after orle 1): one n e  search 

ourselves and then our ricigtibors in disbelief at tlic a1)serice of blood, 

that the :iutorr~;it ic.  wt'aporl urileashed upon 11s is a piece of garbage, a 

plastic bag caught first h j  tlie wind arld tlirrr I)? I he dri\i.r's side iev 

mirror. Evtqone langhs, except thc embarrassed old niaii. 

As we lurr~t)ixr t);ick onto our side of' the tiighwa?, I'm certain the 

driver is not Iri kat 11a. 4 ZI~/IA would've rtlnt/e the o/c/ r t r t r r ~  wtllk. 

Within the, hour u c  arrived at Thohoza township's taxi rank under the 

shadow of a local hospital for Blacks. Here t hc. \. icbtirrls of last week's mas- 

sacre were brought to heal or to die. Thiro -three.. Thabo's words echoed 

as I tliserrr1)srkcd ant1 rriade mq ua? tl-irougli the rnakesliift queues of 

korrr1)is. I was trying not to look c-orispicuous i r i  rli? llrooks Brothers' 

suit and wing-tipped shoes. I'd've dram n less attention in a clown suit. 

A1f<~E=c.kc~r~c~ c/r'm'~hrsrrtorn~ng. The sun dip1)ecl into tlic rooffops of'l'hoko- 

za's prcfab houses and shacks. "Don't ask arlyoric. for clirectioris," Thabo 



had said. "Just find the taxi stand for Unit 6 and take that taxi to the end 

of the line. From there you'll see the veld where Inkatha and the army 

dump the corpses. On the other side of the veld is a road into Phola 

Park. Don't tell anyone where you're headed. Look straight ahead in the 

taxi rank. Look as though you know exactly where you're going. Look 

stern. Like you live there. Let no one hear that American accent." 

"But I'm not armed." 

"Better to be unarmed than caught as an ANC activist with an unli- 

censed weapon." 

And I don't live there. I live in Johannesburg, in Braamfontein, surrounded 

snug and safe between banks, businesses, high rise apartments and Wits uni- 
versity How I can be stern with the sensation of shit oozing through my bowels? 
How can I look straight ahead with so many faces looking at me, with the click 

of kombi doors standing in for clips clicking into guns? And for your informa- 
tion, comrade Thabo, this is Thokoza, not Jo'burg, and this is the Thokoza- 

hospital-rank, a matchbox-and-mud rendezvous thrown up on a prayer, and 

not the Noord Street Station. And Ma Kekana died this morning. 
I walk on. 

I walk in a straight line toward the hospital at the edge of the taxi rank. 

Walk too far andyou'll be out of the rank. Then you'll have to turn back and 
start searching again. It's then that they'll know. The fraud-police will come to 

take you away Ifthey're not already here. What do Ido? Walk around in circles 

in this suit and tie? You'll be suspected of being ANC or the press. Walk up to 
a group of taxi drivers? Again: In this suit? With my accent? They'll suspect 
you of being some human rights investigator (which you are) nosing around in 

Inkatha's business (which you are) or the taxi wars (which you are not). Heads 
you're dead. Tails.you're dead. Get in a taxi andgo back to Jo'burg. Yeah right, 

and get labeled a foreigner unwilling to take risks which ordinary South A f  

ricans take everyday Ma Kekana died this morning. Fuck it. I'm going to ask 
someone for a'irections. 

The earth stands still as a cluster of taxi drivers stare at me. Three or 

four beats of silence. Then one of them asks me to repeat the question. 

"I'd like to know which taxi goes to Unit 6." 

"What business do you have in Unit 6?" 



"Well, I dori't liave any busiric.is, per se, T'rrr sirriply going to pay a fricrlcl 

a visit." /)orti he n ( . h ~ ( ~ k y  bastard, Frartk, just nn5wt.r the question and l i v ~  

"\Vh ich frieritl?" 

,Von~ r?f.your ~ U S I ~ I C S S ,  , f i t  hoy You gapped tooth ~~uare-hack-seclan-hPad 

rnut//q/icrka. "\V(.11, cbr, his name is Thabo." 

The\. look at each, one to the othc,r. "Thabo's" as common here as 

"John" is in the States. Sorneorie has tlirned off tlic radio. Marvin Gaye 

was asking ''\.+'hat's Goirig On?" 

"Thabo how-much?" 

"Thabo.. .Thabo Kekaria." 

"Thabo Kckana, eh?" 

"Yes, that's right." stern! "Ttla1)o Kekana. I'd he grateful if jou 

guys could poirit me in the right direction. I mean." .S/err~, Frank, slerrt. 

"Tha1)o's going to he rcal worriecl i f  I ctorl't rnake it bj dark. I rrlean he'll 

probably (.all rriy IV ife or sorrirthirig if I'm rlot there within thirtj rniri- 

utes at the latest." 

"how ?ou say this 1'haboTkiak)o how ml~cii?" 

"Kckana, Thaho Kekaria. I'lease, I reallj do rrecd to go." 

"This Thabo Kekaria liles i11 t nit 6. ~Zrid when did he phoric. to say 

you must pay a \isit?" 

"This morning. I really dori't see thc relevance " 

But t / / ( y  w e  the rclevarlre: 4s of 3:00 \.nl. that ~norning, IJrlit 6 was 

no more. All these drivers knew it. Some may havc hno~v11 it first hand. 

'I'hey may liaye been the \cry irnpirrlpis who tore into the homes of limit 

6, the unii at the edge of the vf.1~1 between the township and the squat- 

ter camp. Some of them rrlay have toppled the kerosene lamps, which 

gutted the houses; sonic of them may have pumped their .45s or driven 

their itakes into the hearts of people lialf-asleep. 

I stood there in pud(iles of mud that reflected the low sun's light, 

playing out mj  role iri this absurd little repertory. Unit 6 had beer1 de- 

stroqed. Evc.rqorie knew that hut me. I was worse than the fool waiting 

for (;(>dot. Godot is before rrre, his rountl storriach testing his T-shirt, 

and I am irisultirig his intelligence. 

''Ti he11 did Kekaria phone and tell you to come"  



"He phoned this morning." 

They look at each other again. 

Now Godot straightens. He's had enough of me. He's made his deci- 

sion. "Who will take him to Unit 6?" Most of them look away. To the 

one young man who doesn't look away he delegates the task. "Sipho, 

you take him. See that he gets to where he's supposed to go." 

"Sharp! Sharp!" Sipho responds, a little too eagerly. Nothing in 

his sloughy ambiance instills confidence in me that he is a driver for 

Unit 6. 
"If he's not the regular driver, I wouldn't want to put him out of 

his way. I mean, for that matter, I wouldn't want to put anyone out of 

their way." 

"Go with him!" barks Godot. 

"What is it you do?" Sipho asks. 

"I'm here.. .I'm here on holiday." 

"You're here on holiday?" Godot is being sarcastic. "In Egoli? In 

winter?" 

"Well, it's summer in America. The only time I could get off." 

"Uh-huh. Go. Sipho will take you." 

I followed Sipho to the queue for kombis where eighteen or so pas- 

sengers waited in a line next to the door. He told the last two passengers, 

an elderly woman and her granddaughter, to go away or wait for another 

taxi to fill because I was to take their place. Without protest they stepped 

aside. I tried to give them an apologetic glance. They'd have none of it. 

The mood of the passengers was more subdued than that of those 

leaving Noord Street. We jostled anxiously for the best seats. I found 

myself in a middle row beside a man in his fifties and a young woman. 

When Sipho stopped for gas, I had an urge to bolt from the kombi 

and run. But in which direction? And in this suit, with these shoes? 

How far would 1 get? Better to stay among people for as long as possible 

in the hopes that they could be transformed into witnesses. 

I broke the code of silence and asked the passengers: "This is the taxi 

for Unit 6, isn't it?" There was a short collective gasp. But no one said a 

word. Some looked at me, but quickly turned away when I looked back at 



them. 01 hers lookecl at Sipho purnping petrol, then at rnc, then back at 

hirri. Sensing sorriething amiss, Sip110 struck the window with his ring, 

motioned for the \vintlom to be rollecl down, demanded to know what tlie 

fuss was ;ill alwl~t. 

No one spoke. 

"IIcj. people, sorilebody better answer rnc!" 

2 bolrlari twice his age spoke rt>vercntly t o  him: "hothing Tntn, it's 

just that some of' us have 11een waiting a long iirrie already." 

"'lou'll take longer if >ou have to walk." 

"I(-s, 'I'ata." 

\ow I'd begun to panic. "Sipho. if L nit 6 is out of \.our nay, 1 corrld 

just as easily gc-t out here ant1 phone m! frierid from the petrol station; 

hate hirrl come gct me." Everyorle shifted urleasily: it seemed as though 

the nlan beside me wanted to move as far away from nle as possi1)le. 

EIr gets back i t 1  arid gurrs the engine. M.'e bolt frorr~ the dribc irito 

the street. O n l ~  now. as we turn into ttie strec't, do I sc.r what I shotlld 

have sccri hefore Three of the men fro111 the cluster of (;odot's drivers 

are 1,oliirltl us in another korri1)i. Thcj have followetl us her(. frorn the 

taxi rank. 

(:over Sour breasts. LVords I wish I'd spoken to Ma Kekaria the last 

t i r ~ ~ r  I saw her. (:over your t~reasts before 1 take the picbture; who kriows 

where it w il l  appear. I\ 110 w i l l  see you half-naked ant1 i r ~  shock. 11'5 Four 

tvorlnds wliic.11 we want the world to see, not your hreasts. Hut 1 said 

nothing. For a rlloment I sirrlply matc.tirvi as she ~~ndressed.  Stared in 

disl)c.lief'that she would take her shirt off, to sho~v rrme a knife wound 

hrlow hcr shouldrr, abocc her heart. 1 woridered whether or not 1 was 

gctting arousetl. She's too old, I told rri~self. Her two long browr~ rnel- 

oris ur~foldeci from her blouse. Not a hint of sharne, modesty, cxhihition. 

seduction. or tlarc glimrrlcrcd in her eyes. 

I raised rn? camera to r r l j  e?e and askt~tl her to remove the 1)andage. 

She did so and looked throllgli me. To whcre? To yesterday arid the ker- 

oserica larrip ovr.rturned on t11e floor: to her two-)car-old grarltjdaugh- 

ter taking blade after blacle irito her pin cushior~ t~t~ll?:  to her daugh- 

tc,r in Tlioko~a hospital's intensive care unit: to her husband slluffling 



aimlessly in the dust outside their gutted shack; to where she sat on the 

springs naked to the waist. As the bandages peeled away I tried to focus 

the lens on the tributary of rage stretching from her collarbone to her 

armpit and I heard her husband's feet stirring the Rand's red clay dust 

beyond the vacant tooth that was once their window. I imagined him 

as he was when I entered: his dry eyes focused on nothing. His open 

hands hung down at his sides. I held the camera steady and tried to crop 

her nipples from the frame. I tried to think of other contexts in which 

one who is neither husband nor lover-a doctor, a Nazi, a cop, a stud- 

gazes upon the breasts of a woman while the man who is waits outside. 

Pa Kekana paced back and forth outside the burnt window ruminating 

in tongues. I took the picture. Earlier that day, Ma Kekana had under- 

gone the gaze of a doctor. His gaze had done as much good as mine. For 

neither of us realized that beneath her blouse, beneath her bandages, 

beneath the lens of my Miranda, Ma Kekana was still bleeding. This 

morning she bled to death. 

The kombi continued to shadow us. Stopping several yards behind 

us each time a passenger in our kombi called out, in his or her turn, to 

disembark. Each time I looked back to see where it was, I looked forward 

again to see Sipho looking at me in his rear view mirror. I'm an American. 

They can't do this to me. They wouldn't be that stupid. Americans don't just 

disappear. Someone calls the US Embassy. Then someone else calls the State 
Department. Then someone else calls thepresident. Then the Marines come in to 
rescue.you. It's a fact. Everyone knows it. Justgo to the movies. These impimpis 
don't want to fuck with the Marines. And my dad's a friend of Walter Mondale. 

They must remember Walter Mondale from the 1984presidentialelection.s. All1 

have to do is drop that name and these fools'llraise up, quick! That's right! Kid- 

nap me muthafucka! Shit. There'll be an international incident like you won't 
believe. Shut down the whole taxi industry Destroy Inkatha as a party Put 

Gatsha Buthelezi to shame. Don't be no fool, now. 
Cover your breasts. Why didn't I say that? It was the decent thing to 

say and I'm a decent person. Instead, I stared and placed the camera over 

my eye and observed her nipples as closely as the lens would allow, draw- 

ing each speckle, each goose-bump in the breeze into focus and snapped 



the shutter; preserved thr niornent of her nakedness so that others might 

see it anti go out and "do good." 

When I return to America I will be unal-jle to expiairi how death 

falls like rain here. IIow we watch and wait for it the way folks back 

horrir watch anti wait for inclement weather. I will sit in a turn-of- 

the-century manor on Rlinneapolis's posh West Side. Sit cross-legged 

on the floor in a ncighborhooti orice reserved for the citj's founding 

fathers. Sit beneath a poster of a hooded marl smoking a pipe over 

the words "Subcomandante Marcos for President" and try to explain 

South Africa to my friends: young activists, students, musicians, and 

orgariic gardeners who have turned a mansion into a commune. 

"It's the death lo l l  that has political resoriarice in South Africa," I 
will say, "not the names of the dcati." Bisho. Naricefield. KwaZulu-Natal. 

13oipatong. Phola Park. These place-names are the only nanies we give 

to our tieati before the) are buried and forgot ten. Place-names arid riurn- 

hers. But they will tell rric how arid wtiy each individual death rnatters- 

the sorrow of thc parcXrits arlti the value of the name as a touchstone of 

memory; personal and political. 

I find myself wanting to go home with no idea where that might be. 

Ma Kckana died this morning. 

Tlic population in the taxi has dwindled to three. A riursirlg sister 

with tired feet, judging from her weary eyes, another woman much 

youngcr than I but o1)viously no longer in school; and myself. how Si- 

pho's eges arid rriirie rrieet rnore frecjuently than before. Time and agairi 

he checks his rearview mirror. 1 le stops to let the nrlrse out. I don't even 

bother to check the kombi hehind us. It's still there. It has to be. It's 

come this far. What can I do but see this thing through? Bolt now? Junip 

out with the nurse and run away? 1 don't even know where I am. 

I am sitting perfectly still. 

The door of the kornbi slides open. The nurse gets out. For a rnorrient 

she looks at me. 1 look away. She slides tht. door shut. The kor~ilji sput- 

ters, coughs, jerks back onto the road. \Ve are off' agairi. 

It's heen more than a gear since I last spoke with my father. l~rlable 

to stornach tlie srnootli rnendacity of our farnilj, I lef~ wittiolit saying 



goodbye; no more than a message on his answering machine: Tomorrow I 
am moving to South Africa. Good-bye. Now, I wonder who will take it upon 

themselves to explain my death to him, make it comprehensible, put it in 

its proper context. What will my body look like when it finally reaches 

him? Assuming it reaches him. 

The young woman next to me slides her hand across the seat and 

holds mine. I give a start, but know better than to turn my head in 

her direction. Through my peripheral vision I see her looking out the 

window. 

"Dankie, driver!" [Next stop please!] 

The kombi hobbles to a halt for her. She crawls over me, slides the 

door open and gets out. The kombi that's been following us draws up to 

our fender. Sipho stares at me in the rearview mirror. I hear the idling 

engine of the kombi behind us. The young woman starts to cross the 

road. She has left the door open. I have yet to move. 

Safely on the other side she turns and yells: "Aren't you coming?" 

Sipho looks at her, then at me. 

"This is the stop you wanted," she yells. "Come on! Get out of the 

kombi." 

Sipho waves a warning finger at her: "Hey sisi! Mind your own busi- 

ness. He wants Unit 6." 

"No, Tata, this is his stop," she yells, firmly, but reverently. 

I hear the doors of the kombi in back opening. Someone next to it 

yells, "Mind your own business, bitch!" 

"It's true," I tell Sipho, sensing that this, the moment of indecisive- 

ness on all sides save the young woman's, is the time to act. I slide toward 

the door. "While you were getting petrol, I told her where I was going 

and she said it wasn't Unit 6 at all-that she'd let me know when we got 

there." 

"Hey!" he yells at me as my foot dangles out the door, "Hey, induna! 
Get back in here." 

The young woman continues to yell: "Why do you want to take him 

somewhere he doesn't want to go?'' Her voice is gathering onlookers. 

They stop and cluster around her. Some have started to come out of 



their homes. From the konibi in back someone jells, "T'11 moer ?ou. 

bitch! 
66 7 7 ata, why rrlust you abuse me?" she asks. "I'm merely trying to help 

this rrian find his friend." Then to rrie: "(:orrie brother, cross the road. 

It's okay, cross the road. These people kriow where you're going. We'll 

all help >ou find your way," to the others, "won't we?" None of them seem 

too eager. 

$ 1 ~  legsare jell? as I stand on the gra\el. In a split second I decide 

not to close the door behind me. *lfoke no wasted rnouements. To my left, 

the rricri frorn the other kombi glare but don't approach. From the grav- 

eled shoulder I light upori the tarmac,. I start to c-ross. LI/ hat rnust it feel 

like, a bullet to the spine? What do you feel when the wound has healed? 

Numbness in the thighs.? Feet forever floating in ether? 2 mouth that 

will riot close? A harid that caririot write? Bow~els that r u r ~  at will? A life 

forever indebted to others? 

how I an1 beside her, shaking. 

"\\/alk foruard," she says, "don't look back. If the? scc qou're scared 

thej'll come for you." 

"Lb hcrc arc wc going?" I ask. 

She looks at me and sa.yys, "I dori'~ know." 

Crossirig the veld between Ttrokora Towrlsliip arld Pllola Park 1 was al- 

most as tense as I was in thc kornhi. Iri that field 1 was alonc with rnyself 

arrd I c l i c l r ~ ' ~  like uhat I saw a c,owartl, a fr:~ircl. My only thoughts were 

how to get into l'llola Park arid how to get out hefhre darh. I was rlot 

thirikirlg of the wornan who had just saved rriy 1 ife. When rriy thoughts 

( l i t 1  go 10 her I i ow i s  .shy c h ~ r ~ g ,  whut i.s S ~ P  (foirlg, di(l .Y/I(' r r l ( lk~ II horrlo 

s(;/dy, ~~nrtd what o f'tornorrou~, l/oci~ w i l l  sllr g r t  to work, w i l l  shr rid? 111 those 

komhis, nnd whnt wi l l  h q p e n  /o h r r  fshr dor.s I put thcni ont of'nlq nlirid. 

1 ol/i.r. orr c/rrrrc,/~trir nc/ivik. Tit<) )'/I be c*orr~irrg-f;,r .you soorr, ~hrf ic l l lc l  pollre. 

1Ci/ t r~r t  t/wy c/o, i t  wort'/ bepretiy '4s 1 realiled how scared and uiicertairl I 

was not only ot'nry role i r ~  the strugglc hut of'rrrj ca1)acity to act, I hccarnc 

tliseric~hantctl with ni,ysclC D o  I hrrue whut it tctke.5 to go ort? 



The ground was uneven, the grass had never been cut and was well 

above my ankles in places making it impossible to judge the terrain. I 

knew good and well that I could not return via Thokoza but I didn't know 

another way. I didn't relish the thought of sleeping in the squatter camp 

for the night either. What if tonight is the night that it gets attacked? 

I was suddenly aware of yelping dogs. They were less than thirty 

yards away. I was straying too close to them and they let me know it. 

They clustered together, most of them seemed to be jockeying with each 

other for position that they might feed on something dead. I couldn't tell 

if what they fed on was human or beast. One of them snarled at me as if 

to say, walk on pretender, this is what we do to frauds. 

Having reached the edge of the field I had only a mile to go down a 

dusty road. In the distance I saw what was either a large company or 

a small battalion of soldiers. There were armored personnel carriers 

with mounted weaponry clustered at the entrance and patrolling the 

perimeter of the squatter camp. I would have to run the gauntlet of 

those soldiers just to enter the camp for they had unfurled a long coil 

of razor wire that was as high as a grown man's thigh. It wound all the 

way around the perimeter of the camp like a giant slinky. The squat- 

ter camp was now a prison camp. How did they lay all this wire? What 
malevolent mind could have done this? As I walked down the road, the tiny 

spikes of the razor wire sparkled in the light of the setting sun. I could 

have been Dorothy entering Oz. 

The young man, who'd been collecting membership dues when last I was 

here, guided me through the camp. This time we went everywhere on 

foot. It was exhausting. The adrenaline rush from my ordeal in Thokoza 

had long since left. I needed to sleep. I needed to go home. My notes 

looked like the cursive of a drunkard. I'd have one hell of time writing 

my report from them: 



Section A: 

Home ofJohnson ' t l g u s .  (Xhosa with English name). Police alighted from 

hippo. .Vow, door will not close proper-4~. Searched house. llbok RIOOO iri 

cash, a generator, and a wielding machine. After entering they found his wifp 

asleep. field her a/ gunpoint and forced her to wake iq1.  (Raped? He cluims 

not. She will not testfyj Were NL his shack for one hour. Sqys they did not hit 

her. Broke glass in his car outside. 

Section b'. . .s/ill. . .I  think. 

Ifome of OM man: Joseph Sibonyoni. Phola /'ark resident since 1986. One ofthe 

originnlsqc~atters. Iloor is compktely darnagedandoff'rhe hinges. Police bmke 

in and didn'~ sqy arything except, We 're searc/~ir~gfor weapons. " Continueci n 

/louse lo house search up and down his street. Broke a// ofhis dishes. Took all 

the money / ~ e  had (R270). Nothing else was taken. Say.s /hey did rtot hit him or 

threaten him. 

Seclion F. 

Shack #Fl.S. Front waN caved in by hippo at 8.05 A..w.  woman:^ name' is Rose. 

Also: Mrs. Yoliswa Chbu arrested nearby 

Shack #b'69. Ffteen bullet holesfired into the j k n t  wall. 

Shack #F4'4. At 8:15 A. M. SI~otsJired tf~rough left window. Two bullets. One 

went all the wuy through the house, r h i n g  a dress in a wardrobe. 

Shack #1+'18. Pulled down wall of Alfred ~Wagxala:~ house. He worked as a 

security guard but wt~sJired when he could not get to work this week d ~ ~ e  to 

/he ruzor wire. He was turned back a/ gunpoint when tryir~g to go to work. 

Uemoli.shed the inside of his house. Tbok his uniJorm and his belts, plus R50 

in ccish. Destroyed his entire wardrobe. Destroyed his bed and his bureau. 

Shack #F48. fiome qf-Mandla Mangeni. Put him outside. Kept hi.s brolher inside. 

Beut his brother forJifteen minutes. Iris brott~cr had been wearing a '>Vuss 

Action" T-shirt. Poured2.5 liters .JI'f;s/t oil on floor. 



Shack #F???. Pumza Gibixhego. Was not at home during raid. At work. Returned 

home at2:40 P.M. Police had demolished his door. Door cannot bepxed. Wallis 

also torn. Took RlOO from his drawer. 

Section J. 

Shack #J90. Home of Mrs. Noxolo Zila. Put powder on her cooking stove (hot 

plate). They didn't say why UsedJre extinguisher on her belongings (nothing 

was on$r$. Belongings damaged. Hot plate no longer works. They didn't 

take anything. 

In street near Section.. .not sure where l a m  right now.. fill in later. 

Met James Mobela. Says he was arrested during the raid. Just walking to his 

home. HadR700 in cash on him when arrested. Police still have it. 

More people @on? have all their names): saypolice arnved in this part of camp 

at 9:30 A.M. Said they were searching for arms caches. Found no weapons. Stole 

drink, tobacco, and cash from residents. Police had no forms of identification on 

their un$m-no names or rank recorded. Two Mozambican women with Eamkei 

identity documents were arrested No one knows their names. Rubber bullets and h e  

ammunition were &to disburse the crowd The two women were taken away 

Met Mandla Qikwa. Lives in Shack #L53. Was arrested in the street. Police 

took him to vehicle BHKI72B. Says otherpolice took R5O from hisshack. They hit 

him with butt of a r$!e onforehead. Kept asking him where weapons were buried. 

Asked him about mariuana as well. 

Total killed: not sure. Mustpnd out. Maybe none this time. 

Miscellaneous. 

Police stopped water trucks from entering the camp. Turned them away 

Delegation of residents went to the police station. Water was still refused. 

Curfew has been imposed. No meetings or gatherings are allowed. License 

number of one of the hkpos: BHL168B. Police who attacked Section A wore 

camoujlage fatigues. Sprayed unknown substance in people's homes and in 

their faces. Caused women to cough. Sprayed in face of two babies, one eleven 

months, the other one month old. Spray comes out in huge clouds of smoke. Is 



norrrinl!). .cpr~yed frorn open door of an nrrt~oredpersonnclcarrrer. Vo cameras 

crrc, crlfou~r~d in cc~np, ercr;r,tpolicc~ ccrrnrro5 

It was Inore than T could bear. 11-herever we went, a throng of people 

uoul(-l intercept us. The joung c-orrirade \vould tell tlierri that I was 

froni the 4 N C  Regional Office and then it would start, \vale upon 

wave of atrocity frorn everjone arourld. If we could, we wo111d duck 

into a nearby shack of one of the victirrls and take the testirrionials one 

at a time as the people queued outside. Marly had been so 1)adly beater1 

that, as I u rote I tried not to look at the bandaged arms, the 1)ruised 

and swoller~ lips, eyes closed and p u f e ;  I tried not to be overwlielnlt~d 

11) the shock and trauma that they had been o\.er~\helrned 11) arid to 

\\hich the) were opening their hodies oricc again as the! spoke. Whnr 

arc, they doing to us? TkIj hand was aching frorn no~l-stop note taking. 

I was aching somewhere else as well. Re corripossionntc. but c/on3t hrrnk 

down. 77iot's not what's needed here. Yo11'r-e more than (1 pen an(/ m .steno 

pad. T/ze regional ojJce is /lope (zrrd redress. Don'/~eopnrdcze that. 

I felt rnj lips trembling. I focused r11i eycs on the stt,rio pad. Ifl look 

rp nt this old woman, .F/~P'//  see my eyes. 'S.N /oak nt t/iepnd. She had the 

countellarice of 111~ niotlier's rnother. Sharp dccisike words and quick 

eycs. 1 could tell that despite her abject povert? she had beer1 g a ~  once 

a r ~ d  that shr liheti to speak wit11 11er I~arltls. Now she cor~ldri't I~ccallsc 

one of her hands was wrappecl ill  a large bandage. 1% her1 she tried to 

nlovc it, she ~vincctl. She was telling me liow they barged in arld woke 

11t.r.. My grariclrr~other usetl to play the piano at j a u  clubs i r ~  Kcu Orleans. 

Hotv wi//.you plqy now? 

She askrd rr~c wtq 1 had stopped writirrg. I said I r~ccded the loo. Shc 
directetl nle to a comrr~unal outhouse i ~ i  back of'l~er shack. It stood like a 

csoffir~ or1 its hilid legs. Ir~sitle i t  %as dark arld srr~all ar~tl putrid. So rnuch 

shit and ~lririe i r ~  srlch a shallo\s hole. lhc. \vhole dcc:lyirig worl(1 swc.lled 



through my nostrils. I couldn't stop my body from shaking. Don't.. .don't, 

Frank! Hold on. 

The young comrade was standing outside her shack when I returned. 

He asked me if I was alright. I assured him that I was. She's from the 

hospital just this morning, he said, now she's asleep. Should we wake her 

and complete her statement? No, I said, perhaps a little too vigorously. I 

asked him what had happened to her hand. He didn't know. He suggested 

we find someone who knows her. I said I'd come back another day. 

He stood with me at the checkpoint where the coiled razor wire gave way 

to the opening at the road. I looked down the road and across the field, 

back the way I had come. I felt paralyzed. Ican'tgo back that way I'm bound 

to meet those taxi drivers. I looked at the battalion of soldiers patrolling the 

outer perimeter of the wire and those bunched together by their hippos 

at the entrance just ten yards away from where we stood. I told myself 

that I couldn't spend the night in Phola Park because there was no way to 

let Khanya know where I was; after our fight that morning she would be 

worried. It was a charitable rationalization that let me off the hook from 

having to think of myself as someone who would do anything to remove 

himself from the threat the people around me faced every night. 

It was getting late. The sun was slowly setting. My shoes, my brightly 

polished wingtips, were caked on the bottom with mud or feces. On a 

patch of grass beside the wire I did what I could to clean them. The com- 

rade was waiting patiently for me to announce my departure. His ubuntu 

kept him from being the first to depart. 

"The weapons, the ones brought in from the Transkei-did they find 

our DLRs?" 
"No," he smiled, "they'll never find them. You can tell Thabo and 

Stimela the weapons are safe." 

"Good. Well, I.. .I guess I should be going?" 

"Travel safely, com." 



"Is there sorne other wa? back to Jo'burg," I said looking down the 

road and across the field. 

"Isn't that tlie waj you came?'' 

"Yes, but you see.. .It's.. .I had a spot of trouble on the way." 

"Oh, I see." 

"I'm not armed and I don't kriow the territory. I'd be lost iri the 

dark." 

"You can spend the night here. In the morning we car1 orgarii~e sonit. 

comrades to escort jon." 

Thispkaci. won't be hew irt (he morrurzg 

Then, a mile or so dowri tlie road I spotted a caraka11 ofsliirly RhlJVs 

approaching the checkpoint. Tho large oil tankers trailed in the dust 

that billoued behirid tliern. 

"Not petrol," said my friend, smiling, "water. M7inriie Rlaridela is 

bringing us uater." 

The arrnored hippos that stood at the checkpoint erilr~ched and 

groaned as they turned around and went out to block the caravan's 

:ldvanc>e. 'l'hcy stopped the Icad car fiffy yards or so frorn the clicck- 

point area. The c*ommariding officer, a licutrrialit c~oloriel, c1irril)ed out 

of orle of the  hippos arid walked over to the first car. Wiririie hlaritlela 

rolled down hcr  backseat window. 'I'he words t h y  cxcharigc~tl c.ould 

not 1)e heard. But ttieir derriranor.~ secnietl tcxriscB I trougl~ reserved. The 

c*omrnanctirrg officer told the so1dic.r~ to reverse the hippos enough to 

I ~ I  tlrr. cars pass Then, as the cars earn(. forward, he corrrrrrarrtlcd thcrn 

to close ranks again so that the water carriers coulcl r t o t  pass. The four 

HMWs swooped irrto the checkpoint area. Wirrnic. lllarrdela a ~ r d  an ell- 

tourage of four wo~r~(~rr  fro111 tlr(~ first two cars :~rr( i  one dri\er, who was 

also a I-)oti>guard, entered l'hola Park without pausing to be sc.archetl 

or q~~estionccl at the opening in ttie rafor wire. T h t ~ j  walhed past 11s arid 

rrodtled or greeted us earrrestl~. l)ut without stoppir~g. The) then \vent 

to Plrola Park's tin? 4NC k)rarich headquarters where selc-ral ~ r i c n i b ~ r s  

of the local execntive committee nlct them on the steps. I recognized 

one of' the drivers as an t mhlionto wc S i ~ w e  operative whorrr I had 



once seen Jabu Mosando speaking with. From this I concluded that all 

four of the drivers must be MK as well. 

Peter Mokaba was in the car that Winnie had been riding in. He was 

the president of the ANC Youth League and an MK soldier of some note 

(though his high public image had more than likely forced him to lessen 

his role in the latter capacity). It is said that in 1988 he fought valiantly 

with the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and 

ten thousand Cubans in' Angola at the Battle of Cuito Canavale, the 

battle which crippled UNITA-the UniiFio Nacional para a Independen- 

cia Total de Angola-and the South African Army; the battle that led 

to the settlement in Angola, that led to the demoralization of South Af- 

rica's standing army, that led to widespread resistance by young White 

conscripts like my students at Wits. 

The women in Winnie Mandela's entourage were leading members 

of the ANC Women's League, a wing of the ANC whose first presi- 

dent and founding member was a Black American woman, Madie Hall- 

Xuma, the wife of Dr. A. B. Xuma, who was president of the ANC in 

the 1940s. Like Mrs. Hall-Xuma, I too had followed my spouse to South 

Africa and had been swept away by the events of the time, though not at 

the commanding heights that Madie Hall had known. 

The ANC Women's League entourage that entered Phola Park that af- 

ternoon, fifty years after Mrs. Hall-Xuma had presided over the League's 

first meeting, were nether young nor old; they all appeared to be in their 

forties and fifties. They were dressed in bright and richly colored tra- 

ditional garb, replete with splendid head wraps. Two of the women re- 

mained outside the building. The other two women and the bodyguard 

went inside with Winnie Mandela. 

I asked the two women who remained outside if I could ride back to 

town with them. They told me that they didn't know who I was, that I could 

be anyone. I told them I was with the regional office. They said, "No," and 

something like only authorized people were allowed to ride in those cars. 

I was so frantic trying to get my ANC membership card out of my wallet 

that I spilled a number of other cards on the ground. I gathered them in 



the darkness arid held out nly Minnesota driver's license by mistake. T h q  

were underwhelmed. 

"Sorry. I-Iere7s my membership card." They considered it as though 

it were a little rnore legit than a Mouseketeer7s Club Card, but a ride was 

still not on offer. "I am on the executive commitlee there, you can ask 

Stephanie K ~ m p  Albic Sach's ex-wife; and her son, Michael Sachs." 

One of them nodded in recognition of the name, but a ride was still not 

on offer. ':4nd Janet Love." Everyone knew Janet 1,ove because she was 

an MK operative who had been captured during Operation Vula, a hold 

rnission to smuggle huge quantities of arms into the country in 1990. 
She was a White woman who lived in Parktown and worked in thcl AWC 

Parktown branch with Nadine Gordirner. She was now head of the five 

I'erson ANC sub-regional executive committee. "I've been seconded to 

the sub-regional executive committee as well. She'll vouch for me." I 

kept pulling rnore rabbits out of my hat. "And J work for the regional 

Peace Commission. They sent me out here today." 

"Why can't they trarisport you to town?" 

"I'm on my own. I don't have a car." 

"How did you get here?" 

"By taxi. Prom there." I pointed to the veld beyond the road and the 

tiny houses further on, emptied of all inhabits 11y that morning's mas- 

sacre. "I can't go back there." 

"Where in town do you live?" 

"Braamfontein. Across the street from Wits." 

"We can't ferry you to Braamfontein!" 

"I'll get off in Kensirigton or Jeppestowrr. Anywhere in town." 

"We're going to Shell House." 

"That's even better. I car1 get a taxi at Noord Street.. .please." 

1 heard loud, angry, talk and commotion coming from the clearing, 

from the checkpoint beyond the wire. I'd been vaguely aware of it all 

along but had been too caught up in my pleading with the two women 

from the AYC Women's League to pay it any mind. Bow it was too vitri- 

olic to be ignored. I hurried back to the razor wire and asked the young 

marl what was happening. 



"The Boers are insulting comrades. Trying to intimidate them. Com- 

rades are getting furious, com." 

"How did it start?" 

"Like it always starts." 

Soldiers on foot had converged on the first two BMWs. They were 

pointing their rifles at the window of both cars. Some of them were in 

front where they trained their guns on the windshield. Others were at the 

sides. They were yelling curses and insults at the passengers, primarily in 

Afrikaans with only a phrase here and there in English. 

Throughout all of this Peter Mokaba, who was seated in the lead 

sedan, was matching the soldiers7 insults and expletives measure for 

measure-but he cursed in English. Without knowing what we were 

doing-I certainly did not know what I was doing-the young man and 

I found ourselves walking through the opening in the wire. I drifted, as 

though floating in ether, over to Peter Mokaba7s car. Mokaba was now out 

of his car. He wore a suit, dark blue like mine, but his shoes were sleek, 

Italian, far more sophisticated than my wingtips caked with mud or fe- 

ces. With their rifles in his face they ordered him back into the vehicle. 

"Voetsek!" he said. "We can shoot too. You know we can shoot. We 

shot back at Cuito Canavale! One day we'll shoot back here." 

They barked at him repeatedly. I simply stood next to him, trying to 

maintain my balance for my legs were uncertain. I took care not to make 

any movement that would get me shot as I put my hand on the hood of 

the car and tried to steady myself. The hippos that were back a ways, 

blocking the passage of the water trucks, lumbered back into position. 

The gun ports slid open and barrels were extended from them. I saw 

one of the women I had asked for a ride scurrying up the steps of the 

small shed where Winnie Mandela was meeting with the branch execu- 

tive committee. 

"Yes, you know we can shoot back, don't you," Mokaba yelled. 

I felt nauseous and dizzy standing there next to Mokaba. There was 

yelling and pandemonium coming from so many directions and, with 

the sun setting behind them, it was hard to see the expressions on the 

faces of any of the soldiers except the two or three that stood directly 



in front of and closest to us. All I could see of the other soldiers here 

their silhouettes, which rrlade their voices seern transcentlent and dis- 

embodied. Rut there was also a hint of apprehension in their voices 

both fearless and terrified. The soldiers inside and beside the hippos 

had been callirlg Petcr Mokoha a kaffir. Now one of the soldiers who 

held us at guripoint called him one as well. 

"Stop your nonsense, kaffir!" He spat the worcis into our faces. 

'I'his seemed not to enrage Peter Mokaba but to e n e r g i ~ e  him. His 

cavalicr derriearior expanded and he pushed the barrel of the rifle 

out of his face. The soldier went berserk. He screarned obscenities 

and thrust  the rille at Moka1)a as though he had a bayonet on the 

end. I tk  like a.firing squad That was all I could think. We're facing 

n Jlrirrg squad I don't want to die ~Vot here ,Vat like thzs Peter went on 

with his repartee about the Rattle of Cuito Carlavale. I didn't know 

how much more of this the young conscript could take. Whetller 

he lived on a dirt  farm in the Karoo or whether, like my students 

at Wits, he lived in the tree-lincd tranquility of Parktown where 

his riaririy followed him from room to roorrl picking lip after him, I 
could not tell. IIis rage had transcendeti class. One thing was eer- 

tain, lle had neler been spoken to this way by an African. Peter 

Mokaba was forcing him to erlcolirlter a battle from a war I-lc rrlight 

not have even fought in, but one whose defeat he had surely inher- 

ited for it had been tethered to the armj's institutional memory. 

What kirlti of rejoinder was available to this young man; what was 

hiss claim to fame? The grandmother whose hand he mutilated? The 

man whosc collarbone he broke with his riflc butt? Those doors be- 

hind him that will not close? I-Ie could shoot this kaffir dead. That 

would shut him up. But he couldri't finish the war of words that he 

and his squadron had started. 

I did not see Winnie hlaridcla leate the meeting. I did not see her 

walk down the four or five stairs or approach the razor hire and en- 

ter the clearing of the cl-leckpoint. 1 simply turned and she was there, 

rriakirig her way quickly and cautiouslj through the throng of soldiers. 

As she rriade her way, the lieutenant colonel emerged from somewhere 



near the hippos and barked an order which was immediately repeated 

by the command sergeant. All of the soldiers seemed to lower their 

rifles. Where has this joker been all this time? 

I am not completely certain what happened next. I had lost my capac- 

ity to concentrate. Winnie Mandela must have said something to Peter 

Mokaba. If I heard it I either don't remember it or she spoke in Xhosa. 

I remember seeing her and the lieutenant colonel somewhere near the 

hippos, speaking with one another. The women whom I had been speak- 

ing with, and the ones from inside the meeting, filed past me to their 

cars. "Come," one of them said as she passed. 

I sat in the back seat. I was trembling. I put my knuckles to my mouth. 

The woman beside me gently lowered my hand to the seat. "Not now," 

she said, "later." 

The hippos made enough room for the water trucks to pass. Their 

long silver cylinders rolled past my window and into Phola Park. Lined 

along the razor wire the dark twilight residents watched. No one cheered. 

It isn't over. It never is. 

I stood in front of the door to our flat. I had a key but I was too broken 

down to use it. I don't know if I knocked or if Khanya sensed I was out 

there and opened the door. I just stood there incapable of movement. 

Tears were streaming down my face. I felt her pulling me by the hand. 

I was making grotesque, indecipherable sounds when I tried to speak. 

Reba was asleep on the sofa. Khanya put her hand over my mouth. She 

led me to the bedroom. She held me as she sat beside me on the bed. She 

tried to remove my jacket. I wanted to help her, Lord knows I wanted to 

help her-what kind of man can't even undress himself-but my arms were 

wrapped around my sides. 

"Your father was right," it was hard to talk through the embarrass- 

ment of tears, "you married a forgery." 

"What happened, Frank?" 

"Fraud police came. Said they had a warrant." 



pj 
"Frank, oh, Frank." 

"We don't need another fake ass nigger. Another nigger by hlattel 

T h a t  is what happened. Christ. My christ. Who did I think I was?" 





n-tm (10 make of'1)lack rnetl at 1 1 1 i h  1,oi 111' TIo\\ 
does a llole \\ it11 a penis \\ark ill 11lis bit tiat i o ~ r : '  

-LEWIS GORDON 
Bad Faith &Antiblack Racism 





they srriile tip their hats lower their 

shotguns and let 11s 

cross the mississippi line 

legs dangling frorn the pic-kup in front i don't recall 

the guns rnoni rernernbera dad 

doing the notliiilg he coulcl do 

like hinl i'll make a 

career of it 



[ J O U R N A L  ENTRIES:  S A N T A  CRUZ C O U N T Y ]  

--- EKIDA1; MAY 25, 2001 

Last night Naima asked me a disturbing question. Would I ever be with a 
Black woman again? The question startled me, though I tried not to show it. 
Ipretended it was as ordinary as the other questions that had been bandied 

about the living room that night. But it wasn't an ordinary question. I knew 

that Naima wasn't making a pass at me. That would be too simple. Not that 
a twenty-year-old Black woman and a forty-jve-year-old Black man was an 
unknown phenomenon. It was much more common than my four-year rela- 
tionship with Alice (a sixty-seven-year-old White woman and a forty-Jve- 

year-old Black man). Nor was Naima making a veiled demand like, you best 

leave that White woman and get yourselfa proper Black woman ifyou want 

to keep organizing with us. That would be too easy and not her style. She 
was too sincere for that. And there was something in her sincerity that made 

Lisa and April, the other two women in the room, look up. They waited. They 
seemed to hold their breath, waiting for me to answer. But then Selma, April's 

mother, came in from the kitchen with the cup of coffee she'd warmed in the 

microwave. She looked at her daughter. April was sitting on the living room 



&or nctlr Z'ointa undme. Tltert .Se/mn lookedatlisa, who /<yon the sojii with 

her legsf;rl/~ extended. Vo orte sczid a word. 

"Okq); who died wlrile 1 wos in the kitchen?" Selr~ta asked. We all rtcin- 

aged to larrgh at this. 

Vfrirrlc~ tvns teasing Frcirtk, " said .April, l~ur~~~ieclt'~. Site and her rt~otl~er 

were both strulerits at Cirbrillo (hllege, where I,iso tar~ght in the dance depart- 

ment, where I hoct taught ofrand or/ in thc E t i ~ s h  c/c;oartment, arrd whrre 

Z7airrrn, like Selma and her daughter, was a str~dertr. April was a j ~ r r  loo- 

ing,yorrng worrrnn but she had a wa.7- ofassunring the role of ornbuds/)erson 

wllm .~/ze rirtcl her mother wf.r.r. tog(,ther. .tifoving /o .Son to f 'ruz j;om Oclklclnd 

had been the ordy wqy Selrrtcz /tad been able to put herse!f; .4pril, artd April's 

brotlier - whom 1 never reully got to know- tltrough college. But it hndn i 
bern n picnic. Like Lisci arrd ,Zailrro, the]- l lc ic t  he(-orrre tile targets r!f'irr.stitr~- 

tiontll racisrn that had evert spilled over into uigilattti,srn, crs on the rligllt wit ert 

thrir cur was demolishctl urrd tlt e wortls " r t i g ~ ~ r  (lrld =KKK were .scartiwled 

c~cross it. Selrria contirlued to //el/, lead our orgc~nizir~g efforts clees/)itr thr.fict 

rliot il became more anel rrtore clrmgerous. TVe could newr tell cvhetlwr or not 

things like her damng-rtl c-clr, my  being arcostc~l ~y~kirrheads  in (ipr/blic toilct 

in downtown Santa G I J Z ,  and all of our problems with the polict, tvc,re iso- 

lated ir~cidents or #'tfwy had some strange conrtection with the work tve were 

cloing at t f ~ e  college. Art(/ /his nor knowing rncldr 11s evert rnorr nn.rior,s. It crN 

seemed so mrldorri, like the ni&t a group oJBlock students were crtmcked in 

Sont(l ('ruz by IVhites (~rtd Chicanos wirldirtg bcl.sebaN bats. 4 yor~ng man 's 

j(rw was b r o k t ~ ~ ;  he lejj scl~ool, welit hack to Oaklund- where, thq). strid, he 

"belonged" It all seemed coordinated like Selma's car coirrcidirlg with her 

most severe con frorrtatron.~ (IT the college. Whetlter random or coordinated, it 
had had the qfficr qf rnclkirtg S e l r n ~  be  bout busir,e.ss wltert it wtls time to be 

about business-qjier which she and April wouldgo stmiglrt /tome. 

Tea.sirlg hirrt aboi~t what?" Selrrra said, with on& a teaspoon of irtterest. 

/,isa bertt fler krrees and l)lrlleel hrrfi.e/ bock so that S~lrrtcc cou//.si/ clown 

ctt the other erld oj'the soh.  .4s she sat down, Selrr~a was cclrejirl rrot to step 

or1 n ry  qf the c/oc~r/rnc~rtt.s wh~ch  lliairrta, April, clnd I hot/ sprec~tl orlt irz three 

concentric circlrs: forrnnl covplaints of racisrrr, <job cliscrirrtinatiori, ancl ~ n -  

stitutionc~l neglect whicll Lisa haeljlcd prirrrarily agairtsr Virgirtiu, Alice's 



daughter, and also another White woman named Trish. Both were co-chairs 

of the dance department. Both were Lisa's bosses. Naima's question could be 

read any number of ways because Frank was sleeping with Virginia's mother 

and Virginia was the number one problem that evening. 
"I wasn't teasing him," said Naima. And she meant it. She had once told 

me that she valued our friendship; that1 was someone she felt she could talk to, 

to whom she felt she could ask anything. No, she wasn't teasing me. Nor had 
sheput the question to me the way1 was used to it beingput to me, for instance, 

by three or four sisters nursing their drinks on girls' night out, looking at me 

and Alice as cruel reminders of how often it has to be girls' night out. Once, as 
we passed the bar, I 'd heard the sound of sucking teeth as someone murmured, 
"salt andpepper, I declare." 

"Let's get back to Lisa's case against Virginia," Selma said, "it's getting 

late." 

Selma was tired and needing to go home. And there was the little one to 

think of He was a teenager and could take of himselJ; which is what she might 
have been afraid oJ 

We had scaled down the day: in the morning the rally, and the march on 

and occupation of Sesnon House. Sesnon House served as a sort of faculty 

club where, that morning, key faculty and administrators had held what they 
thought was a closed meeting on college policies - it was "closed" until we ar- 

rived. We'd organized a coalition of Blacks, Whites, Chicanos, Asians, mod- 

erates, and radicals. Two hundredstrong was the conservativepolice estimate. 
We needed anyone who'd come with us, for numbers to buffer us against the 
police and toprove to the press that we could mobilize a mass demonstration 

at the drop of a hat-even in Santa Cruz County, a void of masses; our dis- 
tance from San Jose, Oakland, and Berkeley wasn% a handicap we could not 

circumvent. We simply bussedpeople in from San Jose, Oakland, and Berke- 

ley Jn the afternoon, there were the workshops and teach-in. For the most 
part, the Asians, the environmentalists, the liberals, and the moderates had 
gone home and we were left to contend with the Chicana/os and a few White 

feminists, who all thought they wanted to get down, really get down, when what 
they wanted most of all was to get into the system, make it spread its arms wide 

and make room for them like it had made room for the others who'djust left. 



7'kqy'd imposed upon the workshops and teach-ins a structure offieling that 

could not be reconciled with the structure offeeling of slaues. Their structure 

offeeling was d2fferent in content but the rebar was the same: the Asian and 

Chicana/o :s irnrnigrant desire jor greater access, the environmentalists' desire to 

protect "their" natural world, the White feminists' desire f ir  equicy of pay and 

power with W/rite men. TWO hourLs OJ' "rights" talk about a system that has no 

right to exist. That's what we, the Blacks, had endured all day long. 

~Vaima and tire other Black women at thepost-ral!y teach-in had been impa- 

tient, but polite. We had kept quiet, waiting for the c~rcommodationists to peter 

out arid leave. Finally, night came. Now we were alone. Lisa; Nuirria; Selma 

and her daughter April, the rnother/daughter dynamic duo from Oaklantl 

who'd been two of the originalorganizers oftile Coalition Again.stIn.stitutionaI 

Racism~just ouer a year ago; and me. Five Black folks who'd washed up on the 

shores of Santa Cruz County like drgtwood. iVkw we could speak freely iV'ow 

we couldspec~k openly. We couldsay how we wanted to /ear it all down witliout 

fear of that reproach that comes, always comes, that had corne during the day4 

meetings, conies from the others: What wouldyu put in its place? Those seven 

little words that st~Jle Black desire (2nd make it a r;rime.fir us to he mad at the 

world. But now A'aima J~ad spoken a little too freely when she asked me, Would 

Iever be with a Black woman again?And had there been re1)rocich in her voice I 

could haw joundrry sea legs andsteadied rnyselfnndan.swered her. But instead 

of reproach I heard the timbre of abandonment. 

Jt was a d2fJ;rult moment. April, :%'aims, and I,  sitting on cushions on the 

Jloor; Lisn stretchett out on the sofa; Selma skpir~g coffie at the other end Four 

Black women. One Black man. One Black man who's been sleeping with one 

White woman jbr the past four years; a White woman whose darlghter, Vir- 

ginia, is the focus of this evening's scorn. That rnuch Iremember, for thefeelirzg 

in nzy bones was unmistakable. I can see the documents arranged on thepoor; I 

can see April, perhaps a little unnerved or embnrrczssed on my behnK or on her 

own jbr the sense of abandonment in Nairna4 voice is something they share, 

though none of them wouM have spoken it as she did. April is picking up the 

clipboard with pages of my scrawl or1 it. She begins to read aloud the bullet 

points from the minutes /be  taken thus far: 



"One, Lisa is the only. Black instructor in the entire dance department. Two, 

Virginia and Trish are two White women who are co-chairs of the department." 

"We know this, "says her mother, imploring her to cut to the chase. 

April continues as though her mother hasn't spoken. "We have before us," 
she says, sweeping her free hand across the folders on the floor, like Perry 
Mason introducing new evidence into court, "various afjdavits, photocopies 

of grievances, extensive narratives and testimonials- " 

"April, please," she implores. 

"-of the institutional racism which Virginia and Trish have subjected 

Lisa to for.. .how many years?" she asks Lisa, as though the answer is not 
right there in my notes. 

"More than I care to count, "says Lisa, looking not at April, looking not at 
any one of us, but staring up at the ceihg. 

"Four hundred years!" Naima laughs. 

To which Aprilsays, "Amen. We have a chronology of the college admin- 
istration's refusal to even consider Lisa's claims." 

"I'd write Judith Chrisp's name beside that point, she's the vice president 
for academic affairs," Naima instructs. 

"It's already here, "says April, "but you're the one who said we need an in- 

stitutional analy.sis more than complaints about individuals." 

"We need both, "says Naima, "we need both." 
April continues. "And we have the sonic boom! The makings of a propa- 

ganda coup! A former student who happens to be White." 
"What else would he be?" quks Lisa. 
"Who is almostprimed to come out-" 

"Heavy on the 'almost, '"I  demur. 
"Who will test ify- " 

"He never said 'testify, '" Naima interrupted. 

"Okax report, confess- whatever the verb is, if we can work him right 
he'll let it be known that he was hired to take classes and spy on 3roblematic' 
teachers and that Lisa was one of them." 

"It'll be great," I tell them, "if he was also hired to spy on Shelleen when 
all that mess went down last year. That means that two of the three Black 



women czt the collegc, hnve been the uictirr~s not,jlrst ~J'institutionalracisrn, bur 

oJ'state surv~ilhnce " 

W/rati  his name, someone ask.s nnd we alllook at lbaima. .Site tells U S  that 

her sol~rce has notproduced(1 name as of yet. Rut aJuce-to;f&ce rrreeting i~ in 

thi. qfir1g. 

'ZL'S rrot count this chicken b e f i e  i t3 hatched,"Li.scr. .says, "lVe not only 

need to kriow who he i s  hut we need him to comnlit his story to pnp~r .  " And, 

someone else ad&, we need to know I f  Virginia and Dish were in on t i .  

It was n stmteglv session in which we were to have worked out wuys and 

mrans to j g h t  [he c/i,snggreption of l,isa's gric~varrces so that the burden of 

proof was no longer on her; but on Virginia, on Tlish, or1 the ndmitiistrn- 

tion, and on the police. We set out to construct a nnrrative of our rage ant/ 

hrclinstorrn wtiys to bring our "coalition partners" on hoard. Tlren f a l l  went 

well, and $ above all, we are lucky, the liberals who rnn (hhrzllo College and 

Sarito fiuz County would hnve to (.om? out into the open andJ;ght;jg/rt the 

way thqy'rr not used tojghtzng, jght  wlth a/ /  their.jrepower topwserve their 

in~titutionalpowrr f f w e  could make t/~em.f;g.ht irl the op~rr tllerr we would 

l l a v ~  won; not nn institutionnl victory tho/ was IIPVW our intention - but an 

organizing victory. LVlten we've been cibk to do that, [he twoprrcent Black 

popu/(ition who live in the county and the two percent at the college would 

come our oftire woodwork ant/ morph irrto ajbrce to be rcckoned with. 

i t  was a tall order. But n simple .st(? by step agerr cl(~. Vo, it wasrr 't that sirn- 

ple .Vat that night There were unspoken Issue.s waitir~g to be spoken. ('AIli 

(The Coalition Against Instit utiorr a/ Rncisrrd hod been in e.x.z.sterrce sir! w th e 

spring cfl2000, a f u l l y a r  now, when n young IVl~ite woman, Ilana S'ole, a 

Lntinn student of mine, Sonia Kodrigl~ez, and Selrrra and April launched it 

wzth N I ~  heh .  That was the year of tlle publzc screeds: opm letters, public mis- 

sives, attacks and counter attacks in a solidarilly campn ip  jbr Slielleer~ who, 

like Ltsti, was a Blnck lesbian trying to survive here irr Santa Cruz County. 

Ev~~ytlzirrg hati been straightjbrward then. Alice had heen on board in the 

Jight for Shellem. *Vow where was she?I wondered. And now, where was I? 

Tonight things were murkier than they were n ypar ago. A night laced 

with corr~plications. Earlier in the evening, I felt that the que.stior/ on Lisa, 

Selma, and April4 minds was: Were Virginici and the dance department off 



bounds last year because I was sleeping with Virginia's mother?I wished they 
had asked me this last year. I would have had a straightforward and simple 

answer for them: No, they're not off bounds. I'm not even aware of the situa- 

tion. They would have known that I didn't know Lisa or anything about the 
years of strfe she'd gone through in the dance department. At  some point 
during the evening, Naima put this complication to rest by explaining that, 

like me, she too hadn't known Lisa then. They'd met only. recentl~ in thepark- 

ing lot, by accident. Lisa had seen Naima's picture in the paper as she led a 

demonstration. She'd told her her story. And Naima had called me. But this 
clarzjication only. catahzed another complication, another layer of suspicion: 

Did Alice know last year? And fshe did and chose not to tell us, how can we 
trust her? And that would be a question I too would want the answer to. No. 

I did not really. want the answer to it. And not wanting the answer returned 

me to the pendulum of trust and mistrust that swung in the air that night. And 
then, Naima, not waiting for these intangibles to$nd tangibility, not waiting 

for what was already unspoken to be spoken, had asked, Wouldlever be with 
a Black woman again? Had it not been for April's grabbing my clipboard 
and reading aloud, I don't know what I wouM have said, for it demanded a 

response that was more essential than yes or no. It was a question about my 

I$, or even Naima's l fe ,  in the future; it was a question that interrogated our 
very claim to lfe..  .not will you be with one of us.. .but can you be with one 

of us.. .can we be with ourselves.. .can we be at all? That was the question 
inside the question, which is why she had not put the question to me the way 
I was used to encountering it by sisters on the street or in a restaurant. Here 
comes Sambo, their eyes are saying, prancing through the club with Sally on 

his arm-making a mockery of our isolation; Sambo and Sally, heartless and 

vain, stomping on our guts. Maybe Naima had twenty years to go befire she 

would ask the question that way. A way Icould have handled. 
"When not teaching, "April is still reading from my notes on the clipboard, 

"she manages a Buddhist retreat." 
The end of the twentieth century found Virginia in her mid-forties with no 

sense whatsoever that, like that French benediction at the altar of civilsociety- 

equality, liberty, fraternity- there were in fact three constituent elements to the 
badge of entitlement worn by Second Wavefeminists, her mother's cohort: free, 



LVhite, a r ~ d  tw(,n/k -orre. /f?(,e crnci' ttr)r7nt 1.-orte was ei/ /  thnt I irgrnicc 5 c w i - d  to 

have incrrlcc~rccl. /st<y ~lr is,  not ir r  r i r r  dI;')rt to cut/rrc/rc~liz.e l i r r  t~~rselorn. 011 t/tr 

rorttrar); 11 er Ji)r(?*-sortlrt/r ing " in  /torrnc.cn with re.y)ect lo rclc.e,, / ~ r r  incorrpr.e- 

herrsion c!f'tlrc (rrrt/~gonr.trn bptwrcrr //I(> .srerside towns wlrclr shr cind her motlter 

offired tlleir larrgreic/ limbs to t l l r  ,cr/r/  (111ef the ~ v i ~ c e r ~ i ~ ~ ~ / g I ~ ~ ~ t t o ~ ' ~  of Onkl(int/ 

(whrrc>, 1r1 t/ro ,sl.rtic,s, hvr rrrotlrer 's g<>~reration I d  /)/I/ it1 tirrre  at^/ tlwrt 

rscnpeet, (tvt/r rro mtorr r.rertion t/rterr //rr rrcztcrtiori of two .srrrn/l words, "1 do, " 

to n IV/rite ttrarr frrrel cr housr irr  t/re ,ci/hrir.hs/; i r r  ~ / ro r t ,  I irginrak rejusnf lo clc- 

krtow/(~/g(, l~rrp/c~n.sr/res belrig hor~rtcl to orlrsujJ2.rirtg trrnek. casual convc,rscctiorr 

wit/[ /rer./;'el like ct~f i rcrd rrtarclr to / ) i r / r / .  4 I/(.(,, or1 tlrr otltrr hnnd, tvci s 

roo infc//ig(,rr/ t o j i i g r ~  i r~cor ry re /~~r t  sion of the essentia / ci/rtcigo~risrrts. Slre'e/.srcrr 

(he ci/i(,s h ~ ~ r ~ r r ~ r r ~  irr  her rf~c~roipw rnirror ns s/rr elrove dowri t l ~  coast to Shungri 

La.  .S/IP krretv  hat shc.'d rritr j;orrr. 771e antc~gorr wrrts tvc,r.cJ sti l l  Iodgrt/ ill hcr 

prccort,scions, trot rrrrrr(y hc.r rrncorr.scious, which is to soy thnt this k n o w l r e l ,  

tvcls ccocrr/rrl//c.fir s/~eec/r. I'rrgrnr(r, ,fhr h ~ r  part, krrcw orrly it! h r r  uncorisc~oris 

thert Hlcrck/)roy)/c couldrlot he re(wrcrlee1 wit / /  Irer war/(/. Il/Irich i s  lo . s ~ ~ - . s / I P  I / / / /  

NO/ kriow w/tnt $he did know .SIrr srrtrred to nhusr List1 wit/? ern ndn7irristrtltit)c 

t~iolerrc(, tlr(zt uJns as bhthr, ns et ulo.\ .,~ocre. Jrl t/rr.r tvc!) .s/ic was rtzore Whi/e tlrntt 

l r t ~  trrotlrer, IZThitr in n wq) tlrat u)ou/d haue entbnrrc~.s,src/ Alice's genrrcllion 

t h ~  B r t / y  l~?irtlclrrs, rhc Glor.rcr .J'tcittcms, and tltc Rel/c/ 1 hzrlgs ulho, t/rrolrg/t 

tltc~ir cec~ic~isrn, had rr~ici'uvficl tire conc/i/iorr~ o f'l irg i r r i t r  ' c  /)o,s,srhi/i~) f 11 / /kc tlr ose 

worn(vi, .she coule/ never lrnvr c/rctlrrtec- t / l r  tltitrg.~ Hlc~c.k./b/ks 11nd.cteid rzhorrr her. 

irt .srrr.h l c l t ~  night rnc.ctrng\, I ~ u v i r ~ g  gr i r~ned irr her /ace (IN (/q< lorrg. She clic/ rrot 

krrow .chc could be hcltcd or/ .si'/lt,, fhr S / L ~  /I(/(/ IIO (r/)/)rf~.r(~/ron (!f'thr, fhrcr.~, ~ I IC 

or:scricrl of'cknth that cr.ssc.rrrh/rd across the /(intI.sccl/)e ecrch ciclI; that s / "  rrrigIrt 

r i ~ r  crrrd .c/r i71 P atif/ t(ik(> I/('/. rriorriirrg. pi-s\s N N ~ /  t(~ic11 h ~ r  middqy c/cls.s, clroreo- 

g r ( ~ p h  her rc~enirtg recitnl, ccrt ci' returrr lzomr rc~c/r rtigllt withoot so rr/u(-h 0 ,s  a 

~flc~slr wo~/nc/. fnnocf~ncr l o o k c d p o d  on lrer. 

" /~~r t ld / t is /  I//.) crs.c," I / ) r i /  sclfs, lookrrrg U/I /;.orrr the notes, "I'irh.iltiez :s n 

strnight up rncist."S/~r hmrrdedtlrc clipbotrrci back to 1rrr nndsazcl, "Tlrcri :s tvhcl~ 

/ l le i t~  uhol/t s a r r t ~  ('rrlz I/IPSP .brw Age jirqcldc~.~ Tlrr we<,- thesepeo,r)/c /ride 

helrirrd :yiritunlisrrt. ' " 

'/ivo oj'the women s/clp/)ecl~fiue. Sounelc likc~yorr hnte /zer, as well, Isn i ( l ,  cr.s 

thol~glr tcclkzng to N!).:sc//' 1t /~ f ( ~ l  l ike w(> herte Itrr, I was told bj* eit11~'r SeImc~ or 



Lisa, but we don't let our thoughts catch up with ourfeelings. I told them that I 

didn't know ifl could manage that. It's easy; April said, just turn on the radio. 

Or call a friend and talk about something else, said Naima. Or put your head 

under the pillow until itpasses, said someone else, because $your thoughts ever 
caught up with yourfeelings, you'd have to kill them. This made me think of my 
grandmother and a game we used toplay. A game she called Mad at the World. 

We used to sit together and watch all kinds of sports on television-football, 
basketball, baseball. But our favorite sport was the riots. We could watch the 

riots all day and all night, without getting bored. She'd have her pig foot and 
her bottle of beer, I 'd have my milk and cookies, we'd be having us a good ole 
time watching the riots. Look at that grandma, I'd shout, pointing at the tube, 

he got himselfa stereo! And look there, they're shooting at the National Guard! 
Yep, she acknowledged, almostgot one, too. She'dsk her beer andsay, Negroes 
are hopping mad, child. I 'd dunk my cookies in milk and sax Why are we mad, 

grandma? Before she could answer I 'd run through a litany of reasons logged 

from "The Riot Report" on the nightly news. We mad because we don't have 
jobs? No, child, we're not mad 'cause we can? get hired. We mad 'cause they 
won't sweep our streets? No, child, we're not angry at the brooms. We mad at 
the mayor? Not mad at the mayor, sugar. The governor? Not mad at the gover- 

nor, either. Are we mad at the president? Everyone's mad at the president, but 

when he's gone we'll still be mad. So, why are we mad grandma? She'd smile 

and wipe the milk mustache from my mouth and we'd shout out together, We're 
MAD A T  THE WORLD! then bust out laughing while thick flames licked 
America k windows and walls. 

"Some of us have to teach in the morning, "Lisa is saying, sleepily. It's our 

cue to leave. 

April and Selma were driving. Naima wasn't, so I o f f e d  to drive her 
home. She lived near Scotts Vallej ten miles out of town. I was quiet in the 

car. It had been a day of rallies, teach-ins, and then the night's meeting: I 
begged off conversation, claiming fatigue. Finally, when we were out of the 
city and the highway was so dark we could no longer see each other's faces in 

the car, Isaid, "I never answered your question." 
"No," she said, "you didn't. " 

'Y'm not sure I could have." 



"I !fridcrsrar~/, " $he said, crs fltouglt size really- did urr r/n:vtccnd; buut 1 (/or/ 'f 

know f s h  c c/i(l. f didn't rrnt/~rstczn el  N I ~ S P @  

"1 c//c/ri 5 want /o l ip ."  

Xrld 11~i.s wasn't a nigh I for /y'ng," slle said, a s  we stoppc~l in front ofJl(>r 

housr,. 

1'0, if k riot el ni'ht jor /ying, / tlrought. Yrt all 1 c,oi~/d c h  was lie.. . 

One Srlr~daj morning, \I. tlcri I was 12-a Suritia? riot long after the 

Ttlt Ol'fer~sivc I walkccl into nl? parerits' l~cdroorn witti a cop) of El- 

dridgt, Cleaver's ,Soul or) 1c.c and handbills I'd picked up fro111 v:rri- 

011s rr~ilitarlts I'd met, largely through m\. parerits. As the! sat u p  in  

hrd arrd uipetl the crust frorr~ their e?es I told them that the Kornan 

Catl.~olic Church was responsible for the sla\e trade; tliat I'd Irarr~cvl 

all al)out the role of'the Pope in our horribing sojourri from Africa 

to tlic New &orld; that 111.y sister Fawri (age l l j ,  rn? sister Am? iagc 

7\, rriq brotl-rer Wayne iagc 31, and I tiad tliscussed the matter anlong 

ou~-sc.lves and dec-idcd that as of today vverc all communists a i d  

atheists; frorri that day fhrward we worlld not 1)e attentling hlnss. 'l'herr 

with I~ouridless gt311erositj I told mj  parerits that as t h e  wert3 hot11 

aclults, i t  was not my illtention to demand that the) bo?cott \lais just 

k)rcause wt> were. 

"You'r-c both free to go on attentling Mass, if )ou feel you can live 

with the contradictioris. But rny corrlrades and I are going to sta? home 

and liold anti-imperialist teach-ins." 

For se\eral seconds they said nothing. They stared at me, perhaps in 

disbelief. Then, niy rr~otlier spoke. 

"kou must be crazj." 

"The very- itlea!" my fathcr trailed in behind her. "Go to jour room 

a ~ l d  get read) for hlass." 

I went back don r i  the hall to inform rrry brother and sisters al~out our 

"c-ollective" tlecision, though I had riot tliscllssed it with then1 before I 

infbrmed rri) parerits. 



"Look, people," I said to them, "we have a situation here. The Estab- 

lishment is being irrational. Don't freak out; that's to be expected." 

Wayne and Amy looked at me like I'd just landed from Mars. Fawn 

was nodding but her heart wasn't in it. 

'LDare to struggle, dare to win," I said, "Mao. Can you dig it? What we 

have to do now is to remember to keep the word 'protracted' in front of 

the word 'struggle,' or else it's just a meaningless slogan." 

"What does 'protracted' mean?" Amy asked. 

"It means what it means," I told her, "protracted. Like, if it's not pro- 

tracted it's like meaningless, ya dig. So, everybody hold the line. No mat- 

ter how hard they come at us." 

Frank and Ida-Lorraine came at them hard, indeed. They threat- 

ened each of their other three offspring with the belt, the switch, and 

the yardstick. Before I knew it they were all in their Sunday best-white 

gloves for the girls, black missals for them all-and waiting dutifully in 

the downstairs foyer. I crawled back into bed and padded my backside as 

best I could. I knew the drill. I'd been down that road before: my parents 

beat me until they were tired. 

Through my gasps and tears I managed to tell them that their belts 

would fray and their yardstick would break long before I did. They were 

livid. Crazed with fury. In their madness I took delight. Finally, they were 

exhausted. They limped back into their bedroom and dressed themselves 

for Mass. When they have gone, you get up and go to the bathroom. The 

mirror offers your ruined face and you start to cry again. 

You are an anxious, almost chubby boy pushing through puberty, 

pushing through the war in Vietnam, pushing through anti-colonial 

struggles in Africa, pushing through the Black Revolution at home. 

Never too fat to play sports, but never slim enough to maintain some 

semblance of yourself as "the Mack." Your hair is always a problem. Your 

parents won't let you grow it long enough to be a proper Afro, so you 

keep picking it out in the daytime and blow drying it at night. You may 

very well go bald with all the deforestation you carry out from one side 

of your ear to the other. You try to comb the Afro forward to cover 

your zit-peppered forehead but all you manage to do is leave scratch 



marks from your Afro pick, turning your forehead into tabula rasa for 

tic-tac-toe. Your embryonic Afro goes home in the rain: it curls up on 

your head into tight tiny naps and you cry alone in your room and stay 

inside. 

Your mood swings are seismic. You talk with your hands and stamp 

your feet when grown folks don't listen to you. And that voice of yours: 

caught between puberty and a nervous breakdown. Like Mickey Mouse 

doing Mao Zedong. 

They chuckle when you enter the room-but with you or at you? 

They sip their martinis and tell your mother what "a curious little boy" 

you are-how, they ask, did you come to be so informed? In  an effort 

to either steal your thunder or put you in your place, your mother tells 

them, Don't encourage him or he'll draw a zillion connections between 

the tetanus shot and the Tet Offensive. Oh, how they laugh, to the point 

of almost spilling their drinks. Now they turn away and forget you al- 

together; the spotlight is on your beautiful mother. You are bursting at 

the seams. You, who wants to go and fight a revolution somewhere, have 

let this humiliation get the best of you. You're as angry at yourself as 

you are with them. You stand there, too short to look them in the eye, 

which is the really awful thing. You bide your time. You wait for them to 

stop laughing at something witty your mother has said. You hold back 

the tears as the room relieves itself of the jest. Now all that remains is 

a lingering chuckle and the clinking of ice. Now that they're quiet, you 

begin again: For your information, the average Vietnamese wakes up in 

the morning wondering whether he'll have napalm or bombs for break- 

fast while the average American wakes up wondering whether he'll have 

poached or scrambled eggs. You stole that line from Soulon Ice, but they 

don't need to know. Bet you guys didn't know that! you say. Touch&, you 

think. You sip your Coca Cola, suavely. You wait,. They look at you. No 

one says anything; they just look at you like you are the only exhibit in 

the whole museum without a name tag. So, you look back at them. Well, 

you say, what do you think about that, huh? There's mild mumbling but 

no real engagement. And mom, for the record, I never drew connections 

between the tetanus shot and the Tet Offensive; you're just making fun 



IL/I1 
of me. Okay, Frankie (don't call me Frankie, my name is Frank!-it's the 

thing she does when she wants the last word), time for bed; say good- 

night to everyone. Frank! Callme Frank! 
One moment I was in Minneapolis being shunned by my mother at my 

parents' cocktail parties, the next moment I was in Detroit in a fistfight 

with Smooth, trying to get some respect. Then I found myself stand- 

ing beneath Chicago's snow-covered L, holding my "girlfriend" Jocelyn 

Brown as the hawk whipped around our ears and the train clicked and 

clacked on the tracks above. Finally, I was walking beside my father up 

the esplanade of warm sun-drenched stairs that led to a Spanish court- 

yard, squared on all sides by bright red mission-tiled roofs and beneath 

them the open air corridors of Willard Junior High, on Berkeley's Tele- 

graph Avenue. Sitting in the assistant principal's office, I looked about 

his room searching in vain for his overcoat. 

"It doesn't snow here?" I asked. 

The assistant principal put his pen down and laughed softly, as though 

I'd asked something ridiculous like how do you feed your hamster. 

"It doesn't snow here," he said. "Well, come to think of it, my grand- 

father remembers snow, once back when he was a boy. But that was in 

the City," by which he meant, San Francisco. "You're safe here in Berke- 

ley. There is a fair amount of rain this time of year." He might have told 

us all about Berkeley, or snow and his grandfather, had dad not cleared 

his throat. 

When it was decided how far I had gone in the new math in Detroit 

at Spain Junior High and then in Chicago at St. Mary's, and after I was 

told by my father that I could take neither "US Imperialism and the Viet 

Cong" nor "Rock 'n' Roll and the American Woman" for either of my 

electives, the assistant principal offered to take me to my new home- 

room. But dad told him to take my sister Fawn instead. He told me to 

walk with him back to where the courtyard met the street. 

I don't want to walk with him. I want to be rid of him. I want to get on with 

the struggle, that? why1 came here in theJrstplace. 
My father is not speaking as we leave the office and walk out into the 

warm California sun. At the edge of the schoolyard he turns to me. 



"'kou're to study and look after. jour sister. Jor1'r.e riot licbre fi)r 'the 

rc~volutiorl.' Don't let rrle get an? rc,l)orts like I got from the nuns ill  Chi- 

cago. ~ 0 1 1  hear? I'm oil iat)batic.al arid ,our rnotlier is cornplr.titig her 

language reqr~irenlent so shc can adtance to car~ditlac~. Dori't tr:ive mc 

have. to come up lierr behirid corr ant1 )our foolishness." 

"Dad, I do rrot intend t o  lw on tlrc \\rorig sitlc. of histor?." 

"Bo?, don't rricss with me. Not this morning. l o t  tlris rtrortr~trg " 

\\'e stood on ttie steps glaririg at each other. I stared at h i ~ n  as long 

and as hard ant1 as o i l  as I coultl, taking fill1 advantage of orrr prcscnce 

or1 the school groririd near tkic street \\ith scblrool persotlric~l walking to 

:riid fro 1)c~tiintl nie s l r t l  cars al~cl pedestrians passing behind him. fie 

would haw to beat me out i l l  the opcrl. Ht. cluiettd llis l)rc.:~thirig. FTc 

looked at his wing tips. He bliliked once or twice. He walked down the 

last remainir~g steps. 

"I think I ' b c  made mysc-If' clear." he said over his shoril(1c~r. 

4t rnoriir~rits like those I told rrvself that I'd won. 1 crossed the open 

courtyard ant1 scuttled throrrgti the cool illado\\s of' \.l illartl Junior 

Iligh's outdoor c.orritlor. T/tcrt.fi,ol cat/'/ Itrr,s,t tvitlr the kid $/ti/. ,/ivc turkey 

h f ~  step ?J'thcpro/,erty crndgivc cr revo/i~/iorrcrt:) his space! 

It was ill this pcriotl, I)c.tween l!)(iS : ~ l r c l  1!)70, that rn? parents' out- 

look arid tlclrteailor lwgan to cliarige. The sixties had hequcatlied them 

with a c,crtain kind of' olltspokcnness and attc,ritiori to ir\justicc that I 

hatl adniiretl and tried to t~lriulate. It h : ~ l  c~tt:irigcd the ct7;1y they walkctl 

and the \\a? the) talkctl. I t  had chai1gc.d the \\a) thr.? looked; ttlc way 

everyorir looketl. Thc Rl;lc*k women \ ~ t i o  iang K & B rro longer more 

their hair I'riccl-died-antl-1:iitl-to-the side. litld the hloto\\ 11 nleri hatl uti- 

conked thcir hair. Eve11 Diana Ross had an :lfro. .4nd so ril) rnotlier. not 

one to ewr, cver, helieke that Iiappy hair could pass for good grooming 

did not put her hair in all Afro but did go out and grt arl Afro wig. D:rtl 

had an 4f'ro albeit short and "respectable" h e  c\chn grew a beard aiitt 

smokctl a pipe. Jarrics Rro\vii's "Sa? It 1,outl. I'm Rlack and I'm Prorrd" 

could I)(. heard in the streets and in the. halls of uni\el.sitic.s lolig befort. 

he recordecl it. Thc Vict i:ong, the Algerians, thc i:r~bans, Chc. IIao, 

the 4ngolalis; the fightirlg rrlen anti \vorneri in Soutlr Ifrica, Khodcsia, 



and Guinea-Bissau; but most of all Huey P. Newton and the Black Panther 
Party had stiffened the spine of the Black American petty bourgeoisie so 

firmly that they found themselves looking like and sounding like some- 

thing other than themselves. Or, perhaps, they were themselves for the 

first time in their lives. But as the hand of Black Power pushed them 

from one side, the hand of an anti-Black state pushed them from the 

other. And though they had welcomed the cultural transformation, they 

had not bargained for the political fight and brutal repression that came 

with it. 

I remember the joy of anticipation in my parents' voices as they spoke 

on the telephone with professors they soon hoped to meet at Wayne 

State University in Detroit, at the University of Chicago in Hyde Park, 

and at UC Berkeley. But each arrival went awry, as though we'd boarded 

a plane for the tropics and landed in Antarctica. There were no depart- 

mental receptions, no barbecues at the homes of the chairs. Dad and 

mom tried to shrug it off: Everyone is quite civil on campus, dad would 

say. And it's not like we're helpless, mom would add. We're of strong 

Louisiana stock, they would both agree. Our hands aren't broken. We 

can certainly thumb through the Yellow Pages and find a motel for a few 

nights, and then an apartment, without their help. And we can certainly 

find schools for the children on our own. It's not like they haven't given 

you an office, Frank. Where is it written that folks on sabbatical have 

got to have their hands held? Weeks would go by, and then they would 

say: You've got to give folks time. What, with the riots and these Black 

students acting like they 'bout to take the riots to class? Who wouldn't 

be cautious? They came around in Kenwood, they'll come around here. 

But when we reached Berkeley, our last whistle stop, dad and mom may 

have given up hope of anyone coming around. It was as though there'd 

been no real movement in their lives from the time of Jim Crow to the 

time of the Kenwood Committee to the time of the sabbaticals. 

When I stood in the morning glint of the Berkeley sun and told my 

father I would not be on the wrong side of history, my parents had all 

but abandoned history. Or maybe history had abandoned them. In this 

they were way ahead of me. 



Halfway through our timc at Berkeley, the Kerit State rnurders did 

rliakc sorne folks "corrlt. arourid." After Kent, one of dacl's Hcrkcley col- 

leagues must have thougtit, It's tiappcriilig to us likc it happeris to tlierri. 

(;ornpclled, as he was. t>j what was being called the "niggerization" of 

Ij'hite )outh (thol~gh, sec.rrlirig1.y urifarniliar with the lierctofore niggcr- 

ization of niggersi, he approacllcd dad and apologizetl. Oric never rc.- 

all,. knows which is rnorcx sc1vcre, ttlc blithe disregard one suffers at the 

hands of IVhite ,\rnericans or the pious remorse through whic.11 they 

purif\. thernselkes. 

It was late in the tlay and thc halls were silent-riot (.\en the echo of 

dust. Tlicre were no st~~tlerits in the lialls. Some ur.re preyaril~g for Fig- 

ils and cantilelight rrlarchcs. Some were in the streets throwing stones. 

Sor~le were in the l~aserrlc~r~ts rriakirig bornbs. Dad passeti thc. open door 

unsure as whether to speak or walk quietly bj. The tiilrnima was so l~ed  

when that \frtlitc collcaguc's voice calls out to my father asking him to 

come in arid sit (]OF\ 11. 

He told dad that the killings at Kent State liad jolted liim as never 

before: Sour of our kids ... &t~ct .  He said it was tint(, for liim to break 

the silence. We'be d o ~ ~ e  \ou and \.our wife an irljustice. hrx said; lie 

was dccply sorry that our famil) had heen "blacklisted" by the facult) 

in Detroit, CI-~icaago, and (wen here. in Hcrkrlc~, he saicl, as one might 

sa?, even licre in I-leaven. He kept repeatirig "1)lacklisted" in an ef- 

fort to describe a proccss no Black person had had a hand in. Before 

\ou arr i~et l ,  Ile said, FBI agents interviewetl sorrich of the f'aculty. They 

uantcd to hr~o\c wliat we knew about jon.. .about arij allegations or 

rurrlors.. .or rumors of allegatioris.. . I  don't know, Frank, it was all so 

corifilsi~~g ... was there a chance, the\. uaritecl to kr~ow. a chance that 

you and yo~lr  wife were using the sabbaticals as a coler to run guris 

across state lines for the Panthers ... or somrX group like the Panthers ... 

it was all so coriS~isi~ig. He added, It's cralj ,  I krlow. I should have told 

you long ago. 

hl? fatlier was stunned. He came homr arltl told my mother. Together 

the) were stunned (and afiaid) for clays. 'l'her~ their shock turned to 

paranoia anti, as t h e  slowl) came out of their daze, to disbelief: Like 



other young mandarins of the Great Society, my mother and father had 

thought of themselves as an American couple simply moving with their 

American family from one city to another. They would not have charac- 

terized our sojourn as crossing state lines, like bootleggers, gunrunners, 

or jailbait brides. So bound by the promise of their dream were they that 

they never looked back to see how the fantasy that they pursued along the 

yellow line was a different fantasy than the one closing in on them. Was 

this nation so fickle that it cared not whether it hunted down "good" Ne- 

groes like Frank and Ida-Lorraine Wilderson or "bad" Negroes like the 

Panthers? Did it make no distinction between the two? Were such words 

as "good" and "patriotic" void of adhesiveness when attached to the Ne- 

gro? Now, with this accusation, this, "official" rumor, they felt like they'd 

been slapped with a nasty gym shoe. Accepting their status as objects in 

a world of subjects wasn't what they had bargained for. Transportingguns 

across state lines? Could they really say that about us? they wondered. Is 

this our destiny, willful misrecognition, callous fungibility? Even after 

the brutal assassination of Martin Luther King they had not joined the 

tumult of Black Power. They had remained loyal Americans. This made 

it all the more cruel and ironic. Their loyalty had been scorned without 

their knowing it. Not until late in the day, in the wake of the Kent State 

murders, in an office of captain's chairs and dust-flecked light falling on 

unmarked papers, did someone tell my father what he'd gone to school 

all his life to unlearn: that while a "nation's destiny" is often uncertain, 

a "nigger7s destiny" is an oxymoron. 

On the eve of the Kent State slayings I entered the Black Panther 

Party headquarters in Berkeley on Shattuck Avenue for one of their af- 

ter-school teach-ins. I had no idea that this visit was on the eve of the 

bombing of Cambodia, the murders at Kent State in Ohio, and at Jack- 

son State in Mississippi. Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man was wedged in the 

pocket of my windbreaker like a baseball or slingshot in the pockets of 

other boys. A slightly irritated brother wearing a black beret watched 

me through the door. He looked at his comrade, who looked at me, then 

looked back to him and shrugged his shoulders as if to say, I told you, 

youngblood is hopeless. 



Ile saicl, "l,ook hcre, yo~~ngblood.  Yeah. I'rri talkirig to you. Ever?- 

1)ody else irl here is grown so I must be talking to )ou." 

I had rio itlea where this was leading, and being the ceriter ofattcri- 

tiori in this room diti not swell me to the sarrle egoic 1)roport ioris. :IS (lid 

lrcing the center of attention at m j  parents' eoc.ht:iil parties. I c.or~l(ln't 

con this clr~cle. 

"Every time you come in here you got this book." Ile tuggrtl the El- 

lison horn rriy windbreaker arid damn near hroke the couriter with it. 

"'This Elliso~l l)ook! Hakeri't you finiqhed i t  by riow?" 

Yo\\ nly apprehension tllrrled to pride, for I thougl~l lie bas sc.olilirig 

rric fhr Iwirig a slob reader. This would 1,e a grcat o p p o r t ~ ~ r ~ i t y  for rrlc to 

tell hirn how each .car the teachers \vari~e(l t o  skip rri tJ  up  a gr ;~ie ,  how 

last )ear the) wanted to skip me 1111 t ~ o  gradt.5, arld how wlicri r r i j  par- 

ents refitset1 citing social adjustment issucs I was given a reading test 

that showed that I did not read at a sebenth grade 1rvc.l I~ut at a twelfth 

grade l e ~ c l  But this was not the thrust of his inc~uir?. U'liat might haxe 

held rne iri good stead with the neb manclarins of' I,13J1s Great Socict) 

iri rny parents' living roorri did not mean a thing t o  tltis l'arither. Having 

figured rlone of this out, Ilo\ve\er, I chargetl ahcad a5 tl-iough collrting a 

rourid of praise. 

"I'ke read it five times. I'rn now on rriy sivtli rcatlit~g, at the point \vlicre 

he takes the ij'hite trustee to the Golclen Day Saloon and the F e t s  " 

He picked up th t~  book, rarl his tByJs over ISlliso~i's p i c t ~ ~ r e ,  muttered 

"trifling-ass 'I'orn," arid tossed it in thr  trash. Ile scrunched tiown be- 

liind the counter. He r~trr~rnageti throtlgti tllc lower shelves rurriiriatirlg 

to himself a1)out how. that trifling-ass Torti was sliuckirig anti jiving the 

people. He rose witl-i Frant! Fanon's 7 % ~  W~.e~c/zedqfthe Earth 

"Yo after-sc-hool lessor1 for .you today. (;o hornc, read the first chap- 

ter, and come hack tomorrow arid tell [tic what it says." 

The next daj  I returtied to the Berkc~ley Black Panther Party office. 

Before we started llr apologi/c.d li)r twirig so hard on rric yesterday. 

He had Ellison's hook on thc table wllere wc sat arid lie asked rrle if I 

wanted it back. Rather cautio~lsl) I askctl liim if it was alright to read 

both Fallon and Kllisori. 1Ie lauglied arid saitl, "I was wrorig. You s h o ~ ~ l d  



read everybody. Hell, even read Hoover." To which someone yelled from 

across the room, especially Hoover! Then he asked me why he was just 

now seeing me, why he hadn't seen me at the teach-ins in the fall. I told 

him I'd been living in different cities over the past year or so, Seattle, 

Detroit, and Chicago and that I was relatively new to Berkeley. 

"Where did you live before all that traveling?" he asked. 

"Minneapolis, Minnesota." 

"Oh," he said, as though I said I was born and raised in Sing Sing, 

"that's too bad." 

I told him how I'd been called "nigger" throughout grade school and 

how I fought everyone who looked at me cross-eyed; the authorities had 

said either Kenwood would have to move, leaving its buildings, infra- 

structure, and instructors to me or I would have to move and leave Ken- 

wood to them. 

I was being serious, but he thought it was funny. 

His name was Darnel1 and he told me he'd never expected to see me 

again; he was surprised that Fanon had interested me. I bragged that it 

captivated my attention because I read at a second-year-in-college-level 

(which was pushing it by two years) and that my father had caught me 

with it last night and beat the living daylights out of me-so I knew it 

must be good. That had never happened with InvisibleMan. 
Then, using one of my old cocktail party gimmicks, I quoted a pas- 

sage of Fanon from memory: "'From birth,"' I began, "'it is clear to him 

that this narrow world, strewn with prohibitions, can only be called 

in question by absolute violence."' I told Darnell that for some strange 

reason that had made me think about Kenwood, but why, I didn't know; 

nor did I know why my father had beaten me when Fanon's other book, 

Black Skin, White Masks, was nestled on his bookshelf beside the works 

of Sigmund Freud. 

Darnell pondered this, but offered no insight. He told me to read 

more (in bed with a flashlight) and think about my own questions some 

more; to come back in a week and tell him what I'd come up with. I came 

back not in seven days but everyday that week, hoping against hope that 

he would simply lay it all out for me. But this period was the height of 



(:OlN'I'II:I,PRO's war against the l'anthers. and Darriell and the others 

were ;is t ) ~ ~ s j  with Snrtifjcatiori activities as the) were prcoccrrpietl wit11 

drcaad. Tlierc, \\as trc.rrrelidotis hustle arid bustle irl tllat offire : r r ~ t l  S e ~ c r  

and ftxwer after-sc.hool lessons on anti-impr.rialisrr1 and police brutalit). 

Orir (la) I :trricecl after sc,hool wide-e)cd and rcatly, or~l! to f i r i c l  that t t i ( ,  

of'ficc. \\as 110 riiore. The storefront wiriciows were dernolishetl. Glass arid 

1)ullct casirlgs were strcnri across the sidewalk. 'I'hc crippled irrtc.r.ior of 

the. offict. looked like the rernairls ofFaiion7s \vorl(l strc,wil with 1,rolrif)i- 

tioris. Jellou tape prevented m) frierids and me from getting as closrx as 

we morrld h a ~ c  likcd. Qrl older woman who livetl in the 11c~igtlt)orhood 

stood arliorlg us ill the crowd. 

"h hat happc~led?" 1 asked her. Shc looketl don ii at t lle hl~rigcr ill 

rr1y face. 

"It's thc police," she said, "notliing hut tile /)olic.e.'' Slir. s t ; t r t t~l  to 

leave hut I had takcri kiolti of' her hand. 

1 wtrrlted to cr). but nij posse was with rnc atid t hcxj \ccrcil't crying. 

"U'licre did I-ir go?'' 1 managed. 

"\Vhcrc did \\ bo go?" 

"Darriell." 

"1171ioP" she said again. 'l'hcn sllr. uncic.rstoocl. " I  reckori lic went to 

Oaklard. 1 reckon the! all did. More of'trs ttieee tliall hclre." 

"1 wanted to tell t~irrl sor~ietlrirlg." 

"'l'ell hirn what?" she asked. 

Hut I was ton ctloked lip to anscbcr. I <just stared at the jagged glass 

dangling like loose teeth from the, uiritlo~v f'rarrres, at the 1)ullct-ripped 

posters of Eldridge Cleaver arid 1111cy 1'. Uewtori, arid at tlie crystals and 

cart ridges glisterling at our. fcct l i  kc, gcnrs fi111 f c f i  lrre bnlfets andg/crss irz 

l~>~dljnrnpto~z'splncr~ in C//ictlgo, I tliorrglit . ken Iectvc I ~ I P ~ / ( Z S . Y  ( u ~ d  t)lll/ets her('. 

The woman n h o  Iiel(l rri) hard  was criorrgll to knots that thorrgli I 

riccdcd her to hold rile, to j)rfbss rrle tigkitl! to  her, m! cgo could riot bear 

that much lmc. She eased closer to inr a~lcl carel'ull~ ailtl claiidcstir~r~lj 

put her arrri around m,p shorildcr so as 11ot to stir rrl? frierids. 11ithout 

turning to look at rrie. \,itliout takilig 11c.r (yes off the y c l l o ~  tape drawn 

across the ruin, she said, "You've got t o  Icartl ifyou uant  to staj ali\c." 



It was then, at the age of fourteen, standing in the ruins of the sec- 

ond Panther dwelling that I'd seen riddled with gunshot in less than a 

year, that I began to inventory the things I had learned in my brief time 

on the planet; as well as the things I had yet to learn. The list was meager 

and elusive. Meager because, how to stay alive was one in a seemingly 

infinite number of lessons that I had yet to learn and, until a moment 

ago, I had not even known it was on the list. What else was on the list? 

I could only inventory this particular lesson (and categorize it as "to be 

learned") because its omission had been brought to my attention. And 

what of the things I had already learned? 

In Kenwood, I had learned how to be against White people (or that 

they were against me), but I had not learned how to be with Black peo- 

ple. Had it not been for the political training which I was giving myself 

through the reading of so many books my parents brought home from 

the Civil Rights front, and the sense I was making of the riots and the 

images of Black Power on television, I would not have been able to pro- 

cess the shock that came when I was transplanted from the sanitized 

calm of Kenwood to the ghettoes of Detroit (our first whistle-stop before 

Chicago and Berkeley). 

Detroit was burnt hollow from the riots, or rebellion, when we ar- 

rived. Buildings scarred with third degree burns; dried blood on the 

sidewalks; here and there vacant windows in wait of plywood. We moved 

into the St. Antoine Projects across the street from Wayne State Uni- 

versity. I had not lived in such crammed and crowded quarters since my 

parents' first year in graduate school when we lived in student housing, 

a period I had no recollection of because I was three years old. I thought 

the St. Antoine Projects were made of papier-michC, a huge piiiata wait- 

ing for god to crack open its walls. 

On the first day of school, dad and mom sent me to register alone. 

I was anxious, but not scared. Though I'd heard gunfire the night we 

arrived, and though it seemed the whole papier-michC complex was 

alive each night with the shouting of voices, the pounding of walls, and 

the beat of music, none of this seemed to spell chaos for me. Even so, 

looking back on it all, I could have done with a little warning, a brief 



coriversation about what I was about to encounter at Spain Junior IIigh: 

someone could have at least told me that though I rriiglit have heen a bad 

mutha-shut-your-mouth in Kenwood, Kenwood was not. Detroit. 

I walk down the corridors long after the homeroom bell has rung. The 

halls are still full of kids. The first thing I notice is that there is not one 

Whitc kid in sight. This is strange but T don't have tirne to parse it out. I'm 

late. T must register in nly new school and get to class. Ever<yone is laughing 

and having a good time. Over by that locker the cutest girls I've ever seer1 in 

my life are listening to Archie Bell and the Urells on a transistor radio and 

doirig the Tighten-up. I've got to learn the Tighten-up; in Kenwood they 

can't even do the Twist. I'll marry one of these angels and take her back and 

Tighten-up in front of Jane l'eterson and say, so there! I walk into the office, 

fully expecting to leave the din of the dance music behind in the halls, only 

to find more carnival festivities going on inside. A group of eighth grade 

boys have cornrnandeered the main office for what can only be desc:rihed 

as Soul Train Central. I ask (that is asking no onc in particular, for it is 

impossible to sec who's in c h a r g e t h e  group of boys or the three White 

secretaries) whom should I speak to about registering? I'rn new, but I have a 

transcript from nly former school in Minneapolis. The boys get quiet. Yo~v 

a flurry of whispers spread tiny wings and flutter from ear to ear. One of the 

boys repeats my words in an exaggerated tone, mocking my diction. 

Then he says, "He talk White." 

His friends start to laugh. The three secretaries brace themselves. 

The boy who mocked me is sitting on one of the secretary's desk 

cleaning his fingernails with a file he has taken from her purse. Both his 

feet are in her chair. He rolls her chair back and forth with his feet as he 

cleans his nails. She stands by the file cabinet, four or five feet away. 

"Come here," he says. T push through the swinging partition between 

the benches where students are to wait and the desks of the three secre- 

taries. "Why you talk White?" 

Foolishly, I interpret the question to be a question. I am thinking to 

rnyself: Do I talk White? and Thatk a good question, why do 1 talk like I'm 

M'Aile? 

"I don't really know," I say, earnestly, "do I talk White?" 



He stops cleaning his nails. He has taken my response as an affront. 

He looks at me hard. 

"Is you a gumpy?" he says, accusingly. 

Again, I think this is a genuine question, worthy of a genuine 

answer. 

"Well," I say, mulling over a word I've never heard before, "I can't say 

for sure. What is a 'gumpy'?" 

His whole posse paints the walls with their laughter. One of the boys 

yells, "Hey, Smooth, he's shuckin' and jivin' you man!" 

Another one chimes in, "He's fuckin' with you good, Smooth. Nigga 

must not know who you is." 

Continuing on down my blind alley of sincerity I say, "Well, who are 

you?" and the room howls even louder. I see one of the secretaries leave 

the office while she still can. 

"Ahhhh, shit!" somebody says. "Nigga called you out, Smooth. The 

shit is 0-N-N on!" 

Smooth grabs me by the shirt. "I'll beat the black offa you." 

I suck my teeth and roll my eyes. "Oh really, now." His posse laughs 

harder and keeps yelling, "It's on, man, whatchu gon do, Smooth? The 

shit is on for real!" 

"I said is you a gumpy!" 

"And I said you'll have to give me a clear definition of the word gumpy 

before I can answer. And I'll thank you to unhand me." 

Smooth snaps a switchblade from his pocket. He opens it against my 

throat. 

"This is ~~11001, I say, "you can't bring a knife to school. It's against 

the rules." 

By the filing cabinet where the secretary who couldn't get away 

stands, a door that reads "Principal" creaks open. A bald, portly, White 

man with hollow eyes wearing a factory outlet suit peeps through and 

clears his throat. He looks at Smooth and the knife. He looks at me. He 

stays where he is with the door half-cocked. He looks at the secretary. 

She tells me I may go in now. Smooth closes the blade and puts it back in 

his pocket. As I step toward the door Smooth touches my arm. 



"I ain't forgot you," lie whispers. 

In the wccks that followed, Srrlooth and one of his posse would jump 

me the moment I hit set. I'd cross the vacant lot betwccri the St. Antoine 

Projects and the school looking all around for thern, \vondcring whether 

they'd come Srorrr the east or from the west. It was hard to bclicvc. that 

what was happcriing was really happening, 1,ut it was real(? happening: 

they would jump me i n  the hall, right in the rniddle of school. Yo orlc 

(lid anything and, ifasked, rio one would have seen arlything. I'ti cross 

tlie threshold and he'd come out of nowhere, grab me, press his blade 

against m j  throat, run rrie backwards or1 rriy heels until the back of my 

head slarr~mcd into the loc,ktlrs, hold me there, stiff, long-neckcd arid 

scared against ttic. lockers, one harid holding the bladc to throat, 

his other hand ferretilig my pockcts. IIe'd find a nickel, tlie rriaximum 

nickel each kid could brir~g for milk money firid it in rny pockets, firid 

it iri rriy socks, find it in my Afro, wherever it was h~dden,  he would firid 

it. Thcri hc'ti press the blade harder or he'd slap rrle and say, "Dirncs! 

Ilirnes, gumpy! Dori't bring your ass up iri here 'Irss jou got tlirries!" 

,4nd 1 wolild recitr chapter and verse how school rules prohibited us 

from carrjing anymore than five ccrlts or1 our persons at arly tirrie. And 

besides, I said, trying not to cry, n i  dad won't give me dimes. 

I tried to tell m j  dad about it, but he had his own problems. his noto- 

riety as a runner of guns I-ic'd riever seen, to people he'd never met, tiis 

life inside a rurrior he had jet to hear. 

Dad said, "Doli't come in hcre arid tell me somcbody took money off 

YOU." 

"Rut he fights," I'd whine. 

"Figlit back." 

I'd plead and corriplain and whine some more. 

"What do jou want, for rnc to come with you to scl~ool?" 

"Yes," I told him. 

"Everyclay:'" he asked, hoping I'd see how b i~ar re  that was. "Look, 

von stand up to Smooth. Vot only will l-ic leave jou alone, but the rest of 

them will know rrot to nless with you. When it's all over, you and Smooth 

may even becorne friends." 



"The kids I stood up to in Kenwood didn't I~ecorne my friends and 

they didn't stop messing with me." 

"They were White. These kids are Black.'' 

"I don't see the difference." 

"You will. Every friend I had when I went to school in New Orleans 

I had to fight. That's how we became friends. I went to New Orleans all 

by myself. And my aunt didn't have time for every little thing that hap- 

pened to me. Kids came at me hard, the way Smooth's coming at you. 

One by one I had to fight them. By Christmas we were all friends. Now 

deal with it." 

The next day I caught sight of Smooth before he could reach for his 

knife. 1 slammed my fist into his face. He flew against the lockers. He 

would have fallen to the ground if one of his boys hadn't caught him. He 

was winking and blinking, seeing stars. My stomach turned to jelly. I 

knew I was dead. He sucked the sliver of blood from his lip. He straight- 

ened up. He looked at his boy and said, "What's wrong with him?" And 

that was that. They walked away as though nothing had happened. 

A week or so later, I saw Smooth and his friends in the schoolyard. 

We looked at each and said nothing. They all turned away from me. I 

got closer to them and they kept talking, ignoring me. One of the boys 

was talking about the Algiers Motel incident, which occurred two years 

prior during the riots of 1967. At the ages of 11 and 12, Smooth and his 

friends had all been part of the riots that took place on 12th street and 

Clairmount, just east of Spain Junior High. I had watched the rebellion 

on TV with my grandmother and I had read about them in my parents' 

copy of John Hersey's expos4 The Algiers MotelIncident. It gave chapter 

and verse on the killing of three young men at the Algiers Motel during 

the Detroit riots. 

On the morning of July 26, 1967, as much of Detroit was rebelling, 

heavily armed policemen, state troopers, and National Guardsmen pa- 

trolled the ghetto. National Guardsmen said they heard shots. They later 

claimed that they believed themselves to be under sniper fire from the 

Algiers Motel. The police and the National Guard rushed into the motel. 

Inside they found no guns, but they did find ten Black men of varying 



ages arrcl two yotliig \JT1iite women. Soon three. of the Hlack men \kcre 

tle:rtl :rrlcl tlre otlrc'rs were Ijadl! beaten. One of the rircir had Iris fact 

blow11 off, all ca?c 1)catcir out of his hcatl, aiitl air arrlr rrearl? se\er.etl I)? 

t)~lckshot. ho o11t. wai e\er conk ictetl of the rrillrtlers. 'I'he policerrrcrr got 

ol'fI)c~t~a~isc~ it was tleterrrrirred that the? liad rrot I)eer~ ~)rol)c.rl  :~tlvisocl of' 

their rigtrts bc.fi)rtx the! filed their rcport. 

Yo\% orlc of the b o ~ s  cased asicle and let rric join the c~ircl(~. 'l'hry 

\kcXnt 011 talkirrg in a serious and corrcer~tratt,tl r1larliir.r. 1,ikr sirrgirrg i r r  

a roulid. each boy toltl a stor? about where he was tht. riiglit that tlrc po- 

lice arid the ( ;~~ar t i  karriped on the 4lgicr.s Motel what Irc.'tl seerr, wliat 

lrr.'d lootctl (tlrt,! called it "affirrnati\ct shoppirrg"~, lrokk tr(. 1x11, \.zlr:rt 11c. 

t lire\+ at t he Gllard fiom up on a roof, arid all the 1)lood that flonctl in 

~ l r c  streets. 

Smooth ~)lilled his shirt dowri around his co1larl)orrc. arrtl saitl. "See. 

See that sIiit.7 A Tac Squad pig did that shit." 
r 7 I he 'l'ac Squads were Detroit policc 11nit.i nr:rtl(x rrp of' fi)t~r. usuallj 

Whitc, officers \+llo had a re1)utation fix harassnrent arrtl I~rlltalit?. 1 had 

nckcr see11 a scar like that hcfore arid ~ o l r l t l  rlot set orrc like it for twcilt?- 

three years until 1 pllotograplrecl the flrsti al)o\c. Il;r krak:~rra's l)reast the 

day before she died. I didn't ask liim about it. i l l  part 1)ec'alise ekerjone 

c.lsc alrcad! knem. Sniooth asked rrlc hatl I ckcr 1)cc~rr to 12"' and (:lair- 

mount. \\ht,rc the rt~1)elliorr lracl s tar~c~tl .  

"\o." I told hirn. 

"Conie ori," he said. 

"If hat about school?" 1 said. 

"Some things arc rrrore iniportar~t t h a r ~  school." 

Just like that we left ttre sc.11ooljard. On tho ma? Smooth and his 

friends bought me a slice of t~cair pir frorli tht. Black hluslim haker? 

(presumably frorr~ ttie riickels and clinrcli tlre!'d "borroncd" from other 

kids). 

"If the Yational Girarti had~i't sho\\li, \\e'd'\c takcil tliis uhole citc," 

he said. "'l'ook eight thollsarltl of t l l c ~ r r r  to stop us." He wiped sonic 

piecrust from his ~riorltlr alicl saicl, "\\ c* still :rirr't stopped; we just taking 



a rest. We can take this whole damn country down." Then he turned to 

the other guys and said, "He ain't no gumpy." 

When I left Detroit and moved to Chicago, I could fight; I could al- 

most dance. I couldn't quite rap to the ladies-not like Smooth, anyway, 

but I sure wasn't no gumpy; I knew why we were mad at the world. 

After Alice and I had been together for a while, I convinced myself that 

the looks we got from people in Santa Cruz when we went out were start- 

ing to change. Perhaps I'd just been paranoid. Perhaps she was right, I 
told myself, when she insists that the looks meant no more than, Aren't 

those two so in love. Or: Isn't that cute, a forty-something man and a six- 

ty-something woman. Or: He's no ageist. Or: She's really luck3 a second 

chance at love (not to mention the sex!), when all is said and done, love 

conquers all. Maybe they didn't see me as King Kong screeching from 

atop the dome when they saw us together. In fact, it seemed as though 

they liked me. But more importantly, they seemed to trust me. I was 

soon called upon to counsel. I was called upon to heal. As at an End the 

War march, when you hear your name being called. Huffing and puff- 

ing, she pushes through the crowd and catches up to you. Can I march 

with you for a little while? she says. Sure, Dorothy, it's good to see you. 

Another hour and your lungs are tired from chanting, Hell no we won't 

go, we won't fight for Texaco! Look, she says, pointing to a park bench 

across the street. She takes you by the hand and together you minnow 

through the flow of demonstrators to the other side of the street. 

On this march the two of you renew your pledge to keep fighting 

that Son of a Bush! Arm in arm, hand in hand, Black and White and 

all the Rainbow colors in between are marching with you down the 

street. You and Dorothy catch your breath on a park bench. You let 

the sea of signs, towering puppets, and noisemakers flow past. Mind 

if I ask you something, Frank? I'm troubled. Deeply troubled. Ask 

me anything, Dorothy. She tells you: I couldn't even dream of saying 

t,his to yoti if I didn't know how you and Alice are. You're the perfect 



couple. \%icll, you say (your signature well), we work at it; that's the kej, 

Dorothy, hard work and cornrnitrrient. Then you take 11er hand and 

vou ask her what's troubling her. It's really embarrassing, but I've got 

to gct it off rri? chest, she sajs. You place )our other hand over hers. 

It's Erica, she sa.s, mi) daughter. >oil remember Erica. Frank, I don't 

mant you to take this the wrong wa., hut I fccl so empt.. Dorothj, you 

sa?, just hreatlle deepl?, let it all out. Erica's pregnant, she exclaims, 

and ... arid the father is Rlack. She won't have an abortion. \$'hat is this 

jxntron of hers. Frank? It's not that she's u i th  a Black gu.. we all dated 

Rlack g u s  in the sixties, it's not a racist thing with rrle. Rut Erica 

dates Black gujs. It's unhealthy. 2 fetish. 4nd  no\\ this. I had to talk 

with >ou, Prank arl,otle else \\ould'ce ralled rrie a racist. l'rn not a 

racist. I'm a mother. It's a mother's pain, Frank; that's not 13lach, or 

White. or Red or Yellow. 'l'hat's human nature. h o  rriotl~er wants to 

t l~ ink  of'her daughter falling in arid orit of 1)eci wit11 :I Setisli. Tell rne, 

Frank, lay it or1 me like folks laid it on each other hack in the day: Does 

Erica need thcrapy Is shc psychotic? She rnust he psychotic. Frank? 

Frank, >our palrns arc swcatirlg. 

l week goes by. Yoti return frorn Alice's house in Santa Cru/ County 

to j011r apartrncnt in HcrLclcy. 'fhcrc's a rncbssagc> on your answering 

rrlac~liinc.. It's Barbara. Not Barbara I31rsh of >our. dreains t11a1 woul~l 

reci//)* 1)e strange but Barbara fro111 school. She needs to talk. \re  or^ 

thcarc ... Frank ... c.'rrrori. .pick 111) it'>orllrc I trc.rc, ... norre of' this, I'rn nri t-  

ing 111y nlcnioir shit . . . I need to talk to ?ou. Paul anti I are going through 

c h a ~ ~ g c s .  1 rc,all~ tiori't like talking to ?our rnactiir~r. I'rri not trcirrg to 

hiolate lotlr sj)nc.e or your. nritirrg time 1)rlt I'm in :i jam here. Fr:lr~k:' 

You're. rrot sitting there listeriir~g t o  rnr, are >oui' (:all rrle. okay? 

\roll call her. You explair~ to her that jorl hrlrr. intfccd uorkirlg on 

~0111. I1r(wro1r I)ut yo11 wererl't working or1 it  :it horirc. yotl'tl gorrr to ttrc 

library t o  (lo research or1 South Africa, you say (instead of saying you 

wariti.ti to gct away fi-or11 the phone). 

'Ihe next day, with your low-fat decaffeinated latte and your Sunday , ~ + H J  York Tirrrc~, you wait for her at a small caf4 on Telegraph ,4vemie. 

Yoii'rc wearing pcmny loafers, no socks, of' course. Khaki pants from 



Banana Republic. Pierre Cardin shirt. Cashmere sweater tied around 

your neck. You're so clean you wish you had a mirror. She arrives thirty 

minutes late. She's been crying. Her blonde hair is disheveled; her 

cheeks are red from the rush. She says, It's Paul, we've been together 

longer than you and Alice, but lately he seems, I don't know, tormented, 

yes, that's the word, tormented. It's as though I torment him. I'm closer 

to him than his own mother. He's sullen and moody. Suddenly he's full 

of that Black Power rhetoric that he was full of back when, well, you re- 

member, back when everyone was full of it. He isn't changing with the 

times. I won't go back to the way things were. Federal agents knocking 

on my door, looking for him. You tell her that she needn't worry, there's 

no chance of Paul getting into any revolutionary activity, all that's come 

and gone. Times have changed, you tell her. I know that and you know 

that, she says, but try telling that to Paul. Before I married him I lived a 

simple life. All I knew about the Feds was Elliot Ness and The Untouch- 

ables. Then, I married him and spent seven years on a first name basis 

with them-seven years. That's what I've been through with Paul. And 

not for his sullenness, not for his moods, not for his hatred. I always 

thought that what he hated was out there, outside our house. I thought 

that he and I stood shoulder to shoulder against it all. But it's in here, 

Frank, he's brought it in here! He's turned against me. Because I'm 

White? Is that it? Is it that crude? I feel so betrayed. I've wasted my whole 

life with him. I'm fifty-five years old. Who wants a flower child halfway 

to one hundred? And he calls himself a revolutionary! I've done noth- 

ing, Frank, you hear me-nada. I don't deserve this. It's like he wants 

to kill me. Me. After all I've gone through with him. I'm White, you 

know-can we talk here or what. Could've walked away a long, long time 

ago. Just walked away from all the shit that comes his way. Could've said 

ciao, Mr. Low-n-Moody, I'm going back to Evanston. I never said that, 

Frank. Frank, I never, never, said that. Could've walked right back into 

my White life just as easily as I walked out. Where's my recognition? 

The way he looks at me when he gets out of bed in the morning. If looks 

could kill. It's no clichC, I'm here to tell you, it has real meaning. Why 

can't we make it like the two of you make it? That's what I tell him. Look 



at Frank and Zliw. Ilo I deserve tlie sarne contcmpt hc has fbr the Feds? 

i\ hat did I do to him:' Uothirlg. \Ir1iat Iiave I done for him? E\crytkiir~g. 

You'd think it was the sight of rny body. or the way I comb my hair. I 
don't knom wwhmt he's coriterriptuous of. Damncd if he knows. \1a7.1)(' I'm 

the fool, the blind, the dvaf; arid tlumb; the oric who sho~llti'\e seen it 

c-ornirlg. I'm rarnhling, I knom. Rut 1 needed to talk with jou. Uow she 

looks you iri the eye and says: 1 tliought you were avoiding me. Then: 

ho, no, I take that hack, Frank. I kno\vyou wouldn't do that. You should 

talk to him; he'll listen to you. I ask mjsclf, an1 I a racist, is that your 

problem, Barbara? I have those thoughts. U'ho \vo~rldri't with Paul and 

his angry Black rnari routin(.? Sometimes I wonder, arc all Blacks like 

l'au13 T scold rrljsclf' fhr hav ing slit-11 thoughts. You're not likcx Paul. J 011 

knon I krio\v that. hut the thoughts arc o\erpowering. I \\orldcr if all 

Rlacks hate like h(, k1atc.s; if Rlack hatred isn't a c ic~y well. I drop a storlc 

into it and listen, waiting fbr the solliid when i t  hits the water. It's a 

sollnti I never hear. 

\\ hericver you arid jour hedside rnanner rr1c.c.t a friend i r i  need like 

Ilorottiy or Rart~ara, jou feel like jou'bc rriade the world a better place.. 

l3ut for sorrlcx rcasorl you don't tell illicc about these encounters mkieri you 

spend t he night at her house. That's not exactly true, you tell her, hut o u  

tell her days later. \I ti\.? Yo11'rcx riot sleeping with these worrren. Full dis- 

closure nould go a long way toward endearing Alice to you. After a week 

or so you feel strange as you replay the convr*rsatioris in your mind. kou try 

to tic,cipher who you mere in tl~osc nlorrlerits. If ;  as I)oroth\. arid Barbara 

and the othcrs have implied, by tlic mctrc fact that t h e  are there with you, 

vou arc. not a hulking rrionstrositg like the othcrs, who \+ere gou? Who arc 

you in those transactions ifjou are not Paul or that Black fier~d mllo rnakes 

~ l r i~an tc t i  bahies ever) more un\+aritcd with his tarred stroke? 

It is not a rrlatter. of'havirlg sirnpl~ traveled iric~ogrlegro. You lost )our- 

self corrlpletely in those rnorricnts. You go to bed, \+orricti. You Ilold Al- 

ice in \.our arms, worried. You Iic thcrc, worried. You want to tell Alice 

everything, hut you're worried about the collsrqut~r~res. You want to tell 

her nothing, but you're worricti ahout the consequcric.cs. You are wait- 



ing for her to drift off to sleep, so you can roll over to the far horizon and 

he alone with your thoughts. 

You want to sleep but there is no telling what horrors will steal into 

your dreams should you sleep. You cannot, however, keep your eyes 

open forever; soon, despite your efforts, you are asleep. In your dreams 

you wonder how it is you came to be in the living room. From the bed- 

room a voice calls: you're psychotic, it says, that's how you got there. You 

know that voice, the voice of Barbara Rush. She's leaving you, she yells, 

leaving you to put on her clothes! Then she starts reciting a poem you 

haven't heard since you were a child; you'd forgotten it years ago. "You 

may talk of gin an' beerlwhen you're quartered safe out here." Then she 

laughs, you won't be safe for long! That's not how it goes, you try to tell 

her, adding, why can't I come back to the bedroom? And you laugh, that 

a little levity might make you lovers again. You, with your sweaty hands? 

she says. 

Morning. You lie awake and wonder why this dream moves like a 

comic strip, picking up where it left off and ending with no sense of 

resolution. You'd like to go back to sleep, but sleep is such a minefield. 

Presently, Alice wakes up. She draws herself to you. You stiffen-not 

where you should, between your legs, but where you shouldn't: all over. 

"What are you thinking about?" she asks. 

You take your time, then say that you have been thinking about class 

and your lectures. 

"You're lying," she says. 

You stiffen more. "What makes you say that?" 

"Because I know you had bad dreams." 

"Did I?" 

"Did I," she mocks. "And I know what they were about." 

Oh shit, you think, here it comes. We need to be up and dressed, we 

need to have at least the span of the kitchen floor, if not the distance of 

telephone wires, between us to have this conversation. But she plunges 

ahead. 

"About South Africa and what you went through there." 



I.ou breathe ari extended sigh of relief. Slie srniles, tliirlking that 

jou've beer1 calrnr~tl by her clairvoyance. 

"Urell.. .>es, that's right." 

"Map . he . you sho111d see someone." she says, "I'm orilj sa)ing Illis bc- 

cause I lo\e you." 

"Yes, well," (we//, WP//,  we//!), " I  lake you too." 

That everiirig after school she s a y  it's hot outside anti ekcn hotter in- 

side. She takes off all her clothes in the rrlitidle of the kitchen and tkirows 

them o\er the chairs. She goes into the bathroom and showers. You are 

seated at the kitchen table ~ ~ r i t i ~ i g  lorlghand, as you do with o u r  car!, 

drafts. You think you are writing about South Africa, at least that's what 

thc words on the page would indicate, about the dead nla\sac~red in the 

squatter can11,s and the ordeal in which you were almost kidnapped. You 

rerrienlber tr?ing not to step in the feces of children as the )ourig A\(: 
corrlradc guided ~ o u  through the devastation of Phola Park. How ctin 1 

cl~scr~be [ / I F  kn f i  wounds drawrr, just above Cla Kekann 'J hrenst? 

She flits back out into the kitchc.11, half dry, half dripping. Slie says 

she richc~ds a colt1 tlririk before slit. (1ric.s off. Gori(ia/nn pr l ,  womnri! You 

mean, goddamn you \Jr1iite woman. don't ?ou? The kitchen door is open 

to \vhoeter passes }I?. The front door is open and the u indo~is  hake 110 

c*urtairis. This is orie \%11ite bod) you will neker. clairn, the waj \irhite 

bodies claim you. You cxari't write the memoir. Not now. Rut if you stop 

so abruptly, she'll know somethirig is wrong. She'll scc yoil're rattled. 

Slie'll ask w h ~ .  Tlier~ what M. i l l  you say? You switc.11. You put the descrip- 

tion of hla kekaria into a manila fi)ld(.r arid take ollt a 1)larik sheet. Your 

political ttic~or) arid fi l r r i  st~rtlies resc.:lr.c.h is rie;lrl)> or1 tlie tal~lt,. It's a 

c ~ i r i c ~ l i .  Just start writing the other hook, the one or1 cincrna arid b'hite 

s1lpren1ac.y. (:hapter Three: 'I'hc. Ilissor~aricc~ Rc.tweeri a T h e o r  of' the. 

tlr~rrian SuI)j(.c.t arltl a 'l'lrcwr of 11ie 13l;rc.h O1)jcc.t. Vo, too ~wkwcrr~(/, evnr 

fire1 r//(q)tertzt/e. Cllapter 'l'hree: Tlie Iltrrr~an Subject and the Black Ob- 

jt~ct. fi.s, oko), go orr. I(i.k riot to look c~ t  lrcc J I I S ~  igrrorc, her Hope c~gnr~r~t  h(pc 

rhnt no ON? corttfJ\ 10 t/to (/oar, / / I ( L ~  J / I P  f/r[os 'S?~J ' (LI I ( /~(VS  e/r?m"~~/. wow W ~ I ~ P .  

Y~itlity ant1 scbx arc at issue i r ~  thc film Mon.ster.:sUn//. ,l'ltit. You're repmtirig 

'0clI.v pnr:ve/J,: rhc who/c c h c ~ ~ ~ t r ~ r  i.5 on thisJ;/rrr, thc r~~crc/c~r n/rcoc/y knows r/ti.s I '  



your mind, Frank. Write, just write: Nudity and sex are at issue here.. .the 

flaunting nudity of White people in cinema, and in civil society more 

broadly, manifests itself as one of White feminism's many dramas. What 

White nudity signifies, what politics the contestation and performances 

of its codes generate, whether exploitative (see Judy Chicago's screed on 

pornography) or liberatory (elaborated by the White feminists cry: it's 

my body, I'll do what I want with it). . .the shit Alice would say.. .these are 

the tiresome and aggravating questions through which White women 

(and men) perform their intramural dramas. You can't write tiresome and 

aggravating in a scholarly book-what $the editor's White; they have their 
limits, you know. 

She stands before you toweling herself off, sipping her cool drink. 

"What are you writing, your memoir or the film book? 

"The film book." 

"Read it to me while I comb my hair." 

"It's not there yet." 

She bends forward. That full head to knees forward bend of hers. 

She lets her hair fall over her head to the floor. She brushes her hair 

down to her toes. They can even rule the world with their ass in the air. 

"Go on, read me what you've got." 

"It's tiresome and aggravating." Like you! 

"I'm sure it's brilliant." 

"When it's there," you say, "I'll show you when it's there." 

Keep writing: The rub, of course, is that everyone, even the slave, or 

Black, must contend with the force and fall-out of these naked White 

dramas; for the simple reason that the logics of a White woman's body 

are in fact indexical of.. .is it of or to?. . .o$. .okay.. .of a shared historical and 

anthropological-that is to say, a shared ontological-capacity between 

White women and White men. This ontological capacity of Whites is 

also a constituent element, however diminished, of their junior part- 

ners in civil society, which is to say, non-Black people of color. (Foot- 

note: The liminal position of the Native American is taken up later, in 

Chapter Four.) The White woman is the most frequently narrativized 

trope of this ontological inheritance, not just in cinema, but also in civil 



society writ large. Yes, good, this zs what we want. Nonetheless, there ex- 

ists a struct ural democracy (where this capacity is coricerried) hetween 

\1/ bite men, White women, and non-Rlack people of color indeed be- 

tween all IIurnans, between everyone but the slave. And, conversely, 

there exists a structural democracy where this incapacity (the absence 

of being) is concerned, between Black men and Hlack women: a prohi- 

bition against performing similar dramas because.. .because because 

what.. .because the kitchen and l/le auction block are not /he same. Pul .your 

clothes on. 

She cBornes up behinci you. She presses her damp body to your 

back. The scent of lemon soap arouses you, a maddening blend of 

sweetness and rage. She clasps her arms around your neck. Now she 

kisses you. 
<L, I'hat's nice," you say, though you can scarcely breathe and your thy- 

roid is on fire. 

"I'm not a harsh critic. I know it's a draft." 

You cover the page with your hand. "Yes, well, I'm sort of rrlirld map- 

ping. When 1 type it lip ... that'll be the time." .Soput sornefirckirrg clothes 

on, you W h ~ t e  bit-But you don't want to call her a bitch, not even irl your 

mind, for fear you might say it out loud. 

She tells ~ o u  she loves you. 

"Yes, well," (the obligatory well) "if you love me jou'll hand me the 

1% illiams' biography over there." God alrrtighty, someone's bound to come to 

[he door; t h ~ s  is my White bod3 this is rry W/~ i t e  hodx this is rry. . 

Just keep writing: The Civil Rights leatier Robert Williarns recalls his 

first erlcolirlters with the perfhrmance of White bodies as an anecdote 

fi-orn his childtiood, when his father worked at a railroad house in Worth 

Carolina. \% illiams writes: 

Black worn(-r~ walking from Yewtown crossed the railroad pard on 

their way to work in the kitchens of whitc farnilics. 

Robert Williams would have sense enough not to write in n White worn- 

an:s kitchrn. 



White [male] workers using the washroom "would walk around the 

railroad yard nude. They would do that," according to black work- 

ers, "just so that the black women would see them." White workers 

acted this way, African American men felt, because "the only thing 

they had was their white authority, the power of their white skin." 

(Tyson 19) 

"What are you scratching out?" she says. "You act like you hate it. It 

can't be that bad. Let me see." 

You cover it up. 

"Okay, don't let me see." 

Write! The semiotic play of nudity as a drama of value is an expres- 

sion of Whiteness as Human capacity-this stands in stark contrast to 

the "monstrosity" of Blackness. (Spillers 229) 
"Alice, you should get dressed, you'll catch cold." 

"I told you, I'm hot." 

"You must be dry by now. Look, the doors and the windows are 

open." 

"What's that got to do with anything?" 

"Forget it." 

Write! White Nudity and its disparate valences within civil society, 

elaborate a myriad of performances that separate the living from the 

dead. 

That's e n o u g h  can't write anymore. 

You wait for her jiggling behind to start up the stairs before you mus- 

ter the courage to say, "I am so sick and tired of your flaunting White 

nudity." But your voice is cracking as you speak. 

She turns and faces you: none of your hesitant flicker is in her eyes; 

none of your quaking is in her voice. She's cocksure of herself. 

"You're psychotic!" she says. 

Psychotic? Did she say that? What one Barbara said about Paul; what 

another Barbara called you from the other side of sleep? Psychotic? What 

a "fetish" made of Dorothy's daughter? She says it again. Psychotic! She 

stands at the top, her glorious hair, her glorious bosoms expanding. 



She is beirrg-in-itself' and being-for-itself. She is lier own sun. Doe\rr 

the stairs she hurls a litarrj of all the tllirlgs she arid the)-thc i~nrnor-  

tal we-did when they were ?oung. b e  gardcrlcd iri tlre nude! We hot 

tub in the nude! M7e sunbathed nude! \be have our nutle beaches! Our  

rllld(, forests! If k 1 ( ~  skill wasri't wrirlklirig. sl-1~. jr .11~.  shc,'ci still cioirig 

it-and ~ o u  car1 be darrincti. slic is sajing as she cutcrids thc infinite 

litan! of lier concIuests of' pleastir(,. l r s .  slic saj s. t~irriiiig to go, jou'rcl 

pyctlotic. 1011 stand up from tlie table. J'.\~~.(hotlc.. ? fo r  h(1oing the t in-  

tu re  ojj)s).(llo\i.s. This tells ?ou ~rotlring. Jou  float up tlre stairs, takirig 

thclrri I wo at a t i~ric. 1011 l11ng(~ at licr. P,s~chosi.\: a rncqor rnrnl(~/(Z~.sor(Zer ~ t r  

which the persotrnli<y i s  very srr iorlsfy cZisorgnnzzrtZ ant /  contact w i t / /  real i ty  is 

ns~ ln l ( )  itrrpciircd 7uo11r hands grasp t tlc rcalit! of' h r r  I hi t i  \c hitc I hr.oat. 

J?!) cho.\r 5 arc, (ftcvo so r~s ,  t4) j i l t 1  (/(itrrot~ t c ~ /  (? / r (~ r~~(~ tor izc~Z b? luck (?f(ipP(~r(~tl t 

orgcrnic cci//sc, cirrc/princr/~cl/ /)~ of'the r c / t i ~ ( ~ ) / r r n ~ i c  o r  tt~tlrl ic-(/e~)tes,s~c~c~ <)pe). 
r 7 I h r j  close. arollr~(I h(3r 1 1 ( ~ k .  FCS, thn/ : r  ~ o l r :  n k+~/ndnrrrcrt ln/ i~)chotrc!  1nd 

4, ~ r g n n r c  , /chnt ,nct~r iz~c/  (I!) (i pntlrologrcnl o rgn t r~c  corrdl~torr srtch ns hrc~rrr 

clnrrtng-e o r  d/.sr>trse, rtremOo//c (lisorders, etc.). O r  is thc~t*yor~,  ttre secotrd orre. nrr 

Orgotrlc- f's.) c.horrc7 Tt ' / r ic. / r  otrr is 11, c/cltrrn//' t b 1 ~  rnr/.s/ c~hoke / / I [>  t r t r ~ w r ~ r  o / l / ($  

her. IV/I ir/r on(. c/oe.s she m (>(in .? 

I o s o .  4 s  o u r  liarltls press dow11 OII Iivr tliro:~t, >ou stop. 

1171i).? 1[11less co11 kill  lit^, t l r t .  aris\\c.r \ \ i l l  a l u a ~ s  1oi1c.r in jorlr ~r~itlst  I)ur 

ellltlc, apf)rc~hc.irsiorr. Rrl t  T > o ~ r  kill her, the airs\cc,r \rill (lie \citIr her. loll  

no~i ' t  c\cxrr lracr a ~)lacc in thc s t o r  of'~)sjc.Iiosis. 

"lfgou Iratt. nit.," she. said as 1 Irft. said as slie'tl said 1)cforc wl~cli I'tl I (>f t  

l,c.fhrcl, "wtry (lo you Such lnc.?" 

... all I coulcl tlo \\as lie. 

" Q r i t t  tliis wasrl't a riiglit for 1. irig," Nailna llatl said, as eve stoppet1 ill 

fkont of her house. 'l'hcn she said, "Is the aliswcr so horrihlc?" 



The answer wasn't really so bad, I lied, but it's late and we've spent 

all night talking about Lisa's case against Virginia and there were still 

all those solidarity requests from groups fighting the prison-industrial 

complex and the Merritt College strike up in Oakland-we needed to 

meet about that stuff tomorrow. She nodded, but she reminded me that 

I had once told her that I had wanted someone to explain "the struc- 

tural antagonisms of race" to me when I was a college activist like her; I 

had told her I might not have made so many mistakes in life if someone 

who'd been through it all had explained it all to me. 

"So what gives?" she said, playfully, but firmly. 

Naima, I said, the truth is. ..then I looked at her in the dim light of the 

car and I knew I couldn't say what I wanted to say. How does one speak 

the unthinkable? I asked her if she would think too badly of me if she 

let me wait until the time was right for me to answer her question. Some 

things, I said, are as hard for me as they are for you. I'm not smarter than 

you I've just had more time in the foxhole. She agreed to a rain check. 

As she walked up the stairs of her building, all the things I would 

have said to her came flooding in. I never told you this, Naima, but I 

tried to kill her once. No, that's not true. I wanted to kill her once. Even 

that's a lie. I wanted her dead. I wanted for her to have never been born. 

I wanted her to live forever and fuck me that I might live for a moment. 

There. It is said, if nowhere else but my mind. 

Now, all that remains are unspoken scraps scattered on the floor like 

Lisa's grievance. I am nothing, Naima, and you are nothing: the un- 

speakable answer to your question within your question. This is why I 

could not-would not-answer your question that night. Would I ever be 

with a Black woman again? It was earnest, not accusatory-I know. And 

nothing terrifies me more than such a question asked in earnest. It is a 

question that goes to the heart of desire, to the heart of our black capac- 
ity to desire. But if we take out the nouns that you used (nouns of habit 

that get us through the day), your question to me would sound like this: 

Would nothing ever be with nothing again? 

That night I lacked the courage and the integrity to speak such words. 

I can hardly write them now. 



T H I  POLI I'ICS Ob E\ ER\  D l k  FE l R  

fbr K/znn.j.n 

Sirlre vte've parted I 'le become one 

of those people who sat 

nevcr more than once a 

chil(1hood at our diningroom table 

the da! after or perhaps two da>s hefbre 

a life in some far off arid ~tnpronouricetl place 

I could riot imagine 

oler broccoli, roast beef, and e a r l  bedtime 

the? here all ten ?ears younger 

or terr j ears w ism than their age 

the! lived sidema) s 

hetween storics 

they laughcd the loudest talhed the most ate the least and 

drank well past 

the hour of ci\ ilized cleparture 

as though the? nllo'd lived 

el erj  where had nonhere to go 

and mollld sleep on our door5tep 

to not be turned out into the norld 



In South Africa I put my shoulder to the wheel of rational and coherent 

struggle and tried to forget America. Despite the dailyviolence that filled 

those transitional years or perhaps because of it, there was an existential 

groundedness to my life in South Africa. When we lived in New York 

even Khanya felt the jolt of anti-Blackness. For her it had been a sudden 

unexpected shock to the system. It did not seep into her gradually like it 

seeped into me: the slow accretion of a childhood in Kenwood. She was, 

so she thought, both Black and an immigrant. But as the months wore 

on, she found it increasingly harder to hold on to the "immigrant" por- 

tion of her self-image, as though "Black immigrant" was a private joke 

to which everyone but she knew the punch line. After a while the joke 

became so clear and the punch line so potent that she couldn't bear it. 

Certainly, the idea of a Black immigrant existed in the minds of many 

of those who, like her, had come ashore wide-eyed and hopeful. But it 

was only a matter of time before she realized that such fantasies could 

not bring about a durable coupling of Black with immigration, not in 

America. She left, returned to South Africa, for other reasons as well. 

She was homesick in America. Though in South Africa, she had been 

sick of home. More than anything, however, I think she was fearful of 

becoming what one often became when one was Black in America: sul- 

len and coiled. 



From 1989 to 1991 we had shuttled between \ew York and Johannes- 

burg. It was during one of our "la?overs" betwcen here and there, while 

tr!irig to l i ~ e  and l o ~ c  between four narro~v walls in Harlem. that she 

made onc of her rnore disquieting observations about rrie. 

"You liawc rrlari? U1hite friends," she said, "but !ou hate them all." 

'I'he declaration was so piercing and unprowoked that I reeled 

in disbelief I stuttered and fumbled fhr some kind of rebuttal but 

before I could fabricate a disclairncr, she said, "In that waj you're 

like most Rlack hrriericans I've met since T'ke been here." C\. hat 1 

finally cohhlcd togctllcr t ) j  wa? of a resporlsc escapes rne and is not 

worth scratching for now. I remember how she held up her hand as 

1 spokc. 

"X)u're like tltat homeless worriari." slie c.oritiriued, "who starlds on 

the steps at (:olurril,ia lini~ersity and yells at the students and professors 

as the3 race by trying riot to see or hear her." 

I tlisrriissed the arialog). "She's iric-oherent." 

"I stood near her one daj and listened." 

"M/ hat was she scrcarr~ing at)out?" 

"Slavery alicl how somehod? repossessed her sofa." 

"What docs slie 1)larne the professors for, sla\er? or the couch?" 

cLt30t11 .7~ 

"Antl this is supposed to be sorne kind of rnetaplior Cor rile arid rriy 

friends:"' 

"\o. Io11'r.e too scblf-possessc~cl for that. Rut it's i r ~  jour c.)rbs. Iou have 

a waj of'hcirig c-harming wit11 CI hite people, but I riotice jour c e s  that 

instant hcfi)rc. jot1 srriilc, just as ?011 extend your hand, I see it tlrerc, ..." 

"Src. wlla1.7" 

"A flicker of hate like that wonian on the steps of'(:olr~luhia. When 

we were in Soutli Afi-ica I usetl to think ~ o l t  had a rnerltal problern. I 

wonclrrrtl Irow I cot~ltl libt. with this \olc.:~~io tlinl  )lac1 rlo waj to rxplocle. 

Hut I ~ W ,  1 think it's in all of y u . "  



In South Africa I could forget the rank intangibles that dogged me in 

America, the psychic instability of Black life there. But there were times 

when America would creep back in. In New York they used to say that 

the best way to admire Manhattan was to look back at it from across the 

water, in a little restaurant under the Brooklyn Bridge. They-whoever 

they were-no longer say this, now that New York is missing its two front 

teeth; who wants to look back at wreckage, dreck, and waste? But some- 

times Stimela compelled me to look back when he had me take journal- 

ists into squatter camps or mix with the growing throng of Black Ameri- 

can expatriates and write dossiers on them. 

Late one evening he and Trevor came to our new apartment in Bel- 

levue East, a middle-class enclave nestled in the northeastern corner of 

Johannesburg between the jazz clubs and trendy restaurants of Yeoville 

and the quiet mansions of Observatory. It was 1993, and it must have 

been February or March because I remember how it felt like autumn and 

that Khanya had finished law school and now worked for an NGO and 

Reba had come to live with us. Trevor and Stimela were armed, which had 

never sat well with her since we lived in Braamfontein where she swept 

their bullets from underneath the bed. Two bullets, she had said, that 

Reba might have found. They came armed, nonetheless; Trevor with his 

Glock 9mm tucked under his shirt, Stimela with a small Berretta strapped 

to his ankle. And an AK-47 in the boot of Trevor's car, over which there 

was good-natured dispute as to whom it belonged. Though Stimela was 

a Motswana of Khanya's clan, and though he was officially enrolled as a 

student at Wits, there was no evidence of a budding friendship between 

them. She didn't like men whose vocation was lying. Once, Stimela in- 

vited us to his wedding-sometime in the indeterminate future. "Do you 

really think that one is getting married?" she said when he'd gone. And 

she was right; I had met one or two women through him, but for all I knew 

they could have been like Precious, not intendeds, but fellow operatives 

or cover. Around the corner Precious waited in Trevor's car watching the 

street for suspicious activity. How and where she was armed I have no 

idea. Everyone was armed except me. 



"'l'hesc. arcx j o ~ i r  weaporrs." Stinic>la used to laugh, wtictlic~r XT ith rric 

or ;it rne was ric\cr clear, as he  ~)ointed to In? arraq ofcornputcr discs on 

the dchsL irr tllc. 1)alrtr~ Khan>a arid I hat1 c.o~nerted into all of(ic.c, uittr 

arr ovc.rt~c.atl light, a snrooth piece of plqwood that folded tlo\\ t r  frorrr the, 

\\all to 1i)r111 a tlesk. arl officc chair on \\lreels. "Kc~sitics, u c  tiorr't tr1141 )oil 

M ith a firc~arrl~." This indicated less I ~ I ?  status as a sccllritj risk ;iri(I nrorc 

III? status as a klrrt~. It mas a joke that he aritl Tre\or each had their oNn 

\c,rsrons of. Remenlbcr Frank  or^ his ass in tlic. high \ t.lcl, \\ l ~ c - 1 1  t11t l  11 k's 

kichbach hr~ocked him dowri? The target. of collrse. is t)ullr~t free,! Or  

ttic tirnc I took tlirri to the firing rarigc in Norwootl. 'l'rebor worrltl rrcall, 

passed liinl off as nl? househo) being trairlecl to ~)ro tc~ . t  rrr? Irotr~e fi-on~ 

I3lacL terrorists. Open your e)rs, rnate. 1'111 )elling. opc~r ?oltr gotl(lar1rn 

(:,es, the bleedin' Glock can't see the targcxt. /\nil thcx rn:inagc,r, a big rcd- 

facc~l Boer from the Karoo, khaki shorts. safari l)oots, 11ic. wtrole hit, I 
promise cou, a liwc one, right thrrc in Yorwoocl, get tlris, tliis 1)loke cornes 

over to nle and sajs, Ueker rriirid thv tc,rrorists, J ~ I I  r i c ~ ~ c l  protcctiorr l'rorri 

your ho~ls~l)oy.  \;1 hat 1 lacked in prc.c,ision. I rn:tdv ul) for il l  larlgl~s. 

Ktrarrya ernergeci from thc bcclroor~~ into the Li)jc,r buttorlirig 1ic.r 

robe. She nodded to both of tlrerrr. Yo ~torcls \vt.rch c.xc.t~:~rrgt~d l)ct~v(~c~n 

her aritl them. Yor did I sa? arrjtlrirrg as 1 1)assc.d tlrenr 011 niq ~ a y  to the 

parrtry. (:on\ersatior~ rniglit wake Kcha ntro uas  asleep doh11 tllc hall. 

khan ja  ~ a r i t c d  to scBe rrle off in (.as(% tt~orrgt~ slrc. rrc.\cxr said i t  and tried 

not to think it she was seeing r r r v  for ttlc. last tirrrc. Tt mas hrtter Reba 

cIit111't krlox\; slie fretted \T heri shc W O I I I ( I  s c ~  kl~arrra and I Ieaxing the 

flat wearing i \ C  T-shirts orr our waq to a rail?. "Irrkatha will kt11 !ou." 

she nould sa). a~ i t l  tr? to mask hc.r k a r  \t itli a lilt f i ~ r  she lfaslr't a child 

~ t t i o  risked so~lnditig \11111t~r;il)l(~. '1.0 this da? \Ire still ma) not knon. I 

mas told to keep it all c ~ c n  fror~i kliarrqa. Sa j  o u ' r e  lia\ing an  affair, 

Stinlela had adwised me when I askcd hini how I \\as to cxplairr rny noc- 

turnal absences. I'tl hcbarci stories of hrrst)arids arrti wiles i r r  different 

units of I mhhonto we Siz~vc \\l-lo'd ke1)t it fiorll earl1 other for years, 

u h o  were captured arid torturctl togc.tkrcr, and who. in those rrlorrlcrits 

of' searing pain, hat1 rcvealed to caacli o t t ~ c ~  tlre only secret of thcir lives. 



Why I asked Stimela for permission to tell Khanya is still a mystery to 

me, as is why he agreed. 

The moon was high and it had recently rained; jacaranda petals had 

yet to fall and turn the damp sidewalks into glimmering pools of purple. 

This was good. We could walk to Trevor's car without our shoes crunch- 

ing the petals and waking the downstairs tenant's dogs. For fifteen min- 

utes-the time it had taken Trevor and Stimela to scale the fire escape, 

tap on the window and slip through, for me to collect the discs and files 

of the work I'd prepared and to kiss Khanya goodbye-very few words 

had been spoken. 

We climbed into Trevor's car. Precious nodded. Silence clamored all 

around. The key turned. The engine sparked like a soft explosion. We 

were off. 

Hillbrow's Strydom Tower shot above the high-rise apartments like 

an exclamation mark. As we passed beneath it I recalled my first night 

in Jo'burg, nearly four years ago, when a woman with whom I shared a 

taxi and never saw again told me how Strydom Tower had once been to 

Johannesburg what the Space Needle was to Seattle. Rut MK had deto- 

nated enough bombs to make the Boers too skittish to keep it open. Now 

one wondered what it still signified, if one noticed it at all. 

The revelry on Pretoria Street was a menagerie of disco music and 

sidewalk carousers. Two cars in front of us revved their engines as they 

waited to jump the light and drag race down the street. It was almost 

eleven, but the sidewalks were still teeming with people. Outside the 

Fontana Deli two young hotheads squared off for a fist-to-cuffs. The 

girlfriend of the larger, more aggressive one tugged urgently at his shirt, 

reenacting, no doubt, a familiar ritual of their evenings out. A street 

parson with a bible also tried to keep the two gladiators apart. Precious 

shook her head as we watched them and waited for the light to change. 

"Now, I ask you, wena," she said, in a voice that seemed to mock the 

woman I'd shared a cab with on the night I arrived, "are the Whites 

ready to govern?" 

Stimela laughed. 



"Please! Please!" tlie [):irson was saying to the srnallcr rrrall, "Ne're 

Christians! Save your fury for thc blootiy kaffirs and thc cor~rrrlun~sts." 

'I'he light turned green. We moved on. I knew that neither the girl- 

Srieritl nor the parson cctbrcl a rr~atch for the gathcring crowd. This is 

Hillbrow. I thought. the) want a fight, a Iekkcr fight, and tl~ey won't go 

horrlr \vithout it. 

\{'hen we reached the safe ]louse, Oupa was alreatij there. He was 

in hati humor, which was rlormal. Frorn what I understood, he secrned 

to only be in good hurrior cv trcn 1 wasn't around. Some time ago Trevor 

and Jabu had asked nit. to accornpanj thern to all irlterrogatior~ of an i r i -  

fbrmant from the I-ion~elanii of Rophuthatswa~ia. The sessioii tooh place 

in the offices of arr N(;O In nraanlfontein, just around the, corner from 

cvl~ere Khanya and I were then liking. Oupa had bcen against n1j pres- 

ence at the ir~terrogat ion, hut Stimela and Precious, neither of whom 

came along, okajed it. 0 1 1 c .  of  the people who uorketl f i~r  the Y(;O let us 

in and told us to loch tip wheri tee left. I I suspect that he rnay havc also 

heen one of' thc pcoplc e+ho wcre rumored to pad the books for various 

NGO projects so that rllorley could be siphonccl off to Stirrrela for. rsseri- 

tials, like the rent orr thc two safe houses in Ilillbrow and the purchase 

of srrlall arrrls wl~cxr~ t he Soviet flow dried up.) 

Trevor and Jahu said that I was to sit at the irltrrrogatiori ta1)le arid 

listcrl to the infi)rmant. That only Trevor, Jabu, and Oupa were to ask 

cpestions. hIj role was to sit there and look irnl)osirig. They didn't put 

this in the forrr~ of an "order," arid as the night wore on the story told 

bj  the rnari I)c,f'orc us 'a cornplicated narrative of an alliarice forming 

hetween the 13opt1uthats~~ana arrry and the right-wing ~)aramilitary 

organization kriown as the Afrikaner Resistance 12loeernent, or rliVB) 

became marc and rnorc intriguing. Rut it also 1)ecanie impossible to fol- 

low. At one point I slipped and asked the  rrlarr wt, were interrogating a 

rlarifting qucstiorl. His eyes lit up. He lookcd at rnc with great interest. 

He srrlilrd. O u p : ~  hati taken my head off during our iritcrnal dchriefing 

that folloccrd. If that rrlan nas riot on the level, if  Ire was a state agent, 

then he now kr~ows there's an American workirig for 11s. I7ou ignorant 

fool! he adrirorl~shed. fie nanted Stirnela to jettison rrle on the spot. But 



in his tirade, he raised other issues as well. He let it be known that he 

was not at all pleased by the fact that the propaganda and psychologi- 

cal warfare activities, of which it should be noted he was not a part (for 

he was an operations man with ten to fifteen kills under his belt), were 

pushing us further and further down in the ledger of Nelson Mandela's 

good book. Are we soldiers, he asked Stimela rhetorically, or agent pro- 

vocateurs? I had something to say on this issue, but held my tongue. I 

felt too ashamed of my blunder, too unworthy of their consideration. 

Fortunately, Oupa had struck a nerve with Stimela, which took some of 

the attention off of me. 

Now as we entered the flat, I saw Oupa and Jabu seated at the table in 

the front room. Oupa's eyes met mine, briefly. I hung my jacket on the peg 

by the front door and slipped quietly into the kitchen to put the teakettle 

on. In the car they hadn't told me he would be there. Nor had they men- 

tioned anything about Jabu, who was seated across the table from him. 

We'd all been too amused by the two toughs squaring off in Hillbrow. Not 

that I would have asked if we hadn't been. I was happy to see Jabu. 

Precious chaired the meeting. She asked me to give her the files I'd 

been working on. Dossiers of low-grade intelligence gathered mainly 

on American expatriates living in the Transvaal and on people who 

were passing through and inquiring about the ANC. The word had 

gotten out that I was an elected official in the ANC and people would 

want to meet me. I'd become something of a tour guide, or tourist at- 

traction, for Americans on business, Americans with NGOs, American 

academics on sabbatical. A certain counsel general had sought me out 

with a litany of questions on the ANC. There was also a young woman 

from the state department whom I met at a cocktail party and whom, 

after having one too many, said, "I work on the ANC and the PAC. 

I know all about them." Then she smiled, "But I could always know 

more." 

The political acumen of the average American visitor couldn't fill a 

petri dish. They didn't know the difference between a social democrat 

and an anarchist. How could they possibly disentangle all the myriad 

tendencies within the Charterist movement? Whenever I met anyone I 



pretended to he nothing rriore than a good democrat, srnall "d." 411 1 

had to do \cab stroke them for hcing so hravc and so righteous for visit- 

ing South \frica {without 1)ointilig out that they didri't haw. to come to 

South Africa t o  find a good hotel) and prctcrid that my idea of liberation 

was rio rr1ot.c. corltroversial than the demantl of one pcrsorl one votc. 

They liked that. 'l'hat, arid a few drinks, worked wonders. I was to  lister^ 

to what tlrc.? said. note wherc they steered the coriversation, and write 

slln~nlaries of I heir qnr~stioris arid points of :~ t t c~~t ion .  

_4ri?orle ulio asked qut,stions about the ANC ecoriorrlic po l i c jwere  

me going to 1iatiorlali7c thc hanks and the mines; would w(. renege or1 

past 12ZF arid bor ld  Bank loans; would Mar~dela keep Chris Harii on :i 

leash; wliat were the chances Chris Hani could one day be president on 

an 4RC tickcat were lo 1)e rioted. Special rintc was to be rrlatle of an?onc. 

who askctl cluestions which showed evidence that the) r~~iderstood tlie 

very thing triost Americans didn't understand: the fault lirles nithirl the 

4hC, t11(~ fact that weapons were still 1)eing smuggled in fi-om placcs like 

the Trar~skei, the rrarnes and political leanings of regional AIVC leaders. 

Chris Hani had written at least one articlr in ~{h ich  he poil~ted out that 

A4NC lraders who were. rrlosl at risk here not the rneml)crs of the National 

Exect~ti\c. Comrrlittee and riot elected officials at tllc branch aritl s ~ t b -  
rc,gional levels, likc rnc, hut the interrliediate leadership of the regional 

structurrs. People likc Tll:lbo \ kosi arlcl St irriels hlosando. Thcse pcbo- 

plc, 11e \uggested, ~vere rlot only the niost militant arid outspoken leaders 

hut tl1c.y were also the rnost effectivcl organizers; tile strata who, triore 

that1 an? other strata, had secured the nlaridate of revolution ant1 wclre 

1)cst placccl to mobilirc. the rrlasses. 'This, he suggested, rnade them the 

prinlar? targets of state-sponsored assassinations. Any Aniericari who 

coulcl drop thcsc names and hios was sonitorie to bt. put down iri rriy files 

and follo\\ed up on. 

111 rrlr fi\e >ears i t 1  South Afric.:~ 1 only met (:hris Hani once, tlioligh 

I saw him at rallies and spoke about hirn often with F'recious, Sti~nela, 

Jahu, ant1 Trevor but not with Oupa. Whereas the. others were clearly 

nor-king not for I l a ~ i i  as a perso11 pt'r se, hut for tkic revoll~tior~ary vi- 

sion lie personified, Ot~pa  was riot. Ile respcc.ted IIani, to be sure. He 



recognized him as his commander as well. But unlike the others, Oupa 

did not believe Hani's ethical and political authority trumped Mande- 

la's. Unlike Stimela, he was not close to Chris Hani, personally. And 

unlike Trevor, he and Chris Hani did not exchange literary insights 

when they met. 

Chris Hani had soft hands. That was the first thing that ran through 

my mind as he followed his bodyguards out of the van and took my hand 

in his. How couldsuch soft hands have foug-ht their way across the entire arc of 

the Frontline States, wielded an AK-47 in Angola, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, 
Lesotho, and the uhomeland" of the Transkei? I beamed like a schoolboy 

when he called me "comrade." It was April or May, autumn in the Vaal 

Triangle, an hour, maybe more, south of Jo'burg. Though winter was 

approaching, the midday sun was still intense. Perspiration beaded on 

his forehead. I was still working for the ANC regional Peace Commission 

when Hani's van pulled up to where I stood on that potholed highway in 

the Vaal Triangle; I was with Thabo, for whom I had gone to Phola Park 

less than a fortnight ago. Like Stimela, Thabo had trained under Hani 

in the camps and had been deployed by him on cross-border raids from 

the Frontline States into South Africa. Now Thabo drew a paycheck 

from the Peace Commission. 

But Chris Hani was not in the Vaal Triangle that day to see how 

our reports to Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch were 

coming along. Nor was he there to check on the flow of weapons from 

the Transkei to the Transvaal. He was there because no one else-not 

Mbeki, not Mandela, nor any of the other "moderate" members of the 

National Executive Committee-would come. 

There were two hostels a mile to a mile and a half apart from each 

other on that neglected highway. In each hostel lived several hundred 

men, but I had also seen women and children in them. Nearby was a 

massive Iscor facility, one of the quasi-state-and-private corporations 

that the Boers had taken from the British when they came to power. It 

was a bulwark of Afrikaner socialism, institutions that had lifted the 

Dutch farmer out of the dregs of poverty. Men from both hostels worked 

at Iscor or had once worked there. But now, lurking on the far side of 



the factor) tliere was at1 Irik;ttli;~ strorighold of'Z1111ts \\11o'd I ) c ( ' I ~  trans- 

ported to the Trans~aal  f'rorn KwaZlilil-Natal and \+lie \\ reaketl hatoc 

arid ticath a n  pcoplc i t 1  the, surrouildirig area. '1'0 go to work \\as to risk 

oiie's life. And of corirsc3, w hc.rc. tliere was Inkat ha, t l1c.r.c. \V:IS also the 

arrri). I don't know what catrsecl the. war me \\ere strl)l)osrtl to he fighting 

agairist the state arlcl tlic. IFF' to turri inward in t l i ~  \:r:rl 'I'riangle that 

autumn. Perllaps I lrc,\cbr will. 

Both ofthc liostcls i r i  c~~~c'stiori mere solidl? 4h(:. Hut one llostcl was 

1o)al to the labor 11trior1.s ; r r ~ c l  structures of ttrc hlass I>cmocratic Rlo~e-  

ment \kl l ) \ I) ,  wliile at tlre otllcr liostel. I mklrorito \ \ tb  Siztte setltimerlts 

were t-ic~gcmonic. 'lwo oltl rncn w hose a1legianct.s llatl no\\ di\erged to 

the point of I)c.i~ig irrecorlci1al)le govertir.tl I hc*rrr. \\ I~:lte\er thcx details 

of the feud, tivc pc.ople had 11ec.n killed in t hc. last ttco \\eeks; tzzo frorri 

onc tlostel ancl 111rchr from another. which mcallt t hat there was still a 

score to he scttle(l. I t  all str11c.k rlie as beir~g ritlic- lous us I)ec-atrse, in mj  

expcricric~e with Stinlela's 1)eople undergrol~rid a~it l  \\ i t t i  the t1raiic.11 arid 

sub-regior1:11 htrlic,trlres I scrkcd on, it liatl t~ccorrrc. c-lcar to rrir that the 

liries tlividing (:(>SAT( , the \ h C ,  tlie S.i(:l'. a ~ ~ t l  tlic. Orgalis of Peo- 

ple's P o ~ ~ c r  of the. hII)M were a l v a ~ s  blurrctl. hlari? people belonged 
to so ri~cir~? (1 il'li.r.c.rit strut.trrres at onczc a t ~ d  \\(, \\ t ~ c  all at1 herents to 

the Freedorri (:liartc~r. I mjself was all 4 \ ( :  1)raricli a~i t l  sub-regiorlal 

cxccllti~c, rirc~rr~t)cr \clio ciici nork on \ariolts regiorral c.orrirriittc*c~s ahowe- 

ground. l~u t  I also gattlered inforrri:ttiorr or1 Zrrrt.rica~ls arid workctl oti 

ps?chological tzarfare, propagallcia. tlisinforliiat ion. allti general politi- 

cal arl:rlysia fi)r Stirncla's r~ndcrground. I I I  oiic of' the tzzo safe horlscs 

that Stinlt>la Irad secured there mas a rotatior1 of tlie same fivr or six 

~j(~oplt' tzlro co111d be said to be 11K 1)c.c-aust. t lie! worhccl for Stimela at 

nigl~t : ~ r r t l  111;r hakc. cken beer1 trairit~tl I)? sornt30rie like him at a base iri 

the 'l'rar~skci or across the border ill t l i ~  Frotitlirle States. Rut onr cotrl(1 

just as cas i l  rrlcouiiter then1 iri tlie da) tirrii. as sliop stewards for h E -  

IJ  I\\ 11, 111e \atiotlal Etlucatiori I1e;iltli ; r r l t l  Illiecl \\orkcrs ITniori, or as 

st~~ilcrit  agitators i r i  S 4SCO. Tllc sarire peopl(, c-ross-pollinated so marly 

tlil'li.rc.r~t strrlct (ires that it nould 1x7 dif'fic.r~lt to deter.rniric. where they 

helo~tgtvl aricl nhere the? did riot. lIoz\ :I t l i ~  ision within thc Chartcrist 



Movement could become so trenchant as to lead to the death of five peo- 

ple was beyond my (admittedly na'ive) grasp. 

But these old men had too much grit in their craw for compromise. 

The week before Chris Hani's visit I traveled from the regional Peace 

Commission office and told those gray heads that comrade Nkosi said, 

Call it off. The first one heard me out, politely taking in all the points I'd 

been sent to convey-even nodding his ascent to each clause of Thabo's 

message. A sense of authority surged through me as he escorted me out 

to the highway the way one should treat an important emissary from 

the regional office. As I turned to leave he smiled and warned me not 

to return. 

The decorum of his nemesis, a mile or two down the road, could 

not have been more different. I'd hardly finished the first sentence 

when he interrupted and said I was always welcome, yes, comrade, al- 

ways welcome, yes you must come back anytime. Anytime you're tired 

of breathing. 

I reported all of this to Thabo Nkosi. That's what I thought they 

might say, he chuckled. Then he picked up the telephone and called 

every big wig he knew on the ANC National Executive Committee. He 

stressed the need for someone from the NEC to come to the Vaal Tri- 

angle and stop the bloodshed. No, they told him: too busy with negotia- 

tions at CODESA; too busy taking pictures with a British MP; too busy 

with a membership drive in the northern suburbs; too busy.. .too busy.. . 
too busy. Then he called Chris Hani, who said, Where and when? 

We were on the shoulder of the highway outside the first hostel. As 

Hani shook my hand and smiled at me I wanted to say, "Hey, I know 

Stimela, I know Trevor. They told me all about your Wretched of the Earth 
project." Chris Hani had wanted the two of them to write a new Hand- 

book for the Black Revolution in Africa, one that would be based on 

the South African struggle the way Fanon had based his on the Alge- 

rian struggle. I chided myself for such an adolescent need for recogni- 

tion. Thabo apprised Hani and his bodyguards of the situation. Tokyo 

Sexwale (who, in the new republic, would become the premier of the 

Gauteng province) was also with them. We followed Hani's entourage 



through the gat(. anti to the main hall. The first old man, the inscrutak)lc 

one who treated me like a "tiigrlitarj," came out to grect 11s. Rehirid him 

were se\ent~-five to one Ii~iritlred men arld wonirarl arr~ied wit11 prlrrg-cr~, 

pistols, old rifles, knobkieriec, and sticks. Harii spoke calmly arid quietly 

to the old rriarl. Everqorle listerleci intentlj. He spoke in Xhosa, not Kng- 

lisli. 1 could follow riorie of it. Then wc turnetl arltl left. Reside us were 

the old mart and his licr1tcnarits; behind us, his entire corigregation, 

armed to the. teeth, was fbllowirlg. 4s we walked down the road they 

sang jojous political songs in Xhosa. When we reached the set-orid hos- 

tel, (:hris liarii asked them all to reniairi on the shoulder of the tiighwa). 

Thabo arid 1 folloued FIarii and his people into tlie sec.orld compound to 

the erltrarice of its main hall. 4 similar group of armed men and women 

came out to greet 11s. clustered, as they were around the old man who 

had invited me hack when I no longer faiicied breathing. Wow, llowe\er. 

he paid me none of the attention that 1 was pa! ing him. J1 hen Hani had 

spoken to them, the) too went with us out to the highwa). 

.\s we walked d o ~ r l  thc road something happerled which 1 had not 

expected rior thought possible. The procession from the first hostel min- 

gled with that of the second. They were all walking together. There was 

no telling the two groups apart. And they sang the same songs. 

Chris Hani led us into an old soccer field. The grass hati not been 

tended in ages. Nor had its k)ericlles I~eerr sanded or painted. The people 

billowed out onto the ficld. IIani, a stout but sturci) marl of forty-nine 

f?o~rng 1, QNC top leadership stantiards) ran up into tlie 1)leachcrs as 

though racing to light the Ol?/nipic torcli. 

‘‘The. leadership w ill speak to the people frorri up there." Thabo told me. 

I was going to join the people down on thc soccer ficld wtiert 'I'llabo 

said, "IJ'hcrc are you going? kou'rc part of the leadership." 

"No," I saitl. 

kle beckorletl rrie up tlre bleachers. Looking (low11 or1 the people in 

the field, Hani was flarlkecl h? his bodyguards and 'lbk)o Sexwale. Oric 

row 111' and bt>hinti them I stood with 'I'habo hkosi. The crond quieted 

as IIarli 11cltl up his hands. Stariclirlg OII  the field in front of their rr l i r i -  

gled constituents the two oltl men looked up at us. Orle of them carried 



a knobkierie. Our eyes met. He winked at me. You old buzzard! Just last 
week you threatened to kill me. Now you >e allsmiles. Rut his wink and smile 

were so that I smiled back. 

Thanks to Thabo, who whispered a simultaneous translation, I was 

able to follow Hani's speech. It was stirring and sacrilegious-soaked 

with none of the hedging, equivocation, and generalization that char- 

acterized the speeches of so many National Executive Committee mem- 

bers. First he criticized CODESA, and the whole notion of negotiating 

with de Klerk, with sharp wit and sarcasm that made everyone howl 

with laughter. He said that we revolutionaries were only at the negotiat- 

ing table in deference to Madiba. Madiba wants to try it, so we'll give it 

a try. For now. For now, he repeated. The people stirred in anticipation 

of what he would say was to come after "now." He said that he did not 

believe that the Nationalist Party could ever negotiate in good faith. The 

changes we demand cannot be won through negotiations! There was 

pandemonium and cheers of ascent. They have something to salvage, 

but we have nothing to lose! Again, the ground and the stands seemed 

to shake from their response. Yes, comrades, we will give CODESA a 

chance, a chance in deference to Madiba. Rut will we give CODESA our 

guns? And now they waved their weapons in the air. Noooo! they an- 

swered. He chuckled garrulously; he could hardly speak for his own rip- 

ples of laughter that ran on ahead of his words. It is no secret, comrades, 

now he leaned back and his rotund frame arced up and out, that we are 

going to need those guns! They were with him, laughing, toyi toying, 

chanting. When this charade is over, comrades (by which he meant the 

charade of negotiations at CODESA), when all the parlor games are fin- 

ished, comrades, he laughed, yessss, we'll need those weapons. He was 

signifying now, signifying on CODESA, signifying on de Klerk, signify- 

ing on Mandela, because it was Mandela who had in fact ordered MK to 

stand-down. Here Hani was insinuating what everyone knew but dared 

not say: that his people were bringing weapons into the country and 

keeping current DLRs intact, and that he, like those who were gathered 

there, was still committed to revolution. We must be ready! We must 

be vigilant! Poised for the moment when we confront these Boers and 



confront thcrn tlecisively! 'I'here was continl~ous ayplairsc anti checr- 

ing, but I sensed sorriethirig else in  their voices as u t~ l l .  So~ i i e t l~ ing  

I had beeri aurare of', hut which had beeri so iricongrirous it tiad not 

registered. They were cheering him and jeering him :it the same time. 

Sorrirtinles the liowling c.ould not rightfully be translatetl as empa- 

thetic but as r11(ie (~at(':~lI\ or  lierkling. How colild they he cheering his 

call to arrris and bcratirig him for it, at the sarrle tirr~t,? Arid why was 

lie not distr~rbctl b j  this tiiscortl? Uot only did Chris [Iani not secrrl to  

~rlirid being jeered. t1(. rekeled in it. 

"\I7hj are the? cursir~g him?" I \vhisprretl to Thallo. 

"The>'rc not cursirig liini." he touched m j  elbow that I might turn 

around arld look at tlie sccrie it1 back of us, 1)ellirlti t h e  fence. "'l'hey'rc 

cursing thcrri." 

"JI> god!" 

On the other sitlc of tlir chain link fer1c.e was a cornpariy of South 

Africari Defence Force infantrymen. The? niust I~avcl fbllowed our pro- 

cession :is we u,alked fi-orn the hostels to the stacliurn. I had been in the 

front of the procession with Hani and the two old I I I ( ~ I ~  atid had not sccn 

them. How liad Harli stAcri tliern? Uo\v I r e a l i d  hc liad been speaking it1 

a skillf~ll relay 1101 only to us, but to then7 as wcll, threatening the S4DF 
even with his hack to them. 

Hr. turncd arourid calmly arid faced theni. 

"M'e art, riot al'raitl of you," tie hurled his voicc through the slats in 

the 1)leacllc.rs and through the chair1 link &nce 1)ryond. "The tirne lias 

comc. for.).-or/ to capitulate." The peoplv on tlie field erupted once rrlore 

irito all uproar. 

Tlier~ Harii. his bodyguards, Tok.yo Sexwale, Thabo Nkosi, atltl I 
we~i t  dowr~ onto the field. IIe embraced 1)oth of tlie old men and like a 

rliiriistcr wt.tltling a bride arid groom, 11e presitlctl over them as thc j  in 

turn ernbraced each other. Before hirn they each vowed to end tlie ill- 

terricc~itie violer1c.c.. Theri the j  raised their claspcci hands and clenched 

fists irito thcx air. 

\Jc all filed out through the gauntlet of irifaritryrneri. They were so 

close \ ~ c  coul~1 see flit' color of their cycs. 'I'hc front of our procession 



was halfway through the corridor when I was sure I heard a voice from 

the back say, "Kill the farmer, kill the Boer!" Then it came again from 

someone else-or maybe it was the same person yelling out again. I 
thought Chris Hani would turn around and call for calm, but he made 

no such move. People were not simply walking but they were toyi toying 

as well, which meant it would take nearly twice as long to move through 

this death trap. Hani seemed to slow his pace. The soldiers could have 

cut us all down-it would have been over in minutes. But they didn't. 

They let us pass. 

We marched with each group back to their respective hostels. Then 

Thabo and I walked quietly out to the road where Chris Hani's kombi 

was parked. We thanked them all for doing in a few hours what we could 

not have accomplished in two years. They didn't make us feel small for 

being unable to broker the truce by ourselves. Nor did Chris Hani give 

us the impression that this had been a waste of his valuable time. In fact, 

he seemed energized by the whole affair, as though he'd just come in 

from an invigorating swim. 

"The effort," he said, "not the outcome. History will judge us by our 

efforts." 

I handed Precious four files and my computer disks, the fruits of several 

weeks' work. She asked me for a general diagnosis. I wanted to tell her 

how utterly bored I was with this kind of work; how much I hated getting 

all hugga-bugga with expats. 

"Universal suffrage, equal opportunity liberals," I said, colorlessly. 

"These people wouldn't bust a grape in a food fight. If we lose, and Man- 

dela's people win, then they'll be dangerous. There'll be a threat to the 

future of a Hani presidency." 

"What do you mean, 'Mandela's people?"' questioned Oupa, coolly. 

Trevor broke in quickly. "Any one of these files we should be particu- 

larly interested in?" 

"I marked two of them 'military backgrounds,"' I said, politely ex- 

tracting the two files in question from the stack that Stimela had started 



to peruse. "'lir~o rneri in their early- to rr~id-thirties. They seerrl not t o  

know each othcr. 111 othc~r words, I'ke followed ttlcnl on their daily rou- 

tines and tl-~ey'ke rieler rerlde7\o11sed. But that's what 1)rl~zles me. 'They 

botli arriveti within a w c ~ k  of each other. They're both Black. Tllec're 

both from thc east coast. One frorri Jersey City. The ot tier from Pliilly. 

A ~ i t l  get this: t ht.y're both supposedly 'diversity worksliop faci1itator.s."' 

.labu askecl if either orie of therr~ had sadtilet1 up to ariy leaders on the 

Uational Kxccutive Cornrilittee or asked ahout anyone further doccn the 

food chain. 

"hot to niy hriowledge," I said. 

"Rjot to \otr r krlowlecige?" said Oupa. 

"Rob 'I'hornhill's file has two rksumks i r i  it, along with notcbs from rriy 

con versa ti or^ with hirrr o\cr coffot. at thr. P;~rhtonian. One is the rPsurriG 

he gave me. The other is a rhs~imi. he ga\e all executi\(- at ,\RSA." ABSA, 

ttlt. .irnalgarnated Hariks of South kfrica, was a barihir~g conglomerate 

created by the Broederborid after 1948 whclrr the Nationalist Party came 

to of'licc Il11ch of the nioney soaketl in the 1)looci of govrrnmerll cxorispir- 

acies was supposedl? haridled 1)) AHS 4. "CVe'rc having coffc,cx and hc 

gives rne his r6sum6," I continued, pullirlg it out oft tic, file ailti tlandirig 

i t  to Oupa. "Ifyou know of any local busiriesses that \$ant to rilakt. their 

workplace riiore liu~ria~ie. he says, please pass it on to them." 

Tretor latrk~ed. "I love it, he's pla.yir~g you for a t)lootiy c>rr~ployment 

:agency." 

"But what he doesri't know is that I alrc.aciy ha\c his rksunli. This one." 

I gave Oupa another, alrriost iderltic.al, r&sllrll&. "ThV one he filrcl at ARS 4 

wlierl lie first arrived." Ttien 1 asked Oupa to turn to page three of each r6- 

surnP. Fro111 either side of Otlpa, Prc~cions and Stirncla drew closer so that 

they could see as well. "hotice all!, t t~ ing tliffererl~ al)ont the two?" I asked 

"011 this orit. hc'? a forriler L S Treasur) agent," I'recious said 

excitedlj. 

"But on this on(. he's not," finished Stimela. 

Oupa Ict Stirrlela !late the file. He wasn't the least bit interested. "Arld 

from this," Oupa said, "\ou've uncob crtd a grarltl conspiracy." 



"I'm a clerk," I said sarcastically. Now Ireally didn't like thisjob. "A note 

taker. Isn't that something you said? It's a note, that's all. Maybe it's note- 

worthy. Maybe it's not. Two Black Americans comes to Jo'burg at the 

same time. Both have special training. One tells the Broederbond about 

his training and tells me, his homeboy, nothing. It's a note. Okay? I wrote 

it down. Okay? Which is what I'm supposed to do." 

"So, what does it mean?" Oupa pressed. 

"I don't know what it means." 

"Did you try to find out?" 

"Did I try to find out? This is low-grade intelligence." 

Precious, Stimela, Trevor, and Jabu showed genuine interest in, and 

appreciation of, my findings. They were unfettered by Oupa's needling. 

But I was undone. 

"What about the other man," said Jabu, "the one who arrived a week 

after this one; why did you mark his file 'military'?" 

"Special Ops," I said. 

"Do you have a second r6sumC on him as well, one with a different 

font perhaps?" Oupa chimed in. 

I ignored him and spoke to Jabu. "I told him that my uncle fought in 

Korea and Vietnam. We bonded right away." 

"Special Ops," repeated Trevor, warily. "Vietnam?" 

"Zaire," I said. 

"When?" Precious asked. 

"Not sure. Rut judging by his age, if you do the math, it's gotta be 

right after Vietnam. Say 1975 to as late as four or five years ago, the 

late 80s." 

"Doing what?" she asked. 

"Are you ready for this?" I exclaimed. "Training Mabuto's people." 

Precious massaged her weary eyes. "That's all we need, American 

advisors training Gatsha's impimpis." 

"Have either one of them made contact with anyone in Inkatha?" 

Jabu asked. 

"I don't know." 



"One would thirik whoever gave you the second r6surn4 sllotlltl be 

able to tell you that," said Oupa, pilshirlg the envelope and my blood 

pressure. "It's a simple question, cornratle." 

"There was no second ri.surn4, comrade not on this guy" I could feel 

the blood rl~shirlg to rnj neck. "We saw a show at the \brindybrow. We 

had drinks at the bar. Finito." I collld feel my voice rising arid 1 wished 

that it would level out. Stimcla frowried at me He didn't approve of ran- 

cor bctwcen comrades. I tried to hold 1r1y langue. 1 didn't want 0lq)a to 

know he was getting to me. Rut hc was gettirig to me. "Who's asking the 

question here, Oupa Mandcla, Mbeki? Or some new sell-out we havcri't 

heard of yet?" 

He shot to his fcct. IIe had a knife in his hand. Stirrlela and Jabu 

stood up as well and irrlplored him to be seated. Stirnela told me to apol- 

og i~e .  1 did. I'recious used her prerogative as chair to move to the next 

agenda item. 

"I'm sure we're all pleased with comrade Frank's files," she said with 

genuine appreciation. "Ant1 l'm sure we're in agrcerncrit that we don't 

want comrade Frank taking any unnecessary risks." She took a quick 

poll of faces. Everyone but Oupa nodded. He was cleaning his fingcr- 

nails with the tip ofthe switchblade he'd fished from the garter that held 

his sock up. She smiled at hirn. 

"Don't hurt yoursclf, Oupa." 

I breathed a sigh of relief. 

Sonietirrie in 1993, Stimela began allowing me to share the files with 

Zachary Richards (who, as far as I could tell, was not in his network). Rut 

Zachary and Stimcla were on the same side mnch the way Oupa and I 
were or1 the sarrle side we were all fighting apartheid. So when Stimcla 

had finishec1 with my files hc let rrlc pass them to Zachary Richards- 

who was not to be told he was getting hand-me-downs. 

Lnlike Stirnela, Zachary never brought mc to his safe house, if indeed 

he had one. \Ye would meet at a quiet restaurant in Kensington. That 



night was no different than any other. I had penne arrabiata, whereas 

Zachary, in honor of his fifteen years of marxist freedom from the or- 

thodoxy of a Judaism strewn with culinary prohibitions, ordered the 

prosciutto and provolone platter followed by the pasta primavera. 

We finished our coffee and walked down the hill to a thicket of trees 

in which his car was wedged. He got in on the driver's side. I offered him 

the files that contained my reports. 

He waved his hand. "Give me the gist." 

I turned on the overhead light. He switched it off. 

"You should know what you wrote," he said. Had I insisted on the 

light I might have seen t,he gun on the seat between his legs. 

I looked out over the dashboard into the dark, impenetrable shroud 

of trees and started to tell him what I knew about one of the men who 

was promoting himself as a diversity-training entrepreneur. But he was 

caustic and abrupt that evening. 

"Just get to the point. Is he or isn't he an American agent?" 

"No idea. Not in my job description." 

"Is ruining Mandela's economy in your job description?" 

I laughed because I didn't know what else to do. I had no idea what 

he was talking about. 

"Think this shit is funny, huh?" 

"Comrade Zachary, first off, it's not Mandela's economy." 

"You sanctimonious-n 

"What's eating you?" 

"You know damn well what's eating me. It's in the Star and the Lon- 

don Financial Times." 

But I didn't know. I'd lectured at Vista University in Soweto all 

morning and held office hours in the afternoon. After that I'd zigzagged 

on various forms of public transportation: from Soweto to Bree Street, 

doubling back to Mayfair from Bree Street where I tried to lose myself in 

the fabric stalls and food courts of the Indian bazaar and lose whoever 

might or might not be following me. I'd wound up in the lobby of the 

Carlton Centre Hotel in a stuffed chair where I could watch the door. I 

only pretended to read the paper; from there I went down to the garage 



mhere he waited in liis car. 'l'hen we dined. Arld now, we were here i i i  

tllese dark hoods. I had not seen the ne\+sp:lpers. 

Tlie fi'irrccncicll E n e s  l-iati run a srr~all but potent article or1 Operation 

I,itter, thc, South AGicarr Student Congress' campaigns of coordinated 

tlisruption at univc.rsities i r i  the Transvaal. Sirriply put, Operation Lit- 

ter mas a campaigri to niake the urliversity-irldustrial complex of South 

4frica urigo\ernal)le for \I hite aclministrators ant1 to make esprit dc 

corps and stabilitj untcrlaljle for its LVhitr facult) arid stildt*rlts. 'I'hcse 

o1)jcctives were pursued througl-i rallies arid marcties whicll rrlorplicd 

"spontancouslj" so weril the discl:iirriers ofBSASC:0 leaders irito mass 

tiisruptioiis by c11a11ting Black studcnts toyi toying in the lialls aritl 111 

the lecture roorns leaving a iwath of upturrred garbage bins arid strewn 

debris in their wake. h E f I n \ \ l ,  the uniorl of Black service \\orkers, 

cafeteria workers, and custodians, would then sow tlie seeds of therr dis- 

content ir~to this cBorripost heap created by the students, and dcrnonstrate 

their solidarity w ith SAS(:O arid t htlir drsirca to devolve univc,rsity power 

tlownwarti frorn tlie unikersitj councils to ciemocra~ically elccted trans- 

formation forurrrs by rel'usi~ig to clean up the mess. Zach said there were 

even press photos of these old mcri arid womeli sirig~rig arid toy i toyirig 

in the ~lrlivcrsity halls around the strewn garbage, broke11 glass, and 

debris - sanctifiirlg the clisturhatice wti(,n, "As clti(.rs," he said. "they 

sllolrld l i a ~ e  corlclemned it." 4nd as the afterrioor~ ha({ bled irito evening, 

I\;EH,4\Vlr workers hatl met wit11 the students of S4SCO for teach-ills 

and to plan the next day's carrip;~igri. 

lccordir~g to the article iri the Johaliriesburg Star, vic.c-cl~aric*ellor 

Robert Charltori placed the blame for yesterday's episode of Operation 

Litter or1 a certain Frarik B. LL'ildersori, 111, forn1c.r 1ecturc.r at tlie lTrii- 

versitj of \Vitwatersra~id who is currently lecturing at Vista tTriiversity 

in Soweto. A(-cording to  vice-chancellor Charlton, 12-ilderson gave a 

speecti at tlie SASCO rally that incited tlir Black stutlrnts to launch 

their clestructicc rampage. The f i n n c i n l  Tlrncs of 1,ondon said that Sor- 

eigi capital should put all plarrs for investment in hlandela's future re- 

girrle on ice until it \+as clear he coul(i bottle tliis discontent and scncl it 

back to class. 



"Hey, this is great.!" I said, when Zachary finished reading, "Think 

we can still get copies at the newsstands?" 

"This your idea of development, scaring off foreign investors?" 

"As a matter of fact, it is. If the small parasites won't come here we'll 

have an easier time giving the middle finger to the International Money 

Fund and the World Rank." 

"Mandela's agreed to a mixed economy-not to socialism." 

"You sure found a new religion, fast." 

"We're not voting for a socialist state, we're voting to end 

apartheid." 

"Says who?" 

"Says Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela." 

"Oh, I know him. Isn't he that li'l peg leg man who sells veggies down 

on Noord Street?" 

"Stop your nonsense." 

"The woman who cleans Robert Charlton's toilet?" 

"You're taking your chances." 

"A Twilight Child caked in soot, sniffing glue. Look, last time I 

checked we were the masses and he was one man. He secured his man- 

date from us. Trust MK to get it ass-backward." 

"Cheeky bastard!" He grabbed my neck and yanked me down to the 

steering wheel. A burst of angst blared from the horn. He quickly re- 

positioned my head on the rim, silencing the horn. He pressed his gun 

against my temple. It was ice cold. It was hot as a branding iron. "1'11 

show you ass-backward." 

Breathe, Frank, breathe. I knew that he had a black belt in karate and 

I could feel it in his firm, expert grip pinching my neck. Guess you don't 

do Jesus jokes in Jerusalem. 

He went on a tirade about how the Ultra-Left would ruin the econo- 

my-isolate us more than Cuba or North Korea were isolated; bring the 

US Marines to our shores. "Is that what you want," he snarled, pressing 

the gun to my temple, "huh, huh, is that your idea of development?" 

I stayed as still as I could. As he spoke, I heard a tremor in his voice 

that I'd never heard before. It all happened so fast that I would be lying 



to saj I full> uridcrstood this trerrior at the time. but it would be correct 

to say that I intuited a dcep conflict brewing insi(lt. of him, as though his 

tirade was running ahead of his heart. He had always I-wlieved that to 

fight aparthc>id only to suture another racial arid econorriic relationship 

with the West was wrong. Like Stiniela Ttlosa~ido, Zac-liar? Kichartls had 

hecn trained to fight, to infiltrate, to subvert, and to dream of the  day 

when thousancls of Black guerillas, with a sprinkling of U'liites like him, 

would march past the \'oortrekkcr blonument in Pretoria lo the cheers 

of t he liberated rriasses. Rut now, caught between the ashcs of apartheid 

arid what they said was corriir~g, he'd been ortlrred to turn his back on 

that dream -ant1 to "neutralize" those who wouldn't. 

"Zach ...y on'll gc3t blood on \.our shoes." 

"Shut up!" 

"I'm not worth shooting unless jou kill mcb. And according to the 

papers, you can't afford to kill me-riot yet." 

"Like hell casi't," he said. But I felt his grip lessen. Still, I didn't 

sq~~irrri.  His trigger finger might be niore irn1)ulsive than his soul. 

"Kill me, Zacll, and what do jou thin k'll happen on canlpus tornor- 

row ... and tlie day after? You're ignoring the ol~jective cor~ditions. hot 

very materialist ofyou." 

He squee7ed my rieck liartler than beforc.. 

"I had bronchitis yestertla,~. no one I-iearti a word I said. Robert Cliar- 

lion should 1)r my booking agent. " 

IIe squee~ed me harder still. 

"Zach, Ict me up, I've got a crook in r r i j  neck. Zach. iCluch as I'd like 

to suck your c l i c k "  

Hc released me imrncd iately. 

"Thank yoli." 1 turried rr1.y liead slowly from side to sidr arid massagetl 

my neck. Wlieri he grahbecl mc and pinned rrie down, the f les with my 

reports had fallen to the floor. They wcre at n1j feet, hall' in, half out of 

their foldcxrs. I reachrtl (low n, cautiously, retrieved them arid put thern 

in order as best 1 could i r ~  tlie dark. Only then, after thc fact, well out of 

harm's way one might say, did I becorne scared and angry. I was struck 



by the horror of what had just happened and I was more angry than 

scared. Zachary lit a cigarette. 

"Could you please not smoke, asthma runs in my family." 

"My car." 

"I did say please." 

"Get out of my car." 

"You know, Zach, the asymmetrical balance of power between us is 

disconcerting." 

"Three seconds, then it's bugger the objective conditions. One." 

I clutched the files to chest. "Guess I'll sell this high-grade intelli- 

gence to the highest bidder." 

"Two!" 

I jumped out and left the files on the seat. 

L ' Y ~ ~ ' r e  a grouch, Zach, what can I say." 

He revved the engine and put it in gear. I closed the door. Heput a 
gun to my head This White boyput a gun to my head. I tapped on the win- 

dow. He leaned over and rolled it down. 

"Look, Zach, ifyou're going to bring a salad, let Fiona make it, ok? And 

not that stale lettuce from Noord Street. Get your produce at Checkers, 

mate." He was nonplussed. "You've forgotten? Sunday? Zach and Fiona? 

Frank and Khanya? No kiddies. Just couples. Dinner at our house? Never 

mind. Just bring wine. And nothing white. You know I hate white." 

He plunged the car into reverse and damn near snipped my toes. 

"Toodle-00," I waved, "cheerio. That's a good chap." 

Damn, I thought, as his taillights vanished. He was going to give me 
a ride. 

It should go without saying that Sunday dinner with Zach and Fiona 

was rather peculiar. Zach and I were wound tight as Swiss watches, 

which made us gallingly polite to one another. We let our wives do most 

of the drinking, which they did, if for no other reason than to ease the 

illegible anxiety. Though we'd finished eating long ago, neither Zach 

nor I made any moves to retire into the living room, despite the fact that 

the women had suggested it twice. 



Our new flat, irl the upper quadrant of an  erlornlous fourplex in 

Rellevue East, had French windowed doors that opened onto the liv- 

ing room with polished hartlwootl floors. Ilown thc hall was a kitchen 

large enough for a gazelle to lope about freely. It was the emblem of 

the middle class crossing we had worked hard to achieve. In the cen- 

ter of the kitc.kleri were a large table arid four comfortable chairs. Most 

nights the j  hosted Khar~ya's legal papers, her briefcase, her pager, 

and her briefs that documented acts of political violence and intirni- 

datiori she'd drawn up for the YCOs and commissions she did free- 

lance work for. But tonight they were stacked neatly in the pantry, 

which had been corlverted into a small office for rrly early morning 

and late night jourrialing, for the eternal wheel of paper grading that 

I was chained to, arid for rrly writing of reports for Stimela ... and for 

Zach. There was a bright-checkered tablecloth on the table and a hou- 

quet of flowers that, as the evening wore on, Fioria had placed gently 

on the floor. Kha11.ya had wanted the evening to be one for adults, 

so Rebaabetswe was sent to her grandparents in t h ~  "homeland" of 

Bophuthatswana and Iloreeri, the young Pedi woman who looked af- 

ter her and kept house, was given the weekend off. Zach arid Fioria 

lingered well past thc llour of civilired departure as though they had 

nowhere to go. 

'l'he night lengthened, and with it a fog thickened between Khanya 

and Fiorra. Kharlya had said she had a bone to pick with Madiba for al- 

lowing U'inriie to fall from grace over the Stompie affair. This, however, 

did riot mean she believed that Stornpie's death was justified, far frorn it; 

she grieved for the boy. But she wasn't entirely convinced that Winnie 

hlandela was guilt) of murder. More importantlj, she resented Mandela 

having let Winnie twist in the wind. Think of all the murders AhC big 

shots ordered at lorig rarige from exile and prison, she noted: the ANC 

didn't turn thein out. IIow could lle turn The Mother of the Yation over 

to the Whites and their courts? 

Fiona, who shared none of Khanya's identification with Wirinie, said, 

"It's not Vadiba who's hanging her out to d r j i f  that's what's happen- 

ing to her. It's hlaridela's people." 



"Then why doesn't he sort them out?" said Khanya. 

Zach interjected a non sequitur which, after all these years, is im- 

possible for me to remember-something about how there was a lot of 

mess from the Old South Africa that needed to be cleared up if we were 

to move into the New South Africa as one, nonracial nation; a platitude 

that said nothing and went nowhere. It only fed Khanya's frustration. 

I knew that she had not raised the issue of Winnie's marital woes, her 

public humiliation, her criminalization in the press, and her ostracism 

by her own comrades so that we might spend the evening kneeling at the 

alter of institutional stability, the rule of law, or the vague promise of a 

vague future. 

She pushed back a bit from the table, unconsciously perhaps. "They're 

hanging Winnie out to dry," she repeated. 

"What if she's guilty?" said Zach. 

Fiona nodded. 

Khanya looked directly at Zach and said, "She wouldn't be the first 

person in the ANC to kill someone." 

The coils in Zachary's inner watch tighten but he held his tongue. 

"The way they're treating her is the way they're treating women at 

every level," Khanya continued. "What's the use of being a woman in 

the ANC now?" 

Khanya did not clarify her remarks by saying "Black woman." Rut 

I'd heard her and her friends clarify this many times before: how ANC 

branch chairmen bent over backwards to be so nonracial, a White 

woman could make the same proposal that a Black woman had made 

just minutes ago (while the plenary's eyes were glazed with ennui) and 

be showered with nodding heads and the shit-eating grins of obliging 

African men, followed by a quick motion from the floor to adopt. But 

that evening she did not frame her remarks in the way she would have 

framed them with her friends. And this collective of three non-African- 

women (a Black man, a White man, and a White woman) at the kitchen 

table was more than a little relieved by the canyon of misrecognition 

into which her meaning fell. Her discontent, couched in the universality 

of unracialized gender, allowed Fiona's voice to take root and grow. 



"The new constitution nil1 sort out these meri who thi~ik  the? can 

keep us down," Fioria pronounced. 'The flower of' White womarihootl 

sprcad its teridrils across the table and strangled ~ l l c  life out of Khariya's 

words. 

Khariya bristled at the word "us." 1 shit on the very inspiration, she 

seemed to be thinking. of your presumptuous personal pronoun. She 

looked to me for a lifelirie. Rut I did not throw her one. The rage that 

simmered in her cjcs could have torched the world. 

Fiona asked me uhy I wasn't drinking. I told her I didn't like white 

wine. She tllrrlcd accusingly to Zacharj. 

"I told you, kle likes red. but jou insisted on hock." 

"It doesn't matter," I assured her. Theri I srriiled at Zach, "It's the 

thought that courlts." 

It wasn't long bcforc Fioria slid uriselfconsciously into the realm 

of tlicir niarital affairs. She reenacted Zach's arrest, which was riot a 

t~reach of stcurit> for it had bccri i r ~  the papers: hc hadn't told her the 

panels of their car were laced with greriades wheri the) returned from 

1 amtiorling i r ~  Swaziland. The next morriirlg dozeris of police swoo~jed 

down through their front door; slitheretl lip the stairs with alltomatic 

weapons; polirlcctl or1 tkierri (I imagined them both sliockctl and blcarj, 

with cat buttrr crusted in their eyes and drops of dried sex hetween tlic~ir 

legs ; ancl l~t~rcletl thrrr~ arid their terrified child down the stairs and into 

the living room. She said that she would 1)~. glad wlieri we could all go to 

the ~x)lls and vote an end to "this wretched cloak ancl dagger bnsiness," 

as she p11t i t .  But she was talking about Zach's life, the onl> life that liad 

g i ~ e n  1iin1 meaning, rnade hi111 an actor on the world stage. Putting an 

cntl to it would rrlearl puttirig an cntl to him. 

"I t ho11gI11 Zaeh's arrest, the trial, and his srlspe~ldcd st~i1terict7 uoultl 

ri~ake tinic stand still," she said, appealingly to both Khariya and rrle. 

"Yo11 two livcl s11c.h ortlinarj libcs. T rrlv? ~ 0 1 1 .  1 keep askir~g hirn, why we 

can't like like jou two, now that it's o ~ e r  ... it reall) slioul~f 11e over." 

"Fiona, please," Zach pleaded. f I c x  started to light a cigarette. 

"hot i r ~  the Iior~st.," I said. "If !ou cloli't rriirld." 

I lc shook out the match. 



"We saw a film," Fiona said, "a French film called La guerre estfinie. " 

She poured herself another glass of wine and sipped it intensely. "It's 

about this man who grows old fighting a guerilla war and loses all sense 

of proportion." 

"That's not what it's about," said Zach. 

"He still thinks there's a revolution and yet there's no more revolu- 

tion to fight." 

"That is not what it's about." 

"Am I allowed my own interpretation or are you the only intelligence 

officer here?" 

He sat back and pulled out another cigarette. His eyes met mine and 

he put it back. 

"Frank," Fiona said, touching me lightly on the hand, 3his man is 

trying to fight Generalissimo Franco from Paris. Franco's in Madrid and 

he spends three quarters of the film in Paris. I said to myself, That's 

Zach, I promise you. And I saw myself in that woman, his wife or mis- 

tress, who ends up.. .I don't know." 

"Who ends up taking his place," said Zach, "joining the resistance 

and crossing into Spain herself." 

"That's not the point, Zach." 

"What's the point?" 

"The point is they have a child together and they never see each other 

and she spends the whole film covering for him and raising their child 

alone and-and she wanted to be normal." 

"What's normal, Fiona?" Zach wasn't shouting and neither was she, 

but it seemed like only a matter of time. 

"Normal is knowing when it's over. It-is-over, Zach. Don't you 

agree, Frank?" 

"Well, Zach, Madiba has suspended the arms struggle, you know," 

I said. 

Fiona clapped her hands. "See there! I'm not the only one with a 

clear head." 

Zach was speaking to her but he was looking at me: "When the revo- 

lution is over, Fiona, there'll still be agent provocateurs to sort out." 



"1,et someone else sort t1rr.m orlt. Am I 1)cirlg rirlre:isonable. 

Frank?" 

"Frsr~k?" Zach exclaimed, bc.forc 1 could say how perfectly rcasoriable 

she was being. "Frank's a 1)loodj stranger. Whq are you askirrg trim?" 

" t lr's a friend of the family," she insisted. 

"Yes, Zach. I'rn a fricr~tl oft hc. Sarnily." J'bu pvcn Ict rnc hIow,yon, rerrrcrnb~r.7 

It mas all too subteutnal for Khar1)a to weigh in on, so slle had s~a.vtld 

on shore, nodding yes, sornctirrres, but not kno\\ir~g cuactlj to what. 

Zacll was glaring a1 rr lc .  rrow, as t tiough arry niir~l~tc l~(,'d reach out and 

strike me or put rrle in ariotli(.r headlock. 

Fioria was drirlkir~g stcaadily now. 'I'he wine put her in ttie rnood to 

settle unsettled scores. 

"He still goes out at night," shc said, indiscreetly, "playing spy garnes." 

"Fiona, it's tirne to go.'' 

"Then go," she said, not looking at hirn. 

Shc sat there, reatlir~g the label on the wine 11ottle she'd eniptied. 

Tlle table f't.11 silerir: a tiefiar~t silence fbr Fiolra; an ar~uious silf~nce for 

me; a furious silerrcc for Zacli; and an irritated sile~rcc fhr khans, for 

she had heen igrrorc.d by thc repartee, excludetl from the bond between 

me and Fiona, antl was urral)l(> to decode the aggrcssiorr I)ctween me and 

Zachary. Kharlya ru1)bed the stem of her nirlc glass I~etw~ccri lier thumb 

and forefinger. %ach q11ietl-j corrupted the art of' origami with his nap- 

kin. Someone rnigllt have siglled. 

Shouting and harsh wortis floated 11p from below the kitchen window 

where rrlore Zulrl farriilies than Kharr?a and I \vcxre willing to imagine 

lived in a row offo~rr garages. The Toices grew lorider and unrestrained. 

First a rnarr's, thc~rr a woman's voice; now both boices shouting at once. 

Dry, angrj voices; voices at their breaking point. tried to ignore 

therrr, but tlrc. strouting rumbled up the fire escape, forceti open the win- 

dows, squattctl or1 the table like the call of naturv, antl flung the cups anti 

glasses arnrick as if to sa?. How's your clir~n~rr)cirtyr~ow? 

Then, the Loice of a young boy wove itself into the fray. We looked 

across ttlc ta1)lc at one another, but still ~ r o  orrc spoke. 'l'he boy was 

pleading for rilerc?. Fiorla and I knew that ~~ructr  hut no more. Both Zach 



and Khanya could have unraveled the mystery for us, because they both 

spoke Zulu, but if they had wanted to they would have done so long ago. 

Khanya was not one to translate Black family dysfunction for Whites, 

even Whites within the revolution. Now we heard the snap, snap, snap 

of a belt biting into the boy's flesh. The boy screamed as he was beaten; 

both the man and the woman seemed to be shouting at him. Are they 
both beating him? I wanted to know, but I didn't dare ask; nor did I dare 

go to the window. He screamed and screamed. Fiona and I watched our 

spouses wince as they translated the words of the man and the woman 

for themselves and themselves alone. 

Had Fiona and Zach been a Black couple (though not a Zulu couple), 

someone might have motioned toward the window and said, "Natal cock- 

roaches," a quip of bigotry that a gathering of non-Zulus could rational- 

ize by recalling the violence of Inkatha impimpis; a "joke" that could get 

us over the hump of discomfort and mask our mounting fascination with 

the beating of the boy. But Zach and Fiona were not a Black couple, so no 

such intimacy could be exchanged. The beating stopped. The boy was 

no longer screaming. His moans retreated into the garage and all that 

was heard were snippets of grown-up voices restored to normalcy. 

No one knew how to resume the conversation, or what it had been 

about. The coffee was cold. The glasses were empty. We had nothing to 

do with our hands. 



In a gray veil of dri771~ 

she clears a space where 

tombstone tongues lick uet  lea\es 

lays thc wire & cloth j~oppics 

s u r ~  i ~ o r s  sell. 

The last war pushed this grateyard out to the street. 

He uscti to laugh dot$ i l  there down 

there the rain never 

chills your borles 

then hoist his ladder two eycs of stucco 

patch thein pronto those 

eyes bleeding in the rain. 

117indshield \vipers erase his 

face each time he laughs 

or cries 

or says what's so special 

about the tleacl he'd trade lrer. 



Jocelyn Brown bundled out the back door of St. Mary's Junior High. 

She held the collar of her hand-me-down coat closed against the hawk. 

She stopped to button her coat against the icy wind that clicked around 

the building from the north. Now she pulled a pigtail out from under 

her collar. She looked around, as though trying to find someone in the 

empty schoolyard where for two years running, she'd led Creamella, 

Shantay, Yvette, and Troy to back-to-back Double Dutch Champion- 

ships for Hyde Park and South Shore. This schoolyard was hers if it was 

anybody's. 

At the end of the schoolyard, just out of range, I sunk back into 

the shadow of the wall. I loved her, but damned if my stomach un- 

derstood. Wolfman stood next to me, but he wasn't trying to hide. 

He took a hit off the roach we'd been nursing and held his breath for 

maximum effect as he passed it to me. Smoke sputtered from his lips 

as he spoke. 

"Here comes your girl." 

I'd been waiting for Jocelyn for almost an hour, but now that she was 

here, now that the beautiful girl in the very next row in homeroom, the 

girl I'd wanted to get next to since we moved from Detroit to Chicago 

was rolling this way, I was frozen with stage fright. That wind was as 

wicked as the hurting Reverend Mother had laid on Wolfman and me 

that morning. Sister O'Meara had run from homeroom and fetched her 



herself. Rc\erend Ifother had come and given us orle rriorc. chance. \I (. 

refr~sed, just like \vt> had refused Sister O'Meara earlier. 

"V7ery ucll," said Rt.vererid \lother, "w7e711 handle this I he Jesuit way." 

First \5'olfrnan, then me: she placed our harids in the door where 

the liirigc~s rriet the wall. Slowly ljut steadily she closed the door or1 rriy 

hand. l'11e pain was greater than an) thing I'd ever kriowrr. I screarncd 

and trictl to tear it out but or11 tore the shiri or1 my knuckles. Jocel>n 

had slrocked the roorn. and even herself, when she stood up  and called 

the Reverend Rlotlier "evil." 

1 k(y)t my back against that wall hoping its shadow would prottlc.t 

rmv. (;rowing up i l l  arl all-U'liitc neighl)orhood, I had no rap whatso- 

ever. and the little bit of game I'ti picked up in Detroit before we got 

to Chicago had failctl to turn rne into 3Iarvin Ga)e. The  school's long 

soot! hrick wall blocked the last light of thtl day so that Jocelyn had to 

strain to see us. I took a long hit off the roach and flicked it into the 

sriow. 

"Slie had jour  Lack this ~norriing, mall, and yo11 can't say hello?" 

Wolfrnan jahhcd rny ribs with his elbow. 1 sturnbled out into the 

light. 

She waved and called my narrle as slie carne. Iri spite of all that had 

happened that cia). she nlarlaged to smile. "I ain't afraid to talk to rlo fe- 

male," I \\hispc~retl. She was fi)rtj feet away. hlj heart pounded so loud it 

tirowned out the I A  train as it rattled across the tracks from Hyde Park to 

(:l~icago'd(:oltf (has t .  "All I (lo is talk t o  females; women always follou7- 

ing rrie around." She was thirty-five feet awaj. "'I'alk to so many f'crriales, 

rlor~'t hardly hake time to study. I got some conversation, now." She  was 

112~11t7. feet away and closing. bly voicc came out the side of rny mouth 

ant1 clropped illto nly chin. "Jou the olle who don't habe a rap. icsterdaj  

I tlad to help jou talk to Creamella. Everj c1iic.k up in  this niug want 

solntb of me. " Sr~cidenly, Joc~>lyn was upon me. 

"IIcy, brot h t ~ r  Frank." 

\lj heart hit my gut, pulled on the rope, and yanked all that conver- 

SO) -tion I'd 11ec.1i braggir~g al)out down with it. 



"It's so good to see you. Mussolini took her time with me. I didn't 

think you'd still be here." ("Mussolini" was the Reverend Mother's nom 

de guerre-according to us.) 

It was December 1969 and I was thirteen. Jocelyn would be fourteen 

on the first of the year. I would not be fourteen until April. Still, it seemed 

that she was two generations older than me. This unnerved me and tied my 

tongue like a pair of old shoes tangled on a wire. Not only did it seem that 

Jocelyn Brown had grown twenty-six years in the past thirteen, but she was 

quiet-spoken and wise in a way that was neither showy nor strange. When 

she said hello, brother Frank, she sounded as grown as those soft-talking 

Muslim women or those sure-footed women in the Panthers, those grown 

Black women who touch your face or hold your hand and speak your name 

like they know how bad you hurt inside because once upon a time they were 

hurting inside just like you and now they're into a movement that takes away 

their pain-something you always wanted to be a part of but couldn't name. 

That's how Jocelyn Brown sounded when she spoke to me. Something in- 

side me felt warm and loved and something else inside was all shook up and 

running scared. I knew that I had no persona that could match what she 

expressed with little or no effort: not my down-revolutionary-self, not my 

jive-got-some-conversation-for-ya-baby-self not my big-bad-football-self, 

none of those could balance the scales with this little girl who greeted me 

like she cared about me. I was speechless in the face of such integrity. 

"How do you feel?" she asked. "How's your hand?" 

"Yeah," was all I could say, as though yeah was a feeling that de- 

scribed the human condition. 

Wolfman smiled at her, "Hey now, sweet pea, how you making?" 

"I'm alright, Wolfman, how you doing?" 

"I'm cool." Then he looked at me and said, "He's cool, too. What hap- 

pened in there?" 

"I1 Duce was all over me, man. But I didn't care; not after what she 

did to you two." She took Wolfman's hand and then she took mine. 

"Does it hurt?" 

"Naw," said Wolfman, "we a couple of superheroes, it don't hurt." 



hla?hc \\e called h i n ~  \4'olfma11 on account of the  hair that made hirri 

look lihe Jirni Heridrix. Or  rriybc it was because, unlike any of thc othcr 

boys at St. Ilarj's, he was alread) s l i a~  ilig. O r  pe rh :~p  it was hecausc he was 

the only cighttl grader who was taller and bigger than arij r~iritli arid tell111 

grader. Word was the. high school (boa(-h wanted him to start at nlidtlle lirir- 

hacker as soon as hc hit ninth grade. No junior varsitj for l\olfinan. 

His father was not in his life. His mother was White. This, Nolfrnan, 

told nlc otie daj  fro~rr the depttis of a reefcr I~a l e ,  was t t i c l  same as hav- 

ing no  parents at all. Iiolfman was politiciretl in a way Sbw othcr kids at 

St .  Mary's were, cuc~.pt Jocel?ri. Ile kneu Black folks were on the move 

arid he was ready to sei7e the tirrle. This str:~ir~r.ti relatiorrs hetween hirri 

and his mother. "Black folks are on the niovc.," i\/olfnian used to s a ~ ,  

"U 11i1e.y 1)cltter get with it and gcht hetiind 11s." IIis mott~er, h o a c ~ e r ,  was 

not convinced that her desti1l.y wwas to follow her son into Nation l'irric. 

"Rather than waste this precious revolutiorlar? period tryirlg to tell 11er 

what tirlie it is," \iolfrnar~ explainc~ti to me, "I spent1 as much tirne as I 

can awaj from hcr." '1.0 nhicli I would nod ar~tl  say, "1 kt~ow that's rigtit. 

It's the same shit I go through with rrly morn, and shc ain't even l C  Iiite; 

at least Sour mom's got tlial rrielor~tonic-l)igmentatior~-thing as lier ex- 

cusc., know what I'm sajingi'" I ma j  have been the orrl? one wllo co~tld 

0ffi.r s~lcti  erutfitc commentary on his rrlottler without gcttirig hrlockcd 

into ~ievt  week. U7e \\auld starld i r i  the shaclows of St. Mary's scl~oolyard 

and talk about our parents atit1 talk ahout Hnej  P. \c\vton arid Eldridge 

Cleaver and try to decide wtio was right hetween ttic two of  then^, and 

talk about hlao and 110 Chi Glir~h and tr) to clccitle wtlo u a s  thc badtlcst 

t>ctwceri the two of them; we'd be so high we could predict the exact 

clatr, the exact tirne, and t hc exact place, that would set off the Kc~olu-  

tion. Our  repartees were so righteous and the retbfiv- was so good that 

\~c>'d forget how cold it was and where it was we were supposed to be. 

J o c c l ) ~ ~  lookvd into rli? half-jarn cycs. "You sorrie supcrkieroes, al- 

right; couple of stoned out superheroes. Yo \+orlclt~r ?our k~arlds don't 

hurt." I t  wasn't all that filnr1.y but soniehou me arid \Volfman got the 

giggles from what she said arrd it wasn't long befiwc ~c were all lallgtiirig 

at god knows w hat. 



"SO, come on, Jocelyn," Wolfman said, "what did I1 Duce say?" 

Jocelyn stopped laughing and looked away. I followed her gaze down 

the buttonholes of her secondhand coat with its frayed and truant 

threads to the same patent leather shoes her sister, Olivia, had worn in 

this very same schoolyard five winters before. She didn't cry. She hadn't 

even cried this morning in homeroom when she walked over to the door 

and held my wrist and told the Reverend Mother to leave me alone; nor 

when the Reverend Mother said for her to let go of my arm or risk being 

expelled. 

I was so angry I forgot how tongue-tied I was. "She better not kick 

you out! Is that what she said? Tell me, Jocelyn, what did she say?" Joc- 

elyn said nothing. "We gonna straighten that heifer out." 

Wolfman put his hand on my shoulder, "You've smoked yourself into 

a fit of temporary insanity." 

I went on like he hadn't said a word. "She wants to expel you, she best 

look like expelling me and Wolfman, too." I made a snowball and threw it 

against a window that I knew was nowhere near Mussolini's office. I shouted: 

"Don't let me act a fool up in here! 'Cause I will go off on your ass!" 

Calm as ever, Jocelyn looked at me and said, "She won't expel you," 

and then to Wolfman, "and not you either." 

Why not? we asked her, as though we'd been summarily stripped of 

our street credentials. 

"Because your daddy's a rich professor and a deacon in the church," 

her words cut through me like a blade of ice, "and she won't expel you 

because your mother is White." I'd seen Wolfman cold-cock a big ass 

tenth grader who had simply signified about his mother being White, 

but he didn't as much as flinch when Jocelyn laid it on him raw like 

that. 

"She said, up till now, I've never been a 'discipline problem.' She 

even laughed, you know the way she laughs. She said holding your arm 

did not contravene the archdiocese's code of conduct. And she said she 

wouldnt expel me for sitting down when she told everybody to stand up 

because then she'd have to expel you, someone whose parents brought 

'prestige' to the parish." I couldn't bear the way she looked at me when 



she said "prc.stige." "Or sorrieonc like you," she said to lf701fman, 'L%\l~ose 

mother was part of the paris11 when it was 'still half'way clccent."' Jocelj n 

wasn't signif3 ing she was just telling it like it was. 

"Dan~n," I said i r ~  coniplrtc. disbelief. "shc actnally said all of that:"' 

"A~id rrrore." 

"\V hat more rould t tier(, be?" 
6" - So you see, bliss Brow ti, 1'111 irl a predicarrletit: I cannot very well 

brir~g a st udcrlt conduct case against jou for holding on to yourig f\ ilcier- 

son's :irrti and I u ill not expel you for remair~irig in )our chair when 1 
disti~lctly told ~ o u  and tlie rrst of the class to starlti."' 

"Ll/cll, goddamr~," 1 said, holding out my paln~ to fvolfman, "we 1)ut 

I1 Duccx in a trick bag!" 
6' 7 She put those filnky spectacles or1 and starred to read the (:atho- 

tic. Rullctirl like I wasn't cveri there. So I put rn) coat on. I got up anti 

I walked to the door. .lust :is I got to the door, she called my name arid 

didn't eke11 look up froni her desk. just reatlitig as she spoke t o  rrle. ‘lie- 

spite what >ou people tliink "' 

"You people? Naw, rlaw, I'da I~eeri all over her if'shc'd said that slit to me!" 

"1,et her finish, Frarlh." 

'"Despite what you people think, the Rornari Catholic Church is rlot 

Fort Knou. Yon, Miss Rrowri, have hlossorr~rd dne largcl) to our philan- 

t hropic embrace." 

"Philanthropic. rrnt)raee! Shit, let that big square-back-sedan-head 

wencli say some shit like that to me!" 

"Just ignore hirn, Jocelyn, go on with \.our story." 

"I started c'ryir~g. She told me that the tinic for tears had come and 

gone. She said 'South Shore is teaming wit11 underpri~ ilegecl 'Ccgro girls 

far more deservit~g of scholarships than 3011.' Tller~ she said I was free to 

come back to St. hlar?'s after (:hristmas break if tlie motley for tuition 

and uniforms firids its \va> to her cloor. 'Who knows what ~ o u  will do 

in lieu of jour scholarship, Miss Brown. Our Lady works in rn~stcriotls 

w7ays."' 

With cool prrcision Jocelyrl told us wliat 4lussoli11i said. Slle didn't 

ewrl cr? when she, tolcl how she cried in the office. When she finished, 



me and Wolfman just looked at her in our stoned-out stupor. I1 Duce had 

won by taking the fight away. 

"Oh, yeah, I almost forgot: she said that she had thought I would turn 

out differently than my sister Olivia, who graduated only to waste her 

Roman Catholic education on Black Power. She said 'Perhaps H. Rap 

Brown will hold a bake sale for your school fees. Is he any relation, Miss 

Brown'?" 

We all left the schoolyard together but somewhere in Hyde Park we 

separated from Wolfman. I cannot recall if he really and truly had to be 

somewhere else or if he saw how much I loved Jocelyn and knew that I 

would never make a move as long as I remained in his capable hands. 

I remember saying something like, "They murdered Fred Hampton." 

"Yeah," said Wolfman, "they coming at us, they coming at us hard." 

"And Mark Clark," Jocelyn added. She must've been the one to have said 

this because she was not only up on all the news from the Front but she 

knew all the names, names that weren't in the newspapers, the names 

that weren't in the songs, the names that did not give the speeches. Her 

sister, Olivia, was a field worker for the Student Nonviolent Coordinat- 

ing Committee. Olivia was one of those names. 

I said that we should all go over to West Monroe to see the apartment 

where Hampton and Clark had been killed. I didn't want to go home 

where Frank and Ida-Lorraine would be on me like light on a wall for 

what happened that morning in homeroom. 

Fred Hampton, deputy chairman of the Illinois Chapter of the Black 

Panther Party, had been shot in his sleep several days ago; a victim of a 

COINTELPRO hit. A secret FBIICOINTELPRO directive had called 

for "imaginative and hard-hitting counterintelligence measures aimed 

at crippling the Black Panther Party." The federal government's use of 

an infiltrator to drug Fred Hampton, and its use of the Chicago police 

to execute him, was certainly "imaginative," "hard-hitting," and "crip- 

pling." Hampton had been successful in building alliances between the 

Panthers and Students for a Democratic Society, the Panthers and poor 

Whites in Chicago, and, most threatening of all, between the Panthers 

and street gangs like the Black Stone Rangers. The government had tried 



e\er?tlling to stop tile Black Panther Part) of Chicago: pre-dawn raids 

on their Lj'est Chic*:igo office; tlrc burnirig ofccreal boxes for the Pan- 

thers' Free Breakfast Program; the levelirifi of lrun~petl-up charges, i r ~  

which, for example, they serit Fred Harripton to prison fbr two years. 

The charge: steali~ig s e k e n t - o ~ ~ t .  dollars north of ice crcanl bars from 

an ice carcam truck arid giving them to kids in the street. The raid 

at his home took place at two or three or1 the morning of December 

4, 1969. The police used shotgur~s arid n~:~chine guns. They t~irried 

the walls of the apartment, t l ~ e  door to his bedroorti, arld eke11 his 

bed illto S ~ i s s  c.heclsc. hlark (:lark mas shot through the heart hcfore 

he opcrred the door. Deborah dolinson, ~ 1 1 o  was eigllt rr~orlths prcg- 

rlallt hit11 their child, Fred Harnptorl Jr., at thc time, and tile oth- 

crs, whethcr wou~rclcd or well, were lined ilp against the wall i r ~  tlic 

hitchen. They heard tlrc cops talking in the t~edroorr~, Is he ci~acl, I S  he 

( / ~ ~ d ' . ' / f e ' l l  hc~rc/? nlczke 7t 'I'hen the sourid of two more solitary rounds 

beirig fired follo\vt.d by a vert):~l confirmation: EI(,:s good and d?c(.(~d now. 

For sorrle m j s t c r i o ~ ~ s  reason the Chicago police took the botlies away 

and arrestrd t hc 51irvivors but left the prernises open and uriattc-r~ded. 

The Panthers t ~ r r l ~ c d  the a l~ar t r r~er~t  into tlreir o w  11 c-rirne sccrrc. arid 

folks froni all around filed in arid out one after tlic other. T11c police 

did not seal off t he place trritii Deceniher 17, 1969, eleken dajs after 

the raid. 

I got it in rnj head that we should liave a look-see. To rnj strrprisc, 

Joc.eljrl said this was a good idea. At which point I panicked. I'd get 

horrie riot o r ~ l j  late, but late at night. The beating that waited thr me 

wolrltl have two justifications instead of one: disr~rptiori of a Roman 

Catl~olic rit rral and a patriotic pledge that niorriirig in I-iorncroom, 

coupled with rriy viola ti or^ of Frank a ~ ~ d  Ida-Lorraine's ctirfew. As 

the anxiet) h ~ ~ b b l e d  up inside me. I s t a ~ e d  cool arid copasetic. I 

displaced my a n x i e t  o t ~ t o  Jocelyn. "Probably riot a good idea. ?our 

rrlorri would tear into yo11 if YOU went to the sct,rirh of a PanlIier/policc 

shoot-orrt ." 

" \o  shc wouldn't. Oli\ ia's becri irlvolvcd in talks hetwecn SNCC and 

the Panthers. 'They rriight evcri merge." 



"Well, what I mean is, you being a girl and all, she'd probably be all 

in your shit for being out so late. Not like dudes, ya dig, who can just 

come and go and nobody trips." 

"My mother rarely comes out of bag," she said matter-of-factly, "and 

she doesn't whup me." 

For a while I walked in jealous silence. 

"Your parents whup you?" 

"Shit, they ain't crazy." I looked away. 

"Your parents down with the Revolution?" 

"Of course, I'm surprised you'd ask me a question like that. Every- 

body at my crib is down with the Revolution. My four-year-old brother 

be shouting 'Off the pigs!' on his way to nursery school." 

"I didn't ask you about your baby brother, I asked you about your 

parents." 

"And I told you. They're down with all that shit. Even took us to Jesse 

Jackson's church for an Operation Breadbasket rally. The Cannibal Ad- 

derley Quintet played at the break.'' 

Olivia said, "Jesse Jackson is no Fred Hampton. And Operation 

Breadbasket is not the Black Panther-" 

"Fine. My parents aren't down with the Revolution." 

We reached the corner and waited three hundred years for the damn 

light to turn to green. 

"Since King died," I confessed, "I don't know if they're down with 

anything." We crossed the street. "Tonight they're going to beat me for 

what 1 did this morning in homeroom." 

"What we did." She held my wounded hand and I welcomed the pain 

of her grip. 

I began to cry. We were standing at the bottom of the stairs, under 

the long iron tracks of Chicago's L train. 

"We should run away together," she said holding me in her arms try- 

ing to stop me, if not from crying than at least from shivering, "crash at 

the Panther pad till we've saved enough money to go find my sister 01- 

ivia in New York." The rock and tumble of the train rambling above our 

heads ceased. "Or you could come live at my house." She led me by the 



hand '11) the stairs. "RiIama's always saying how we rieed a marl arountl 

the house. And you're just the kind of marl she rneans. I krlow it, I just 

know it." 

On the train she reads frorn a letter she received frorri her sister. 01- 

ivia writes her all about ShCC and the growing pains of an organization 

that started off agitating for voting rights and integration and now finds 

itself' struggling wit11 the next phase, the revolutionary phase. Olivia is 

angry about the murder of Fred Hampt'on. She asks if there w-ere reall? 

ninctj bullet holes in the apartment. Jocelyn is emboldened. She has a 

task. She has a responsibility to get hold of vital information and then 

pass it on to her big sister. At the end of the  letter, Olivia says that she 

is writing frorn Kcw York where the Panthers and SNCC arc holding 

talks. She says that she visits the I;riited Nations wllerlever she can and 

that shc might scrld for Jocclyrl next summer. She writes that she met 

a marl frorn South Africa at the ON and he was as distralight by the 

murder of Fred Hanipton and Mark Clark as she was. The brother is from 

a place called Guinea- Bissau, Joce(yn, where the Kevolution has nraturett. IIe 

ir;firrns me that [he ANC, that slands for African ~biztional Congress, has writ- 

ten an o f ic i (~ l  letter of revolutionary condolences mnd solidarity to the Black 

Panther Purty uncl a// Black ins2lrg.r.nt.s in the 1,hitc~dStates. As we come to 

our stop Jocelyrl folds the letter and asks what the ANC is and how they 

had heard about us. 

Berkeley in Januar? &as light-?ears away from Chicago in Ucceniber. 

In Berkeley the mornings seemed fresh and cool with the scent of rain- 

nloisteried grass in the air. There was no snow, no urlkernpt playgrounds 

of urle\.cn asphalt and ice. Willard Junior High was a huge Spanish ha- 

cienda ui th  open courtjards, rnission-tiled roofs, sun-drenc.1lc.d sports 

fields, two swirnrning pools. arid large classrooms free of rrlold and free 

of the sputter and hiss of run down radiators-and there wcre no nuns. 

St. Mary's in Chicago coultln't hold a candle to Willard Junior High. I 
used to walk up Alcatra~ Averllie to Telegraph, then east on Telegraph 



to school and pinch myself: was I really here, in Berkeley, I would think, 

and feel it was all a dream as though any minute the sky would fall in 

and the hawk off Lake Michigan, having chased me halfway across the 

country, would descend upon me like it descended upon Jocelyn and 

me, whipping its wings across my face. The hawk never came to Berke- 

ley. Not, at least, the hawk I was expecting. I remember the day that it 

finally hit me-I'd come to the light at Shattuck and Alcatraz-and I just 

started yelling "I'm in Berkeley goddamn it! I'm really here! I'm here in 

Revolution Central." To my chagrin the early morning street was not as 

empty as I had assumed when I closed my eyes and started to howl. But 

the hippie who was watching me seemed to understand. "Yeah, man," 

he said to my gap-mouthed surprise, "you're in Berkeley. That's for sure, 

man, that's the deal. And it's groovy, it really is groovy." All around 

me was the absence of polyester suits under long burly coats and muf- 

flers and galoshes. Here the White cats sported beards and sandals. The 

White women wore peasant dresses and jeans. On Telegraph they sold 

T-shirts of Che, posters of Mao, pins and medallions of Lenin. They 

were "demonstration-ready" with their football helmets and construc- 

tion hats near at hand. And the sisters seemed to all have beautiful Afros 

and strong clenched fists that spiked the air and fast strong words for 

whoever came at them anything but correct. The brothers looked seri- 

ous and ready for the get-down with their sunglasses, their berets, and 

their side-to-side strut that was all about bizzz-ness. 

Could it be, however, that in the first two days of my arrival I saw 

what I wanted to see, and felt what I told myself I should feel? Was it 

all as wonderful as I told myself it was as I walked to my new school, or 

was I simply trying to keep suppressed in the manholes of Telegraph 

Avenue the memory and the longing for Jocelyn Brown? When she held 

my hand and whispered my name I could beat back the wind and melt 

the snow. 

As with Fred Hampton in Chicago, the East Bay had seen its share of 

the slaughter of Panthers. In Berkeley we lived on Adeline, two feet from 

the OaklandIBerkeley border, six or seven blocks from where Li'l Bobby 

Hutton was slain and Eldridge Cleaver was wounded in a shootout with 



(Oh 
the Oaklanci Police. But sonlehow it didn't liave the, feel of killing fic.ltis. 

There was too m11c.h music arid the sweet perfume of reefer in the, air. 

Chicago was America in a way that Rcrkelej wasn't. 'The) comin' at us. 

Uolf ir~an uscd to say in the days after Fred Hampton's death, thry re- 

all? comin' at 11s. 111 I3erkel(,> I felt that though the! wcre corriing at us. 

we were corning hack at them. But none o f  this eripl~oria staked off ni j  

longirig for Jocel~rt .  

I spent too rnricll time :it the Black Panther office on the morning 

of rriy third day in school. It7/zat //ell, / clon't I I ( 'P~' horricroom nriywq. 

4 g~ridaricc c-ounselor, who looks like no guidanc.e counselor I've ever 

seen -a tall man sporting a large /!fro. a sliver o f a  goatee beneath rnis- 

chicvous eyes. a silk shirt, and bell bottoms-t-atches rrie reatiir~g thc 

Black Pant1ir.r newspaper in  the outdoor corridor. 

"Contraharld, I pr.eaurrit*." 11t. chuckles. 'Then trc. savs he wants me to 

meet some fhlks. Ah shit, here it comes, a trip to the principal's office and an 

ass-whupping when I get home. 

"(:ontral)andm is uhat  the nuns of St. Mary's called the pamphlets 

anti underground newspapers that h o k e  in on their cloistered space and 

tu r~ icd  our heads Srorri .les~rs Christ to (;hairniarr hlao. "Contra1)andm is 

\+hat Sister O'Rleara liopetl to ferret out i r i  kiorr~eroorri as she rushed to- 

wart1 nlc clown the row of desks. She leaned over rrle and lier lorig black 

rosary clattc.red or1 rriy desk. 

"\.ourlg M'ildcrson, open your- desk." 

"hi 11) ?"  

"Because I said so." 

1 raiscd the desk with its exhausted hearts arid crippletl arroms, its pcn- 

kliifed tic,(-laratiorts of lor(. and profanity carved into it over the jcars. 

"I will not surrender I his classroorr~ to Ho (:hi Mirih," she declared. 

She rummaged through r n ~  belongings. "1 swear by t l~c. bridgcs of Dl1 h- 

l i i i  I will find jour  contrabarid." Arid as she finished her oath sorile 

o f t h e  more advcrituro~is little chocolate drops at the safe crld of the 

room (for though all the nutis seemed to come from Irc.land, all the kids 

seemecl to corn[. from R.lississippi) rnct hear at the bridgcs ofDul,lin arid 

sang out to the end. It soundetl like a jarn session betwc.cn an  Irish fidk 



singer and the O'Jays. Sister O'Meara was not pleased with the record- 

ing, nor did she seem willing to take it-one more time-from the top. 

"Silence, you Cretins! Mother above, I'm surrounded by Cretins and 

communists." She let the top of my desk fall without warning; an old 

trick she'd used in the past. I pulled my fingers back in time. "Now, 

Young Wilderson, for the very last time, will you stand and pledge and 

pray with the others." 

I looked up at her. An uncertain, "No," frogged its way up my 

throat. 

She changed her tone from ironside to bedside: "Tell Sister O'Meara 

what it would take for you to stand and pledge and pray?" 

"I want Nixon out of Vietnam," I said with all seriousness, as though 

I was not in homeroom but at the Paris Peace Talks. 

Her iron side manner returned, "Is that all?" 

"No, that's not all." 

"Pray tell, what else?" 

"We want all Black men to be exempt from military service." 

"Now he speaks for all the Cretins!" 

"We want an end to exploitation by the demagogic politician and the 

avaricious businessman." 

"Button up!" 

We were talking at the same time, now. 

"We want Fred Hampton and Mark Clark-" 

"-I said button up-" 

"-to be alive, again." 

"Quiet!" 

"We want -" 

"I will not tolerate this insolence; you stand and pledge and pray 

right now!" 

I shook my head. My hands were trembling but I shook my head. 

"Come with me." I followed her to her big, sprawling desk. "You are 

the master of your own fate." She pulled out a ruler. "Palm." I held out 

my hand. "Your right hand, please. Let this pain be a source of divine 

reflection as you move through the day." 



'Thc so~rnd oft Ire ruler srnackirig rnj palm snapped against the multi- 

colored rrrap of' Sortc-taigl~t states that hung over the blackboard: rippled 

in the tac.it~rr~r fi)l(ls of thca flag to which 1 would not pledge; s t ~ u ~ g  t11e 

statut. of' tlrcb L irgir~ Mar? gathering dust or1 her desk. /)on7 cr-1: Rec~ofri- 

tiorrcrri~s clotr't cr:); (/(irrrrii(. /lid C/tr cry wlz~n they shot /rirrr?Ui(/ Hobby IIritton 

cr) W/IPI I  tlrq? . S / IO~  Jtirtr ? / ! id  Fred IIarr~ptorr cry (vhcr1 th (y   hot hirtr ? /lor/ f (.I:): 

13111 I stirrg \+as so incredible that if water did not fall froni ni? eccs 

it \\oultl srrrcxl? fall I,ctncer~ ni? legs. Faced nit11 tlie klobsol~ '~ c-troic-e 

of'c.rj ing i r ~  f'ror~t of the class or  peeing in front of the class, rn? throat 

c*tlohc~tI ;111tl sp~lttered like a spent carburetor. I snif'flcd anti groa~rc>cl :inti 

fi~lallj  c-rietl. 

Sr \c \ r~ .  Shc was finished. I stood there unwilling to turn n~ rrrinc(l 

Sac(. to t trc. class. I clragged rri? riose o \ r r  m j  sleeve (to her 11ttc.r disgust). 

Slrc. loohetl at the class and they all stood up ancl faced tlie Vil-girl Mar? 

o n  1rc.r desk arlci the flag that hurig al~ove the \'irgin. 

I werrt I~ack to 111) desk. I sat down; (l(~rtrrt,yo.olir: f?(~g- Kc.c*alcitrant to thf> 

crid. 4 coll(.c.tivv gasp went out. ,4t that mornent, for the first tirrre that 

rriorrring that 1 ('iirr remember, I rr~acie cyc contact wit11 r r r j  sistcr Fawn. 

She is pleading with rrle to staud up. Slle is tired of't ht. figlltirlg hetween 

clad and rnorri siricc this sabbatical started. She  is tirt.cl of' all t r y  ar~tics 

:ir~d :111 tlrr s t r ik  arltl spankings that go along wit11 th t~ t~ i .  Slle wants, one 

rright. just orlc niglit when there is pt3ac*e atlcl c1uic.t at Iiorrle. 1 ignore 

her. Sister O'lleara calls rrle up for seven more lashes. \{'hat an1 1 going 

to tlo? Perhaps 1'111 no re\olutionar?. I can't go t l~rorlgh that again. plus 

rrrore tonight at Iiorne. The stinging froirr tht, last cpisocle lias not sub- 

sidctl. 1ITllclt huue Igortcrr rn.ywlJ'itzto? 

"Riglit now. Young \\'iltlt~rsori!" 

RIj hands were prcsseti to In? desk. \\as I going to stand up and 

plctlgc arid pra? or mas I going to stand up to take, orlce again, her wrath 

into rn? hand? Thtx questiori M. ill rlt.\tbr 1)e :irrs\\errtl. For at that mornent, 

Jocel? n Hro\,n, who'd been staridirig 1% ith all the othcr choc*olate tlrops, 

waiting for contraband to be discovcrcd, waiting f'or m? lashes to end, 

waiting for rrle to stand, that wcB rr~iglit all pl(.tIgc. arid pray together, sat 

dom n arrd folded her arms. 



It was one thing for Sister O'Meara, or Batman, as we call her behind 

her back, to tear into the flesh of this egoic little Black boy who had more 

affectations of Whiteness and more arrogance of Blackness than her im- 

migrant baggage could carry; who talked back to her with words and 

references to events she barely comprehended. It was quite another thing 

for her to be confronted by the refusal of a little Black girl with whom she 

watered the marigolds each morning before homeroom; a girl she had 

hoped would one day convert and become a nun like her. 

Sister O'Meara has come undone. The chocolate drops have also 

come undone but in a different way. She had always thought of Jocelyn 

Brown as a sponge for her loquacity. She feels the world spinning back 

on its axis. She tries to utter the word: Jocelyn. Why can't she say this 

simple word? Now she gathers herself. The word comes out and with 

the force and authority and the power to beat back all the Cretins in 

the world. "Jocelyn!" But before anything else transpires, Wolfman sits 

down too. She leaves the room to find Mussolini. 

The bell ending homeroom rang. Doors opened. Students poured out 

like water through sluice gates. The goateed, bell-bottomed guidance 

counselor yelled down the hall, "Rebecca! Harold! Garland!" Then to 

me, "The folks I want you to meet." 

When they came to us he said, "This is Frank, 'scuse me, Frank B. 

Wilderson, the third-did I get it right, partner? He's new. Eighth grade 

like you. And righteous. Transferred here from-where are you from?" 

I almost said, St. Mary's Roman Catholic Junior High School, but 

I saw how beautiful and sophisticated Rebecca Jones looked with her 

neatly trimmed Afro, her hoop earrings, her yellow miniskirt and san- 

dals with leather straps laced around her ankles. I saw how ready for the 

get-down Garland Shiloh looked with his cap tilted to the side and his 

tinted shades; how serious Harold Milton looked with his long blonde 

hair pulled back in a ponytail, his thick reading glasses, and his button 

of the flag of North Vietnam. Harold had all the latest books, like The 



Studnt  as Vzgger, 111 his book bag and, through his mother, who was an 

academic at IJC Berkeley (or "Gal"), he hati rnet many of the antllors, 

Vo, I thought, we need something rrlore for real than a Roman Catholic 

jurrior high school i f  wc was going to run with this posse and get next 

to Rebecca. So, 1 said, "I'rr~ from Chi-Town." 'Shere was little to no reac- 

tion, so 1 said, "South Side" which was a bit of a stretch. IIyde Park is 

indeed south of downtown but it 1s not the ghetto. What the hell, it did 

the trick. 'l'heir eyes lit up. 

Rebecca shook my hand and said, "Did you know Chairrrian Fred?" 

"I wouldn't actuall. say we hung out, but jeah,  I kriew him. I was 

all 11p in it, so you know I had to, like, krio\v him, you know. Me and 

him was cool, not t ~ g h t ,  but cool. He called me Yourig Wilderson." 

"What are Chairnrarl Fred's views on the speech Kerlrlic Davls gave 

when they bound arid gagged Bob1)y Seale?" Harold asked me. 

I couldn't arlswclr. 

"What I rnearl is what arc Fred Hampton's views on the White rnoth- 

er-country radicals who are on trial with Robby Sealc? For example, 

does Iiarnptorl put Rrnnie Davis i r l  the same camp as I would assume he 

puts David Delliriger, that of a rnisguidcd pacifist and, if so, why did he 

allow Rerinie Davis to speak at the rally?" 

I looked at this little White dude as though he was talking pig [,atin. 

Garland Shiloh said, "You are frorn Chicago, aren't you? You are hip 

to the Chicago Conspiracj Trial, I take it?" 

Y'hey'rejustj(,alous I was t r j  i r ~ g  not to panic. Thcysee how Rebecca:~ chg 

gin'or~ rrre I copped an attitude. I turned on IIarold because he seerried 

an easier mark than Garland. 

"Actually, when me arid Fred talked about White folks we mainlj 

talked about the Beatles." The joke was a dud. Harold and Garland ex- 

changed glances. The glow was slipping from Rebecca's q e s .  They did 

not think this was either funny or righteous. 

"Well," said the tall Black counselor, "pcrhaps you all should go to 

first period. What do people have.?" Rebecca, Garland, and I ?aid soc~al 

studies; IIarold was on his way to the new math. The courlselor told us 

to hurry along and then left us. 



"I never met Fred Hampton," I said, looking down. 

"So," Garland sneered from behind his shades, "Fred didn't really 

call you Young Wilderson." Rebecca told him to shut up, but I could tell 

I'd be seeing little of her after today. 

"Yeah," I said to Harold, "all I know about the conspiracy trial is 

what I read in Ramparts." 

"Did you ever even see Fred Hampton," asked Garland, "I mean you 

are from Chicago, aren't you?" 

"No, I'm not from Chicago; I'm from Minneapolis, Minnesota." 

Garland sucked his teeth. 

"My dad is on sabbatical and my mom is a graduate student. We lived 

in Chicago for a few months. I went to a Catholic school where nothing 

really happened." 

They started to move in the direction of class. I followed them, pray- 

ing for one of those California earthquakes to pull me down and bury 

me. Speaking more to myself than any of them, I said, "I never even went 

to hear him speak. The only place I went to was his crib, and even then 

it was after the pigs had offed him." 

They stopped dead in their tracks. They turned around. They gath- 

ered around me like Socrates' chosen few. I hardly knew what had hap- 

pened. They were throwing questions at me left and right. Tell us about 

the bullet holes. Tell us about the blood. Tell us about the people who 

waited to get in. Tell us what was said about the investigation. Suddenly, 

both my memory and my erudition were in vogue again. 

Rebecca had a great idea: we would go to social studies and she would 

tell the teacher that today was no day for all that imperialist nonsense. 

That instead I would give a lecture to the class about my trip to the home 

of Fred Hampton. Harold said, screw the new math, would it be alright 

if he came along too? So, to social studies it was. 

Rebecca stood in front of the class and called for a vote-right there 

in front of the teacher, who didn't reproach her with Sister O'Meara7s 

kind of talk about Cretins, contraband, or communists. For the next 

twenty minutes I passed off a lot of "ums" and "ahs" and repetitious de- 

scriptions as a lecture. No one seemed to mind. Everyone had questions. 



The onl? thing I am asharned of is that I did not metltior~ Joce l~n  in niq 

talk. I was tlrearriing of my rnarriage to Rebecca Jones, which I kricw 

~ ~ o u l t l  take place in a rnorith, rriay1)e two. 

(;arlantl was the one who introduced me to the Black T'anthers in Berkc- 

Icy. Tllej \\ere a group of [)rot tiers who col~ld care less what my name 

was or wl~ere I came frorl~ clucept to tell me that Ellison was a Torn and 

that 1 should get with Frantz Fanon. Garland's parents were also righ- 

teous. I ~ : \ ~ I I  tllough he Mas trrider 16. they signet1 a release allowir~g him 

to go ttiro~igh armed struggle training-not just the after-scliool politi- 

cal lessons that I wer~t to nitki the Panthers; sorr~ething my parcrits 

woult111't have e~itertaiilecl if the) were trippitlg on acid. It was llarold 

hlilton who I had the most consistent contact with. Rebecca had a boy- 

fritbrltl arid ht. wras a hlinrl rcd \ ears more mature than me; she was too 

busj giving speeches and organizing rallirs to take me on as a ha(-ktloor 

man. (;arlarici was alkvays able to staj late at the J'anther office, lor~g after 

it was tittle for me to go horrie and me ditlrl't hake a lot of classes togctller. 

Ilarold Milton anci I hacl more classes in coriirllorl (I  took the classes the 

cour~sclors made sure U hite kids took], ant1 we were both avid c-liess 

plaqt,r5, We played cahrss each morrrir~g in the courtjard 1)efi)rc liome- 

roorri arid discussed Nonipnrts maga~ine articles. 

hen Rebecca Iiad iritcrrupted the teacher and called for a vote to 

let rile speak, I l(~arriet1 that not orlly was she. superfine and outspoken 

t)ut she was also the president of the Black Student Ihiori. hly crush on 

her swelled to cosmic proportions. I faritasi~ed walking her home and 

singing The Origitials7 song "Baby 1'111 for- Real" to her. 1 rilikc Joccblyn 

Brown (who was a "good" Methodist girl in a "good" (htholic school, a 

girl wkiose network of relations exteridccl no further than the Double 

Dutch Championship team, her circle of'liotneroorr~ classrrlatrs, arlci the 

letters her sister serit her from the front whcxrc Civil Rights niergrd with 

Black Power), Rc1)ecca Jones was swirnrning in a sea of' adult relations. 

Rebecca knew worneri in the Black Palithers. Rebecca knew all the 



teachers at Willard Junior High and called them by their first names. 

Rebecca knew the radicals of SDS from the University of California, 

just six blocks up the street from our school. When Harold asked me 

about Fred Hampton's views on Rennie Davis, Rebecca not only knew 

who Rennie Davis was but she knew what Harold was talking about. 

From time to time, she, Garland, and Harold even invited the Cal stu- 

dent radicals onto Willard's campus. They turned that place inside out 

and called their teach-ins Anti-Imperialist School and told our teachers 

they could stay and become part of the solution, or they could go home 

and be part of the problem. I loved to see her standing on stage next to 

Harold, who was the president of the People's Student Union, the orga- 

nization of White kids who did not want to be called "White," and next 

to the presidents of the Chicano and the Asian Student Unions. 

Rebecca would lay it on us: "Nixon is bombing Cambodia, so SDS is 

dealing on Rot-see [ROTC]!" "Right on!" we'd shout. "And just last year 

the Indians vamped on Alcatraz and held that shit, you hear me, baby! 

They took their shit back and held it! Said, up against the wall, mutha- 

fucka, it's a hold up-we come for what's ours!'' And when we finished 

cheering, Rebecca would remind us that the pigs still had our sisters and 

brothers in the Panthers up against the wall. "But that's okay," she'd say, 

"you can kill a revolutionary but you can't kill a revolution." I doubt if 

there was ever a time in US history when junior high school auditoriums 

rang out with so much political passion; although many of Rebecca's 

words have faded from memory, I can still close my eyes and feel the 

shoulder to shoulder sway of all those bodies, young and alive, pressed 

against mine, I can still see our small fists thrust in the air. And righton! 

still rings in my ears. 

Then Harold and Rebecca and the heads of the Chicano and Asian 

Student Unions would stand shoulder to shoulder in front of the podium 

and raise their fists high in the air, shouting, "Hell no, we won't go, we 

won't fight for Texaco! All power to the people!" And then, the obliga- 

tory, "Off the pigs!" 

Now Rebecca and Harold and the other two are chanting and each 

thing they say is being drowned out by the din of our cheers; blurred by 



the vision of our fists reactiirlg up like theirs. We follow them to the exits 

and into the street.s. 

A cool breeze frorn the San Frarlcisco Bay welcornes us as we march 

Srorri the school. Yothing can stop us. Tricky Dick, whcre areyour tin sol- 

diers now.? After four or fivc blocks we get tired of chanting, IIell no 

we wori't go, we won't fight for 'Texaco! And lired of singing the \mrtis 

to Edwiri Starr's "\hTar." Arld the pigs have riot even seen fit to show 

~hernselves. Okay, o k q  so it's like hat ,  huh, so it:s like rhnt. Y 'all think we 

playir~g 'ctrirse we Ye hnlJ:sized Well, we mmy be halJ::sized but we ain't half: 

pint. Andjirst ir~ m.se yo11 rZorr'r believr it.. .We brcak into a run, sprirltirig 

up 'I'elegraph ,4\;enue toward the University of California; overturr~irig 

garbage cans arid breaking all the windows we earl brcak without break- 

ing stride. At thc corner of Dwight and 'Telegrapli we stop to catch our 

exliausted little breaths. Orie of the boys looks up: gaspirig for breath, 

his hands on his knees. He sees a Mercedes Bcriz. No owner in sight. 1Ie 

takes another breath. He straightens his spine. He points. Y o  words are 

needed. Ariarc:hy descerlds upon this lone hlercedes. h huricired litlle 

rnunclikiris-sorne with lorig hair, sorrle with big afros, sorne in mini- 

skirts, others in blue jeans-prc:ss against the car and rock that bad boy 

frorri side to sidc urltil boomshnkalukn! I t  flips over on its side. 14h shit! 

tlere come the sirens. I start to ran,  then stop arid see that norlr: of 

these kids arc running with rrie. A young white girl steps up with her 

bandana. Sorne other kids step up with rriatclles. 'l'hc sircns are getting 

louder, and I am thinking, these Berkeley kids are the real thing. God- 

darrin, nobody's running. Now whoosh! 'l'lie Beriz ain't lonely no rrlore: 

it's got all kinds of' firc keeping it company! Garland says, "Didn't that. 

blow )our rriirlcl. baby!" Yes, I arrl thinking, it blew m y  mind. Flashing red 

lights are screaming down 'Telegraph. The sirens darrin near drown out 

our laughter, our cheers, arid our prirrial dance of fire. Garland says, 

"Hey, Slick, it.'s tirrie to boogie," but I arri transfixed hy the fire. Damn, 

wr (lid thal shit! I've never done nothing- like tlris bejbre. We sel it off This IS 

Revol~r/iorr Centrnl. "Frank," he yells, "we got to hat. the fuck up!" 

Our retrc,at is racially choreographed: White kitis and the handful 

of Asians cut through People's Park on their way to the Berkeley hills. 



Black kids and the handful of Chicanos head downhill to the Oakland1 

Berkeley flats. It's all I can do to keep up with Garland, who holds a ju- 

nior high track record in the 440. The pigs are only chasing the down- 

hill crowd. They're coming full speed down Dwight, gaining on us. I am 

losing Garland and losing breath. He turns and yells, "Cut left on the 

first one-way going right." "Why!" "Just do it!" It's brilliant: the pigs are 

still in a moment in history when they obey street signs. We are safe on 

this one-way street (safe until they circle the block). Here the Black kids 

break up into ones, twos, and threes. Some double back to Telegraph 

Avenue. Others hide behind dumpsters. Others duck into the foyers of 

apartment buildings. I follow Garland to a huge dumpster behind an 

apartment complex. We slide to the ground and catch our breath. 

"This was the hippest shit I've ever seen," I tell him. "The way we all 

got away. It's almost like you've done it before." 

Garland Shiloh takes a joint from under his cap. He fires it up. He 

passes it to me. The smoke slips serenely from his lips as he speaks. 

"We do it all the time." 

I get home high. Sweaty. Exuberant. Late. 

Mom looks at dad, his cue to start snarling. 

"Where have you been?" He snarls on cue-amazing. 

Ireally, really want to answer him, but baby, let me tellyou, Garland's Aca- 

pulco Gold ain't in no mood for conversation. 
"Well, answer me!" 

Gumpy; you fuckin' with my high. Iswear, Spiro 7: Agnew got more sense 
than you. 

"I asked you a question, Frankie.. .where were you?" 

Frankie? My name ain% Frankie. Is your name Frankie? Why Igo t  to be 
Frankie. You startin' to sound like Mz. Lemonade over there. 

"Are you deaf?" he says. 

q y o u  must know, I was out of3ngpigs, andyou can call me Fidel. 
" I  said, are you deaf!" 

"I was.. .ah.. .I was," damn theJloor is rollin' like a sailboat. Let me sit my 
ass down. 

"Stand up and answer my question." 



"1 was, urn, playirig.. irig I)asketl)all." 

"I thought football was Sour sport. since when do you play 

basketball?" 

Sznce.you bwn apnin in the ass "I do too play baskcthall." 

"I distirictly recall telling you to walk your sister home frorn school 

during the first two weeks you're here." 

"He?, rriari, like 1'111 sorry, okay." 

'"IIey. man, like I'nr sorry'' IIale 5011 lost jour rriintl" 

I shrug m j  shol~lders, "It's your worltl. Slick, I'rn just orie of the squir- 

rels." Holy fuck, did Ijzlst stiy that? Tell rrre I (ltdn't just s q  tirat. 

"Say %\hat!" He jumps up from his easj chair. 

"I said, fine, fine. 1'11 walk horrre with her I'll walk her horrie 

tomorrou ." 
"BoJ, 40" be in Berkeley. but Berkelej better riot get into o u .  

lTritlcrstantlT" 

koir got ~ t ,  Srnokqy 'LYes." 

"Yes, who.?" 

"Ytls, (lad." 

He's seated again. 

''(;ct sonic gumbo." 

As .Joc.elyii arid I Icft IIyde Park or1 the L, I didrl't hrrow tliat SNCC was 

dying as an organizatiorr; that tlic Voting Rights Act arrd ktlrrally rrian- 

tlatcvi I)~rsir~g 11atl t l l r ~ ~ s t  11(.r sister Olivia's orgarri/atio~~ to t11e I)rir~k of a 

rrisis of purpose. d o c e l ~ r ~  Brow 11 hrleu all the rlarrles of S\(:(: Icaders: 

Stokelp (:arnrichael, Rerrlice Reagan, Katlilerrr (:leaver i ~ h o  was now a 

Panther), Julian Bond. blar-iorr 13ar.r-y. ant1 Jarnes Foreniarr. Shtx knrw the 
songs arid slie told rrre she hat1 the pirturcs, tliosc hlark arid white pho- 

toi of' Sh(:(: (ierriorritratiorrs arrtl rricetirrgs, i r r  trclr roorri. I.ookirrg 11ac.k 

or1 our jourrlcy to the Irouse of Fred I l a t~ rp to r~ '~  assassi~ratiori, I have one 

rc.grcnt, oric t~itirrg rc-grct. 1 wish that I had hat1 the corifidcnc-e of a grown 

man srut rrot the ally ar~xiet j  of'a t trirteer~-jf~ar-t,Itl t)oy; errol~gli fiwward 



motion as we stood beneath the columns of bolted steel that held the 

rambling train above us to draw her close and kiss her. Instead, I asked 

her if she had change or tokens for the train. 

It was music, sweet soul music that saved us from ourselves. It came 

from within a place that would not have announced itself as anything 

more than a beauty shop, a barber shop, or a storefront church if not 

for the speakers clipped to the awning, and the sound of Martha Reeves 

and the Vandellas painting the sidewalk with watercolor love. In Detroit 

I'd developed a new theory of evolution. The way I saw it, Berry Gordy 

created the world. On the first day he made the Temptations, on the 

second day he made the Supremes, day three it was the Four Tops, then 

came Smokey, followed by Mary Wells, and when on day six Marvin 

Gaye stepped out of his cloud, ole Berry stopped for a moment to catch 

his breath. On the seventh day the world got down. 

Jocelyn took my hand and we went inside. A handsome, slender man 

with conked hair came from the back room and leaned on the counter. A 
toothpick balanced between his teeth. The sign above him read Jimmy 

Mack'sI45s Rack to Back. 

She walked over to the register and kissed him on the cheek. 

"Hello, uncle Jimmy." 

"How you makin', Brown Sugar?" 

"Mussolini vamped on me." 

"Why my sister sends you to that school-I swear." Then he looked at 

me and broke into a fifty-two teeth grin that embarrassed us both. "So, 

when's the wedding, Brown Sugar?" 

She gave him a forget-you wave of the hand. 

He walked to the end of the counter where the Martha Reeves's 45 

was scratching round and round in the groove, he lifted the needle. 

"Ain't got to be J. Edgar Whoever to see you two in love. Yes indeedy. 

Son, you gonna marry my niece?" 

I almost had a heart attack. 

"Don't mind him," she said, "he can be as tired as a two dollar bill. 

That's what mama says." 

"It's a question, son, two dollars or no two dollars." 



"\ou'rr cw~k)srrassing hirr~, l~rlclc Jinimy." 

"Embarrassing him. Airr't that a blippty-blop." 

He scarched the shelf for anothcr 45. He fourid what he wanted. I le 

kissed tllr. record. tiler1 put it on and said, " t o u  two lovc birds groove on 

this." It was hlart l~a Rec.\rs arld the Vantlellas's "My Baby 1,okes hlc," a 

sultry 51rrc. 'nough slow jarr~. 

"l>or~'t you have arly Sly Stone?" said .Jocelpri 

"I said groove to this, lcst you want rrle to keep at )our little niarl hrre. 

Go or1 girl, take Jodic in your arms. Hc 5110' ain't gorlria come to you jcs 

look at him." 

"His riarne is Frtlnh.! Frank B. JVilderson, the third. Arid he's fi-om 

out oft0\\11." 

Her indignation tickled Jimmy black. "You dorl't rrleari the Frank H.  
Wil(lc.r*son, the third? Thc big time shipping tycoori? From out qf town? 

bVk1cr.e jo11 from, l~oss,  \ew York? I,. 4 ?" 

"I'rr~ frorn hlinneapolis, Ilinnesota," 1 said proudl>. 

'l'l~r~ toothpick flew from his mouth as he  laughed. 'LL4r~d )ou rr~ad 

'cause I called him Jodie." 

"IIe's probablj high," Jocelyn whispered. "we'll [lance, just Ilunior 

ti in^." 

"Bllt 1 can't dar~ce," I whispc~retl back. 

"Yow don't lie. Jotlie.," h e  shouted over Martha's searching rnoans, 

"1o11 Rlack ain't yo112 Then yo11 can dance. IVliat they do  up your way, 

the sr lowsho2 G o  'head on  and do a little snowstloe for me. 1 swear 

girl, jou  gonria rnarry this  fool and  ha t e  a r lq t l~rn- less  bahy." 

She  held rrle a r ~ d  \ye slow draggcti. 

"Just ignorc hirr~, he talks rnore shit than a ~.adio," she said softly, 

"hc'll tire out in a nlirirlte or  two " 

"You wish," lie called back. 

Joceljn arid I hcld hands on orle side a i d  t l r e ~  each other close 

around the waists wit 11 the othc.r. We moved slowly and easily, as tllough 

\ve'd done this t)clfore. The recortl was rearhir~g ;I so~ilfiil cresccbndo and 

all the while Jirr~rny Mack mas lr~aning on the counter, smili~rg, chuck- 

ling to kiirnself, singing backup, as thougti Martha l\eeves hati signed 



him as the fourth Vandella. When the record stopped, Jimmy Mack told 

us not to move. We were fine with that. We liked holding each other, and 

it gave us an excuse to keep holding each other. He put on Etta James's 

"At Lastn so effortlessly you'd think he had it up his sleeve. 

We slow danced, lord have mercy, how we slow danced. I took her in 

my arms, no handholding now. I held her like I'd wanted to hold her un- 

der the L. We turned slowly, twining into each other with all the longing 

we could muster until, at last, Etta James called down from heaven and 

told us to stop. 

We didn't walk from Jimmy Mack's 45s/Back to Back to Fred Hampton's 

house, we glided. We soared. We sailed. Once in a while we landed on 

a runway next to some unknown someone's snow-tapered steps. There 

we refueled with kisses; hungry, grown-ass kisses. And that unknown 

someone's grandma raised the window and said, "Stop all that Filthy- 

McNasty-carrying on! You two ain't grown!" 

We were still holding hands chirping like sparrows when we ran up 

against the backside of a middle-aged couple. The man and the woman 

turned abruptly. They looked like Mississippians who had fled Jim Crow 

with one-way tickets on the Illinois Central. The man's face soured as he 

looked down at us, but the woman smiled discreetly. 

He spoke sternly to us. 

"You children need to stand in line quietly and wait your turn. This 

ain't a playground, two men have died inside. Brutally murdered." 

I peered around him. We were indeed at the end of a line that was 

almost a block long. A line running up the stairs and into the build- 

ing. The whole community had turned up and the icy cold evening was 

chilled like a wake. 

I was not prepared for what I saw inside Fred Hampton's apartment. 

I remember a voice ringing in my ear; a distant and incessant voice 

from across the room, the voice of a young Black Panther explaining to 

the procession, as it flowed into one room and out the other side, how 



thc, pigs had varrll)c~cl i l l  the wee 11ollrs of ttitl rrlorning wllt~ri tilt '  folks 

ir~sitle were as1vc.p; lrow tticy rarne with murder or1 their rriirids; t~ow tt1e.v 

shot \lark (:lark i r r  the heart tl~rougl-1 the door lle was going to open 

for thern; ho\\ tlrq burst ir i  arrtl sc*r;rrr~t)led over his t~ody m ith mac*Iiine 

g ~ ~ ~ ~ s l ~ l a z i r l g :  h o ~  another coritir~gent canlc 111) the back stairs across 

tlre ~jorch. into t t r ( .  kitchen. t hcrr 1)rohc ir~to ttic 1,c.dr-oorn and l i t  tllv 1)ed 

u1) t h e  bed nlierc. Cliairrnarl F~.c.d slept w it11 his pregnant if(. l i t  that 

slccpirig hetl up with bullets, like fire\\orks ligliti~ig 11p the s k ~ .  

/)id l ~ e  J ( I ~  //to/, (/id he rc~nl!) ~ ( q -  theyfjred irl/o /he be(/ oj'c~ slc.c~pirrg man 

(in// ci pregr~crrrt t.r~orttn~~? Tell trrc. 1~ c/idir 't sq. tho / .  Titq) )ankc(/ hrr, fi.orn the 

/)cdnrrd tltrcw her. tp against tlrc W O N  in the kt/clt~ri' T/iey wertt bc~r.X- nndshot 

ltirtr m the head? / i o : s  dead, (/id //lqy . s N ~ ,  he? good ond dead rzow7 

I held Jocc.ly 11's arm and looked arour~d t hc. room \\ herc t lie koice of 

the guide foltlc.tl over rne likc veils of water. I saw tlie bullet holes: niriet?- 

nine br~llct l~olcs, rliacl~ir~e gull. shotglln. I ~ ; ~ r ~ d g l ~ r i  bullet tiolcs, in the 

nalls. iri the door, in the bctl. that bloodrt~tl l~etl  where (:t~airrriarl Fred 

bas pror10111 r ( ' t ~ 1  "good ancl tlcad ." Jocelyn, /)rotect me; protcw rnc. jiom all 

?[titis. 

Sensing sonlething frigtlteried arid chaotic in my drr~iearior the 

sour-fac.c,tl r r r ; i i i  from hl issis5ippi touched rric arid said, "l3rcathe. just 

breathe." l'l~cri he said, "\\(a got to rrlove illto tlie kitcl~c,r~. let folks h- 
tlirltl us cwrllc. tlirough." He r~odded toward Jocelyn. "Jou got to protect 

her." 

I loohetl do\\ r i  and said, "YcY.. sir." 

I \\ is11 I hati a diffcrcrit rlirmory of rrly arrival horrie that riight than 

the oric I t~a\e .  I wisli I rernernbered tt.llirrg my parcnts ahout Jirnmy 

3lac.k.s johc.s arid Fred Ilan~ptolr's blootl; about the bullets and the sor- 

ran: ;~t)or~t thc clanior oft  tic L but that is not the merrlory 1 have. 

I eritcr the flat to firid them fierce wit11 w o r r  ovcr rn) whereabouts 

and bc.siclc. ~hernsehes \\it11 fur! ober r n ~  refusal to 1)lcdgc alleh' rlancc. 

arid pray tliat rriorl~il~g i r ~  Ilorneroom. 'l'he belt arid the ardstick lay 

on the tlir~irig roorri tal~lc likc a courtroor~l exhibit. 7'1rt. rituals of prt,- 

lirriit~ar,~ words hegin: tlic words ricctlr~tl to anoint the morneilt I\ it11 

e~rougli rrsol\e to rorrlrrirbrice flogging. 'l'ticri they set upor1 rrie w i t h  their 



implements. I would like to say that I took the beating in my revolution- 

ary stride: my back straight, my eyes dry, the searing pain on my thighs 

and buttocks melting into water and rolling off. 

One thing I can say in my defense, however, is that I walked into ev- 

eryone of those beatings with my eyes open. It could even be said that I 

provoked them: I knew that acts of political defiance at school presaged 

such evening rituals at the gulags, what some people call "home." And I 

was not a passive victim, for I could always find a way to get my licks in. 

That evening was no exception. 

At last they have finished. They are spent and exhausted, though still 

very much upon me. With the belt and the splintered yardstick, they 

stalk me to my bedroom. They chant their tired dreary chants. Better 

not do this! Better not do that! Better be the first to pledge and the loud- 

est to pray! Better straighten up and fly right! 

I stumble before them crying my eyes out, snotty at the beak. My 

siblings peek through their cracked doors: political lackeys cowered by 

kickbacks of candy, chump change, and Saturday morning cartoons. I 

give them the evil eye: state collaborators. 

Richard Daley's two goons follow me into my bedroom. My teeth 

are chattering. As I sit on the bed I suddenly know how I'm going to get 

my licks in. It's been tacked to the wall for weeks, just waiting for me to 

wield it as a weapon. As I look at the wall so does my dad. 

"What are you signifying?" 

It's a photograph from Lljre magazine. A middle-aged Chinese man 

about the same age as my father; beside him is a Chinese girl, maybe 

three or four years older than me. The man is kneeling. The girl is stand- 

ing. The Lljre photographer has synchronized the opening and closing of 

his shutter with the pull of a trigger, with the plume of flint from the 

pistol she holds. She is blowing the man's brains out. 

"Play with me if you want to, uh huh, that's right play with me if you 

want to," he says. 

I am lucid. I look him right in the eye. 

"It's a picture from the Cultural Revolution. The man owns a lot of 

land. An avaricious businessman. The girl is a member of the Red Guard. 



He refused to dikide his laritl with all the peoplr wlio are poor and need 

to eat." 

\I! parfxrits are perpleuecl. 'l'hcy look at the pic*t~rrc and look back at 

me. They still don't get it. IIow an1 I going to get n1.y licks in if the lessor1 

is o\er thcbir Iieads? I break it to tlicrrl gently: "The marl is a c.ounterrevo- 

lutionary. I-Ir.'s also her fat11r.r." 

\ow tliej get it. The) get it 1)ig time. Dad's cyes go wild. 

" I  lavc,~r't you had cnoughl'" 

I g r ~ s s  tro/, S l~ck .  

"Do I I i a~e  to beat the living daylights out ofcou?" 

(,'o,fhr W / I N ~ . ~ ~ I I  krlow, Horn~r. 

I stare hack at Iiirn. Only one of two tl~irigs cbarr happen hcre. I will 

break this stare down. Or 1 will get rrlore ofhis rage. 

"IIe's stone craq," morn intervenes with a rlirrical observation. "I'rri 

tired, let's go to bed." l'liey make their nay to tile warder~s' quarters. 
r 7 1 hey are no longer upon rne. 

It was rarly Ma! i r i  Berkeley. I mas i r ~  gjrri c*l:~ss thinking, I.ZT/~).rnn'r(j~r.sr 

losc tr~rrpoun& andbe ~orrr~~~lPI ' I Inever  clirrrh [hot rope to thr ceilitzg: M h ite 

'IY-41irt, dark shorts, arid ashy legs. Thr. gcrii teacher blew his tzliistle. 

Thrce lanky bo!s rac-c.tl "11 the rope to the caeilirig. Each of the three 

colurnns of eighth grade bojs edged closer to the ropes. i l r ~ ~ / r r ~ ~ - / ~ n n ~ / s  

urc c~N.swr,ot): Iri Mir~rlcapolis I sta.tvl in shape by pla?ir~g park board 

football and little league baseball, hut dtrririg 111y father's sabljatical 

years I'd riot been i r i  one place long enough to play sports. 'l'he lines 

wtbrcb clfiirldlir~g. 115 trlrri was approactririg. I was one boy away from 

trinrrrph or hum ilia ti or^ when I n a s  sa\ctl k~? Richard Jlilhous hixon. 

A4 leathery sourltl was thurnpir~g thrx air outside the g?rn. All the 

l)o!s looked up at (;arland who had srtittled up the rope like a Ma- 

rine. il 'hat is it? ?c~lletl. I1e looketi out the upperrnost windows and 

yelled, "It's the marl! It's the arrny!" lJre I~rokc formation arlti rarl out of 

the gcnl into 111e fitbltl b! the swirnnlir~g pool. In Fain, the gyrri teacher 



blew his whistle for us to come back. It's not the army, a boy was yell- 

ing, it's the Guard, it's the goddamn National Guard! The sky above 

was littered with large green crickets; crickets that did not chirp but 

pounded and lacerated the air-more choppers than I had ever seen, 

even on the riots on TV. We shouted up at them the way we yelled at 

the Alameda County sheriffs or the Berkeley police, those Blue Mean- 

ies in our daily midst. "Hey, pigs! Fucking pigs! Fly somewhere else, 

pig!" Rut they couldn't hear us. The roar of their engines and the thun- 

der of their propellers drowned out our epithets. We looked like pa- 

tients in a nut house trying to shout at god. Some of them seemed to 

be laughing at us. 

The more ingenious, or experienced, boys among us comprehended 

our folly and quickly herded us up into a chain of human signifiers. I 
watched with awe and stunned admiration as these boys pushed and 

pulled us into two clusters of words written on the field. One read "Fuck 

you!" and the other read "Off the pigs!" Then one of the boys yelled at me 

with sharp irritation for not playing my part. He shoved me into place: I 
was now the dot on the second exclamation mark. Now the Guardsmen 

in the choppers read us loud and clear. 

Ropes unfurled from their large open bellies. The Guardsmen re- 

pelled down and took up position. They were no more than twenty feet 

away. We all got very quiet. "Like Vietnam," I whispered to Garland. 

"No," he said. "Like Oakland." 

Their commanding officer approached our gym teacher who lis- 

tened carefully to the terms of surrender. "There's trouble up at Cal," 

our teacher told us. "The Guard is," he looked at the officer, "comman- 

deering our gym for their base of operations." The boys in the back 

shouted obscenities. The Guardsmen came toward us with their bayo- 

neted rifles; I am sure I am not the only one who almost fell victim to 

potty training amnesia as they approached. But they were not coming 

for us; they were simply pushing past us. They went into the gym and 

unpacked their gear. 



Bells were c-larigirig in the corritlors of Willard Junior High. Garlarid 

and I co~iltl not firid Rc1)ec.c.a Jo11r.s. Kids ran to ant1 fro like folk5 evacu- 

ating a disaster area. \ire cal~glit Ilarold Milton on thc, fly. 
''1% hat's going down," 1 askcd. 

"It's (:arribodia, Trick? Dick's borribing Carn1)odi:r." 

1,ater in the ctaj there'tl Ije a rumor that the Guard had actually killed 

students in Ohio. Sorne of thc kids would saj that fifty had been mowed 

down with rriachine gulls. Sorrre said it was sr1ipc.r fire from soldiers 

on rooftops. The  stories were wild and erratic arid wrong. The bells 

s topf~ed rir~girlg and we tieard our principal's voice over the loudspeak- 

ers telling everyone to go to hori~eroom arid await further iristruc.tioris. 

S/ t t t ,  firgel horrreroorn. 

"It's on," Garland saitl, "11ir. shit is on." Hfx and tlarold brokc irito 

a flat out run. 1 follo\tcd them as the principal's voice persistccl. We 

reachcd the lockers arid tlic? spun their conibinations. 

"CV hat are you just SI aridirig there for?" Harold said. "Open your 

locker, rnan." 

"I\/ hat for?" 

"The gloves those SDS cats passed out at tlie teach-in." 

!A1hy, I wondered, do we need glo\es in Ma)? Rut later in thc. <la\., as 

I stoocl on the hlootl-spc~kletl and debris-strc.wri cobblestones of Sproul 

Plala with the teargas catiistcrs landing all around me, I wo~rltl urider- 

starltl. I'd see IIarold mo\c through thc rnr'l4e like a jackrabbit. L'tl watch 

hi111 grab the s iz~l ing  c~:rnisters with tiis gloved hand arid throw them 

back at the National Guard. 

We left M'illard in a rriacl dash up Telegraph /i\criue. I knew what kirid 

oftrouble awaited rric3 at horne. Sta? awaj from the Black Panthcr of'fice! Go 

to (*lass not to teach-ins! And stay away from 1 C Berkele)! Ant1 tirrie after 

t irnc, day after day, I had ignored their commands and rriariaged to lie my 

way out of a beating, or at least out of a serious one. But 1 had a srnsc that 

todaj would be different. If, as Garland said, tlie shit \\as rcallj oil, then 

\rho could say ~rlic.11 or if arid in what condition I would get home tonight? 

The students at (:a1 were reallj thronirig tlowri that day; ar~tl the Guard 



had come to shore up the Berkeley police and the Alameda County sheriffs. 

And just as the Guard had the pigs' back, we had the students' back. 

When we got up to Cal, it was groovy. So groovy we couldn't hardly 

move. For a moment all we could do was stand at the edge of the fray 

and watch the technicolor dust-up between the university students and 

the pigs. But when Harold threw that first teargas canister back, the Blue 

Meanies spotted us and charged. 

We ran up Bancroft toward the ROTC building. Garland had run 

the other way. Now it was just Harold and I. We cheered as some Cal 

students set an army truck parked next to the ROTC building on fire. 

After a while the taste of teargas mixed with the fumes from the burning 

vehicle felt worse in my lungs than that awful air that blew up to Chicago 

from the factories of Gary, Indiana. We ran in a wide circle behind Bar- 

rows Hall, stopping for a moment to try and break a few windows (but we 

were too puny or our projectiles were too small-the windows survived 

our assault) and came out on the north side of Sproul Plaza, by Sather 

Gate and Strawberry Creek. We were now at the rear guard of the stu- 

dents who were fighting the pigs in pitched battles between Sather Gate 

and the corner of Telegraph and Bancroft. 

And once again, it was groovy; it was like watching the same movie 

from a different camera angle. Everybody was mixing it up except Har- 

old and me. We just stood there and watched. A cluster of students 

would catch a Blue Meanie who'd wandered too far from his formation 

and pelt his ass with rocks, bottles-whatever was at hand. Then his 

formation would get it together and come to his rescue and the students 

would scatter. But such scenes of students dominating cops were the 

exception. For the most part the students were either holding their own 

or on the run. One of the many things I could not figure out that day 

was this: How had the National Guard beat Harold, Garland, and me 

up to Berkeley's campus? When we left them they were still setting up 

camp in our gym. We had not seen them leave the school nor had we 

seen them pass and overtake us on Telegraph Avenue. But somehow 

they were already there. 



Tlic (;ua~.clsnic,ri were not 11111~11 olcicr than the stnd(.nts at ( h l .  I n  fact, 

sincc tlierr ncrc  so niarij graduate stlidents i r ~  tlle fracas, the Guards- 

men nia? have beell ?oungcr on abcrage. -\ntl rl~ilike the I3lrre hlear~ics, 

wlro swor(> and shorltc.cl arrtl g r~~ntcvl  and punched and dragged folks 1)) 
the hair in their h,ystc.rical attcrrlpt at crowd control a ~ ~ d  c*rrltural c.orrr- 

~ncnt:ir\/. I ti(, attitl~clc of the national C l ~ a r d  was irnpossibl~~ for me to 

read. 7'hc.j fought M it11 cold prclcisior~. In singltx file t h y  ran through tllc 

demonstrators as thorlgh the) nc re  goirig nowllc~e in particular; their 

l)a,yorlt~t s raiscd slightly abo\ c t lrcir helmet s. Sadden I), t hc soldier on 

poirlt would cut left or  cut right aricl the wllole formation \vol~ltl coil Irc- 

hirid him. Thrlycoilecl first into a liurnan sliake. 'l'hen the snake carne f1111 

circl(. as if '  to bite its tail. \.\. hen the dernolrstratori got Irip to what had 

happtmvl it was too late: they wcre trappctl iriside a c-irvle of bayn~rcxts 

poi nt irrg at thern. 'I'lrree or foi,ur (;uardsrrier~ would step back a few pac.c,s, 

opening the ericlosr~rc. like the. cloor of a corral. Through this opening 

the Blrlc lleanics entered-their nightstic-ks raised. tllchir dispositions 

st;rrvt.tl I'or revengv. \.\-hen eber,y student was beate11 to the grollriti, the 

Gr~ardsrnc.n's poilrt Inan brokv fornratio~l : I I I ( ~  the h111s1an snake slitlrered 

througti the Plam in scarcli of ariotkier il~isl~spectirig clrlster. while the 

Blue \le:~nies dragged thosc wl~o'd been s~rbdurt l  over the cobblestories 

to pacldp nagons i l l  wait. 

llarold ancl 1 sabc horn o r i t .  or  two kids fiorn Willard got trappcltl iri- 

siclt. orir of tlrc.sr. tail-biting snakes. \ J c  also saw how the Guardsmen 

wcrc standing far enough al)art for tlie kitls to slip tllrollgh their legs arid 

C S ( - R ~ C  I-)eforc ttrr Rluc l leanirs  criteretl. Tlrat was all we needed. 

"l,et's go!" said Haroltl. 

\\le rccrlterc.d the fray orr tlie assumption that our s i x  made 11s ass- 

h~ippirrg-proof: Tno bigger fools hati never been born. Once or twice 

we fo~rrrd ourscxlves in the. (;{lard's circl(3 and with glee and irreverence 

tfc slipped tllrough their legs. leaving the ~ in i~e r s i ty  students to their 

f i t ( . .  Thc (;rlartl didn't 1)lock us and the pigs didn't c l~ase  us. C\c were 

supc~rlleroes. \ o  rnore of tliat sidelirle slrit for us. i\ (' (lashed about with 

gloved hands tll~rlirig teargas canisters at the enc111,y. \\'e so011 got tired 

of 1)eirrg tho t n o  stars of tlrc rrrovie, so we went back to tlic ernbar~krnerrt 



of Strawberry Creek by Sather Gate and gave all the extras some face time 

in "our" film. 

The combat between the students and the pigs was right in front of 

us. I held up my hand and slapped Harold five. 
<L< Dare to struggle, dare to win! And if you don't dare to struggle then 

goddamnit you don't deserve to win!"' I said. "Quotations from chair- 

man Fred Hampton and Rebecca Jones!" I let out a howl. 

He gave me back some skin, but coolly. 

Then he said: "I've been meaning to talk to you about your subjec- 

tive deification of Fred Hampton and other Black leaders. Now you even 

deifying Rebecca Jones. This morning when we were playing chess, you 

jumped out of a really subjective bag." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"These people aren't gods, Frank, they're people, okay? Just people. 

Yes, I think the Panthers are the vanguard-like Huey P. Newton says, 

it's historically correct. But my mom's a sociologist and one time after 

a Panther rally, she said that the problem with Black movements is the 

emotionalism. Mom says it's not objective." He shook his blonde locks. 

"Well, I've read the same books you have-maybe more. My dad's a 

psychologist and my mom's a grad student. So, I know all that." 

"You don't act like you know it." 

"I do, too! You don't act like you know it." 

"Can we speak rationally? How can I be guilty of Black political emo- 

tionalism? And, Rebecca Jones? In the same sentence with Fred Hamp- 

ton? It's bad enough hero-worshipping Hampton but-" 

"What's wrong with her, she's a Black leader." 

"And I'm a White leader-though I prefer another word, a 'people's 

leader.' That's not the point." 

"You're just jealous of her." 

"OfRebecca Jones? Please. I'm the one who turned her on to Mao." 

"I'm not listening to you." 

"Ask her. Go and ask her. I've known her since first grade. Ask her if 

she knew who Mao was last year in seventh grade. Ask her, When was 

she elected president of the BSU-just thisyear! And who turned her on 



to Rfao? \\/ ho gave her Rlao's Little X ~ d B o o k  arltl told her 'lo11 need to 

reat1 this ifyo~l're goirig to hc a Black leader, this is what the Panthers are 

reading?' It was me, okay:)" 

1 turned away from him. I was hurt arld speecllless, but I ditlrl't krlow 

w h .  I watclic~tl the stlider~ts getting thcir heads heat in arid tried to ig- 

nore him. 

"IVe can't conimllnicate if you're going to bc ciefensive," he said. "I'nl 

trying to ol'l'er what rrly mom calls constructive criticism and -" 
"4nd m ass. O k a ~ l  And rny ass." 

"This isn't workirig." 

"Ion worship Ton1 Fia\.den arrtl Kennie Davis." 

"That's absurd. I recogrlize therri as-" 

"'l'orn 1I:iydcn spent all night in the fncking park at the Chicago Cori- 

vention wonclering wllcthcr jou peol'le should take it to the pigs or wait 

for the pigs to take it to you. What was he waitlng for, a sigrl from god? 

The pigs had just beat Rennie Davis uriconscious tin-fucking-conscious 

and Hayden7s just -" 

"Wc discussed this last wceh: I told you. [layden fouritl himself in 

coalitio~l with David Delllinger who mj  mom says is a pacifist. Hatden 

had agreed to Dellinger's terms. Bdore the s h ~ t  went tlotvn rn thcpnrk. 4t 
least gct your facts right. E~entually, Hayderi and his people did take it to 

the pigs; it just took hirn a while. to-" 

" Y ~ I I  all take a while, don't you." 

'b'l'llat's racist." 

"So." 

The smell of tear gas and the  sound and pageantry of boots in hot 

pursuit of sandals and sneakers seemed to move iri slow motion. The or11.y 

thing in real time was nly rage a r ~ d  rrly mounting scnse of'inadequacy. 

1 wish I'd had the presence of mind to say, How dare jou ancl jour 

mother comment or) what a Black persorl feels about Black leaders or 

ariytkiirlg else. \V here was your mama wlirrl Medgar Kvclrs died? Your 

mama rnade you, but hledgar Evers and Parlrlie Lou IIarrier made your 

mama. The only tirne in history when you people car1 get it together 

and form your little People's Student briiorl or o u r  little People's Park 



is when this country spills the blood of the Fannie's and the Medgar's, 

when Black folks are on the move. Without us you would crumble in the 

face of anything more taxing than a primary. And sometimes you can't 

even handle that. But I said none of this. It was only a feeling then. 

From Sproul Plaza to California Hall all the way out to Bancroft and 

Telegraph, the fight unfolded before us. What more was said that day be- 

tween Harold and me is not clear to me. What I do recall is one minute 

feeling criticized and inadequate and then the next minute losing touch 

with my surroundings. 

A sharp pain bites into my ribs. My vision turns to vapor. A world of 

sound rushes into my head and I am once again aware of the teargas and 

the din of the mClCe 

I am falling backwards. As I tumble, I see above me the hulking sil- 

houette of the National Guardsman who has hit me-with what, I do not 

know. But he hits me again, or perhaps it was just a shove with the butt 

of his rifle. My heels can no longer hold me. I roll down the embank- 

ment, thrashing through the thickets, and land at the edge of Straw- 

berry Creek. 

The misty air at the bottom of the hill was soothing on my face. It 

was dark down there, cool and quiet. I had fallen into another realm 

where there was no turmoil, no Blue Meanies, no National Guard. The 

pain in my ribs and in my gut was subsiding, as were my sense of shock 

and the feeling of humiliation. Scratched and grass stained from the 

fall, I crawled on all fours and whined, not for Mao but for mommy. A 
few feet away from me was a young woman wearing a peasant dress and 

a tie-died T-shirt. Her arms were all scratched up and her face and eyes 

were puffy from teargas. She was bending down to the creek, dabbing 

her bandana into the cool water, raising it to her eyes for relief. I recog- 

nized her as an agitator, one of the SDSers who came to our school and 

conducted anti-imperialist teach-ins. I remember thinking, Oh shit, Ibet- 
ter get away before she sees me. I was close to her but she was damn near 

blind from the gas. I didn't think she'd seen me. I stood up and looked 

around for a link of stones dry enough to hop across the creek on. On 

the other side I would scale the northern embankment of Strawberry 



Creek that asceridetl to CI. heeler Flall. 1 uoulcl rise on ttic tjrr side of'tlit. 

fight and rliri north a ~ l d  east to t11c science and techliolog\. buildings, 

where notlririg was goirrg down, and run  hornc in a gratuitollsly wid(. arc 

from Hcarst Street to Shattuck 4venue to h(1c~lirie wherv we li\etl. I ' t l  

had cnollgtr of the Rrvolution for orre daj. 4 s  1 started to cross, I felt hcr 

firrn grip or1 rnj sliorrlcler. 

"Hq bicl," she said, turning r~ ic  to face Iier. "(lori't jou go t o  J4 illarcl.7" 

" l ea l~ , "  I saicl, wo~ldcririg I\ ti) I didn't just plead the Fifth. 

"Ever licard the s:!yirig-, 'Jbr~ c ~ i r i ' t  fight citj I~all?"' 

Wow, teorps I ~ I U S ~  give you br(iirt c/amage 

''Well, speak up: you c\er hcard that cxprc~ssion?" 

Jif(1r1, tve got to boog~le, this CII ~ c k  i.5 stone (.I(IZ). 

"CC(.II. jeah, I g ~ i ( ~ s .  E\erjbod?'s heard it." 

"'l'lrat's right hid, cberjhodv's hcard it! 411 our lives \vc'\e heard, jou 

can i j g h t  fuckitzg cit.) 11 all! " 

I looked up the sotit ti slope of Strawberry (:reek aritl saw rocks flying 

and feet runrlirig. I could not tlccitle whic-tr was u70rsr, to he 111) there 

with thc \ iolerlc*f. or to 1)~. dow~r hcrr,  alone with 41s. Loori\. 'l'urres. Slip 

wipcltl her eyes ant1 face one last time. Stlc \ \ rung out all the cvcrss \\a- 

ter. She tied the bat~tlana aror~rrd her hair. 

"I11 our li\es, kid!" She  Mas on the vrrgc of tears. 

Frc~h, we//, ~ / I I J  i.s my hus sto/~, loti?. I started to leavc. Slle grahhcti me 

again. 

"1 can't dig it, hid. Arid jou cbarl't dig i t  either, can jou?" 

"\o." 1 polit(.ly slrook n c  ihoulder frorri her fist. "1 can't dig it." 

Slie leaned llcr face. pitih aiiti puff\ f'rorri the pis, irrto niirrc.. She 

lookcti around. "/Zild jou hrrow who put that shit out olr tllc street, kid?" 

"I never reallj t l rol~gl~t  ahoilt " 

"City Hall!" slre screanicvl, "Citj Ilall! That's wllo put it out on the 

strect." She gra1)bcd me by the hand. "Arid 1 can't tlig it," shc plillcd rile 

bctiiritl her up 111c. south slol)cl, "arid jell c-an't dig it either. kid." Stic was 

oltier than rlie and her fit of terriporan i~ isani t j  rrlatlr ller stronger than 

me. I houncrd 111)triII behind 11er likc a rag doll. "\on's let's jou a i ~ d  rric 

get back up therc arid kich sorrle asi!" 



As soon as we broached the crest of the hill, however, and she relaxed 

her grip and plunged into battle, I slid back down the embankment, 

with my ass as a sled. I scurried across the creek-to hell with dry stones, 

I ran through the water-and up the other side. 

When I got home dad, mom, Fawn, little sister Amy, and baby brother 

Wayne were seated in the living room/dining room area. The entire at- 

tention of the room was focused on my mother. Her face was as puffy 

from teargas as Ms. Loony Tunes's. Wayne kept trying to find a spot 

on mom's lap but she was too consumed with her misery to cradle him. 

The smell of fried onions and pork chops wafted from the kitchen. Dad 

had all but forgotten his culinary creation. He held a cold damp cloth 

to mom's eyes while Fawn and Amy stood beside her like failed body- 

guards. Everyone stared at me like I was the murderer at the end of a 

long whodunit. 

Dad said, "Where have you been?" 

I couldn't remember how the lie I'd planned to tell went. Then I real- 

ized I hadn't planned a lie. It had all happened so fast: the helicopters, 

the Guard, the news of Nixon and Cambodia, the mad dash to the locker 

and then to Cal, the spat with Harold, then the encounter with Loony 

Tunes. Idon't have a line for him. 
"I asked you a question." 

"I. ..I was playing basketball." 

"On a wet court made of dirt and grass?" 

Damn, man, I thought psychologists were the trusting andforgiving types. 
We oscillated between his interrogation and my half-ass lies. He 

told me he'd better not hear I was up at Cal, he'd better not, he'd bet- 

ter not! 

Right, Slick, I heardyou thejrst time. 

Mom takes a hit off her nebulizer. She says she almost died up there. 

"What with my asthma and the teargas and those crazy hippies." They're 
nothlppies, mom, why cantyouget itstraight? " I  was trying to leave my French 

class in Dwinelle Hall. I was going to Telegraph for fish and chips-can't 

stand that dirty old street, why I went that way I don't even know." Mom 

is talking through her tears. 



t\s she spoke it mas steadilj and terrifyingly setting in on me lie\\ 

close she alicl I had conrr to each other that day. When she stopped 

crying 1 ashrd her, with as much c>autiori aritl feigned tlisiritercst as niy 

~x)~ul( i ing heart could fake, "So, ah, you were on Ballcroft arid Tele- 

graph, rr~orn?" 

She looked at me curiously, "I tiidn't say anything about Rarrc.roft." 

"lclah," tlati echoed. "she didn't say anything about Rancroft." 

"Well, uh, she said Sproul P la~a ,  and Sproul Pla7a comes out where 

'I'clcgraph mtBc.ts Bancroft." 

"You S I I ~ C ~  know a lot about a place you don't go to," he said. 

\Ion1 welit or1 to describe the beginning of the derrror~stration-turned- 

mdPe from her side of the terrain. The strrderlts stockpiling rorks ancl 

projectiles as  hey gatllered like storm clouds; the football helrnets ancl 

hard hats that thej passed around; tlie irrlpron~ptli speeches damning 

Yixon ar~tl his war, telling ROT(: to get off campus; how she pushed 

through thr crowd orilj to find herself hcc  to face with the police and 

the Uational Guard; how she tried to niove east alorrg Baricroft, mov- 

ing uphill frorn filegraph. hoping to circle round the cornbat zone arid 

get horn? safely. Rut thcre she was, stuck at the corner of Rowditch and 

Hancroft. 

lo11 star~d there staring at her with your mouth open. What shocks 

\ou is the realizatior~ that, through the srnoke of br~rning arniy vcliicles, 

through the rnass o f the  crouds, amid the rnilitarircd crurlc.11 of cori- 

crete beric~ath the shoes of the sheriffs and the boots of the Guard. jon 

and your mother had approached almost m e t  e:rch other. Your out- 

stretchccl hands had nearly touched hers in the haze of tear gas, the bark 

of bullhori~s, the d ~ r i  of ljreakirlg glass. At Rancroft and Telegraph you 

tiad passed each other. Arid youstood in the sarr~e crowd on Rarirroft 

and Rowditch. Anti when a bomb went off in the building above, the 

same clownpour of (*rushed glass had showered you both. We are there, 

m! mother and 1, a most unlikely pair, in the sarr~e spot, at the same 

time, 1)tarleath thc same wiri(loms of tlie same building when.. . 
". . .a bomb explotled." jot1 arrd she sa?, sim~lltar~eously. 

"%'hat did you say?" Dad breaks nij trance. 



"Nothing. I mean, I was asking: Did a bomb explode? It just doesn't 

sound right." 

"Are you contradicting me?" mom asks. That was close, better to callher 

a liar than to tell her I was there too. 
"NO, I'm just asking." 

"Look at this! Just look at this." She puts her nebulizer down on the 

table next to crystals of crushed glass. "All that came from my hair. A 

wonder it didn't get into my eyes. A wonder I'm not blind." 

Instinctively, you run your fingers through your naps in search of 

broken glass. They think you've lost your mind. 

Ten days after Harold lost me to the boot and rifle butt of a National 

Guardsman, Black students were murdered at Jackson State in Missis- 

sippi, when police shot into the windows of a coed dormitory. I remem- 

ber thinking, How could they shoot at girls? The day after the shooting, 

I found Harold Milton where we'd met every morning since I came from 

Chicago and spoke in social studies about the murder of Fred Hamp- 

ton. He was seated at a table on the cool stone tiles in the shade of the 

outdoor corridor. Our chessboard was just the way we'd left it the day 

before. He was studying it. 

"You're late," he said, "We only have ten minutes before the bell." 

I sat down in disbelief. 

"Last night they shot some more college kids," I said, "this time it was 

in Mississippi. Rebecca's gone to the auditorium; she's mobilizing the 

Black kids." He kept studying the board. "I was looking for you," I said, 

"that's why I'm late." 

"Why were you looking for me, this is where we meet." 

"Why aren't you mobilizing the People's Student Union? Rebecca's 

calling on the BSU to strike. She wants to get down like we did for Cam- 

bodia. She's got a list of demands." 

"Cambodia was different." 

I asked him what he meant by that; as far as I could see the pigs had 

killed people in Cambodia, they had killed people at Kent State, and 



now they had killed people in Jackson, Mississippi. It's all the same: the 

People vs. the Pigs. 

"Cambodia was like, well, like a universal thing, man. My nionl says 

people got down all over the world behind it. Rut what went down at 

Jackson State.. .well, that's like a special interests happening." 

"Well, fine." 1 sat down, feeling corr~pletely defeated. FIe knew so much 

more about the world than 1 did. Elis mother was a radical and she talked 

to him, explained things to him, and encouraged him politically. I couldn't 

compete with that. Then I stood up anti said that I was going to the audito- 

rium to listen to Rebecca speak and that after that the Black Student Ilniorl, 

the Brown Student Union, and the Yellow Student I'nion were going up to 

Cal and we were going to say, Stick 'em up muthafucka, this is a hold up, we 

come for what's ours. But he was holding all the pins, and he used one to 

take the last bit of air out of my balloon. 

"You'll be wasting your time; they're not on strike at Cal." 

I was stunned. I was shaken. Rut above all I felt betrayed. I didn't 

dare call him a liar, because the one thing he always had straight were 

his facts. 

The auditorium was desperately free of the rnasses of kitis from the 

People's Student trnion. I had never had such a visceral understaridirlg 

of the term "minority" as I had on that day in a large room with so few of 

Harold's flock about. Rebecca was on stage giving a speech. We cheered 

her on. We raised our fists. We left school and went out into the streets. 

We chanted and cursed as we marched up Telegraph Avenue. I would 

like to remember us as two hundred strong, but we may have been less 

than forty. We arrived at the campus on the edge of Sproul P l a ~ a  hoping 

to find the carripus in thc. throes of hand-to-hand combat as it had been 

ten days ago. Rut the air was so calm we could hear the fountain gur- 

gling and no teargas clouded our eyes. U7e dispersed under the weight 

of our embarrassment. 

"Whcre are thej?" I remember saying to myself. Rebecca heard me. 

Rut she was too livid too speak. 

"4rc we just a special interest?" I asked her. 

"Who said that?" 



"Harold." 

She let out a short sharp laugh. She was silent a moment. "C'mon," 

she said. 

We walked to the top of Bancroft Avenue, where it ends at Piedmont; 

where one can see the bridges and the sparkling water as the sun pours 

crushed glass into the bay. She brought me to UC Berkeley's Greek Am- 

phitheater. No one manned the gates or the ticket windows. We walked 

right in. As we entered we heard the high-pitched trilling of a woman 

singing folk songs. There they were, university students who just ten 

days ago had fought the pigs and dragged me up the hill to fight "City 

Hall." They were holding hands and singing songs. 

"How did you know?" I asked her. 

She surveyed them with contempt. 

"One day it's armed struggle, the next day it's folk songs," she said. 

"Then it's summer break and home to mommy and daddy. 'Special inter- 

ests.' When it's them, it's 'war;' when it's us it's 'special interests.'" 

We walked down the hill to the Berkeley/Oakland flats. Somewhere 

near Shattuck and Ashby we parted. We hadn't held hands. There was 

no Martha Reeves music to send us on our way. Gone were the hungry, 

grown-ass kisses that I'd tasted in December. And when I got home, no 

one asked me where I'd been. 

It would be a lie to say that Jocelyn Brown and I planned the next 

day's civil disobedience against Batman (Sister O'Meara) and Mussolini 

(the Reverend Mother). We hadn't even dreamt of it. I was too sad and 

morose from last night's beating to have planned anything. 

Outside in the schoolyard I stood alone, pushing small mounds of 

snow along a ledge. When Jocelyn came she told me how she had gone 

home to her mother's hot cocoa and a long evening chat about Jimmy 

Mack's teasing and Fred Hampton's crib. Then she'd gone upstairs and 

written a letter to Olivia before she went to bed. 

"What happened when you got home?" she asked. 



1 turned awaj f'rorri 11c.r and hept to rri) industr! of ~riowballs. Thc 

bell for liorneroorri r;\rig. She  kissed me. Kight tklcre on the playgrountl. 

she kissecl me. 

Hatrrian hclti her rosary i l l  one hand and with licr otlicr halid she 

f b ~ l d l  patted her clioc~olat(. tlrops as they er~terett. Rotlr shc and the 

flag scc-med meary f'rorri yesterday's fracas. Skit. greeted rrs 1,j our sur- 

rlarries, as was her ctrstorn. "Good rriornirlg, Miss Grant. Rrish day isn't 

it, Rlr. Jackson? Mr. dcffk~rsori. Miss Cooper arid bliss \Va\hirigto~~." Our  

riarnes ncre not rlarlies at all, hut fungible clusters of lia~itl-\vorri hills 

ant1 hrgottcn occ+lipatiotis. She prattled or1 as slie rnight on a n j  silriny 

d a j  crossing the britlges of Dul,liri, as t hollgh not I t  i rig frat1 happer~ed 

in >esterda>'s hor~lcroorn. " l ha !  ?liss \$iltlerson, good r~ior r~ing  to jou. 

And where is 'kot~rig \\ iltlersori this morning:'" 7hkc off'y-or~r musk, Bnt- 

man, you see me nl t/rc crld ( f t / l e  line. "Ttiere jou art.! Wit 11 the l~risirikable 

Blollj Brown." "hl? riarllr is Joceljri." "Just a11 expression. dear girl. Like 

the bridges of Dlr blir~, just all expression. L\ e rrlisscd jou this morning, 

the flowers and nic." \ t e  arc all inside; seated ant1 acc-o~rrl~(.d for. She  

closes the cloor. Slit. stands i r i  front of us. 

"Let us staritl, chil(lrcrl. for the pledge, and a 1)rajc.r." \lk might hme  

all stootl that day (,\.en rne, for I hat1 no desire to liabc. 111~ liarid cruslred 

in tlie tloor :inti r y  thighs lashed agairi at home. But she had greeted us 

with suc.11 smug arlirlesia: as though nothing hat1 h:rpl)cricd ~ c s t e r d a ~ .  as 

though we llati riot cbveri the power to distr~rl) her sleep. "First, the pledge 

of allegiaricc.." / ~ r r t  not smrrciing. Ant /ci/onc7 lo, to rr!). right, ./ore/)-n is not 

stantiing c ~ ~ h c r .  Art(/ to N!Y left, down t//e row N hi/, Iti)yir/(irt i.r spcrted and fold- 

ing his nrms S o  i t  b<*giris. 

"Three (:retiris, have we? Samc t h r c ~  as yestc.rday. It's the pledge of' 

allegiance or it's the Revcrcrid hlothcr. Tliat goes for you too, Jocc3lyn." 

Ewerjonc is staridirlg but the three of' us. 

Sister O'hleara I'acc.s the flag ant1 place4 hcxr hand over llcr heart. 

"I had 1)etter hear three chairs scrapil~g thc floor or I'rn out ttiat 

door agairl." Shc  Iwgins: "I pledge allegiance to t hr flag of the 1-nited 

Statcbs ..." b t ~ t  tlie clior~rs of \oiccs riorrrially in lockstep with her is fal- 

tering. \ow chairs can be heard scrapirig t h e  floor b t ~ t  tllcy are not the* 



chairs of the three Cretins under review. Batman spins around and 

to her horror my sister Fawn is sitting down. Then Jackson sits down. 

And Washington and Jefferson take their seats, as do both the Grants. 

The founding fathers have lost their patriotism. Soon the whole class 

is seated. 

"So be it," Batman declares. She leaves the room. The sea of black 

faces rolls from Wolfman to Jocelyn to me, each wave asking what now.. . 
what now? Presently, through the frosted pane of the classroom door, 

we see Batman and Mussolini conferring. As soon as they enter Mus- 

solini gives us the coup de grace while Batman looks on. She reminds 

us that god and country are the pillars of a Roman Catholic education; 

that if we wanted to protest we should have gone to the University of 

Chicago high school or to Kenwood, the public school where disruption 

is part of the esprit de corps. But here we start the day with the pledge 

of allegiance and with a prayer to all-mighty god. Now, stand up this 

instant! 

No one rises. No one speaks. The stillness and the silence are so 

tremendous that we can hear things we've never heard before: the vibra- 

tions of old, loose windows in the wind; the clanking of radiators gather- 

ing steam, their slow, malevolent hiss. 

"Who speaks for this mutiny?" says Mussolini. 

The class tries not to look at Jocelyn, Wolfman, or me. They are not 

trying hard enough. 

"Mr. Reilly," she says to Wolfman, "do you really wish to sully your 

mother's name?" 

Wolfman has neither the tools nor the temperament to tell her to 

stop driving a wedge between him and the rest of us. He looks at her the 

way he looked at that eleventh grader in October, right before he laid 

him out. Her gaze now turns to Jocelyn. 

"One would think our conversation yesterday about limited finan- 

cial resources-remember?-and deserving pupils would have given you 

pause." She glances around the room, "It should give many of us pause." 

Jocelyn doesn't flinch. 

Now Mussolini looks at me. She smiles. 



"1 spoke with Dr. L+ ildcrson and your mother this morning. Appar- 

ently, the thrce of ~ o u  had a-how shall I put it asesslon last night. Am 

1 correct? Rot the kind of session orie wants to repeat, now is it?" 

Ihaleyor~! Tflcking hnte?ou! I am choking and tr) ing not to cry. 

She tells us to stand. "Let's t r ~  tliis again." 

From mt dr? quivering mouth come words limp and pathetic like 

the creaking of a door or the squeak of a rodent. "I3ow come we never 

get to talk about a q t h i n g  important in homrroom?" Don't cry, you idzot, 

don't be a fucking namby-pamby 

" I  beg your pardon." 

"Lie always hale to do what she wants to do," I thrust r r i ~  finger at 

Bat nlari. 

"She is Sister O'Neara. She is the teacher.." 

"Ycah, but-'' 

"Yo buts. 7uoung i\ ilderson." 

I feel like I could cr! an? minute. I'rn so erri1)arrassed that the class 

knows I was beaten last night. 

"Fred IIarrlptor~ was shot and killed right here in Chicago and people 

are dying mery daj  in Vietnam and s/le says wc, can't talk about it in 

horrieroom, but we have to pledge and praj and, and, and it's not fair! 

\ l e  hacc rights too, you know." T l ~ e  tears are startirig to spill. I don't 

know what I just said but I nish I could have said it better, the way 

Uolfrnarr wotrld've said it-with forcc arid autliority; or the waj Jocclyri 

would have said it-nit11 Olivia's ariec-dotes to hack her up. The l3cvc.r- 

c~nd klothcr rejoins, but I am too deaf to hear her. 

dot~elyri says, "Stop talking down to him. Mark Clark ant1 chairman 

Fred Ilanipton were murtleretl I))," she takes a dcrp t)rc.ath, then she 

crosscs tlw R ~ ~ b i c o n ,  ''b. the pigs!" Mussolini recoils and llatnlari stares 

~vith clist)el~ef'at her little flower protbgi.. "The ruthless, Gestapo pigs!" 

'I'l.1~ kids are howling arid cliet~ririg. Yo\+ Jot-elyn points to nic. "Arrd 

v o u  call hirn ' l o u r ~ g  \Vildcrso~~' just to put lri~n ~ O W I I .  1Ii.s nallie airr't 

' J o u ~ i g  Wiltlcrsori,' his ri;lrric. is Frank. Ant1 what jou did yesterday to 

their Iiands, that was torture, that's what rriy sister- calls it, torture 



like they torture the Freedom Riders down South. You're torturing us 

and we're just kids. How'd you like it if we tortured you?" 

"That's quite enough young lady." 

"You're not my mother." 

"I can call your mother." 

"Then call her. And that flag up there-that flag made us slaves, you 

don't even care 'cause you don't care about us." 

We're all nodding at Jocelyn. Somebody says, "amen.'' Batman and 

Mussolini are on the ropes. Batman wants Mussolini to do something, 

fix this thing, quick. But they're out of ammo. The Reverend Mother 

exits the room. Sister O'Meara follows her. 

Wolfman yells, "Long live I1 Duce!" Our laughter shakes the walls. 



From the outside 
looking in 

a frantic moth 

seeks entr j  

before the wind 
chills 

what's left of its life. 

In  lieu of raising the sill 
J pick up this pen 

and write this poem. 

The moth dies. 



- JOHAhrNESBURG: APRIL 9, 1993. GOOD FRlDAY. 

On Sunday I'll be thirty-seven. Sunday is also Easter. Christ will rise andI'll 
be thirty-seven. There's a parable there.. .somewhere. I can't write today.. . 

Khanya was calling me to breakfast. I closed my diary and went to the 

kitchen. Reba, Doreen, and Khanya were seated at the breakfast table. 

Reba was in her school uniform. She looked like a poster child for pri- 

vate education. Doreen was a young woman who'd had as many jobs as a 

woman twice her age. Her eyes didn't shine. I felt that she took our offers 

to pay for her to take secretarial courses as some sort of trick to lay her 

off. It had taken her a long time to respond with any sort of interest. 

Khanya's face was radiant and alive. Gone were the days of that hag- 

gard and tense look which she'd worn all through law school. I sat down 

and kissed her passionately. 

Reba patted Doreen on the side of her arm as though trying to revive 

her from sleep. "See what they're doing, ous Doreen?" 

Doreen ignored her. She had a habit of ignoring Khanya and me, as 

well, which made being her employer somewhat unnerving. But things 

were good now. Now that Khanya and I both had steady work the night 



1)clongrcl to 11s again, as i t  had wllrr~ me liked in New York. We had 

mor1e-j to go oxit tlinirig, tlancirig, or  to the. rare filr~r wort11 sccing. Our  

love lifc was almost as magical as it was \\licri we li\cd in \c\\ l o rk :  

rligllts o f , j a~z  i r i  tl1(. Villilgc.; an  c\c.riing at tlie ar t  t lcc~j 1ngclic-a cinema 

where they serketi pastr-icas arid esprclsso a r ~ d  scree11c.d fort.igrr films atid 

the classics; that little Jamaican supper clulj where t l l q  srrved the 1)cst 

jerk chickcr~, just a Iiop utitl a skil) from \\ hrrc n e  1ikc.d. I4 e called it "our 

secret kitchen." 'I'llough we coul(l~i't re-crc1atc \ en  lo rk  irl .lo'hurg, we 

now, at least, tiati the rriorlcy to rllake the .lo'brirg ~ i ights  our o\vn. 

Reba pointed to a rose that sat iri a glass of cvatcr on ttlc hrcdt 'ast 

table. "\.\. here (lid that c-onic frorrr?" slir asked, likc an S S  i~iterrogator 

ill a late-night ~ r ~ o \ i c .  I tilike (:t~ristmas or  Easter. ~ h c  rrne\tal of our 

rornarice was no  holidaj for Rclja. 'l'hat ~r~orriirig's t)reakfrist uas  ttic first 

time she'd seen 11s in  the last twrr1t)-four hours. 

'I'tit. 11ig11t before, Klrariya had c,alled rnc fi-om the office of o r ~ e  of the 

clierlts of her ?GO, arid said, "l'tl like to start ce1rl)ratirlg )our birthclay 

carlj." kler boicc was irib itirig. 

''Ilo\v earl? is earl??" 1 said. 

"I'm finisllcd here. \%'hat's it like oli o u r  encl.?" 

I was sitting in my office at Vista L nivcrsit) in Soweto wit11 a stack of 

essa?s that I'tl l ~ r o r ~ ~ i s t ~ d  to gretle by Morrtlay. '17tic~rc~'s alwa!s tonlorrob, 

I tholight, and operlctl the bottorn drawcr. 

"What tiicl you h a w  in mind?" I asked. 

"I'll tell )oil in person." she said, arrcl I co~ilcl kc1 her warm rrn1)race 

reaching through the wires. 

1 lauglic~l arld closed the papers into the drawer. "I should have a 

birtlida? ever) daj." 

"l'm at a client's office near Hillbrow," she said, "sl~ould we meet 

somewhere t here?" 

"'l'hc (:afk Zuriclrl'" I kiddetl. 

"\o," she, said, flatly. U7e hadn't bcen back to the Cafi. Zliricli sirice 

the catastroplie of our. first date four years ago. 'I'hcri she. said, "\i7hat 

about the place where we first [net. w1ir.11 o u  toltl me yoti were a big shot 

frorri hew York." 



"Very funny." 

"I'll meet you at Kippies." 

Within an hour I was standing in the square at the Market The- 

atre, the square where I'd first seen her four years ago at the crafts fair. 

There'd been a brief thunderstorm in Jo'burg, and the cobblestones 

were wet and glistened in the afternoon sun as though they'd been pol- 

ished by hand. Bree Street ran along one side of the square. Along the 

left side of the square was the Market Theatre itself and the Museum of 

Africa, both under one roof that once was a large warehouse. Directly 

across from the Theatre and Museum was a restaurant that catered to 

late night patrons of the arts and occasional stockbrokers who stayed too 

long in their offices near the Stock Exchange, four blocks over, on Di- 

agonal Street. At the far end of the square, straight on from Bree Street, 

was Kippies, a jazz nightclub Khanya and I used to frequent in the early 

months of our romance when I was a researcher flush with American 

dollars. We used to boast that we were the only two people in the world 

who could say they'd seen Hugh Masekela at the Village Vanguard in 

New York on Thursday and caught the same show at Kippies in Johan- 

nesburg the following Friday. It's a wonder our friends could stand us. 

She was waiting at a corner table, on which a candle and two White 

Russians rested. 

"It's happy hour," she explained with an unabashed grin, when I eyed 

her two glasses. 

"I see." 

"And it ends in twenty minutes," she warned. 

"Then I'd better order two rum and cokes." 

"Sounds like a plan, professor." 

The bandstand was empty, save a drum set with no drummer, a few 

speakers hunkered down like rocks in a quarry, and three lonely micro- 

phones rising up like reeds. I got two rums and one coke-I could only 

manage three glasses in two hands as I walked back across the club- 

and returned. She handed me a red rose and said happy birthday and 

kissed me. Reba would eye that same rose warily the next morning at the 

breakfast table. 



"I thought we'd see a plaj," she said. "but there's a filrn festival at the 

Market Theatre." 

"E, en better." 

\.16 finishcd our tirinks and left. We laced our arms arourid each oth- 

er's maist as u e  ~a lke t l ,  or sturrlhled, across the square to the Market 

Theatre. 

"Ilave yorr had one too many miss?" T said in the tone of a highway 

patrolman. 

"These roads are worse than in the location. officer." l,ocntion being 

a cornrnon word fbr tou~riship. 

"'Thej're cobblestones," I said, through a hicc.111). 

"l&'hat's a cobl>le-stone?" 

"It's a storit of' c.obble!" 

"ho wonder you're i r i  higher education." 

For sornr inebriated reason t+c hadn't sceri tlic poster by the front 

door annotinving that evening's film. When the queue had finally pulled 

us up to the ticket counter T hiccupped again ai~tl  asked the bored sales 

clerk fbr the name of tlrr film. She looked at Ine thr waj one normally 

looks at a drunk. 

"I have a right to know what I'm paying rny mone? for, don't I?" I 
said, as she drrw back Srom rny r~irnrnj breath. There was no plate glass 

between lier and me. only bars likc the old-fashioned ticket windows of 

countrv train stations. 

"Husbcrtrd\ cind Il '~o~s," she said, "by LVoody " 

Rut k l l a n ~ a  and I were already laughilig, tleep in the thrors of our 

own private, joke. A'oodj Allen hat1 been one of the staples of our late 

i~ight cirirnia sojourns to Triheca whcri bvt. lived in Harlem. 

" I  take it you warit tickets?" she asked, vacantly. She was a jollrlg 

African wornan, a little qounger thali Khanja, with a noticeable anlourit 

of e?e niakeup. Probahly an ac*trc,ss I rying to make some extra monej, 

I tliought. She looked at rrle as though s1it~'d seen me before, a5 though 

sht.'d srnt~lletl my breath Ireforc; some dirrc-tor, perhaps, who wo~lldri't 

cast her hut wanted to play, rionetlic~less. 



"You did this on purpose," I said, to Khanya, and tickled her on 

the side of her waist for we were still coiled around each other. Kh- 

anya writhed and pulled away from me. She held up a scout's honor 

hand. 

"No, I promise you." 

"This must be a really big decision for the two of you," the ticket clerk 

said. "But there are people behind you who have settled the issue." I was 

too drunk to be insulted. 

"Can our marriage survive an evening with Woody Allen?" I asked 

Khanya. 

The woman in the booth sucked her teeth and looked heavenward. I 
fished about for some bills. 

"The management doesn't cater to patrons under the influence," she 

said. 

"Ha!" I replied with another blast of rum breath. "She's calling us 

drunkards." 

"I'm stating the policy and you're taking up a lot of time." 

Khanya took the money from my hand and counted it out. 

"You're five bob short," the woman snorted. 
(6 ' I m sorry, sisi," said Khanya, and forked over the proper change. 

"He's nervous," Khanya confided, "It's our first date." 

"Thought you were married," the woman said counting out the 

change. 

"Don't be ridiculous," said Khanya. 

Luckily for us Husbands and Wives was a comedy, for we were in a 

laughing mood. But the people seated near us weren't so lucky. Our 

giddy mood held on, even through the serious parts. After the film we 

crossed the cobblestones and shared a roast duck, a baked potato, broc- 

coli, a Caesar's salad, and a bottle of merlot. One plate. One fork. One 

glass. We took turns feeding each other. Finally, the waiter asked us to 

settle the bill, "But take your time-no rush." Then, having taken our 

time, as invited, the manager informed us of the waiter's long journey 

home. We weren't too tipsy to take a hint. 



It was late, but riot too late for a kombi. i\rld althollgtr wc had to 

wait a lorig time for it to fill with people and go, we didri't rnind. \be 

disembarheti on Kockj Street iri Yeoville, a good ten blocks from 

where we libed. It  was a perfect night for walking and wc wanted to 

savor it. The street was so quiet orie corrld hear water rippling in the 

municipal pool or1 the other side of the wall. We stoppcd in front of 

a jewelry store. Shop windows have a warrrltlr about tht~rri wlieri ttic.? 

are dark anti empty, free o f the  vulgarity of commerce. It's as though 

a black 5r.lvet curtairr was dropped just behind the display window; 

there's orlly jou and the one you l o ~ e  reflected in the glass and tire 

gems on display smiling up at you. Then we passed a jazz club as it 

was closirig anti the last patroris trickleti out into the street. 

At the corrier of Rochy Street and De Ida Key we turried arid started 

the uptrill climb to our house. De La Re? is a strange little border street 

that runs along a ridge where sekeral iricongruities convt,rgc. West of Ilc 

La Rey is Jeoville, with its ticij bungalows and modest apartments. horth 

arld east of it are the hra7en mansions of Hellevue East and Observatory, 

with their hardwood floors imported at the turri of the ceritury from the 

forests of'(:alifornia, Oregon, arid Washingtori; the first kiorncs offourid- 

irlg industrialists. rriiriirig rriagriatcs. arid cwlonial lawyers. Later. in the 

twentieth centurj, there were rlotalrle. but rarely rne1rtio11c.d aberrations 

to this pristine pattern: for example. after handing the commarld of M K 

to Cliris I rani, doe Slovo retired and quictlj passed awaq in Observator?; 

and Gandhi lived there when lie practiced law. 

F1;llfway up thc hill we parlscd. The sky was thick with stars. 

"We never saw this rr1ari.y stars wkieri we lived in hew York," said 

Khariya. "Not even iri summer, when we'd sit and talk all night Iwside 

Grant's tomb." 

"'There's no sky like the African shy." 

She took my hand. "It's too earl? to go inside," she said, "I'm enjoyirig 

being out here wit h you ." 
So we turried onto Gill Street. Crickets hummed irr  the night. He- 

hind us, to the west, the faint sounds of Rocky Street were dying. Ahead 

of us, darkness sttttled in t tit. walnut trees arid the slumbering English 



estates. We wandered to the old Union Observatory. Its front door was 

locked, and its doomed eye above was closed to the heavens. 

We walked around to the back of the observatory and settled on 

stairs of concrete and moss. "Are you happy here?" she asked. She was 

still looking up at the stars. 

"I'm hopeful here," I said. 

"Those aren't all stars, you know," she said, still looking up. "Some 

are satellites. American. French. British. Soviet. What do we call them 

now, Russians?" 

"It'll be a while before the dust settles. Post-Soviets, I guess." I sur- 

veyed the sky. The lattice of light looked like sugar spilled on a dark 

counter. "I imagine everyone has satellites up there." 

"Except Africans," she said. 

"Yes, except Africans." 

"The West could have prevented the genocide in Rwanda." 

"How so?" 

"Think of all those countries looking down as the genocide was be- 

ginning. Taking pictures. Watching. Pretending not to know. Why don't 

they care about us?" 

"I don't know," I said. 

"What was the name of that song by War you used to sing?" 

"'The World Is a Ghetto."' 

"Yes, the world is a ghetto." 

"I was just singing." 

She tapped my forehead playfully with her forefinger. "You were being 

honest." Then she sighed. "I'm hopeful too but we've lost so much ground. 

When I read all the euphemisms in the press about the 'New' South Af- 

rica ..." her voice trailed off. "When you first came here-I mean came 

here to stay-you said everyday was worse than the day before." 

"I was joking." 

"You weren't joking. It's alright. You've lasted two years here. I only 

lasted seven months in New York." She put her arm around me and drew 

herself closer to me. "I'm glad you're hopeful now." 

"One day we'll move down the street into one of those mansions." 



She leugllcd at this. 

"U7117. riot?" I said. "And I'll I)(. t hc. oril! Rl;lck 4rric.ricar1 to \otc fi)r 

blandela in the first elc,c'tion of the 'Yew' Republic.. nut wc,'ll ride out ;I 

few drab .ycBars of nroli1)eral corn1,romisc in our Ohserkatory rnansiori." 

"Olrr rreo-libcral c.orriprom is(.," she la~~ght$t l .  

"1,et rrrc finish thc storj try clc:rt.. 1\ide out his neo-lil)eral co~~lpr-o-  

mise in our Obscr \a tor~  rnarrsior~ until his tclrrrr is o ~ c r  and it's tir~re to 

elect Chris Hani." 

She  I;ri~gt~cd c\crr more. 

"Sorintls like a pc.r*f(lc.tly goocl plan to mcx," 1 protcstc~(1. 

"Clrris IIani will s l ~ h t l i ~  ide t hcse mansions and rrrovch poor p ~ o p l e  

into tlrc.rri. We'll I)(> lucky to krc.1, our corr1c.r of the fourpl(ax." 

"lt's a kluge col-rier, horlt:\.." 

"Ttlc.! won't let Iiani becorn(, state prt.sitlcnt. It's like a clrean~ I rlsed 

to habe \\lien I \\as a little girl i r r  Attridge\ illr I'd seen sorne 4frikallcrs 

with a nrovie camera taking liorrie n1ovit.s of their chiltircn and I malitcti 

a movie. camera. All I co~lld drearri of'was a camera that woul(1 take liorr~r~ 

mo%ies of rlic. 1 r1evc.r told my parents. 1 tliought if 1 said arljthirrg I'd 

put t i c i ~ r w  on tlw dream; that speaking rny clrean~ w o ~ ~ l ( l  kill it. I kr~o\+ 

it doesn't make stbrisc hut I was a little girl." 

"'l'llc~ kriotv that n e  narit Ilani. Ilarrtlcla hriows Nl)eki Lnoms. I>e 

Klerk knows. Toriy Leon knons. Eugerrc~ 'I'erre T3larrc*l1e. Rill (:lilrtori, 

and the C1,I know. It's no secret. But the? can't stop it. I le could \\ill to- 

morrow if he rat1 against Rlar~dela." I hr~ggctl her. ''Fou'll get that rrrokie 

carricra." 

Wlren we got home, 1 was still a littlr t~rrfbcuscd frorn h a p p  hour at 

Kippies and the uirle at dirlner. I kept tr>ing t o  opc1rr tlie door with the 

k c  to nij office. Khanja lrardl? rloticed. She was irr her ow11 little \\orld, 

laugl~irrg al)or~t ;I scene she'd srldderil! rc~rriemberccl frorn Elrrr,bancls and 

IV'io~s, in which Liam Neeson is pcrfi)rrriing curlrrilir~grrs on Jtrtly I>a\is 

wfro not aro11sc.d in the least is musing on the narr1c.s of her fri(11ids arld 

imagining that the! are rrot pcxople at :II I t ~ ~ t  tiedgeklogs and foxes. 

I was creating such a racket rattling t l ~ e  door w i t t r  the mrong key 

arid Kliarrja was chl~cklirig so opcrll) at her metnor! of the film that we 



woke Doreen. She let us in. Only when she switched on the porch light 

did I see that the key I was holding was the key to my office at the uni- 

versity. Doreen looked at us reproachfully and reminded us that Reba 

was not only sleeping but had school in the morning. Then, with the 

ornate grace of a martyr, she informed us that we hadn't called to say we 

weren't coming home and that she'd had to fix rice and beans while we 

had no doubt gone out to eat. I left a message on the machine, Khanya 

snapped, and there's plenty of meat in the freezer. But Doreen was a 

consummate Luddite who didn't trifle with answering machines. We 

escaped into our bedroom. 

"God," I sighed, with my back pressed to the door, as the sandpaper 

scorn of Doreen's slippers scraped down the hall, "who works for whom 

around here? And why does she slide everywhere she goes? Don't they 

lift their feet in her village?" 

Khanya pinned me gently to the door. 

"Doreen has skipped the few drab years of Mandela's neoliberal com- 

promise," she said. "As far as she's concerned, Chris Hani is already 

state president." 

"But we haven't even voted for Mandela yet." I was kissing her neck. 

"One must go through a capitalist reformation before one-" 

"Darling, Doreen doesn't seem to care," she said, with her lips on 

mine. 

"Maybe we should rethink the revolution." 

"Tomorrow," she said, "we'll rethink it tomorrow." 

The next morning, I didn't know if kissing Khanya as passionately at 

the breakfast table as I had kissed her last night was an act of love toward 

her or an act of defiance in the face of all the attitude I was getting from 

Reba. I busied myself with the pouring of orange juice and the buttering 

of toast. Reba stared at me, that infernal, unblinking stare of hers, as 

unfathomable as water, in which nothing can be read. 

Pay her no mind We 're going to have a pleasant morning. Yes, a pleasant 

morning. We won't let the littlepeople hurt us. 

Now she was tap-tap-tapping her oatmeal with the back of her spoon 

as though beating an insect to death. 



I lookcd at her. "We arc rriarried, qou know. We can kiss at the table 

and behave arnbiguouslj if it suits us." Don't f.s/,lnirr.y07lrsclfto her. T.t%o:s 

ir1 clzclrgc /lrre7 

"\i hat time did you get honie last night?" Keba said. 

"Eucusc rriel" I askctl. 

"Ous Doreen said you carrle home late and woke her up." 

''U(>Il," I turned to Doreen, "I apologize, Doreen." 

If'Reba's forte \was staring, Doreen's was rlot looking at you at all. She 

nodtlctl, without looking at me, as if to saj. apology accepted, just dorl't let 

it 11al)l)en again. (!f'clNthc chcck, I thought. I4'hopq-s the bzlls crround/~crf>? 

"011s Doreen said you were 1)oth drunk." 

I shot Doreen a sharp look. 

"I J o u b ~  \cr> seriously if I>orc.en said anything of the kind." 

Ilorcen got up from [Ire table and cleared 1it.r dishes and a few other 

things arid brought then1 to the sink. Klianya shot a few short bursts of 

Setswana i l l  Doreen's tiire(-tiori, but Dorecrl kept her back to us as slie 

uashecl the dishes. 

"I<ek)a. stop plajing with your food," said Khanya. S h ~ k  r t o t p l c ~ ~ i ~ ~ g  

tvitll Irer,fi)od, shr's bec~~rng our brmn\ out. "You'll miss your I-~us," she 

said. Then she rose, grabbed her briefcase and kissed e\eryoricl rucBrpt 

Doro(w. In  a snore motil~latcd but no less authoritative Setswarla than 

a rnornent ago, Kharrya ga\e Doreen instructions for the day Then, in 

English, she gavc rnc a thumbnail translation of what slie'tl said, see- 

ing as how I woul(l I-)(. ttre noncommissioned officer in her absence. 

Slre reminded me that it was Friday; Ilorerlrl was washing rugs and 

liricri today and nr.cdet1 to get started because she was going liorne for 

Ilasler. It was 111) da j  t o  walk Reha to the bus stop. Reba and I consid- 

ered each other waril) as Kharlya disappeared througti t trc. \winging 

door. 

Skir was back all of a sudden. "Frank, wc said eight tonight. It's late 

for dinner. Rut your Black expats-ul~at's tlieir name?" 

'"l'lie Coopers," I said, "from Northwc~stcrri or is it the ITni\~.rsitj of 

Chicago:"' I'd u r i ~ t e r ~  it in a file I'd begun on them for Stimcla and had 

forgotten it instaritly. 



"Well, they want to make it for eight. They're going on a tour bus 

through Soweto," she said, rolling her eyes. 

"You're not going out again tonight are you!" Reba said in a high 

plaintive voice. The children of lovers are orphans. 

Khanya told Reba that the Coopers of Chicago were coming for din- 

ner, along with Naledi, who was bringing her new boyfriend for us to 

"look over." 

"It's for daddy's birthday," she added, apologetically. 

"His birthday's on Sunday," said Reba. 

Some delicate words of appeasement were offered.. .and refused. 

"Easter's on Sunday," Reba said, "what are we doing on Easter?" 

We agreed to think of something nice, but not now; the hour of the 

bus was drawing nigh and Khanya was late for work. As Khanya left I 

told her I'd be home for most of the day but I'd have to go to Soweto 

at some point to get the papers that I forgot at the office. They're to be 

graded by Monday, I explained. She frowned and blew me a kiss. As Do- 

reen tidied up, I counted out change for Reba's milk money and money 

for peanuts. 

"NO sweets," I said, "Is that clear?" 

She said she wanted to buy potato chips today instead of peanuts. 

"Too high in cholesterol," I objected. 

She said that Khanya had said she could. There was no foolproof test 

for perjury as far as this statement was concerned. Khanya was down the 

hill by now and Doreen has never been a witness for the prosecution. I 

said "alright" for lack of evidence. 

While Reba went to get her jacket and books I made her lunch and 

packed her lunchbox. She came back ready to go. 

"Where are your books? Reba, this is the third day in a row." 

"I left them at the office," she said 

From over by the sink I could hear Doreen laughing under her 

breath. 

Reba was testy and irritable as we walked to the bus. School wasn't 

her favorite pastime. Her teacher complained about her short attention 

span and the way her behavior interfered with other kids. As we walked 



I tric.(l to rxplaiti the irrrportarlcc~ of l~rir~girrg one's t)ooks horne and of 

r r~ir ld i~~g one's teacher. She kcpt straggling behinti me and threatened to 

report rrif. to Kharlya if '  I didn't slow tiowri. 

"LV llal's a Black expat:'" she askcti as sht. t~opped or1 one Irg then two, 

now orlc again. over an imaginary hopscotch. 

"4 what?" 

"Uornrr~? said Sour 'Black expats' are corilit~g to dinncr." 

"Oh. les .  People wl1o got lost twice." I laughed alone at nij private joke. 

"What happened tlie first time the) got lost?" 

"They wcrc slaves. That was hundreds of years ago" 

"1 know what a slave is!" 

"Reall?." I said, perking up, "are you learning that in scllool? 'The? 

never taught me about it until " 

" l o t  in sc~hool." 

"I\ here?" 

"Ous Doreen sajs she's a slave." 

"Ilid s h ~ ,  rrow." 

"Lep. 'I may as well bc their slave!"' 

"7uou and Dorceri sure find a lot to talk about." 

"I ti-huh." 

"I\ hcn J 011 should be sleeping." 

She looked at me wide-ejed and guiltily as though she'il been 

Srarned. 

"Bet you don't know the name of this tree," she said. ctiangir~g the 

su hjel-t. 

"It's a slave trce. Didrl't Doreer~ tell you?" 

"Scriousl)." 

"It's a pt'ppcr tree. Yori would know that too," I saitl, swooping down 

for the coup de gmre, "iS?ou brought your hooks lrorrre." 

Slic turned up her nose arid walked on ahead of me. I was going 

t o  rn:ikc a cornrrrrrlt on hcxr newf'orlrrtl capacitg to hasten, 1)ut tlrorlght 

i t  hctter to stick to the sut?jcrt of books arid reatlirlg. After all, I was 

w inning. 



"I know these things, not because I'm smarter than you, Reba. I'm 

not. But because I read. I'm always reading." I showed her the book that 

I'd taken from the shelf before we left home. "See this? DasKapital. I 

first read this book when I was twelve years old. Know how much of it I 
understood back then?" She kept walking ahead with her back to me, not 

responding. "Not one word. But year after year I kept at it. Then, a Black 

Panther gave me Frantz Fanon7s The Wretched of the Earth when I was 

almost fourteen. And I read that too. I still didn't understand much. But 

I kept reading it, year after year. And now I can even teach these books. 

See, I'm always reading, Reba. You should always have a book nearby. 

That's what my parents used to say to me. I've told you this before." 

"Over and over and over." 

"Well ... it hasn't sunk in. Now, you asked about trees." 

She started half-singing, half-humming to drown me out. 

"Quiet please. I'm going to tell you. Johannesburg stands on high- 

veld grassland, where there7re no naturally occurring trees." 

"Ha!" she said, spinning round and walking backwards, "There's 

trees everywhere in Jo'burg." 

"Very observant," I said, holding up my finger. "But they weren't al- 

ways here. Do you know how they got here?" She didn't respond. She 

was walking ahead, again, with her back to me. "Do you know how I 

know how they got here?" Still no answer. "Fair enough, I won't hold you 

in suspense: I know because I read. That's how I know. My knowledge 

is attained vicariously, through the written word. The English and the 

Afrikaners planted over a million trees: acorn, oak and walnut from the 

Cape; fruit trees from.. .from.. ." 
"Thought you knew everything." 

"The point is there were no trees here. They planted one million 

trees. Now, there are six million trees in Jo7burg. I'm not an apologist for 

colonial expansion, mind you. That's not the point of this little exercise. 

In fact, I'm against it. What I'm saying is that reading is essential. And 

you can't read if you don't bring your books home. And if you don't read 

you won't become an intellectual." 



Nre'd reached the 1)us shelter uith its slopirigroof and its three wood- 

paneled sides protecting the little bench froni the elenlents in all but one 

direction. 

"I don't Tvanna be an irrtellectual." 

I \\as startled t?y the firiality of her assertion. It was as though she'd 

said she hat1 rro nrorc us(. for air arid would breathe water frorri now on. 

"Don't uant to be an intellectual? 'Then what or1 earth do you warit 

to he?" 

"Rich." 

"Rich! That's not a vocation, it's an affliction." 

"Well, it's what I warlrla he." 

"I'rn going t o  pretend >ou didn't saj that. No, better yet I'm goirig 

to addrc~ss it. Dialccticallj-with this book here. Marx. Someone you 

should read, given o u r  aspirations. ,%h, here's just tlie passagc we rieeti: 

'It remains in his mind as something niore than a particular use-value.' 

That is to say, tlre churnp change the worker earns is believed (by the 

workcrj to 1)e so~rletl~ing other than c.krurr11) c.tiarigc Marx is going to 

elaborate. the ruse of this debilitating fantasl. For 'it is the worker him- 

selfwho c.onvcrts the nioliey into whatever usc-values he desires; it is he 

who buys co~nnlodities as lie wisties and, as tlle owner c!f'rnonqx as the 

t)uj er of goods, Ire .stnrt(Is in precise(y the some rt~/(/tior~shlj) to the sellers of 

gootiv ns clr!yothcr buyer. ' So, he or in your case, she thinks. Enlphasis 

mine, by tlre way. Hut Ilarx is sayi~ig tliat this is all an illusion: there's 

still the daily intensification of work and the parasitical extraction of 

surplus valr~e 1)lood sucked right from thc worker's veins. \Zarx is saj- 

ing that rnonej, ever1 lots of moriej, a decent wage, o n 1  acclimati7es the 

worker to tlre problem makes him a fool of the capitalist." 

Sitv I-caaporrded with stony silent-c.. I replied to tier silence with silence 

of niy own. The silence of reatiing. She placed her lunch box on her l a p  

She loohcd straight ahead at the street. After a minute or two she turned 

and starcbd at rrie. I tried to coriccntrate or1 /)/I\ Knpitnl, but it was in~pos- 

sihle. I for~nd myself reading first the same paragraph over again, then 

the sanrc scntencc, then I was backtracking over words. But I was deter- 



mined not to give her the satisfaction of disturbing me; determined not 

to turn and look at her. 

Finally, she spoke. It was her dulcet voice. Her please, will you buy 

me some chips voice. Her please, may I go out to play voice. Her daddy I 

love you voice. 

"Fuck you son of a bitch," she said, sweetly. 

"Say what!" I almost leapt off the bench. I looked at her large un- 

blinking almond eyes; eyes that had charmed her grandparents' dos 

and don'ts into dust when she lived with them. "What did you say to 

me?!" 

"Fuck-you-son of a bitch." 

"Have you lost your mind?" 

The orange school bus pulled up to the curb and sighed to a stop. 

"I'm doing what you told me." 

"Doing what I told you?" 

"Being an intellectual." 

The doors opened and the little demons inside called to her like she 

was a rock star. 

I suddenly realized that when Khanya and I got married it had been 

my idea to put a moratorium on corporeal punishment. What was I 
thinking? 

"Don't mess with me, little girl." 

"You said, 'Reba, you must always be reading, or you won't be an in- 

tellectual.'" She grabbed her lunch box and put one foot on the stairs. 

"I know what I said!" I grabbed her arm. "Explain yourself!" 

"I was reading." 

"Reading what!" 

She pointed to the wooden panel of the bus shelter. Years of illicit 

communiquCs were carved into it. Jim is a puff. Henrietta loves Jules. 

Mpo's number is four double two nine five. The name of a school mascot 

or a pet. And there, next to where my profile must have run parallel with 

the panel, was scrawled "Fuck you son of a bitch." I was stumped and 

discombobulated. She shook free of me and got on the bus. 



"IT hcbri I don't read, you say, 'Helm, you must rclad,"' she said. lookirig 

dowrl or1 rne I'rorn her perch t)esitlr thc driver. "Wher~  I do  read, ?ou say, 

'Reba. >ou ~llr~stri't read."' The tloor creaked closed. I coul(1 ]lave sworn 

she was laughirig. 

Kllari~a 11atl \\arlted to rrlake a cu r r j  dish wit11 paper-thin leaves of'sil- 

ver, lihe the) serbed at Elaine's on Rockj Street. 13ut 1 had irlsisted or1 

drxmonstrat irig the culinarj talerlts I'd acquired h j  watckiirig the legion 

of Zulu sorrs-chefs at work irl 1,uigi's kitcheri. I'd 1)c~err gone from Luigi's 

a >car arid a half. 1 )ear arid a half since a Q'hite rriari slapped me illto 

next ~1.c.t.k. I t  seemed like a liktime ago. 

It was all odd sort of gatllering. Reba aritl Dor-t.err sat at the tat)lch i r l  

the ccntchr of our coliseum-si~ed kitchen. The rose from our night out 

was still therc. Doreeri, lravi~rg already eaten. drudged through her task 

of secxi~~g to it that Reba fillislied eating nitllout a r~lilliorl distrac-tiol~s 

ant1 got off' to bed. This was a task no orie woaltl en\?. Likc the Great 

Houtlirii, Reba knew a thousarlcl wa>s to slip the noose of hedtirnc. I11 

the corner, by the pantry we'd corivcrted into arl of f ic~ ,  sat \aledi arlcl 

her new bo-yfriend, Ternbisa, tvho she'd brought for Khan>a arltl I to 

"look ober," a yourig rtlarl w ho'd pla>ed professional soccer fi)r one of 

thc towrisllip teams IiLc Moroka Swallows. Ile'cl been invol\etl in an 

accidcr~t [tliat he was reticent to talk about). It hat1 kept hirrl iri hospital 

10116' erlollgh for him to lose llis spot i r i  the liritl up. how he \\as look- 

ing for work. Naledi was looking smart ant1 prosperous, having come 

clirectl  from court in hrv- business jac.kr.t arld skirt. IIer 1t.atht.r satchel, 

eorllrrion to solicitors rriarcliing througll tlie lialls of the Suprernc. Court 

on Pricliarti and Vari Rrarldis Streets, lay or1 the floor besidc Iier. Naledi 

arltl 'l'ernbisa were 1)otll twentj-six years old; thc sarne age as Khanya. I 
wondered how lorig a lobe affair between a Wits-educated solicitor arld a 

washed out footballer could last. 

I larold and Gloria Cooper were starldirlg t)y the window overlooking 

tile fire escape. The) said they were more comfortable starldillg. They 



weren't really expatriates, but researchers over on a spring break visit. 

They were in their late forties and had children in their late teens, one 

who'd started college last September. 

And there was Khanya, whose NGO still worked with Naledi on a 

case they'd first encountered when they were in law school. The clients 

consisted of an entire Motswana village that had refused incorporation 

into the homeland of Bophuthatswana in July of 1989, a day or two after 

Khanya and I first met at the Market Theater square. With their bare 

hands, the villagers had killed two policemen who'd tried to break up 

their rally. More than three years later, the case was still in the courts. 

And there was me: trying desperately to direct the conversation while 

trying to remember how to make Luigi's famous Italian (Zulu) sauce at 

the same time. I'll be thirty-seven years old on Easter Sunday, I thought; 

is this where I was meant to end up, teaching at university in Soweto, 

working in the shadows with Stimela's people, making pasta for two 

lawyers, a jock, and two expats at the edge of Johannesburg? 

Such a range of professions might have been common at any time 

in Black South African social circles, but such a range of ages was not. 

When I first arrived, Black South Africans tended to socialize horizon- 

tally along age lines. Rut the revolution, the joy of upending the world 

and making it anew, had drawn zigzag lines across many long estab- 

lished patterns. The pattern of horizontal association may have also ap- 

plied to Indians and Coloureds, but I did not know any of them outside 

of ANC political settings. The curious thing about being a Black Ameri- 

can in South Africa in the 1980s and early 1990s was this: one could be 

"adopted," so to speak, and with great ease, by any one of the Black com- 

munities, Zulu, Xhosa, Tswana, Sotho, Pedi, Venda, Tsonga, or even 

Coloured, simply by falling in love with someone of those communi- 

ties. One could not, however, fall in love with a White or an Indian and 

be adopted by either of those communities. But the others were porous 

enough to enter and be made to feel (reasonably) welcome. (There would 

always be grumbling from in-laws, however-"he's not a real African.") 

The catch, however, was that once the Black American "landed" some- 

where, he would have to stay there-no sliding from Tswana to Tsonga, 



for rxaniple, and certainl) 110 s l i d i ~ ~ g  bach and fort11 betwtac.11 Z~l lu  arid 

Xlioca. If one married a (:ololrred woman, then one's t ie t~tork of rela- 

ti0115 \vould foreternlore be (:olourctl. If, as in nij case, one rnarried a 

Sctswaria wortiarl, then one's ~~c , t~vork  of relations would rc.rr~ai~i arriorlg 

the, Srtswaria, with extcr~sions t o  the other Sotho larigtlagt~ derivative 

groups. But it ~voulti take co~isc*lo~ls strokes against one's 5c.t pattern to 

de\clop a sphere of, say, Zl~ltr or  Colourcd ititimates. Sonic, tliitlgs i r i  

Sorlth hfi-ica still hadn't ctiat1gc.d. eben with the revolution. 

nut  the re\olution had c-lal)orat(.d a new riornenclatt~rc~, clpitorni7ed 

in the word "comrade." one tliat intervened in age relatio~is. This little 

~ o r d  had srrioothcd sorncx of'the rough spots on the generational playing 

field. '[he word coultl inoc-ulrrte a gathering. sue11 as o11r.s that evening. 

against the awkward sc*rarnbling for prefixes: Mrs., Mr., sir, bra I brother). 

sisi (sister), ous, or  uncle, w hen 'I'cmbisa, Khanya, or Nalrdi-all in their 

twenties-addressed tlie (:oopers, who were in  their. forties. if the 

wine flowed generousl?, even "co~nratle" could be dropped, for everyone 

knew it was irr~pliccl. 

1 watched Reba as she played with her food, playing her wait-out-the- 

l~cdtime game, and with burning irritation I rrcallcd our tete-a-tete that 

morning. Site tlitlrl't rlc.c.d a wort1 like "cornradr~" to level the playing field. 

Hut the revollltior~ had yet to usher in any such ~ronrenclature that would 

level the playing field 1)ctwcen a six-year-old child arid her thirty-seven- 

jear-old stepfat hc.r. 

Harold Cooper was a tall marl who'd played forward on a Big Teri 

1jaskctl)all tearr~, "Heforc all this slarn dunkin' ant1 sliowhoatin'," he said, 

"we played as a tcarn; riot five hotshots trying to look pretty." 

1,ike rrly parents, Harold arltl Gloria taught psychology at a university 

and w~orkecl ;I\ 1)syc-trologists for a holdover organization from Johnson's 

Great Society like the Job Corps or the IJrl,an League. They'd met in 

grad school. 'l'lley were in South Africa to "find a project" and go back 

and write 111) "a great proposal" which wolrld allow them to return with 

a grant for an cxtcrlded stay. Thar > how I ended ~rp  here. 

We'd rc.laxcd our no  smokir~g in the house policy with Harold (an 

offer I woultl never have extenctcd to Zacbh) if hcx'ti agreed to hold his 



Sherlock Holmes pipe out the window with one hand and blow his 

smoke out the window as well. Gloria kept him company by "this big 

lonely window," as she put it. She said she liked the aroma. I thought she 

was lying only because I seemed to recognize both of them. They were 

who I was when I first arrived: anxious. Scared. Jet lagged. Desperately 

bonding over idiosyncrasies they would have quarreled over at home, for 

no other reason than to feel grounded and secure. 

Harold pointed out the window with the stem of his pipe. "There's 

a woman washing clothes outside your garage. And will ya look at that! 

There're people living-there're people coming out of. ... Which one of 

those garages are yours?" 

"None of them," I said, as I diced chilies and sprinkled them into the 

skillet. 

"Not too many," Khanya said to me. She turned to Harold and Glo- 

ria. "We eat a lot of Indian food here, so we're used to spicy food. But 

I've been to your Midwest-not much in the way of spicy food there. You 

have a lot of cheese if I remember." 

"That's Wisconsin," said Gloria. "Next door to Illinois. But make it as spicy 

as you want. We're here to experience life as it's lived," she said boldly. 

"What's going on down there?'' Harold said, still looking out the 

window. 

"Yes," said Gloria, "what are those people doing?" 

It must have seemed like we were trying to evade the subject, for I 

kept tending to arrabiata sauce and Khanya continued to wash vegeta- 

bles in the sink. Between us we only had one good ear for the conversa- 

tion and Naledi couldn't answer, for this was the first time she'd come 

for dinner since we moved from our tiny flat in Braamfontein. 

Naledi and Tembisa went over to the window. "They live there," said 

Naledi, hesitantly, "isn't that right Khanya?" 

"What? Oh.. .yes, they live there." 

Gloria shook her head, sadly. "How can people live in a garage?" 

"They're Zulus," said Naledi, with a cavalier wave of her hand. 

"Natal cockroaches," said Tembisa, as though he'd provided not an 

ethnic slur, but a scientific explanation. 



"Isn't that derogatory?" said Gloria. It wasn't a question. 

HarolA p11ffi.d on his pipe ant1 observed us all, as though we were an- 

thropological suljjects who'd ,jrrst performed a rare tril~al custom that tic 

~vould now ask for pernlission to record. "Interesting. Ver? interestirrg. 

That's wt~at we're here for, t hc riitty and the gritty." 

There was a certain dissoriance in the roorn that no orle seen~ed 

able to interpret. Kharya, Ualedi. and Tembisa had no idea that these 

two Black Americans were,, in a niaririer of speaking, treating them- 

arid not just  the Zulu squatters below-as research specimens; ii w:~srl't 

the kir~d of thing the three of'them could get grant nioney for and go 

to tile I S arid do. Harold aud Gloria ~ ~ ~ o u l t l  1)rohahly never br their 

specinlens. But they seemed to have a discoriccrting awareness of'beir~g 

obscrvc.cl mittlout knowing to what end. I &as norlderirlg how thr hell 

I would write an? kir~cl of report on Ilarold and Gloria a report that 

Oupa would not needle me about-if this co~iversatio~i derailed onto 

what was arid was not politicallj correct sljeecti. To make matters even 

worse, Tembisa's "Uatal cochroach" had tic'hleci Reba's funnj  hone and 

Gloria was looking at rrle with that, don't-you-teach-your-child-right- 

frorrl-wror~g look. 

Cloricl, thi.s morn rrrg tlrls little girl looked rrre rn t l ~ e  eye and called rrrr 11 son- 

oj:(z- birch and told rrre 10 ji~circk c?fJ Then, an al l -chi ld jury acquitted /rc>r. ,Co j a i l  

tirrrr. 1Vo cornrnuni(y .wrorce. Ant/  f received no vlerim 's comperzsntion. %thing. 

711~ latv 's on her .si(le. 

I)oreen, who was not a trained meteorologist but who coul(1 al~vajs 

predict foul weather, got up and left the kitc>tren. 

"Well," said Gloria to l'emhisa. "isn't what you said derogatorj?" 

Kevollitiori or no rcvolutiori, Tembisa didn't take kindly to being cor- 

rected by a woman. I-Ie rnay have beer1 s l)er~eticiar? of thc rc~volntion, 

but he was still a jock at heart. 

"You know what a cockroach is, dori't you?" he said. 

"Interesting," IIaroltl puffed inlerltly, "vcbry interesti~lg." 

"I grew up with coc.kroaches or1 the South Side of Chicago," Gloria 

aririounced, almost prolrdly. 



Reba had chimed in. "Not with these cockroaches you didn't. They'll 

kill you if you wear an ANC T-shirt." 

Where the hell is Doreen! 

My anxiety level went off the radar screen. Anything could happen 

between Tembisa and Gloria. And we didn't need Reba thrown in as a 

wild card. The sooner she got to bed the sooner I'd be able to manage 

the conversation. 

"Finish your food and eat, Reba," I said. 

But Reba had already been inducted as Tembisa's lecture associate. 

"If you wear a T-shirt," she jabbed the air with her fork, "they will kill 

you with pangas. Zulus don't have good listening skills." 

"Now, why is that?" Harold asked her, delighted to have found an- 

other uninhibited specimen for his research. 

"Don't encourage her, Harold," I told him, "she has a penchant for 

exaggeration. Finish and eat." 

"How can I finish and eat?" 

"The child does have a point," said Naledi. 

"I always have a point," said Reba. 

A conspiracy was brewing all around me. I could feel it. 

"Reba, you know what I mean." 

"I'm still not satisfied with your explanation," said Gloria to Tembisa, 

like a deaconess of the AME Baptist Church admonishing a deacon on 

the misappropriation of funds. "Why do you call them cockroaches?" 

Woman, willyou puh-leez quit! Can't you see he doesn't give a rat's ass how 

he sounds? He's not political. He's not even rational. 
"Go ahead, Tembisa, give it to us straight," said Harold, "the nitty 

and the gritty." 

"They leave KwaZulu-Natal. They travel to Jo'burg. Live twenty in a 

room. First it was Hillbrow. Then it was Yeoville. Now they're here in 

Bellevue East. They're like roaches." 

"Twenty in a room, aren't you exaggerating?" asked Gloria. 

"Let the man talk, honey," Harold nibbled on his pipe stem, "let the 

man talk." 



"He is exaggerating," 1 chuckled, but the panic in nry koice r i d e  rrle 

a far less credible witrless tlrari 'Terr11)isa. I've lost trnck of the titr~ing jbr 

tllrpnsta. How long has the wclt~r bren hoiling?How /ong l ~ n s  (/re sc~llcr bren 

sin/ mering:.' 

Reba tapped her glass with hclr fork in an attempt to clt~iflt the room. 

"Didrl't anybody hear me when 1 said they kill you for wearing a '1'-sl~irtl" 

She was pouting. A bad sigrr indeed. Herpap stood like a mound of cold 

~tiitcl clay on her plate. She, Iiad hartlly touched her cl~icken leg. 

"1 heard you, baby," Nalcdi cooed, "'lou're absolutely right." 

I pcvred angrily arouriti the stove and snapped at \alctii. "You're 

a solic-itor, fbr crying out loud. There's no cllairi of causalit? iri that! 

'The rules of' evidericcb tlorr't allow p u  to say, 'Your Ilolior, nlj client 

was wearing arl AUC: T-slrir~ and the Zulus don't like thcsc T-shirts.' 

You kriow as well as I that there arc complex political tljriarrlics at plaj 

here." 

"I'm 1101 ill court," Naledi rrsporlded. 

"Yeah," said Reba, "can't jou see she's in the kitclieli?" 

Everyone was arn~~sclcl, cvcrcorlc hut me. 

"This deatlr for wearing a T-shirt logic is the kirr(1 of'serisationalism 

the \Vestern media thrives on," I said. "Fie can't scrid two ,\mericans 

liome thinking c.onrratlcs like 11s really believc that that that niarks cau- 

salitj for us." 

"I don't care what they think," said Tembisa. "1 Inow wliat I kriow." 

"lcah," s:~itl Rt*l):i, "we know what we hno\c." 

Harold stroked his beard and clenched his rlnli~ pipe between his 

teeth. Iritc~restirig, I could hear that brain of his, verj interesting. 

-4s haletli, l'err~l)isa, arld the Coopers carricd orr the conversation 

among themselves, I whispered to Khanya. 

"(:an't ~ 0 1 1  (lo something with her? Call I)oree~i." 

"L)orcer~'s listerririg lo her soap operas on the radio." 

"I don't 6'  w e  a - 

"Shhti," she. uhispered. 

'I'eniljisa off(>red the, (:oopers another trirrhe~ of Gdeisrrl, at which 

Harold ?r.lletl o\er to the stme and sink where Khanya and I were. 



"This is what we came here for," he roared. "You don't hear this on 

NPR-or even on Pacifica." 

"Ethnic tensions," Gloria nodded. "You haven't been away so long, 

have you, Frank, to have forgotten that we even have them back home? 

Mama never forgave me for marrying a man as black as Harold." Harold 

fidgeted uncomfortably, as his skin tone was projected on to the wall for 

all to look at, but then he eased back into his open-minded anthropo- 

logical self. "Every time I gave birth, here's mama at the hospital with a 

brown paper bag. Puttin' it right next to the child's face-can't even see 

yet, let alone walk or speak. Damn near had to admit her to the hospital 

when Harold Jr. was born and came out two shades darker than the bag. 

Blamed Li'l Harold's color on Big Harold." 

"Still does," her husband mused. He tapped the tobacco from his 

pipe on the outer ledge of the window. He started to fill it again, but 

stopped. Something in his wife's story had made him not feel like smok- 

ing anymore. He looked straight at us. "I gather you and Khanya think 

Naledi and Tembisa are selling us a bill of goods? Lot of anti-Zulu propa- 

ganda. But if what li'l Reba here says about the T-shirts is even half-way 

true?" 

"It's all true!" Reba cried. 

"And a little child shall lead you!" Gloria cried, like she'd just been 

sanctified. She winked at Reba. Don't do that, please, don't do that; don't 

encourage her. 
"Now, Frank," said Harold, sitting down for the first time all evening, 

turning a chair back to front and straddling it. "If they're coming all 

the way from Natal to the Transvaal for jobs, equal opportunity, or to 

avoid persecution in their own province, that's one thing. I doubt even 

ole Tembisa here would have a problem with that." Tembisa gave him 

neither a yea nor a nay. "But if they comin' here for devilment, well that's 

something else entirely." 

"It's complicated, Harold," I said. Dinner must be ruined. The penne 
looks like night crawlers. 

Harold beckoned toward the window. "Ya'll got four garages down 

there. All strung out under one roof. Now, I've seen a helluva lot of folks 
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corning and going sincc that woman started washing clothes. Ilelluva lot 

for a four-car g~rage." 

"For an) garage, honey," said Gloria, "no one shoultf live in a 

garage. 

"1,et nit. ask you this," said Harold, "Hou many folks ac%tually live 

down there?" 

Khanya stopped tossing the salad arici loohed to me for an answer. 

But I was looking to her for olle. We didn't know how marl) people lived 

down there. We didn't even kriow their names. 

"Sixt)-fivc!" Reha chimed in. 

"Sxty-fiur?" said Gloria, as thorigli she would faint. 

"Sixty-five," repeated tiarold, shahirig his head, "llmrn, hrnrr~, 

hrnm." 

"And a little child sliall lead you." Gloria looked lovingly at Rcha, 

then rcproachfi~lly at Khariya arid me. 

"Or* rrla?l)e Gft?-five," said Reba, 1)cginriing to doubt her credelitials 

as tlemograplier. 

"'l'his is preposterous!" I crossed to the hitchen door. "There are riot 

sixty-five, or ever1 fif'tj-livtx people down there." I plistled it opcri and 

yelled down the hall: "Doreen!" 

"We don't know cxactly how rrlanj people are there," Khanya told the 

Coopcrs apologeticall>, "they're a transient population." 

"Like 1 said," Temhisa sipped his drink like a marl who'd just won a 

bet, "Uatal c.ockroachci." 

"Frank," Khanya said, "Doreen's listeriirig to her soaps." 

"Dorcccen!" Socq or. no soap, she bytier. corneget tl1i.y tokokmhr. 
"Rel)a," said Kharly:~, "it's well past your bedtime." 

"Mll~y?" said Reba. "Tliere's no school tornorrow." 

"But there aw etli~iic. tensions here?" ask Gloria Cooper. "You would 

admit that wouldn't !ou arid it has becorne violcrlt, hasn't it? Per- 

haps we should riiahe a studp of t//is," she said lo TJarold, who riocitletl 

en~li~lsiasticallj. 

"Teml)isa," said Jlarold, "thirik we corild ir~tcrvicw yo11 on tape I 

mean?" hly heart sar~h. 



"There are always ethnic tensions," Khanya interjected, before Tem- 

bisa could answer, "but this violence is not caused by ethnic tensions. 

It's state-sponsored violence." 

"But doesn't each individual have to take responsibility for his or her 

own actions?" Gloria asked. 

"A long history of collective struggle," said Khanya, growing testy, 

"has helped us mature, politically. We're not seduced by the cult of indi- 

vidualism that runs rampant in the US. I lived in New York." 

Gloria raised an eyebrow. 

"Interesting," said Harold, his gaze roamed the room from Khanya to 

Tembisa to Naledi to me, "very interesting." 

"If you want to know where the violence is coming from, Gloria," 

said Khanya tapping on the counter with a tossing utensil, "I sug- 

gest you dig a little deeper than individual responsibility, or 'ethnic' 

rivalry or T-shirt murders. I wouldn't go to Compton and come home 

with a report that people shoot each other over the colors red and 

blue. If you want to interview someone, interview F. W. de Klerk. 

He's the most violent person in the country. I'd start with him if I 
were you." 

"Uh-uhhhh," Reba was shaking her head. "My teacher says president 

de Klerk is a man of peace. She said he got a gold star by his name for 

being good. That's what Miss Draper said." 

"It was the Nobel award," I said, hustling over to the table where she 

sat, "not a gold star by his name." 

"Miss Draper said it was a gold star for being good." 

"Miss Draper's a fool," I said. 

Reba gasped. Her mouth hung open in disbelief. "You called my 

teacher a fool?" 

"Ah ... no ... that's not what I meant." 

"I'm telling her when we get back from Easter." 

"Reba," said Khanya, "what's said in the house, stays in the house. 

Understood?" 

Reba didn't answer her. 

Where the hell is Doreen? 



"I wouldn't be ahle to sleep one rright with those people liair~g he- 

I~ind rrly house," said 'l'embisa. 

finlb~sn, pleasr, shul up! 

"/Ilright, Temhisa," I said, "what's your soh~tion?" 

"Run them out," said, wildly. Harold and Gloria looked at each 

other as though the)'d jr~st  put the finishing t o ~ ~ c h e s  or1 a winning 

grant proposal. Yep, their gluttonous e)es flashed. we'ke got a live one 

here. 

"Run them out, wl~crel'" I said. 

"Anywhere." 

"Back where they c.arncx," Rrha offered. 

"Reba, hush!" I said. "I rnean it." 

Khanya tried to reason with lenlhisa. "The Zulus down there don't 

carrj pangas or kr~ol)kic*ric~s. Ttlej don't fly 1FP flags or wear its colors. 

They're just ortiinarj people who happen to be Zuhl and have nowhere 

10 go.'' 

"You hke Zulus?" Ualedi asked her. 

"I didn't saj I like them. I didn't sa) I dislike them. Sure, t l l q  can 

be chauvinis~ic.. A ~ i c i  they want a federated hew South Africa; I want a 

urlified state. Thr,y'rc patriarchal-okay. A ~ i d  t11t.y rarl tw " 

"Ilornicidal," said Ternbisa 

"The>'rc. not g(~r~cticallj predisposed to murder," said Kharlya. 

"They are." Tcrilbisa was furious. Htl was s l~ak i~ ig  with anger. 

" Y o  t h c ' r c  rlat," said Khanya, "no rnore so than anyone else." 

Temhisa rose, to his feet. Ile was in soch a state of'agitation that I won- 

dered how long IIC collld remain standing-or uliat hc irltended to do. 

'"l't~erc's no such thing as a homicidal cllromosome," laughed Kh- 

arlya. Stif. walked over to the window. "1,ook at them. They're ordintrcy. 

people." 

"'l'he) lookctl like ordinary peoplc when my train reached Yancefield 

Station," said 'l'ernbisa, "but when e e  got off, thry were killers." 

"\C hat are you talking about?" I asked. 

He p ~ ~ s l ~ c ~ l  his sleeve all the way up  to his shollldcr. Tllere etas a long gauze 

1)andagc that stretched from just beloaf his shorrl(k~r to ju5t al~oae his elbow. 



"Tembisa," Naledi said, softly. She wanted him to stop now. But he 

ripped the bandage off. Someone gasped. Then, all was silent and still. 

One could tell that it had been a deep gash and that it had sliced his mus- 

cle open and possibly severed a tendon. It may have cut clear to the bone. 

"They're more on his back," Naledi said. "His football career is over. 

For a long time he wasn't able to sit up straight or lie on his back." She 

tried not to look at his arm. She didn't want to be reminded how close 

he came to death. Finally, she made an attempt to put the bandage back 

on, but he gently pushed her hand away. 

Khanya and I were at a complete loss for words, as were the Coopers. 

Finally, Harold ventured forth. "How did it happen, son?" 

Tembisa told us how he'd taken the train from Johannesburg Station 

at Noord Street to Nancefield Station in Soweto. How there had been 

no incidents in the shunting yards where the trains often slowed down 

and became more vulnerable to attack. By the time the train reached 

Nancefield Station everyone was relaxed. "We weren't even thinking 

about Zulus," he said, cutting me a look, as if to say, I've earned the right 

to say "Zulu" instead of "IFP," or "cockroach" instead of "human be- 

ing," if I damn well please. They disembarked and from out of nowhere, 

from behind the kiosks, from under the benches, from inside the station 

waiting room, who knows, he said, they sprang up out of thin air, and 

bludgeoned us with knobkierries and hacked at us with their pangas. 

"How did you escape?" Harold asked. 

"I outran them. Others weren't so lucky." 

So transfixed was I on Tembisa and his wound that I hadn't seen 

Reba climb down from her chair. She nudged her way into our cluster. 

She looked up at me and said, "Told you. He was probably wearing a 

T-shirt." 

"Come with me." I turned her around by the shoulders. "Now." I 

marched her to the door. 

"I haven't finished eating," she protested. 

"Doreen'll come get your food, you'll finish in your room." 

She stonewalled at the door. "I haven't said goodnight to everyone." 

I turned her around. "Say goodnight." 



"Fron~ wa.y over Irere:'" 

"Froni \+a? over here." 

"(;oodnight," she surrendered. l 'hej all waved goodnight to 1lr.r and 

I ur-[led back to Terrll)isa. 

I knocked on thc bedroom door while keepirlg one hand or1 Reba's 

shorrlder, lest slrc try to bolt. Ttrerr was no answtbr. The radio was chat- 

tering anaj  1 ~ 1 ~  it wasn't so loud that my knock couldn't be heard. "Do- 

reen," I said. Still nothing. Gi~rgerly, I pushetl opcrl the door. Doreen 

lily on the bottom bunk. her heat1 on the pillow, a tiriy transistor ra- 

dio propped "1) against the wall 1)rside her. Someone in radio land had 

probablj just rc-ceivrd a much-deserved conlcbupparice for D o r c c ~ ~  l~roke 

orit into laughter. It was strange, I'd never secrr her laugh before. I wasn't 

charmed b! the fact that her laughter coiricidtatl with my arrival. 

"(:an you turn that down for a moment. pleasc?" She eyed me but 

(lid not turn i t  down. I told her  to see that Keha brushed hcxr teeth, put 

her pajarnas on, arid uent to bed. If slie real& warltetl to eat. then 110- 

reen mas to c-orne into the kitchen and get the rest of her food. Under 

no circllnrstarrcc~s was she to allow Rcha t o  I almost said "invade" 

rcturn to our dinner party khanya would he in s h o r t l ~  to hiss her 

goodr~igllt. I)orecn nodded without lifting her head frorn the pillow. 

11 hatever transpired in rtly absence frorn the kitchen was enough 

to rlullif' orrc.e anti for all arl? political explanation for thc. , iolerice that 

Khanya ant1 I were trying to assert. I told l'embisa how sorry I was for 

his hap ing 1)c.eri assaulted. Tl~c. nrrabiara .sc~r/r*e looks hkc dcnth wnrm~dovcr 

1Z7ith one hand I reached for the colander arid with my otller grahbcd 

the pot of hot water and pr.rrne f'rom the stole. 

"(:arefrll," said Kharija, as the hot stcbarn rose up frorn tlle pot. 

that instant, Reha reappeared through the swirrging door i r ~  

her lioris-arid-tigers ~):iji~rrla% dangling a teddy bear in one hand. "I'ni 

back." 

1 u a s  l i b  id. "Reba!" 

"CZ'hat darling ~j,j's," said Gloria, as though she'd just looked up the 

word 'darlirrg' iri the dictionarj ant1 found Reba's photograph tliere, 

"corn(. Irere cutic-pic, give your auritie (;loria some sugar." 



"Gloria," I said, "please, don't encourage her. This could go on all 

night. Reba, it's past your bedtime." 

"But I have a question," she pleaded. 

"Then ask Doreen." 

"Ous Doreen said I must ask you." 

I began straining hot water through the colander. "Be quick." 

"What were you doing this morning?" 

"This morning?" I balanced the pot of hot water and penne on the 

edge of the sink. "This morning? It's Friday, I walked you to the bus. 

And don't think I've forgotten what you said." 

"Nooo. Before that." 

"Before that I made your lunch. Before that I ate breakfast. Before 

that I was writing in my journal. (Trying to write in my journal.) Before 

that you were sleeping. Which is what you should be doing right now." 

I hoisted the pot and resumed pouring the hot water and pasta into 

a colander. 

"I mean before that, when I peeped in your bedroom-" 

"Peeped in my room?" 

"-and you had your head between mommy's legs and she-" 

"Reba!" Khanya shrieked, as the pot fell onto the counter and scald- 

ing water and penne splashed everywhere including my hand. I yelped 

in pain. Khanya lunged at Reba, trying to cover her mouth- 

"-wasn't sleeping-" 

-but sound kept escaping from it as she pushed through the door- 

"-so don't say she was sleeping, " she yelled, her voice disappearing 

down the hall. 

I held my hand under the faucet and ran cold water over it. I could 

feel Tembisa, Naledi, and the Coopers shifting behind me, trying not to 

laugh. 

Then, Harold said: "That's what we came here for. The nitty," now, 

the others joined his refrain, "and thegritty!" 
I turned on them, sharply. "Perhaps," I said, coolly, "we should re- 

connoiter in the living room. Take the wine. I'll join you presently." 

They all cooed their offers to help clean up the mess. 
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"Thank you, 110, it's all under control. There's a collection of jazz 

recordings in the living room. I'll salvage dinrler and join you shortly." 

As they left, I turned bark to the sink and ran more cold water over 

my hand. 

"Ixt me see it," said Khanya when she returned. "You'll live." Then an un- 

controllable grin stretched across her face. "The guests think she's funny." 

"Oh! Well! 'The guests think she's furlrlj'! Richard Pryor jump back. 

Li'l Reba's in da house!" 

"Keep your koice down, honey." 

"Dinner's ruinetl," I sighed. She helped me pick bits of penne off'the 

floor. 'I'hen I rnopptd the floor while she cleaned the counter. "What are 

w e  going to do?" 

"Organi7e something else," she said. 

"Like what, it's alniost nine?" 

"Let's go out. Your horr~eboy wants I-ln nitty arrtichgrztty "She laughed 

until it hurt. 

I sucked my teeth "He's right off the Chicken-Bone Express." 

"Lr.t's walk down the hill to Elaine's. Treat them to a curry." 

"You win," I said, grateful for the miracle of her solution. 

"What do jou make of the Coopers?" she asked. 

"Like 1 said, just up from Tupelo." 

"So, they're not here to ruin the revolution." 

"They couldn't ruin a bowl of grits." 

"That means jou won't be up all night writing a brief on thern?" 

"KO.. .why?" 4nd then I knew w h.y. 

'L7'or1ig11t,'' she smiled, "we're locking thc door." 

A P R I L  10, 1993 

Despite our late night with 'Fernbisa, Naledi, arld the Coopers, we were 

both up early. We ate a light breakfast and went to work out at the Yeo- 

ville I-Icalth (:111b (which had recently "gone multiracial"). It was a beau- 

tiful rnorning. ,\ cool, sootkiing, bree7e sifted through the walrlut and 



jacaranda trees. As we walked we laughed and joked about the dinner fi- 

asco and we prided ourselves on salvaging the evening with our sojourn 

to Elaine's-for they had given us the large table by the window. Harold 

and Tembisa had gotten on like a house on fire and so had Naledi and 

Gloria. Khanya and I had somehow relaxed and not found it necessary 

to impose the "correct picture" of political strife on two people who, for 

all we knew, were never coming back. 

For the first time in my life, I felt as though I belonged somewhere. 

It was a strange, inexplicable feeling that I kept to myself as we walked 

to the gym, a good feeling, but a frightening one as well. Much like Kh- 

anya's wish for a home movie camera when she was a child. A voice in- 

side of me was saying, Don% evergo back; this is your home. I'd never lived 

anywhere that I thought of as home. Not even Kenwood-especial& not 

Kenwood. I recalled a story my father once told me about our "ances- 

tors" on the White Castle Plantation near New Orleans. When the Civil 

War ended most of the slaves whom the master had named "Wilderson" 

wanted to stay on the plantation rather than go out into the world and 

find a home. They knew how diabolically crafty the Whites were and be- 

lieved that this sudden announcement that the war was over and that the 

Union had won was a hoax to lure them into the swamps and slaughter 

them. Go, the master told them, shoo! Make your new homes elsewhere. 

But they'd rather cling to the familiar terror of the plantation than risk 

the unfamiliar terror of the world beyond. Well, I thought, maybe they 

were wrong. Maybe there is a Black home. Maybe this is it. 

By the time we got to the gym, I felt so alive and so confident that I 
rushed to the bench press in the free-weights area and asked Khanya to 

calculate 225 pounds into kilos, that I might load the bar and have her 

spot me as I bench pressed. 

"You'll get a hernia," she said. 

"I benched a hundred ninety-eight pounds last week." 

"And you had a sore back." 

I began loading plates on the bar and calculating the conversion 

without her help. "When I played ball, two twenty-five was my warm up 

weight." 
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"I 11-huh." 

"Outside linebacker, jack! AJtien I knockcd 'ern dowri, they sta?ed 

dowri, ?a dig." 

"That was a lllir~dred Sears ago, Frank. You're almost forty now." 

I spun arot~ntl to see who else might have lieard her reveal mny age. 

But the gyrn was relatively erripty. ' b o  jollng toughs were 11ee-ha\$ irig it 

up at the other cnd of the free weights area. Hr~t they seemt>d riot to have 

lribard. 1 was grateful for this, for though I tried not to show it, they hat1 

always intimidated me. T h q  1)rawlcd in the evenings and bragged about 

it as they lifted weights the next tlaj. Arid the? were the t ~ o  wlio circu- 

lated a petitiorl demariding that the owrier rlot let the g)rn "go rnultira- 

cial" two !ears ago. Thc? ric.\er spoke to 11s. We never spokc to thern. 

She learred close to me and whispered. "lt's okay to age. 1'111 not goi~ig 

to spot you and be party to an injur?. Let's warm up on thc. bicycles." 

She read a magazine arid pcdaled scrisihly. I hur~ched over the han- 

dlebars arld tried to win the ' b u r  de Frar1c.e. On the wall above us tlre 

televisiori drorlt~cl or1 with some inane rrlorning show on cooking or gar- 

dening. 'Ttitn same program droned otl atlother telekisior~ at the other 

end of gyrn where the two toughs pumped iron. 
" , I ve go~it> a mile alrv;~cly. IIow far tlavc ?ou gone? Let's race," I said, 

trying to look at her odometer. 

She cokercd her odorneter with lier magazine. "i4Jc're riot competing, 

l'rarik." 

A strange voice was coming from the tele~ision above. 4 voice that 

tiad r~ol l)t,err thcrc before. 4 male voice. Official arid informative. Dis- 

embodied jet ubiql~itolls. First 111~ cars, then my eyes fhllowed the voicc. 

upward to a \I.'hite marl in a suit arid tie. 

"We iritrrrupt this broadcast.. ." 

CI//?y w he ir~terr~~prirzg? What is hr sap irrg? 
'I'l-lcn, all I heard was Khanya saying, "No ... no ... no." But the man 

kept sptaaking, ignori~ig her pleadirig that he stop. 

"I repeat: Chris Ilani, tlie conlrriander of tlie 4IVC's arrried wing, 

IJmkhonto we Sizwc, arlcl general secretary of'the South African Corn- 

mrirlist Part), was guiined dowri It.ss than an ho~i r  ago. Harii, perhaps 



the most popular Black politician in South Africa after ANC president 

Nelson Mandela, was assassinated in the driveway of his home in Hakea 

Crescent, Dawn Park, Roksburg, within-we believe-the last thirty 

minutes. This, according to a neighbor, an as of yet unidentified witness 

who called the police between 10:15 and 10:30 ..." 
We sat on the bicycles and stared blindly at the screen. It's a hoax!An 

elaborate hoax! 
"This would put the time of death.. ." Death? What does he mean death? 

My arms felt like jelly. We've been betrayed, horribly; horribly betrayed. 
Please, not another Fred Hampton. Please, please. I'll do anything you ask. 

"...a red Ford Laser driven by a White male pulled up behind Mr. 

Hani in the driveway, as Mr. Hani returned from the grocer. The assail- 

ant shot Mr. Hani twice in the body and then stepped forward and shot 

him another three times in the head." 

Good and dead, they said in Chicago, as they lorded over his body Now, he's 
good and dead. 

"...these reports are unconfirmed and the name of the witness has 

not yet been released to the SABC." 

I thought I heard someone laughing, but that couldn't be right. 

"...the vehicle's license plate number and there are reports-again, 

unconfirmed-that a suspect is already in custody.. ." 
Someone was laughing.. .one of the body builders at the other end of 

the gym. I got off the bicycle and stood facing them. I'm just as much of a 
body builder as they are. But what kind offighter am I? 

They looked at me and stopped laughing. But something told them 

that not only could they take me, but they had already won. There was 

no need to fight. The news flash had taken the fight away. One of them 

turned away from me. But the other one stared me down across a forest 

of free weights and machines. Then he turned to his friend. 

"You live by the sword," he said, loading two iron slabs onto the bar 

and slid beneath it, "you die by the sword." 

Khanya and I left the gym without changing into our street clothes- 

determined not to let them see us biting back our tears. When we turned 

the corner we cried. 



I wohr up to fill(] kharlya l?ing 1)t~side rrle staring lip at the ~ri l ing.  Dry tears 

laced her temples. I turned and faced her. UTt. folded into each or tier's arms. 

But we k11c.w we couldn't sta? i r l  beti all day. It was Easter anti Doreen 

had gone horrit.. There was Reba's breakfast to think of. Pcs, someorie 

had to thinh of' breakfast arid Easter ... arlci rriy birthday. Gorl a/rnig/l{y, 

how can wr go on. JVhat dzd wcprornise R ~ h n ~ )  A rr+ to the zoo3,4 mov i~  at the 

mall? It was hart! to  believe that those things were still there. Tt'hnt right 

(h /hey hoot. /o .sr/rvive? 

On the rrlornirlg news, ari arichormarl seated behind tlic desk pressed 

the Cuban cultural affairs attach4 (the closest thing to at1 arn1)assador 

de Klerk Ilatl permlttcd Fidcl Castro) for a post-mortem sound b j te .  

U hen the) killed Chris Hani, lie said, t lwj  m ~ ~ r d e r e d  ttlc future of this 

countr!. The11 tliere uas  a clip of a mass rneetirig in Port Elizabrtli, 

uhere  arl orgasmic Eugcne Tcrre Hlanchc, leader of the Afrikaner Re- 

sistance hlovement ,A\\. R, ,  tlirust his ctrirl ~ I I I  to a checrirlg crowd arltl 

said, If Ilani liad no( becrl shot, I would liave done it rn~sc.lS! 

Yiglit c.ariie, but not soon enoiigh. M'c put Reba to 1)ed at half past 

eight anti then went to bed oursel\cs. We curled inlo each other atltl 

prayed.. .fiw what? 

"This is tlie end of Ciiririie," said Ktranya. "The end of power for 

women in tlie -\KC." 

The sun rose and thc week pressed 011. At orle point during the week, 

an  all-rliglit bigil was 11el(l at the First Yatiorial Hank Stadium outside 

Soweto. U'hen it  eritietl, Black jout11 attacked passirrg cars arld set fire 

to 11le rrrarl). 1iornc.s of CI hites. At least two people were killed before 

the riot police arrived. Orit. of the \I/ hite meri who was burnt to tlrath 

in his home turned oirt to he a musician in the Terre Blanche AUJB 

Orc11es1 ra. 

In the townstiips youiig lrieri a r ~ d  women waylaid 4UC officials, 

dernat~dirig the rrlass distribution of' guns and calling for a complete 

o~cr t l l rou  of the state. 4t the [rniversitics, S QSCO bla~oried the walls 

n i th  harnrrier and sickles, and blood-mad calls: '"I'o war comracicxi to 

war!" "No peace without Hani!" aritl "Kill the Farrilcr, Kill the Boer!" 



Everywhere, the streets were clogged with people toyi toying, stoning 

the cars of Whites, hijacking them, and setting them alight. Rumors of 

the occupants' fate circulated for days to follow. 

On any given day from Easter Sunday to Monday, April 19, the day of 

Chris Hani's funeral, as many as three million people stayed away from 

work and wreaked what havoc they could, stoned whomever they could, 

broke whatever they could, set fire to whatever they could, and cursed 

what would neither break nor burn. It was nothing in the midst of all 

this mayhem to hear someone laughing, to hear someone crying, or to 

see someone standing on a corner screaming at the sky. Some simply 

stood in the street, stunned and in disbelief. Was he dead? Was he really 
dead? Somebody say it isn't so. 

A crowd of disciplined mourners would be marching down the street 

only to turn the corner and surrender to paralysis. Then the same mass 

of bodies would rock back and forth, like a large, sloshing wave, followed 

by the sound of breaking glass. From out of the same crowd, a throng 

of angry teenage boys carrying dried ears of corn would emerge. What 
on earth are they doing? One of the boys breaks a storefront window with 

a huge lead pipe while the other boys set the ears of corn alight; a poor 

person's Molotov. They throw the flaming ears of corn inside and set the 

building ablaze. 

Then the paralysis would set in again and the crowd did what seemed 

to be nothing. A mass catharsis in the street as cars and shops burned 

all around: each man and woman clinging to the autonomy of their grief. 

Each man and woman demanding that their grief be admitted to the sea 

of grief. 

Then someone said, "Chris Hani, where are you? Chris Ha-ni where 

are YOU?" 

Nelson Mandela went on television and demanded, with "all the au- 

thority at my command," that people remain calm. "Honor the memory 

of Chris Hani by remaining a disciplined force for peace." A young man 

standing near me in the crowd sneered, "Hani's death is the best thing 

that ever happened to you." No one reproached him. No one raised a 

hand when he picked up a stone and smashed the window and climbed 



over the jagged glass arltl, orre by orlcl, smashecl t t r t ,  telcvisior~ sets wit11 

their flickerirrg images of'4ladiba. 'I'he people set fire to the store. 

Rla~ldel;~ sent Iris prot4g6, Tha1)o hfljeki, to ( : h i s  Hani's frome i t r  

Koksburg. only to have Mbeki jeertd arrtl curst.d t)y more than ten tho~ i -  

sand peoplc. the wa? they had once jeered arid (wrsctl tlre Sotrtll 4frical1 

I'olice. lelsorr hfarlc1el:a retreateri to tiis homc. i t r  So\~~c,to. \V hen f i r  ar- 

riked, he was booed. 

'I're~or ;rnd Stimcla's he r s  were dry and taut, as though they'd beerr cry- 

irrg for tla)s. 1 walkctl \vith them. east, up the strxady slope ofdorisscn Strt'c.t 

in Braamhutciri. \be Iratlrr't spoke11 since we Icf~ the rallj at \I. its. Tlre s~lrr 

reflec-ting of'f' the sidrwalk warrr~t~tl the cool autumn air. We were or1 our 

ma? to Ilillbroc~. T1rrt.c days hat1 passeti sirwe (:lrris Harri (1ic.d. 

4 Twilight Child approachetl 11s. His nose was dry with srlot. His hair 

liadn't 1)c.t.ri c-orrrt)ed in ages. tiis clothes werc s o o t  and so was his skin. 

Hc held liis hand out to Trevor. 

"Baas, please, two bob for sorrre chips." 

Trebor pulled his gun out fronr under his shirt. The 1)o) f r o ~ e .  l le  

was too paralyzetl t o  run.  Trevor s~rappetl the clip fronr t Ire butt of' the 

gun and krarided the boy a hullet. 'Thcn 11~. handed lrirrr a large note, 

perhaps it mas t\vcr~t) rand. "Hrrt.," he said. " t)u> a gurl arid kill a \b t~ i t e  

politiciari." The terror it1 the 1)oy's e>cs rnc.lted awa). He has  still lioltl- 

ing thc. t)ullet anti the money ant1 we'd orily walked a few feet wtrel~ 

Stimela turned back. He eject(-tl a 1)lillct from / / is gun atrd gale it to the 

k)oj ~ i t h  another hill. "Then wait f i ~ e  -jvars," he said. "arrtl kill a Bl:ick 

polit ic-iarr." 

Irr llillhrow Stirrlcla told rrre that I wastr'l irlvitetl 111) to the safc l~oasc  

with t hc>m. M7hatc\er \\as ahout to go (lo\\ 11, 1 \ \as iiot going to l ~ c  part 

of it. 'Trekor gave me t t ~ c  kcys to the other safe hol~se  s e ~ e r a l  1)locks 

away, the one with all tlre tokoloslre rrrarr~lsc-ripts and photograplrs arrd 

darts. There werc rio weaporrs elustcretl or1 its floor, rro collectiorrs of 

tel~c-onirnnnicat iorrs equiprrrc~rrt that Stirncla had cith6.r stolen frorr~ Spe- 

cial Hrancl-1 or ac%c~uirccl dur i r~g  his t ra in i t~g  when the Soviet I [ r i i o ~ ~  was 

still the Sovict IJtiiori. It was a passionless flat that I knew all too well. 

in a building that history uoul(l no doliht forget whcn the AhC carrie to 



power. It had been one of the first buildings to go "multiracial" in 1991 

when the Separate Amenities Act was repealed; in the wake of little old 

English ladies who used to retire in such buildings had come domestic 

workers and gardeners with calloused hands who could now live closer 

to the northern suburbs where they worked. 

I turned the key. I opened the door. There was so little furniture in 

the flat I could hear the echo of my presence. The living room was not 

the least bit legendary. The papers on the table could only be called 

contraband if the use to which they were put could be decoded and 

then connected to other, more 'decisive,' operations. There were no pic- 

tures on the walls. Not even the clowns or wild horses or Jesus hands in 

prayer painted on black velvet, purchased by the poor and the parvenu 

in second-hand shops and the lobbies of cheap hotels. Only a bulletin 

board to which was tacked an essay by June Sinclair on the contradic- 

tions between tribal law and Greco-Roman jurisprudence; an abstract 

from Nico Cloete's missive warning "level headed" moderates of the vice 

grip of Leftist extremism and Rightist extremism which could upset 

the delicate balance of a new democracy; and photographs of Etienne 

Mureinik, Charles van Onselen, and other assorted tokoloshes. 

It was all the same as before. The same two IBM clones. The same dot 

matrix printer. The same eight-foot folding table where propaganda was pro- 

duced and psychological warfare was strategized. I was struck by an urge to 

turn on all the lights but that would be undisciplined. Instead, I checked 

each room for signs of disturbance other than our own from the last time 

we were there. I turned the computer on. Then I turned it off. I turned off 

the light. I opened the blinds and then the window. Rut even with its aston- 

ishing view of Johannesburg's skyline, the flat could not be redeemed. Not 

tonight. The city danced and sparkled beneath a grimy moon as it always 

had-as though no one had died. There were nights when I worked in that 

room and found it difficult to bridge the gap between what transpired there 

and the struggle on the ground. Tonight it was impossible. 



After a w,tiilc l'rc.cio~rs Jahularii arrived. She  busied herself u it11 

preparatiorrs fi)r :~riothcr all-night sessiorl-the sifting through files, 

tlie hooting of tlith coniputer, tlie jottirig of notes. the 1:ijirrg out of 

rnarlila thlders or1 tlicx tallle. I tricd to rnake myself useful ljut it was no 

use. I sat clan 11 011 a fol(lirig c.k~:tir at the far eritl o f t h e  tal)lc. Vo, not to- 

night. lot c~rrotlt~r. rr.sc/css strtltcx?. session. Htini's dead, wwllnt :s 111~ US?. S 11e 

was sc~;~rc.d at tlrc cornpr~tcr with her  back to me, hut she could hear  thc 

silericc.: slic cor~ltl feel the s~illrivss. She  turned arourid. 

" I  dorr't want to do this," 1 saitl. "Tot tonight." 

"V hat (lo 3011 narit to do?" 

" I  \cant to hill soniebodj." 

"Jrs." she iiotitled, ">es." Then she came to the end of the. table wlicrc 

I sa! par.al\.~t.cl. She reached across the table and put hc.r liarid or1 mint.. 

"b'e rrirrst mow oil from this. That's all I kriow." 

'"l'tle bzholc world is against us. The whole worltl warited him (lead." 

"l'lien the oclds are ckerl," she smiled. 

"He serious, Precious. 1,ook at this rooni. It's surreal. 4 furir~j  llor~sc 

of' tlie Negro." 1 coultl feel rn? throat qui\cririg ant1 riiy toice cjlrahi~ig. 

"M'hat goc's or1 here? It's al-)surd." 

"What's absurd?" 

"411 of i t  ." I swept rnj hand around tllc. roorri. "This secret flat-sfffi 

horrse! I;ilrs and photographs you car1 get i l l  at14 lihrnry or  newspaper 

archike: pages anti pages of our scribbling, to bc read 1)) \\horn, and for 

wl~at ,  I I O ~  that Ilani's dcad. blaridela wolll(ir17t cvcvi use it f i r  kindling. 

Refore, ~ i c  could sa! wliy we did hat we did, 111(, or~ly c l  uestiori was tiow 

to measure the effects of \+?.hat wc did. Now, I can't c>ct1n answer the first 

question." 

"The answer is the same as it was ~v l i c~ i  IIarri was alive. Eke11 rnorcx so." 

"I'm sorry re\ercnd. but t he ctiur.ch is enipt?." 

Prec-ious pulled 111> \\ rist. gerrtl~. "(;orr~c.. 1,c.t'~ go to tlic hitehcn. We 

could both use some tea." 

I wouldn't mote. I c~ol~ldn't rrioke. "Clrris lIani's tiead " 

"It's going to be a lorlg night. Frwih. (:orrie." 

"A comrade told rrie it was tlic IIeritage I~ou~rdat ion in Wasl-iington DC." 



"Comrades are saying all sorts of things." 

"Fifty-thousand dollars from the Heritage Foundation. Thirty-thou- 

sand dollars from a West German minister of parliament. And someone 

from the ANC, someone high up enough to sell a vital piece of informa- 

tion-the timetable of Hani's bodyguards. All that money from all over 

the world converging on us. And we're gathered here tonight, brothers 

and sisters, to write yet another pamphlet?" 

"Tea, comrade, now." 

She was right. It was better in the kitchen. The kitchen was small 

and comforting: the sink, the counter; the cabinets with sugar, cups, 

and boxes of tea; the stove and the ancient refrigerator huddled around 

us like steadfast guardians keeping the vast unknown at bay. My voice 

neither quaked nor echoed as it had in the outer room. The kettle sang 

its arrival and the world seemed safe again. 

The room was too tiny for a table or chairs, so Precious hoisted her- 

self onto the counter and I leaned against the fridge. We sipped our tea 

in silence. She placed her cup and saucer on the counter and chose her 

words carefully. 

"Don't romanticize all this," she said. 

"It's the way I can deal with my sense of powerlessness." 

"You'll become a victim of your own game. You won't pull through 

the lows. And you'll crack too soon under torture. Romanticism puts us 

all at risk." 

"Doesn't everyone crack under torture?" 

"I said too soon." 

L'What'~ too soon?" 

"Anything less than seventy-two hours. The time it takes for us to 

break a room like this down. The time it takes to disappear." 

"No one ever tells me anything-not in advance anyway. I never know 

what's going to be asked of me." 

"Anything." 

"Anything," I repeated. I let out a deep breath. "Oupa knows I'm a 

fraud. Oupa's the fraud police. He can see my fear." 

"He's more afraid than any of us." 



"I le clocbs~r't illo\c i t  ." 
"'l'lrat's Ilo\\ afraid Ire is." 

" I  c . ; ~ r ~ ' t  ir~r:~ginc hi nr fccxl ing powcrlrss." 

"Tllc. ~jo\ \cr  isn't insitlc 11s it \\as~l't cbverl irrsitic. Chris Ilani. 'l'lrc 

~)o \ \e r  is i t )  t l r t  cpestiorr trot i l l  the person. l'hv 1)owc.r topose the ([rles- 

t i011  is tire gr.eatest po\\c.rB of';rll. That's wlrat rrr;rkcs these ding? little 

roorrrs, as jou callcti tlrc.r~~. ~ c l r j  rval not surrval." 

"So. t~o\ \  it's hack to tire clillgj little room?" 

Slrc. jrlrr~ped off' tht* cSorlr~ter arrd cornplirnc3ntctl rric on rn! aston- 

islritrg c.lair\c?\ar~c.c. Slrc. p \ c  rlie the rrarr~rs of t \ c o  leadirrg org;irli~- 

ers i r ~  :~l)o\egrorlrrtl str.l~c.tr~rcs, S \S(:O a~rt l  h KH 4\VlT. Stirnela had 

arrtI~ori~(vl her to pro\ itlc 111err1 \\it11 the :ititlrc.ss oftllis particular safe3 

horrsc.. 'Thcb! mould I)c along in o r ~ c  to orrca a11c1 a half hours. \ \c  were 

to (lis(wss the work shv, .lalju, 'ITrr\or, and I lrad been doing hcrt.. allti 

e.ipl;iirr Irom it had :rllgtrrc~n~ed a l )o~egrou~rd  art ion irr thc past. \Zc were 

to t)raillstorrri a more c.alc~llated arid irrterrt iorial coordinat io11 between 

o ~ r r  c.l:i~rd(.stirre ac.ti\ it! arrtl tkrrxir orgarri/irig efforts. There had alwajs 

1)cc.n such c.oordilrat io11 allti it \ \as rrc\clr strorlgcr t l~arl  those rnorrltBr~ts 

\vl1(>11 i t  was rnost strotrgl? tlerlied-but rlo\\, Prccious ernl,hasi7c.d, u ith 

I latli's death, r~ow I I  11t.ecled to be euparrtl~d and inteilsificd. \\ itlr Harli 

clcatl. 1 1 1 ~  po\+er to I)ose tlre qucstiorr was at risk as never ht4i)r.e. 

'"I'lit. nlasscs \ \a~r t  tlle Boer's hlooci, 1)ccarrsc~ a Boer, or  his surrogate, 

Ilra! Ira\(, plllletl tt1(. 11.iggc21.. \\ e Inaj ha\(, to a\c,rrge thcrrr with tlre Hocr's 

I)lootl, 1)ecarlse tlrat's nlrere thc!'rc. clirc>c.till,n tlieir rage. Hrrt b e  have to 

clirt.c.t that rag(, CIS(,\ \  lrcr(' as \\ell." 

I fbllo\cc~tl Irrr out oft tlc kitchen. "lIo\c does one sa?, 'tokoloshc,, I see 

korl'?" 

S11t. Set(.l~ecl t ~ o r  jacket horn thc chair. Ily the computer. "That's mhat 

\\e'\e bee11 ashill;: ourstxlves in thcsc, dirrgy rooms all along." 

"Eoli're not sta! i~rg"" 

" I  'rrr nec.tl(*tl ( ~ I i ( ~ \ ~ l r ( ~ r ~ . "  

Years latcbr, wlrctr they all except Orlpa f e l t  tlie? cotrl(l fill irr tlie 

pips. t hc, "sornrt trilrg irlteresting" allout the "clscwlrere" \+ 1rc.rc I'recious 

\ \as  rlc(-tl(.tl. Stirl~(.l;i rc.called t t ~ r  cSncBorrnter that night i r ~  t hc. safe house 



from which he and Trevor had turned me away. How Jabu Mosando, who 

spoke the least and was always last to laugh, took Chris Hani's death the 

hardest. Pangs of resentment and confusion rushed through every fiber 

in his being, making it impossible to concentrate on the instructions 

Stimela was giving him. Why, he must have thought as he listened to 

Stimela, did you lead me down this path? He had abandoned Steven 

Biko's Black Consciousness for the Freedom Charter and its wretched 

nonracialism. He'd swallowed his pride and let any White man or 

woman who outranked him in the organization pontificate. He'd even 

taken orders from them. He'd done more than simply tuck Biko's dog- 

eared copy of 1 Write What ILike into his bottom drawer. He'd followed 

his cousin and converted in good faith. Found a new religion. Look 

what happens when we trust ourselves to Whites, he must have thought 

as he looked around the table, as his cold gaze fell upon Trevor Garden. 

There was Stimela Mosando, pointing to their respective positions on a 

street map; his cousin, urging them on. And Precious listening intently; 

Oupa, nodding vacantly. And Trevor Garden, once again. He'd come 

full circle to Trevor. He's still here! Jabu must have bit his lip and tried 

not to burst with rage. What the hell is this White man doing here! He 

had an urge to take an empty bottle from the middle of the table and 

open Trevor's skull with it. They'd trained together, he and Trevor, at 

a secret base in the Transkei. That's where they first met. Some APLA 

comrades were on that bus with them, on their way to be trained as 

well. A soccer team-that was their cover. A Black soccer team with 

one White player? Right. His presence had jeopardized us from the 

beginning. When they'd left the city and were sailing down the open 

road, the APLA comrades started singing, "One settler, one bullet," as 

they looked to where Trevor and Jabu were seated. Jabu had stood up 

and told them to stop. Now he wondered why he'd bothered. He'd been 

in shootouts with the cops with Trevor. They'd even fought the PAC 

together in the internecine wars of the 1980s. What shame he felt now 

for having shot at another Black man with this piece of shit by his side. 

Africa for the Africans, he must have thought. Who the hell is this Boer 

who can't even shake his ass? 



(HI 
Trevor was hantllirrg orrv of tlic pistols, checking the chambcr ant1 

the safety. \?. hen he laid it tlown or1 the table, Jabu picked it up arid re- 

c>trec-ked. ( )nc  settlcr, on(, h ~ ~ l l r t .  

Stiri~ela finishcd the bricfilig alitl asked Jabu if what tle had said waq 

clear. Yeah. Jahr~  said. Stinlela went to the door and cl~erhed the hall- 

\+a?. He rnotio~rc.d 10 .l:r ~ I I .  

"Good 111ch. cwrnrade." 

"Hrot her," .lat)u corrcctctl him. 

"Jal)l~. T kilo\c Iiow yo11 feel." 

" 110 yolll"' 

" 1  kcl  t he sarnc \\a!." 

"\;\'hat waj is that?" 

"Go, .Ial)u, quickly." 

Stirnrla triecl )lot to nrake extended e j e  contact with the ot hers as hc, 

sat back tlowr~. IIe could take only so much of their rage arid niourr~irrg 

into his 1)otly if he was to do what had to be done toriigkit. Ilr rrec>ti(.tl 

roorri for his OWTI. 

Rut dcspitc his best efforts, his gale lingered on Oupa. What was hc. to 

do with ()rlpa? 1 nlike Jabu, Oupa never worried about bcing or1 t hc right 

side of' liistorj. as lorig as he was on the strong siclr, of powcxr. Frarr k l j .  

Stinlcla was a bit surprised that Oupa had even shower1 ul) toniglit. Marl- 

dcla hat1 sent an order tlirougholrt the entire network: all !I k trriits are 

t o  stancl clown, it said. repeat stand do\\li. \\ li? ~ c ; ~ s  0111)a cb\clrr her(.? 

1Jis allcgia1ic.e n a s  to hladiba first and to the re~olution sccoriti if at all. 

Stinrela list1 always known this. But one can't snl)mit c,vcxr? ronirade to an 

itleological litnllls test. Tt ma? have heen wll? Stirr~c.la rrc.\c.r. f)rt.s\t.cl O I I ~ ; I  

into the elalldestine intellectual work I did n i th  Preciolrs, 'I'relor, and 

sornc.t ir11c.s Jabu, work that sr~htendcd S,\S( :( )'s c-arrrlxiigrls. Oupa hat1 

ronre up  througl-i the t\NC loutki League, not tllrotrdl t t ~ t .  st~lderit rrlovr- 

ment. Hc had gone to a technikorr, not a university; he had orlre said he 

c1idli7t know ~ c h ?  these varsity brats, as hc c,alletl tl~c.rrl, didrr't s ~ t t  Ic down 

ant1 study, instead of ruining their charices fhr a better lift.. 4 bcttrlr life. 

that's what Oupa wanted. If'thc revollrtion h r o ~ l g l ~ t  it, fine. 11' Manticla's 

people and the tokoloslies brought it. well, that was alright too. 



Stimela asked if the boot of Trevor's car was loaded with the RPG, 

the grenades, the long-range rifle and scope. Trevor and Oupa nodded. 

Stimela led them to the door and, when all was clear, he sent them on 

their way. Now he and Precious were alone. 

Precious went into the bedroom to change. She emerged wearing tra- 

ditional African fabric wrapped around the lower half of her body and an 

ordinary shirt beneath an ordinary sweater. Stimela was still at the table 

rubbing his face with his hands. He looked up and smiled at her. 

"Do you need to talk?" she asked. 

"I've been talking all night." 

"You know what I mean." 

"What would I say?" 

"Whatever comes to your mind." 

"That's not how we operate." 

He handed her a small assault rifle wrapped in swaddling like an 

infant. "Your missus kept you late." 

"Why didn't I sleep in the back room where I always sleep?" 

He thought for a moment. It was too complex, a simple little cover 

story, still too complex for his bursting brain. 

"The child is ill and you've tried the White doctor. You need to take 

her to your sangoma." 

"Him," she said, "I need to take him to his sangoma." 

He didn't mind her allegory; in fact, he was thankful for it. He wanted 

her to care for him. But he needed her to go. 

"This isn't just for Chris Hani," she said, at the door. "You know it's 

more than that." 

"Yes, yes." He would have said yes to anything to avoid her eyes, to 

send her on her way. "But I'll have to answer to Mandela's people for it." 

"Not if all the others hit their targets." When Hani had lived, a set of 

targets had been drawn up: people, buildings, installations to be hit in 

retaliation for the assassination of a leading ANC or SACP official. The 

target Stimela's people had been assigned was a Broederbond meeting 

place on the West Rand. It was a standing order, I was told, which Hani 

had given himself. Little did he know that one night it would be carried 



out irl response to his own assassination. Or would it? This is what Pre- 

cious was asking. '"l'here'll be too many of us to be disciplined. It won't 

be " and thtm she stopped, rather than say the word insubordnntion. 

"Will the others hit their targets?" she asked. When he didn't answer 

she said, "It's what we rnust (lo, regard1t.s~ of the others." 

"I  know." IIe cracked the door and checked the hall. 

" W e  have a mandate frorrl the people." 

"I know." He heard the elevator bell and closed the door. 

"4 rr~arldatc doesn't come from orie person," she said. She stood next 

to hirn at the threshold a r~d  rushed through her words for fear the coast 

would clear hefi)rc, she could finish. "And one person can't counterman 

it rlot even Mandela." 

"You know 1 krrow." He cracked the door again and peered down the 

hall. 

She pressed him again: ''%7ill the others hit their targets?" 

"The others are the others." I le opened the door. 

I am told that Oupa said hardlj a word to Trevor as they headed west 

along the wide expanse of Erripire Koad. At oncb point Oupa asked if he 

could srrioke, without the slightest hint of a request irl his voice. Trevor 

was always arrlenable to smokers, as lorig as he could roll tiown his win- 

dow. Toriight would have been no different. That and the logistics of 

their rende7vous was the extent of their conversation. An albino tcrror- 

ist and an African apparatchik, what could they have to discllss? 

Trevor and Oupa turned west off the Y1,  the Western Bypass, onto 

the 18, or hlain t'erlh IIighway that soon becarne thr. hor t rekker  High- 

way. 'The wind blew stcrnlj through his window. and clearcd the car 

of Oupa's cigarette smoke. Rlariy moritl-is later, Trevor told me how his 

thoughts strayed to his father and mother. For the first time in his life 

they were uglj. Disfigured in his mind's eye. Beyond repair arid redemp- 

tion. Had they been this unredcerrlable all his life arid he'd simply kept 

the irrlage at bay through mental gymnastics. those clever mind garr1r.s 

that always got hini firsts in school? Now he wonclered just how long 

ago it was, how many years exactly, was the first rrlorrlelit of the first 

day when he got his first real glirrlpse of thcrn, riot as his parents but as 



strange, misshapen monstrosities? Those shoulder bars, the shreds of 

cloth and bits of thread he'd torn off his Voortrekker uniform at grad- 

uation-were they bits of his uniform or tufts of hair he'd ripped from 

his mother's scalp? He'd always thought his parents bullheaded. Racist, 

yes. But whose weren't where he came from? But he'd never thought of 

them as murderers. Now, he could think of them as nothing else. He 

shuddered and gripped the wheel. It's nothing, he told Oupa, just a chill 

from the wind. 

To my knowledge, Precious Jabulani had never given birth. Nor had 

she ever been responsible for a child. Still, she sat at the bus stop and 

cradled the small bundle the way she'd seen mothers, aunts, or nan- 

nies in the park cradle a child. My madam kept me late, cleaning after 

her party. I missed the last kombi. She would tell the officer that she 

must wait without promise for a rare kombi, one that mopped up the 

late night workers and brought them home for twice the price. It's that, 

meneer, or sleep in your park. Don't sound cheeky, she thought. But 

no officer came and no one had asked. Few cars had even passed. She 

sat at a bus stop two blocks west of the target. She was still wearing 

the sweater, the bright print of fabric wrapped around her into a skirt, 

and a doek wound around her head, its final fold tucked invisibly be- 

hind her ear. She hummed, quietly. She rocked, gently. She waited, 

patiently. 

On the corner diagonal to the target, a municipal worker used his 

garbage spike to pluck bits of refuse from the ground by the trunks of 

plane trees lining the avenue. The features of his dark face were all but 

dissolved by the night. At the side of a nearby building he stumbled 

upon a drunk, a dismal little heap of a man who'd taken up residency on 

the pavement. The drunk's knees were drawn up. His forearm rested on 

one knee; on the other, his hand dangled a bottle sheathed in a brown 

paper bag. 

L'Hey, m'china," rasped the street cleaner, "take your carcass home." 



Jahu looked up :it Iris cousin. "T11e~'re in therc~." Ire said, tlieir Ion- 

ered lr is head hat-k (low 11. 

It the oppositf. c > r r t l  ol't trc strcvt, a block fi~rtllcr \vest of'uhere Pre- 

cious naitetl, Oupa stootl watcli on tlie roof of arr apartrrlrrrt 1)riildirlg. 

Reside hirn was the. :tr*scrral Ire arid Trevor hat1 trarlsported: a rochet- 

~wo~wllc~tl grc~r~;rcle I;i~rtlc.lrc.r whic.k~, if he was Il~rk?. rol~ltl take dorm a 

1lclicoptc.r all he'tl gc.1 \\as orir shot) and a lorrg-r:i~rgv riflc. that c-ould 

crust-1 a rliirrocf~ros ;it orrc. Iiurltlred yards. Strapped to the shank of orle 

of Iris s h o r ~ .  stock! Ivgs was that garter which Irel(l 111) his sock and kept 

liis hrlife irl plact.. 0 1 '  this I ;in1 certairi for I (,a11 still s c ~  hirn c.lvarling 

his fi11gerlr;iils nit11 t t r r  tip of that blade witliollt taking his c?cs off'nle. 

l i e  doesn't lihc I I ~ ( , .  I ~rsetl to think, h ~ ' s  pr,obabl) k~llvcl terl people arrd 

hc. tloesn't like rnr.. 'l'o ()r~l)a I \,as just a rr~asc.ot, a t irt~somcl little terrier 

\appirlg at the lrf~t,ls of the tearrr. 

\\ ith liis I)ilroc~rlars Iir. str~tiied tlre streets. To ttie east he could sec 

tiit, p(>arls of ' Jo ' l )~ l rg '~  skJline. \\as lie IooLir~g at rrlr.? A'as I looking at 

hirr~ fi-0111 rrl! \\irrclo\\ i l l  Hill1)ro~vl \ \c  w1rrc rrrorc. than fifty kilonietcrs 

apart; thr. sarrrc, clistarrcc. 1)etneen us n l ic r~  neb sat at the table. 7'0 the 

west 11r s:iu t l r ( >  black c~xl)arlst~ of open bcld. slicbcvl [lo\\ n the rrritidle b j  a 

Illrnir~or~s higlr\z:t~ I(.atli~~g to Rotsnana. But hc. rrlnr\c~lr~cl no rnore at the 

dark c~ndless rriglrt to the nest  or  at tlic sk?lirir to the cast, tliarr Ile had 

rnai.vrlrvl ;i t  rrr? f i  lcs. \f itkrout passion or  ~)r(.couception. he rccxarnirled 

thc iritc-rst.c,t iorl \zhcrc a rr~ullicipal w o r h t ~  \\;is c.le:trirrg thc sidclzalk of' 

a ( I r ~ i r ~ h  ;irr(i the target lnlilding across fro111 thcrri. 19 it11 its two lit will- 

do\\s orr I 1 1 t h  sc.c.orlc1 floor. Uo sign of' police, i r r  arr? dirrction. \.1. ith his 

flashlight, 01rl)a sigrraled to tlic little rcd car or1 tlie street just below 

hirn. ~)arkctl a 1)lock to thr  lrft of where I'reciorrs waited. 

'I'rc,\or- Lllppeci 111s high t~esr r~s ,  two swil't torrents of light hurled 

do\\ 11 t lrc .  I)orilevard. For a n  instar~t ,  t he ligl~t caught a nann? and her 

cl~iltl i r r  ~)rofilc. I t  hissed ttlc, rheek ol'a drunk as he raised his head from 

l ~ i s  hrrc-c,s. 'l'lrerr i t  t \ \ i r~klr t l  and dictl i r ~  Stir11c.la's e!r3s. 

I'rc.c*iorrs liatl alrc~ad! freed hersclf fro111 thc fahric wrapped around 

her Ivgs nlrerr 'I'rc,\or's car carricx 1)arrt.lirrg (low11 the street. She coultf 

rrrtr I'rc~c.1~ ~ i o ~ z  irr slacks ant1 rurlr~irrg s11oc.s. S11v uriburldled her "bat)yn 



from its swaddling, an AK-74, the stunted, flash muzzled grandchild of 

the AK-47. She ran along the plane trees as Trevor's car sped past. She 

took position behind a tree opposite to where Trevor's car had stopped. 

Quickly, she surveyed the terrain, looking up and down the block as 

Jabu and Stimela crossed the intersection diagonally and ran to the car. 

Precious braced herself against the tree and, on bended knee as though 

genuflecting in the house of the Lord, she aimed up at the two lighted 

windows. 

She kept her gun trained on the windows, but she watched the three 

men out of one eye as they faced the faqade and pulled the pins of their 

grenades. 

From his perch high above them, Oupa watched as the first volley 

of grenades smashed through the windows and exploded. Not the huge 

shock explosions of fire and destruction from war movies but brief bursts 

of light, then cream puffs of smoke billowing out from the broken glass 

like a firecracker going off in someone's mouth. 

In the fractional interlude between the first explosion and the next 

volley, Precious leapt from behind the plane tree to give them covering 

fire. But she didn't pull the trigger for she didn't like her angle. It gave her 

a straight-on shot of the windows, but it would also mean firing directly 

over her comrades' head. She ran into the street and, standing several 

yards from them, blasted the windows at an angle. Still, her angle to the 

building was inadequate. Some of the rounds sailed through the window 

while others only grazed the wall. But it was good enough for covering 

fire. She stopped as the next volley of grenades sailed through the broken 

glass. Then she covered them again, with steady bursts from her gun. 

But one grenade missed its mark. 

Months later, it would still be a mystery to Trevor. He hadn't seen it 

bounce off a sill or ricochet off the faqade. And Precious, though stand- 

ing a good distance from them, would have seen, or even heard, it had 

it dribbled down the steps. Jabu would have surely seen it hop, hop, 

hopping toward him. They would have known what to do. They knew 

the "immediate action drill" by heart. In the camps, they'd drilled it 

till they couldn't drill it any more. "The chance of being hit by shrapnel 



varies directly with the surface area jou prescrit to the explosion i t  

ohcys the invc,rsc sclrlare law with respect to the distance." their corn- 

nianding offic-ers h;td said. Like poetr!, the? learned it bj  hc1ar.t. But 110 

t r a i n i ~ ~ g  i r i  the world c.ould prepare them for a blast that comes \+ithout 

warning. 

Tliey threw 1111 their liar~ds l i  kc useless praFers. 

1'rc.cious hati been starding far enough awa! frorri thern. Stre was 

the orrlj o~rc, \ Y ~ I O  wasri't hit. But searing fragments tore into 'l'revor's 

armpit a ~ i d  the skirr along his side. Hot slirapriel slashed a niap o f  

I'crtr up Stimela's thigh; etched a burning Galapagos or] Jabu. l'rc- 

cious saw Stirriela dol~ble over arld fall to the groutiil. SIIV warrl(.d to 

scrcxarn. She wanted to run to his side but skit. held her ~)osition anci 

kept shc~llirig tlre wilitlows. 'Srcvor will haritlle it whcri hc. conicbs to. 

I 3 r r t  'Trevor stood tlazeti, touching his facc with his fi11gc.r~. 13~. c-arrle to 

life when he reali~etl  his facc was free of wounds. Ja1)u seemed to he 

worrricled tlre least. 'l'ogcthcr the) reached tlo\v~i arrtl pullcd Sti~ncla 

up. Flc was alive. Breathing. FTis e?cs ncrc still operi. 'l'l~c..~ tried to 

])tit hirn in the car but he propped himself agairrst tire car arid shook 

his lieacl. 

"Finish it," Stirnela told Jabu. l'hcri he let Trc,\or c,asc, liim into the 

hack scat. 

Oupa couldn't believe \chat he was seeing. Ilc ~)ickctl tip the high- 

powered rifle arld rnade ready. 

Precious drew up beside Jabu as he lohbcd I he last grenade. 

4 s  they tirove away, Oupa lowr1rc.d Iris riflv. Pr.orr~ the smoldering 

windows there were no signs of lift.; eveti the lights had gone oat. Sirens 

were approaching 1)ut Oupa saw not hirrg in t hc strcct, save t'recious 

Jabulani's shells, glistenirig like gold teeth. 

He rolled up tlie arserial in a duffle bag ant1 went through the door 

i r ~  the rniddle of the flat roof. tic made his waj to the roorn ofthe womarl 

who cleaned the building. She la) ill tier t)etl as though she'd bccri 

holding her breath for hours. He put thc tlt~f'fle bag under her heti and 

told her the password lliat tlie people wtro w o ~ ~ l ( l  ('orrie fi)r it wo111i1 llstJ. 

She gave him a blanket to go nit11 1 1 1 ~  pallet strc'ti lxiilt for hinr 011 the 



cement floor. She turned down the wick of her lamp. I don't believe he 

told her what happened in the street. He wasn't one to peddle needless 

information. 



THE N ~ \ I E S  \\ E G o  BI 
for. Alice 

In  a time too poor for rianles uncles aunts your 

parents and a hrother more angelic than 

the stars called you sister 

I see that past before me as night alma) s 

night with flocks of sheep burldling a skj 

of red dust and ruin 

You are there in the deep incomprehension of your kin 

beyond broadcasts of depression or war 

knowing horn the tails of corrlets 

to be seen 

must not he looked upon 

From my coast I practice cartography 

I trace \.our \(>ice for trees t ~ \  isted b j  wind 

I listen to your ejes for a 1.easo11 

I grope back the \\a: I came through other l o ~ e s  

for a place pl~lled away h) sand and sea that place 

our hearts 1.r erlt dou n for air aster I 

arn here 

arrlid the useless prayers the names 

we go b) 



M E N D O C I N O ,  C A L I F O R N I A :  D E C E M B E R  3 1 ,  2 0 0 1  

1 0 : 4 2  P.M. 

From the window of our cottage I gazed upon a dark blue path unfolding 

in a dark blue realm. It stretched out to where thousands of years ago 

rock and soil caved and fell, leaving only a jagged precipice to pay hom- 

age to the sea. A crescent moon slung its empty hammock high above, 

offering its slender light to fog and mist rising up from the cliffs. Alice 

and I were alone in the cottage. It had rained all day, depriving us of all 

diversions other than ourselves. Torrents of rain pounding the quaint 

town of Mendocino to which artists, bohemians, organic gardeners, and 

potheads fled when Haight-Ashbury was no longer Haight-Ashbury: a 

town of retirees who had thrown in with Henry Wallace when Truman 

could no longer be trusted; a town of middle-aged couples who pros- 

pered but showed no signs of being tethered to any activity that could 

have enabled prosperity; a town with a main road that kept a faithful 

distance of eight tenth's of a mile from the cliffs to which it ran parallel. 

All along the road, the building faqades had also been faithful, whether 

by consensus or decree, to their nineteenth-century architecture: the 

old hotel with its sturdy captains' chairs in the parlor and rockers on its 



long vcrar~da: the trinkets, stationary, arid postcard sliops; the alterna- 

tivc I)ookstore, tlic artists' l)ouliclurs, the ladies bo~rtic~uc>s: t Ire organic, 

fair-trade coffee and pastrj c-afi:: the organic juice har: ant1 tllc, seafbod 

rc3stalrrants wl1cr.e 1 1 0  fish tliat hat1 evcr beer1 farmed \+as ever served, 

\\lic~re one lunchctl lazilj frorrl rloori until three‘ along the railings of ex- 

tcritlcd balconies arid se:irchcd the, sea with birioculars providcti l)y the 

111aitr.e tl'. ga~eci far out to \ \ l ~ c r c  the hori7on)awlied ant1 curked toward 

dsia, and waited and \vatc.t~ccl for thc sighting of a whalr wliose orily rea- 

son for l i ~  irig, if orie's fi,llow diners \+ere to tse belicvc~d, was to surface, 

sriort, 1)low geFsrrs of\v:rter frorn its hack, arid suhrnclrgc, again, that a 

rnetoriyrr~ic chain of crtr1t.s ant1 oohs niiglit lace total slrarlgers togc1tller in 

a kinship thcj  hat1 hc~rcxtofbre rrot considered. 

4 town for tor~rists \\ ho  \\onld cl~afc if' sorrlc.one called them 

tourists. 

\ormall? olir ])a?- l f t c r - ( h i s t m a s  trips up the rugged coast abo\e 

Sari Francisco M C ~ C  o r ~ r  I I I O I ~ I ~ I I ~ S  of repricccx. Tlrat is, if we held our 

breath. 41ic.e was i r r  tier element as we drove berlc.at11 the towering red- 

wootl trees ; ~ r ~ t l  t 111. shar.1) cry of'a han7k soaring high al~ovc. We played 

a c*asst,tte of' hirtlcslls as we drovt. along  he willtlirlg higl~wa,y and tried 

t o  rnatc*li 1i;irrles to t t ~ c  calls. She likcd to teach rnv about nature. Hcr 

Icssorrs or1 r~atrlrc. were what she collltl offcr. 41itl rnrich of m! nri t ing 

llatl I)c,riefited fro111 tier tutelagc, her sharp cjcb li)r color a ~ i d  detail. Her 

poetrj \\as tact( i~l ,  corisisterit. ant1 surc. I hati learricd a great deal froni 

her use ant1 cl.c,at iori of irnagerj, the impac-t of' h c ~  lir~es. 'l'his bond eri- 

hariccd r i i j  lo\c of 1ic.r. Rut I \+as uileas! about tlie ethical foundation 

of tl~os(a I ) ( ~ i r ~ t  i l ' r l l  a r ~ d  compellirlg images. So rt~uch of her poetry was 

ahout tlrc "li;itr~ral" \~o r ld .  111 Illat she was like other \L hite poets I'd 

er~couritcrc~(l or1 the poctrj circuit fro111 Santa C r u ~  to Monterey, frorn 

Rlarin to M(.r~tloc,ir~o: hcautifr~l irriagcry with uririerving irriplications, as 

tl-lough tti(>) shared a secret cotlc. or religior~ t l~a t  :rllowetl then1 to talk 

to hobcats. I)ircls, arid flora ancl transpose thosc iritirriate conversatiorls 

into lersc. :is I houg11 the! spoke rriore oftc.11 t o  p l a ~ ~ t s  and pets than to 

peolsle 'l'hc>j f'ailecl to rnusc on c~uestioris of \+11o the) were and how thcy 

carrrc' to 1)c: clucstio~is that ~ o ~ r l d  iriterrript thc loop of desire from their 



love of nature to their love of themselves. Their art was the gaze of their 

own conception. 

Zipping along the highway, Alice would spot what to me was a blur of 

green stubby things and name it as a field of artichokes. She even knew 

the history of barren, unmarked land, and could paint a watercolor por- 

trait of luxuriant wheat fields that had once grown there from the edge 

of the highway to the edge of the sea. Along the shoulder, where I saw 

only "Next Gas 45 miles," she witnessed the brilliant yellow and orange 

of poppies and the tender blue and white of the lupine that line the roads 

and covered the fields in broad masses. Even I could see the eucalyptus 

trees, for their blue green foliage was strewn everywhere. But she knew 

the names of the tree's entire family line and could mark the dates and 

places its kith and kin had first been planted. And where the land was 

treeless, she recollected the cruel industry of loggers and was silent, as 

though saying a prayer. 

I was appreciative of her wealth of knowledge of the natural world 

for I was passionate about learning, whatever the subject. I was also 

tense and unnerved as she spoke and hoped she wouldn't talk too long. 

Her rapture, her capacity to name her entitlements freely and without 

embarrassment, alarmed me. It was as though she thought she belonged 

not to a race but to "nature." I kept my eye on the road. 

"That's nice," I said, not knowing to what, "tell me more." We're on 

vacation. We're in love. 
It wasn't true that I saw absolutely nothing as we drove. I saw the 

highway signs announcing the towns-like Aptos, where the college 

that we worked was; or Marin, where'd we stop for gas and coffee and 

where she'd tell me stories of her days there with Harry, her husband 

before Herby; or Mendocino, the coastal town two hundred miles north 

of Santa Cruz, our Christmas hideaway. White towns with Indian and 

Spanish names. White orchards irrigated with Red blood, as though 

genocide were a nutrient of pleasure. 

In 1873, Charles Nordhoff wrote one of the first tourist guides for 

California. Calgornia for Travellers and Settlers was an instant success. 

In the same year that Nordhoff's seminal guidebook was published, 



Captain Hen Wright and his merl killed orie thousand Indians who'd 

laid down thrir weapons arid come forward to sign a treaty. So rnar;y 

were rr~urdered that da,y that, in the end, he was able to boast of hating 

made a "permanent" treaty with thern. 

Tllere's a stunning mutuality between the prose in fn/zjbrnln for Trav- 

c./rrv nndSettlers (the celebratiorl of the steam baths, the astonishn~erit at 

the sight of' the redwoods arid oak, the adventures on steamers from 

Sarlta Cruz to Sari Francisco, the accounts of harrowing stagecoach 

rides through the Sacramento Valley) and the poetry of Nordhoff's mod- 

ern day heirs. 

We finallj carrle upon the sign that read "hfcnciocino (:ountj." Yow 

the highway plungeti along an intaglio of narrow covcs, river valleys, and 

pocket beaches. /,lttle Rrver. Albion. Elk The villages on rock? heights 

above the sea pushed forth to meet us, then slowly vanished in the 

rearview rmlrror. Sea fog drooped from the stubby fir and cctiar trees 

bowcti by wind in eternal genuflection. It hurig ~n the branches of red- 

wood, cypress, and pine like the beartis of the dead. 

Isn't it beautiful, she had comrnenteti, the waj the fog glides in from 

the seal Yes, I had replied, absentlj. The way the sun makes tkie fog 

glisten, she said. Yes, I repeated, not knowing to what. In summer the 

fog is the redwoods' only source of water, she said. Yes, I said, then, ho, 
I didn't know that. 

We drove ori, with the \ illagcs or1 our left dottirig the clifTs and the 

forests on our right. T l ~ e  c.18;' eroszon creepy this way Onr day il wrM cluzrn 

where we arr The sun's cl-iin was already shiriirig on L ladivostok, its eye- 

brow bidding us adieu. It was early evening on the day after (:histmas 

when we reach the village of Mendocino. This town reminds rrle of Ha- 

nover, hew Hampshire, 1 told her, of my college days at Dartmouth. It's 

as though Hanover or horwich, Vermont, were pltrcketl out of New Eng- 

lard and dropped oil these cliffs by mistakv. New Erlglarld ir~car.r~ate or1 

the California coast. T,atcr, I learned that, indt~ed, Zlendocino had been 

"settled" b j  itinerant Yankees; these Cape Cod cottages and hlaint>-like 

salt boxes perched boldly on this fog-sklrouded promontory, this lost 

coast that seems too hi-ardous for hlrrrlarl habitation, these gingerbread 



Victorian homes with their wooden towers, their cast iron weathervanes, 

and their white picket fences, the Masonic Hall with its rooftop statue of 

hand-carved redwood, and the unrepentant white steeple of the Gothic 

Revival Presbyterian Church high up on the hill, were no accidents of 

nomadism, but a desperate bid to sustain filiation in the "wild." 

That was five days ago. Now it is the last night of those five time- 

less days and nights that hang suspended between Christmas and New 

Years, the 3lSt of December. No lectures to prepare. No papers to grade. 

No dreaded faculty meetings to attend. For this we both are thankful. 

But today the rain droned down on Mendocino so unmercifully that we 

scurried about with our heads lowered like bulls. The tarred streets were 

deep with eddies and the untarred streets were deep with mud. The out- 

door attractions-the whales, the shoreline below the cliffs, or the light- 

house beyond-were too far apart to walk to, and the indoor attractions 

were too close together to drive to. The wise ones either went one place 

and then returned to their lodgings to change and warm away the chill, 

or stayed by the fire and cuddled. Now it is night and the rain has stopped 

but the lighthouse, the bookstores, the cafks, and the restaurants have 

closed. Now it is night and the redwoods of the state park are impen- 

etrable, and though whales may surface, they surface in darkness and for 

their own ends, their own communal needs. We are alone together in the 

throes of intimacy, however uncertain. 

10:45 P . M .  

I close the curtains and turn to find her standing with her back to me at 

a small writing table she's covered with newspaper. She is slicing an ap- 

ple into crescents and cutting soft havarti cheese into squares. There is 

a bottle of merlot we'd opened yesterday and beside it two small glasses 

from the bathroom in lieu of proper wine glasses. She arranges medal- 

lions of cheese and apple slices around the perimeter of a paper plate and 

places a cluster of rice crackers in the middle. WilZlspendmy Zfe with you? 

The question sweeps over me so swiftly that it leaves neither the trace of 

where it came from nor a hint of why. I think it is the streak where her 



hair parts and the roots oS graj push the hruriette coloririg auay from 

her scalp. She  worricbs ah0111 it, hut 1 think the streak of gra? adds to her 

hcauty anti enharlces tlitl allure of her cheekhoncs and drarilatic ejcs. If 

anything, her age is a s tab i l i~ ing  force o f n i j  l o ~ e  for licr. 

She rrlllst fccl rrlc s~arir ig at Ilcbr, for she stops pouring the u irre. With- 

out turning around she. sa?s, "Yorl'rr. quiet tonight," adding, "you've 

bceri quiet all cia)." 

"I think the fin, treeds rrlorc wood." 

"l'm riot saying yo11 sl~oultl speak. \rot unless jo11 marrt to." 

"Are we staying up till midnigllt?" I ask. 

"We could. Wt, clori't have to." 

"It's what most peol)lc (lo, I guess." 

"\.l.'eqre man? t lrings," sllc says, "hilt we're not 'rnost' people." 

Sllcn goes to t11t. 1)oohshc~lS or1 the far wall opposit(. the fireplace. I 

stoke the firc. \\ it11 tllrx poker. She  calls out thc rianlcs of tht. (lead as she 

fingers tllcir spirlcs. 

"hlark 'l'\\air~.' \ irgiriia IIoolfT 3lelvlllePV \ I I ~  with cach name she 

looks o\er  to 111i- staildirlg 1)) the fire shaking nrj Ilead. "Ayn Rarid!" she 

laughs, vigorous\?/. I saj I'd rather hale a root canal. "I guess the propri- 

etor doesn't hriow you," she s q s ,  and stoops to the lmtton~ shclf \~ l l c r e  

the board garries are kept. "hlonopoly? ho, the proprietor has no idea his 

1odgc.r is :I c*orrrrrr~rrlist. A ha! Scrabble." 

"You c h c a ~  ," I scoff. 

"I irnprok ise: that's why I have terlllre." 'l'hcn she must have recalled 

the da j  a jear  ago \\ her1 we worked all day arrcl half' of the next clearing 

twent?-five ?ears of I ~ o h s  arld lost lectures fro111 htlr office; the Ictter 

that c.:rnic in tlre mail informing her that she could only teach on an  

at1 hoc. as ticcdt~I hasis-that was the policj once one has retired. She 

rnrlst liavc. rt~called how she'd joined 111e as all ac1,jurict iristructor dowrl 

thtl roatl at I tic University of California, Sarita Craz. [Inti1 that too fell 

throrrgh, fihetl rr~y politics, her politics, our ~)oliticts, got u s  fired. "'That 

is," shc says, "I used to hale tenure." 

"Hr.irig the tward," I saj, forcing ctlecbr tlrro~igh the eye of a needle, 

"two can 11tipr0~1i.~~ " 



I push the sofa closer to the fire and bring the cheese and sliced, 

apples, rice crackers, and wine to the table in front of it where she is 

unpacking the Scrabble board. I sit next to her on the sofa. 

"Well," she says, ruefully, "you and I seem to have made it through 

another year." 

We both look at the clock on the mantel and realize how premature 

her pronouncement is. 

"Well.. .almost," she says. 

We laugh. What else can we do? 

Long ago, before I even met Alice, Jim Harris had foretold all of this; 

said it all in South Africa. But I would not cathedralize his wisdom. 

I'd gone to his house to hear the familiar cadence of a voice from back 

home, to listen to him play-or try to play-the trombone between sips 

of brandy and tokes of herb. Jim Harris was at least fifteen years older 

than me, another Black expat in Jo7burg who'd been living abroad ("on 

the run" as he put it) for a very long time. When I arrived in South Af- 

rica in 1989 he was one of the seventy-five to one hundred Black folks 

who'd immigrated before me. He hailed from Kentucky which I, with 

my Midwestern snobbery, always thought was kind of funny. I couldn't 

imagine anyone actually living in Kentucky. To my mind, Kentucky was 

so backwards it was mythical: a state that was on the map but didn't re- 

ally exist, or perhaps a place dreamt up by a Hollywood producer that 

Daniel Boone might have a place to live. But Kentucky must be real be- 

cause Jim Harris was real and Jim Harris was from Kentucky. He was 

an irascible old man who liked to pretend he had little patience for my 

incessant questions, when in point of fact he recognized something of 

himself in me. This did not, however, temper his mood if I held onto to 

his joint for too long. 

"Whoa, greedy bastard. I said toke not tokes. Pass that shit on." 

I struggled up from the La-Z-Boy in his living room and stumbled 

over to the where he sat on a folding chair in front of a music stand that 

held the jazz musician's Blue Book and a book of classical scales. I didn't 

bother to tell him that he couldn't practice his scales and smoke a joint 

at the same time. Logic wasn't Jim's strong point. 



"IIow lorig have j o t r  heen in Soutticrri Afric-a, Jim?" 1 asked as I sat 

hack clo\v 11. 

"Harare. Lesotho. Jo'burg. Tlarnn, riear f i f  een years." 

' ' > ~ I I  mere rrlarried to a Hlack woman frorrl the States and then to an 

Ifricarr u o r i ~ a ~ i l "  

"\C hite woman too.'' 

"\I. hich ( lo !or1 prefer:'" 

''Tllc. orie T got r i g h ~  here," hc said, irldicatillg the joint in his hand. 

IIe hit it hard arid passcld it hack to me. 

"lk serious.' I said. 

"I'm serious as a heart attack on a hospital holiday," I-lc said. "Can't 

he with a Hlack \vornan frorri hack home." 

"11 11> 110t?" 

"lt's like looking i r i  t he rn irror. I3vc.r look in the mirror?" 

"\I hat's so hard al)ollt looking in the mirror?" 

"Uori't pla? like 0 1 1  dori't kr10~.  OIIC rr~irllltv slie warits to fight the 

power. hext rninutc sllc. marits joli to curl) all that rage. TI-lcn \ice versa." 

"\I hat if'?ou boll1 warit to fight the> powcr together?" 

"\ou (to, l ~ u t  yo11 can't never s nehro~lizc )our watclles." 

"\l ell, I rriarricd arl Ifric.ar1 woman." 

"That nori't last." 

"I1 ti?, because Sours didn't?" 

"Oka?, you'rc spccial. So, let me play my horn in peace." 

Hr  merit back to practicing scales and I looked around for a 

rriagazinv. 

Firitiirig rionc. I said: "CVh.y won't it last?" 

"Too corriplicated ." 
"Explain it to rric ariyma)." 

"hot  it, hegro. Yo11 Your ass is too damn complicated. African 

wornan ain't used to all I tiat corrlplic.ation; all that mental anguish and 

shit. She tholight she loved you 'calls(, you don't come horne dr~trrk at 

night like thcsc here Soueto riiggas. Hut after a while even that don't 

rriake up fhr all )our cornplicatiorls. Tticase nlack wornen over here got 

history anti language. Ilo\v lorig you think an  hfricari chick's gonna put 



up with all your complications? My advice: leave her before she up and 

leaves you." 

"That's so reactionary." 

"That don't make it any less true." 

"It's painful," I said, "the way you put it." 

"Yeah," his eyes softened and he laid the trombone across his lap, 

"That's why I don't think about it. Ain't no percentage in it." 

"Percentage?" 

"Never mind. Say," he blew a few notes on his trombone, "whatchu 

think of my tone?" 

Jim was a labor union organizer for South African musicians. He'd fi- 
nally landed a gig that interested him and that would make allowances for 

his ... lifestyle. One of the musicians, or, in the parlance of South Africa, 

cultural workers, told him that he could become a great jazz trombonist. 

There was something inspiring in Jim's capacity to launch headfirst into 

art as a rank amateur and at sixty-plus. Rut there was nothing inspiring 

in the fruits of the launch thus far. He continued trying to improvise, 

raising his eyebrows and nodding at me all the while. 

I smiled, weakly. "Sounds great, Jim." 

"Don't lie, now." 

"I'm not lying." 

"Don't lie, Negro." 

"I'm not lying. It sounds great." 

He beamed. "Recognize the melody?" 

Yeah, a moose breaking wind. "Well ... um.. ." 
"Man, you don't recognize the melody?" 
"Maybe I'm too high." 

"You ain't too high, you just don't know your music. That's Coltrane's 

Naima. " 
"Oh, yeah, now that you mention it." 

" Wanna hear Equinox?" 
"Well-" 

But he was already blaring away. When he finished I told him Col- 

trane would have been speechless. 



"You know it too!" he said. "The cats dowri at the jazz union said I got 

grcat tone. All I need to do is keep on kecyirig on." 

"Jirn, what are these complications?" 

"I told you, I don't wanrla talk ahout that. Bring up all kinds ofmem- 

orics. That's why I got this l-iorr~ ant1 Mary Janc hcrc." He took another 

hit. '"Cause I don't want to think about all that." 

"You gorlrla leave me hangin'?" 

He peered arourld his rriusic starid. "I'm r~ot  trjing to leave you 

hangin'." Now he studied me as though he was trying to make up his 

niind about something. He rrlrlst have decided against whatever it was, 

for he shook his heat1 arld said, "Come back whrn you and Khanya are 

divorced I'll explain it to you then." He picked up his horn arid started 

to play. 

"W hat makes you tllirik we're getting divorced?" I asked ~ndignarltly, 

wliich niade hinl laugh into his llorn and blare out a fierce sound that 

llad surely never rorrie from a trombone before. 

FIc was bc,siclr hirnself with laughter. "You got rriarricd didri't yo11:'" 

I waited, plairltivcly. 

"It's like this," he s a ~ d .  "The Black African woniari rrleets the Black 

Arrlcrican niari, ?ou dig, arid she says to herself, I got mc sorncthirlg like 

nobody else. IIe's romantic, he can sing-don't tell me you didri't sing 

to her a h a ,  you blushing green anti purple, nigga, I know jou tried to 

sing. 'Cause she got all those Motown and Stax records frorri the States 

arid she erpects yo11 to sing. 4nd she's the orlly Black woman on the 

planet you can sing to and not get laughctl out of 1)ecl behind it. 1 know 

you never sang to no Black woniari back horne. First melody out of your 

mouth arld she says, 'Your trifling ass can't slng.' She knows what iirlg- 

ing's all about. But you can come over hcrc and fool these YYTs, can't 

you7 Yeah, she tlliriks she's got something special, somethirlg different 

than that ole South African who only wants to hang with hi5 friend\ 

2417 arid stay out all night at the shebc.c.ri. Then a year goes by, maybe 

two, three if you lucky." He began playing his trombone. 

"Wlll you stop with that irlsllffrrablc horn and firiisli the story!" 



"Insufferable." He let the horn rest, and reflected: "Now there's a 

word you don't hear everyday from a Negro." 

"Jim, please." 

"She likes all your fancy talk, all your romance, all your Marvin Gaye, 

but no one warned her 'bout all your complications. That's what my Af- 

rican wife told me when she left. 'You too complicated. Sit around and 

brood all day. Mad at the White man. Mad at the world. Somebody serve 

you a stale hamburger, you got a ready-made conspiracy theory. The 

government been trying to poison you, or sterilize you, since 1965 when 

you had your first stale hamburger, and you told me it was arsenic-that 

J. Edgar Hoover had gone undercover as Ronald McDonald just to get 

you. I can't take it anymore, Jim.' Yep, that's just what she said to me. 

Heartless. When that African woman comes to finally understanding 

you, understanding how your mind works-oooee! Watch out." 

"Why didn't it work with the Black woman from Kentucky? She's just 

like us." 

"You right. She got the same complications. I saw that movie Waiting 

toExhale. I said go ahead on, girl, exxxx-hale! Just don't exhale on me." 

"So, you married a White woman." 

"You know it." 

"That's no solution." 

"Who said anything 'bout solutions? This reefer ain't no solution but 

we smokin' it." 

"But I couldn't do that." 

"Sure, you're different." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

He went back to playing his trombone. 

"I just don't see how I could talk to a White woman," I yelled over 

his "music." 

Another guffaw blared through his horn. 

"Talk to her? Who said anything 'bout talk to her? Worse thing you 

can do is talk to her." 

"Why ? " 



" 9 (:ause she ain't got no serrsc. All that whoody-whoody-who b'hite 

t)roads be talkin'. Sound like pigeons 011 Quaaludes. Don't get rrle 

started, rlow." 

"That's :I gross gc~ricralisat ion." 

"It's gross alright, I don't know about the other thing. You hest riot 

talk to tier. Uot if you warit her to stay. She won't wait no two, three years 

to split like tt~ese ,4fricarl women." 

"\I hy?" 

"'Cause she already knows jou're complicated. /\rid she knows where 

i r i  tlie co~r~l)licatiorrs she fits in. So when yo11 first get with her, y'all sign 

a little preriuptial agrccrnerit." 

"'l'tr;rt sa?s what? Arltf who would ~ i t n c s s  sl~ch a docunient?" 

"1,ook. Vcgro, I'm speaking metaplloric*ally. 'I'l~e agreerrieut's i r ~  

jonr nrind, you dig. l o u  don't (.\en tell her ahout it; that only would 

raisc. rrlore c*orr~plications. It goes like this: you agrcc n o t  to ever tell 

hcr what's o i l jour  mind e s p e c i a l l ~  don't tell her ahout herself arid 

in return she bvorr't rieker leahe you." He loohed aronntl the mantle for 

a roac.11 clip, thtlri sat back down ant1 said, "7hlk to tic>r? Shr. got her 

face and her body all over the T V  and the hillhoards. She don't need 

to hear u~kiat you got to say She don't need yell. Shr. got a fanlilj. She 

ain't no cosrnic hobo, likr you, Negro. If her pc.ol)le i l l  (:iriciririati 

don't want her no more 'cause she done co~itaniinatetl lierself with 

you, she can pick up anti start all oker again i r i  Saiita Fe, find lierself 

some ~icw rclatiorls.. .some ncw 1)illl)oartls.. .you dig." Tlic. reefer was 

slowing him down, hut it didn't affbct his corice~itratiori. "You start 

talkir~g to her, you go from being her swc~.t, Swc.c.tl-)ack ... to 1)eing her 

complication ... to being all by ?ourself ... better not /nZk to tier." 

"So, uho  can we be with, Jim, I mean, really be with?" 

He cast that hangdog look of Iris across the roorrr at mc. He cracked 

the seal on another bottle of braridy. IIe rolled arlother joint. 

"(:ome on, Frank.. .let's get tore down." 



10:49 P.M.  

Alice shuffles the faceless alphabet that we will turn into words. She 

choses her seven letters carefully, as though she has X-ray vision and 

can see through the smooth, blank ivory of the tiny tiles, as though the 

words have already revealed themselves to her. I grab mine swiftly and 

at random, as though it makes no difference, as though it made all the 

difference in the world, as though words are a trap. 

"It's your turn," she says. 

"What.. .oh." 

"Is something wrong?" 

I love you, what could be more wrong? I love you because.. .why? Because 
we share the same rhythms? We love the same music? We  respond to the same 

poetry? Because you're mature and exquisite-and I've always loved older 
women? Because you cheat at Scrabble? Because you're good in bed? Because 

you're idea of a hideaway such as this cottage by the cliffs and the unrelenting 

sea is my idea of a hideaway by the elf$ and the unrelenting sea? Is that it? Is 
there more? Would more matter? Is it even true? And fit 's true is it essential? 

Don't1 really love you because when I rub against you there's always a chance 

that the color of ivory willsubdue the color of coal, because onlyyou can validate 
my mostprizedpossession, my hard earned erudition? When Isay I am erudite, 

Idoubt it; when you say it, I am sure. Is it love or is it. . . 
"Envy." 

"Envy? I don't see how you're going to get 'envy' on the board," she 

says, "There's nothing remotely suggestive of it." 

"What. . ." 
"Envy. You said, envy. 

"Did I?" 
"We don't have to play, you know." 

I love you because you are not a cosmic hobo. You have the one thing1 want: a 
place and time in the universe, something to salvage as opposed to nothing to lose. 

I placed the letter "U' to the left of her "0." 

She says: "I wish you would talk to me." 



She places a "V" to tlic right of thr. "0" and me la~rglr ... it eases the 

tension. 

"4 clichb," she s:iys. "(;o :iheatl, say it. It's what you're tl~inhilig." 

"1 ou'rc projec.titrg," I smile. 

"4m I?" SIIV I (~ ins  to rrly side ofthe sofa and hisses rrle. "CVho put the 

"I," tllc,re?" 

It has been lihc this li)r a long tirnc. A clich6d arttl rirc~locirariiatic ten- 

sion bct\\c~rri \\ II:II \ \ c b  \varlt of arld from each othcr, l o v ~ ,  arrtl where and 

hon the irr~plac.al)le far~lt lir~es divicle us. Aritl 1 l ~ ; i v ( .  1)ushr.d  lie enve- 

lope e\cri filrthcv-. 1'1lslrecl i t  f i~rtlier and harder t t ~ a r ~  I pushetl it when I 

p~lslhcci Etie~rrir !lr~rc~itiih frorri the halcony of his hotcl if' indeed it was 

I n h o  p11s11ed hinn if ititltletl. he \\as pus1rc.d. 

d~rst t\\o ~ c ~ i r s  ago, in Uccerrrkjer of I!)!)!), I'tl written a letter and 

stuffed it, latt, or~c. rriglrt, iri the facult! rr~aill-)ouc~s. It lwgarr with what 

rrillst ha\e apl)c,arcd to the f'aeu1t~'s collfusetl eyes as a recl Irerring. It 

spokc rrot a t ) o r ~ t  rrry cuc.rr~c-iating encount crs \% ith tlrerli. hut began, irr- 

stcacl, out of' I c x l ' t  lic~lcl 1 ) ~  cliscussing t l ~ c  pligl~t 01' t \ \o students mhosr. 

trouhlcs with thc (:allege had been the topic of recent debate. 

I<ratlirrg of Soriia Rodriguez's ant1 Sclrr~a Tlror~rtoti's troubles with 

the Studrtrt Sellate aritl its J f~hi te  libc~.al atl\ iscbr ' l ' i r r ~  IIarold rrawak- 

crird rrry tlisdairi for (:aljrillo as an institution arrcl for the Errglish Di\ i -  

sior~ as or)(. of' its flagship entities. 

I tlrc~r w(>lit 011 to explain how Sclrlra and Sor~ia Iracl resigned their 

posts i r ~  the Studcrit Scriate in protest over IIarold's decision riot to al- 

low tlrirt? s tudr l~ls  of color to havcb fu~icls to tra\c>l to a conferetrc.~ on 

race at llart ricll (hllege. Instead, IJarold s1)c3r~t the rriorley on 'T-shirts. 

Hc lracl :ilso put tlic sign-up sheet for the corif'erence not in the Student 

Center, I)ut i r l  sorrie obscure lo(-atior~ w11c.rc. it wollltl ne\er be thur~tl 

thus sal)otagirrg the excursion further. This seemed like a trivial elrough 

matter., I ) ~ r t  ~t corr~po~lrided the hurt arid scnsc. of isolatiori arid rebuke 

~llic.11 so lt1atr? Black and Idatitlo stu(lerr~s I.lt a( (:ak)rillo hut c o ~ ~ l ( i  not 

riartlc,. I fklt a picl~led kinship \\it11 tlrrir u~ispeakal)le pair1 and used the 

r:irc. nlorrlerrt of it haking tu r r~ rd  into a talrgi 1)Ir '  event as a way irito what 

I w a r ~ t ( ~ l  to ha) to the facult) aricl arltr~irristr~atiotr ...and to Alice. 



I n  defense of his actions, and as a way of indicating the  absurdity 

of Selma and Sonia's objections, Harold issued a public statement i n  

which he  did not comment (or a t  least the  newspaper did not report his 

comments) on  his funding priorities; rather, he  simply said "The sign-up 

sheet was posted for a week, the same way we treat any workshop." To 

this, I wrote: 

Whereas Selma Thornton attempts an institutional analysis of the Stu- 

dent Senate by way of a critique of Tim Harold and his practices, Harold 

responds with a ready made institutional defense and, later in the arti- 

cle, a defense of his integrity (apersonalized response to an institutional 

analysis). He brings the scale of abstraction back down to the level most 

comfortable for White people: the individual and the uncontextualized 

realm of fair play. It's the White person's safety zone. I'm a goodperson, 

I'm a fairperson, I treat everyone equally; the rules apply to everyone. Thorn- 

ton and Rodriguez's comments don't indict Harold for being a "good" 

person, they indict him for being White: a way of being in the world 

which legitimates institutional practices (practices which Thornton and 

Rodriguez object to) accepts, and promotes, them as timeless-without 

origin, consequence, interest, or allegiance-natural and inevitable. 

"The sign-up sheet was posted for a week, the same way we treat any work- 

shop. "The whole idea that we treat everyone equally is only slightly more 

odious than the discussion of how we can treat everyone equally; be- 

cause the problem is neither the practice nor the debates surrounding 

it, but the fact that White people can come together and wield enough 

institutional power to constitute a UWe." "We" in the Student Senate, 

"We" in Aptos, "We" in Santa Cruz, "We" in the English department, 

"We" in the boardrooms. "We" are fair and balanced is as odious as 

"We" are in control-they are derivations of the same expression: "We" 

are the police. 

The claim of "balance and fair play" forecloses upon, not only the 

modest argument that the practices of the Cabrillo Student Senate are 

racist and illegitimate, but it also forecloses upon the more extended, 

comprehensive, and antagonistic argument that Cabrillo itself is racist 



arltl illegitimatr. :\nd what (lo we mean by Cahrilloi' 'Tilt. \C'llite people 

\vho constilr~tc* its farlt;isics of' pleasr~rc arld its tliscwl~rst. of Icgitiniacy. 

The gerlerous " Wt.." 

So,  Irt's 1)ust "Wc:" wide open ariti start at tli(' C I I ~ :  U%itc>people 

a regu i l [ ) i  un t i l p rou rn  i~ tnorcnt .  1'11ck the cornl~ositiorlal rnovcs of sub-  

starrtiatior~ alltl s u f ~ p ( w t i ~ i g  cvidellct:: I was at a c~or~I'e-~~c.rlc.t~ in \irest 

Oaklar~tl last wc.c,k where a thousaritl Black fi)lks sr~l)starrtiatetl it a 

thousar~ci tliffi.rt.rlt ways. You'rc frc.c. to  go to \i'c~st Oaklar~tl. find 

them, talk to tht~rlr. get all thcl proof yo11 r~eetl. You call tlrivc, three 

hours to the. ~rroulltairls, so yo11 sure as hell car1 crlt tllc. time i r r  half 

arltl tlrivc, to tlrc. i r l~rer city. Krrock 011 an?; door. :\r~yorlt> who knows 20 

to 30 Black folks, ir~tinlately and ifyou don't. know 12 then you're not 

living in Arrrc.ric*a, yolr'rc: livirig in White ,Arrrr.ri~-;r krrows the  state- 

r~rer~t  to l)r I r ~ ~ c . .  LZ'l~itr ,tlrople u re  guilt.). un t i l /~ rovc~r t  irrnocent. \Vhites 

arc guilty of I,c.irrg frierltls with each other. of stal~ciirig trp for their 

rights, of plcldgir~g allcgiar~ce to thc  flag, of rcprod~lcing concepts 

like f'airrlt-ss, r~~eritoc.rac.y, balance. star~tlarcls, ~ ~ o r ~ r l s ,  llarrrlor~y hc-  

tween t l ~ c  races. )lost of all, Li'hites are  grrilty of' w a r ~ t i r ~ g  stat)ilit?- 

arhd r(.fi)r111. 

Li'lritc~ pc*oplc, like hlr. Harold and those. i l l  tile E~lglislr I)ivisiorr, 

arc guilty of' asking therrrselves the q ~ l t ~ s t i o r ~ ,  How can we maintain 

the. rrraxirr~unl arrlount of ortirr (lil)c.rals ; ~ t  (:ahrillo us(. cupl-iemisrns 

like /)cure, l~u r rno r~y ,  stabilit,y), with thc. r l r i r ~ i r ~ ~ r ~ r ~ ~  a11101lrrt of change, 

\r.llil(. 1)rcsc.nting or~rselvt~s if 1)ut or~ly to ourselves as having the  

best of  all possi1,le irlterrtior~s. Goocl pt.of~le.. (;ootl irlterltiorls. \i 'hito 

pc,oplr arc, the only species, h1111lar1 or otllerwise, capahle of trans- 

f o r ~ r ~ i ~ l g  tl~c, dross of good irltc.r~tions illto tlrc goltl of grarltl ir~terl- 

tiorrs, and rianii~rg it "charlge." 

. . .'rhese passive revolrrtions, fir(. arrd 1)rimstonc corlflicts over wlliclr 

illstitrrtional rrthrm is 1,ettt:r t11:rn tllc other orlt-, provide a srrlokc 

sc.rtacl~ a tlivcrsior~ary play of interloc:lrtiorls that keep real and rleccs- 

sary antagolrisnls at I~ay. White pco[~lc~ are t l l t~s able to go home cacti 

r~ight,  pc.rliaps a little wourlded, 1)11t f id ing  better for having rrlaclc 

(:at~rillo a better place.. .for cvcryollc.. . 



Before such hubris at high places makes us all a little too giddy, let 

me offer a cautionary note: it's scientifically impossible to manufacture 

shinola out of shit. But White liberals keep on trying and end up spend- 

ing a lifetime not knowing shit from shinola. Because White people love 

their jobs, they love their institutions, they love their country, most of 

all they love each other. And every Black or Brown body that doesn't 

love the things you love is a threat to your love for each other. A threat 

to your fantasy space, your terrain of shared pleasures. 

Passive revohitions have a way of incorporating Black and Brown 

bodies to either term of the debate. What choice does one have? The 

third (possible, but always unspoken) term of the debate, Whitepeople are 

guilty of structuring debates which reproduce the institution and the institution 

reproduces America and America is always and everywhere a bad thing- this 

term is never on the table, because the level of abstraction is too high for 

White liberals. They've got too much at stake: their friends, their fam- 

ily, their way of life. Let's keep it all at eye level, where Whites can keep 

an eye on everything. So the Black body is incorporated. Because to be 

unincorporated is to say that what White liberals find valuable I have no 

use for. This, of course, is anti-institutional and shows a lack of breed- 

ing, not to mention a lack of gratitude for all the noblesse oblige which 

has been extended to the person of color to begin with. 'We will incor- 

porate color-ed folks into our fold, whenever possible and at our own 

pace, provided they're team players, speak highly of us, pretend to care 

what we're thinking, are highly qualified, blah, blah, blah ... but, and this 

is key, we won't entertain the rancor which shits on our fantasy space. 

We've killed too many Indians, worked too many Chinese and Chicano 

fingers to the bone, set in motion the incarcerated genocide of too many 

Black folks, and we've spent too much time at the beach, or in our gar- 

dens, or hiking in the woods, or patting each other on the literary back, 

or teaching Shakespeare and the Greeks, or drinking together to honor 

our dead at retirement parties ('Hell, Jerry White let's throw a party for 

Joe White and Jane White who gave Cabrillo the best White years of 

their silly White lives, that we might all continue to do the same White 

thing." "Sounds good to me, Jack White. Say, you're a genius! Did you 



think of this party idea all on your own?" "No, Jcrry \%711itc. we've 1)eerl 

doing it for years, makes us feel irriportar~t. Without these parties we 

niight actually he corrfrorited by our political impotence? our collective 

spinelessr~ess, our insatiable appetite for gossip and adrr~ir~istrative rni- 

rlutia, our fkar of a Black Nation, our lack of will." "Whew! Jack White, 

we sound pathetic. We'd better throw that party pronto!" "White you 

are, Jcrry." "Jack White, you old h r t ,  you, you're still a genius, heh, heh, 

heh.") too rrruch tirrle Wl~itc-1)orltiing in an effort to forget how hard we 

killed and to forget how marly hones we walk across each day just to get 

from our hedroorns to Ca1)rillo.. .too, too mtrcll for ont. of you coloreds 

to corrre in here and Ire so ~ir~gratefirl as to tell 11s the very terms of our 

precious debates are specious." 

But specious they are, as evidenced by recent uproar in the Acijunct 

vs. hlirlority IIire debates, or whether or not English 100 students should 

be "rlorrned." Thc very terms of the debates suture discussions around 

U'trite crltitlrrr~c:rlt, when White entitlerrlent is an odious idea. Whites 

are er~titled to betray other \\Ttiitcs, rlothir~g else.. . Bryond that you're 

not erltitlcd to arlythirig. So how could you possibly bc crltitleif to a job? 

How could you p ~ s s i l ~ l y  be ~rltitlcd to decide who should pass and who 

should fail:' How could you possibly be entitled to t le tern~i t~i r~g wl~ere  

the sign-up sheet for Lliversity Day buses will or will not be placed, and 

how f'urrds sllould t)t: al1oc:ated 

Okay ... so sorrle of you want to hire a "minority" as lor~g as s/t~e's 

"well rrrarir~ered and won't stab us in thc back after slhe's i r ~  our sarred 

house;" arid some of you want to hire arl adjui~c:t (Jill or Jefkry White) 

I)ecause, "What the hell-they've I-leer~ arourld as long as Jack, Joe, 

Jerry, and Jane R'hitc, arid sk111cks fair is fair, especially if you're enti- 

tled." And errtitlet~lerlt is a synonym for brhiterless. Rut there's orrly one 

job, because for years you've complairled about the gatc, while breath- 

ing collective (rneariirrg White) sighs of relief that it was there to protect 

you fi.orn the I~ordes. (Somewhere down the street in Watsonville ari 

irrimigrarit is deciding wl-~etlier to give his daughter or his wife lip for tlie 

boss to fuck that he might have adob picking your fruit. Somewhere up 

the road i r ~  Oakland a teen is going to S a r ~  (luerltir~ for writing graffiti 



on a wall. And you're in here trying to be "fair" to each other, while 

promoting diversity-whatever that means. By the time you've arrived at 

a compromise over norming or faculty hires-your efforts to "enlightenn 

whoever doesn't die in the fields or fall from the earth into prison-the 

sista has been raped and the brotha busted. But then you've had a dif- 

ficult day as well.) So, do what you always do. Hire the most qualified 

candidate. Here are some questions and guidelines to speed the search 

committee on its way and make everyone feel entitled. 

Question: Do you promise to ignore any administrative decrees which norm 

students, especially students of color, and thereby contribute to making 

them acceptable candidates for White Supremacy's scrutiny? 

Answer: No (disregard candidate) 

Answer: Yeas (continue with the interview) 

Question: Do you 

a. spend your time chitchatting with White liberals about gardening, sea 

turtles, writing-composition exercises, the last departmentalpar& and/or 

how much light,you brought to your students'eyes when you found for t h ~ m  

that epiphany in the Great Books haystack? 

b. spend your time chitchatting with White liberals about how wonderful it 

is when White women can take the place of White men, to carry on the 

institutional mandate of White men-even in the absence of White men- 

and call that "women's liberation"? 

c. spend your time chitchatting with White liberals about how best to add a 

Black or a Brown to the chitchat of a. and 6. above, so that Cabrillo can 

pass "incorporation"off as "integrationn? 

d. jind the thought of a, b, and c nauseating and incomprehensible, zn your 

most generous moments, and/or strategies for the reproduction of White 

pleasure at the expense of paradigmatic change (ix. revolution) at those 

moments when you're free to be yourseIf-jind them to be strategies which 

fortify and extend the interlocutory life of White supremacy? 

Answer: a, b, or c (disregard candidate-slhe's already on your hiring 

committee) 



Question: D o  , ) o r /  W I I ~ P  irt /h(, rnir/(l/e of the rrig/tt scrrclnring "/ hatr Cllhitr 

peo /~ / r  nnt l  hoiv //I(<). tvnste tlzrir lives ns wc.11 (1,s our:s! " ctn(l' rh(w rc,a/ize i t  

e.clcls rro/ (I clr.(,crm:' 

Answer: Aj o li/i~sr.c,g(rrcl c.clrrc/icfate; 

Answer: 1 ks /c,ont~trrrc> t r ~ i / / t  thr irttrroiecr-> 

Question: / l o  ~).orl tlrink thr  ((c'bnrr o w r  n IVltitf~ (rc!jNnct or  "rr / i t~or i t .y~ hire, 

Ji1trc.tiorr.s cr.s n r.o.sr to k r r p  our rrzirzds (![fof rr1ot.(, .SII.II(Y N ~ ( I /  ( . / t ( r r~g~? ln  other 

u~orcls, rloc:s t/tc r l r l ~ r t e  rcprescnt a dicllogur bctwc~m liberal I l 'hi lr acfi~~ncts 

tr~ho,l;.c4 somr, rrosion at their serzsr ? f r n t i l / ~ ~ t r r ~ r ~ /  (IN(/ l i b r rn l  W11itr tenrlrccl 

,folks ct~ho tvcrrrt their Ii;tritrfiinlcL's to f)r 

Answer: 7%es(, crrc, irtt/)or/c/r~t I:CSII(JS. BesI'd(~.s, /'tie ~ I I O W ~ I  /l~(~.se~fi)/ks (z long t h r .  

Tltq). ;.r tr~).,/i.iettds. Ti1 qy. ' r~ goodpeoplc~. 1l.k i r  (111 goorl peor~le. CVe SO?. SO 

crt our/)c~rt i rs.  / / l isregnr( i  candi(I(~tcJ 

Answer: kks, I l % i / r , / i ~ l k s  linvc a knack,f i r  tc/lkit/g crl)or/t power 01 ~ h r  loive.st 

/ 1 / ' / ~ r c / i 1 r 1 p 0 s ~ s i h l e  whet1 tlryy tolk crbout it (I/ (111. 7%i,s is w10-thy) 

lev(, tog r t  togethrr with c,nch otherso qf i rn oiJ~>r. btrlhhit, to r i t h r r  talk aborlt 

hrlllsltit, c r l (~ l~rcr / r  bullshit, or honor a n d  corrgrc~rrllr~rf, roch other~f i r  n l l  thr  

h111l.sltit thr:y'cjr, (lone (euplremist icrrl(y rqfi>t.rr,cl to o.s c.nrec,r$. 7 %e bullslrit 

kccp.c / / rr i t .  n~inr ls ofithe realshit. ( ( ~ ) N I ~ ~ I I I P  toit// the irt/erview./ 

Alternative answer: Yrs: frr countrks l i k r  .So~l//t 11, fi.ico whrn  I t  %i/r.s it1 /It(> 

/:'r~gli,s/~ drfjcrrtmmt where / wot~krcl  j l isto l:t/ i(~ersi/,); So wr lo  C,'(lrr~/)o,s, 

1!)9..3 1996) rrrc~rtnged to cor/tirri/or~.c/)~,flit a / ) o ~ t  over qilestions of Tl %clt :s 

thr  /)e.st L V ~ I , ~  to run the irrstitr~thtc?, rotlrrr. / / lc r r t  / /ow ccrn we uncfo our.sr/t~rs 

(rnd brcorne Rl(zck.?, the, students w o u l ~ l  bur11 orre or  two of ~ h r i r  c11r~s in  tlze 

f)( l rk ing /or nnd we w r r r  (lble to g r t  hock, rather quick!); to thr qr~rstiorts 

(I/ l ~ c ~ r / d - -  qr~esllons off~oevet.. ;/l%i,s i vo t l l l  bc rro- clnswrr, but i t? hctsrd 

o t ~  tr1,yper:sorral r:rpf,rienc.e. Otlzrts tttigltt rtot hn t~c  been fortunntr c.no11gh 

to Iivr t lz ro~~gl r  .SI IC~ i&al tzrnes. i rtt ikr mcr/to.c (rncl clcbatr, Jire is n rno.st 

o.sigtt(fyir~g tnethod of c.onrmurticcrtiott. /+; l r t r~).  n r o ~ / ~ l r ,  n l l  the 1I'Irite 

,/ijlk.s in  orlr Kr~gIi.sh chpclrtrnerlt got t h ~  rr~r.s.sog(,. Hnnter a n d   book.^ air1 i 

(,i~~~r:ytlrir lg.j 



Question: Are you structurally/organizationa& involved in, and committed to, 

the liberation of Black, Red, and Brown people in America? 

Answer: No (disregard the candidate and write an angry letter to Human 

Resources for sending the committee someone who doesn't even meet the 

minimum requirements-give HR your standard line about "standards"j 

Answer: Yes jput candidate in pool offnalists) 

Question: Have you ever committed an act of violence and/or rage against the 

Unitedstates Government or institutions that legitimate it, like Cabrillo? 

Answer: No (disregard candidate) 

Answer: Yes (start salary negotiations) 

I hope this helps you solve some of the problems foundational to your 

passive revolution(s). 

Merry Christmas, 

Frank B. Wilderson, I11 

Christmas came with no response. Alice thought there would be an 

immediate response, for she had responded.. .to me.. .in the kitchen. It 

is not the kind of thing that I can easily characterize. She loved me. Or  

at least she thought she did. Although she had experienced my hatred 

and everything that was in that letter firsthand, I do not believe that 

she ever considered that I might make such pronouncements publicly. 

As she read the letter at her kitchen table that evening before I set out 

to Kinko's and then on to the one hundred mail slots, she oscillated 

between joy and horror. Sometimes she laughed out loud, sometimes 

her eyes narrowed and she winced. She was smart enough to know 

precisely what was at stake. That this was not simply a letter about 

them, it was a letter about us. She knew that what the letter demanded 

could never be granted, not if the world was to go on being the world. 

It was demanding their death, her death, and it wasn't too particular 



as to how that death came about. It was such a clear, uricon~plicated 

demand. Of course, at the time I had no idea that I was rnaking a de- 

mand. 1 onlj  knew I couldn't breathe. 

1'11 never go against my fjmily. This she tiad said long before the 

letter was even writtc~n, when it was just daily grunts and groans, symp- 

toms of despair and resentment. 1'11 never go against rrry farnily ... as 

though sllc had always known that with me shc risked solidaritj with 

the dead with no guarantee of acceptance from the dead. Her words 

seemed to have come out of the blue, like please pass the salt, or, are we 

ready for coffee? 

Yo11 hadn't said a word about her farrlily had you? You didn't even 

know that Lisa's story and Virginia's racism mere waiting in the wings. 

Slidderllj you felt your breath secpirlg from jour body without return- 

ing. You reached for her ha rd  across tl-lcl kitchen table, as tl-lough 

reaching up from water. ho, 1'11 never ask you to go against your farn- 

ily. You may have even said that in reply. You kr~ow you thought it. 

You'd bcconle her "complication." C o  part o f  the way with me and 

1'11 be content, you thought, but whatever jou do, dorl't leave me. You 

ridiculous Tom. You drooling i~npediment. You in~possible hegro. 

1 1 : 2 0  P.M.  

1 don't recall if she placed the letter "En beside the "V" or i f1  did. Per- 

haps neither onc of us did. I do remember her winning, though. She 

always won at Scrabble. 

1 1 : 2 2  P.M. 

Though the rain has long ceased, the wind still clicks cantankerously 

around the north face of the cottage making the rocky chairs creak, or 

sending an empty watering can scuttling over the stone veranda. The 

proprietor keeps the porch well stocked with firewood beneath a tarp. 

We listen as the tarp implores the wind to untie it, that it might drift 

over the cliffs. 



We are waiting for the New Year to strike. Quietly. Imperceptibly. 

Trying to make it through another year. We are grateful not to be sub- 

merged beneath the din of a crowd in waiting for the one bell and a tinny 

band to play, that perfect strangers might tilt toward each other like fall- 

ing manikins and kiss. 

The wind is silent. I zip up the thick fleece jersey she gave me six 

days ago for Christmas. She dons her indestructible blue jacket that she 

wears for outdoor work in inclement weather. We venture out onto the 

porch. The rocking chairs and the railing are still wet from the rain, so 

we stand side by side, looking out over the terrain of stubby grass and 

gravel that stretches out to were the precipice gives way to the sea. We 

can hear the water lapping the rocks, but we can see no clear line where 

the land ends and the cliffs begin. She puts her arm around my waist. I 

put mine around her shoulder. 

"The moon's disappeared," she says. 

"It's just behind those clouds.'' 

"What should we do tomorrow?" 

"I don't know. It's New Year's. It depends on the weather. It depends 

on what's open." 

"We should come here in summer." 

"Think of the people who come here in summer." 

"Yes," she says, "there's that.'' 

"The fire's getting low." 

"Let's stay here a while." 

She goes inside and returns with a towel and some old newspapers. 

She pats down the rocking chairs and makes a newspaper pad for each 

one. We rock silently, listening to the sea, waiting for the moon to re- 

turn. She asks if she said something to offend me on our drive up the 

coast. I tell her, I don't remember saying anything on the drive. That's 

why I asked, she says, you didn't say anything ... not really. I rock back 

and forth uneasily, as though riding the chair to my escape. 

She isn't always the obliging liberal that she is when she's with her 

family and friends, I tell myself. We're alright when we're alone to- 

gether. Really, we are. I wonder if she had these same arguments with 



that Black militant of her Black affair in the GOsP It was prohabl? t i i f i r -  

ent then. lie was part and parcel of her striving for autonomy from the 

JVhitr rricn ill her life; rnriclr the way Shellccn was for Gin~ly, Belinda, 

Edna. Hele~l ,  and the others. She  could flaunt hirri, the way she used 

to flaunt ller 1)od): see, look at nit>, she c,oulti say to them, I have the 

power to be >ou and to l~etray you. But she needs no such cachet now. 

4 H1ac.k lover can't give her thc same cachet today, as he  could back 

then. I was necessary t h e r ~ .  I arn all but cxpe~~t lable  now. 1% hoever t ~ c  

was, he was smart: hc had courted her while letting her keep her illu- 

sions. Ile loved her, or  at Icast said he  loved hcr, while letting hcr keep 

her illr~sions. I le was a man of Jim's gerleratiorl. l h e y  had more srrrse 

back tllcr~. 

She 1)laces her hand on the arm of my chair to stop m j  rocking. 

"You rrlay as well say it," she tells me, "wllatever it is-whatever it 

was." 

I surrender. I bite t11~. bullct and tell her of my silent anger at all the 

road signs, town and park names of rnassac~red Indians. But I don't tell 

t1c.r of' In) thoughts ahorlt her impromptu homily on "nature." bccause 

I Iiad enjoyed it as rnuc-l~ as I had resentecl l ~ e r  for it, because I ciid not 

krlow wherc t.r~jo>rnerlt erided arid reserltrncrlt began, because I didn't 

warlt to argue. So, I Icft it with thc Indiarls, instcad of complicating it 
wit11 the Blacks. 

Shc sa>s she shares niy indignation. 1 say, yes, I know she does. Safe, 

I t l i i~ik; we've dodged :I Inlllet. 

'"kou must reall? hate me. It's not just sonrething jou said in a fit of 

anger." 

"I try not to llatc you." 

"That's riot an answer." 

"Oka). . .I hatc you, just as you hate me." 

"1011're I+ rong. I lor r J ou." 

"lou'rc not in tolich with )ourself." 

"You're so coritl(.sc.eridir~g." 

'"That docsrl't c.1iange ariytl~ing." 

"IIow do you know what 1 think?" 



"I know what you can't afford to lose-your relations, your world. You 

might not feel toward me what I can't help but feel toward you- what 

seizes me when I least expect it-but that's no indication of your love for 

me. It's a sign of how stable things are, of how many cops are within ear 

shot." 

"I feel crushed by your explanations." 

"You invert the world when you say that." 

"I didn't say you crush me. I said I feel crushed. You can't tell me you 

don't feel crushed as well." 

"No.. .you're right." 

"I don't see how Ginny, Belinda, Helen, Edna, Darcy, or the men for 

that matter.. .how are they going to change, if it's so hard for me, and I'm 

sleeping with you?" 

A few weeks after I wrote my open letter to the faculty, a delegation of 

women comprised, I am told, of the very people Alice mentioned, went 

to see Shelleen Johnson, their newly elected chair-the woman they'd 

elected, presumably, to lead them. They placed a copy of the letter on 

her desk like a subpoena. They'd spent half of December and half of 

January mulling over it, stewing in the soup of its venom. It had spoiled 

their Christmas. It had sullied their Seder. It had flattened their New 

Year's champagne. 

Well? Well, what? Shelleen responded. Rut her response did not have 

the bite of sarcasm that it might have had had large numbers of Black 

folks been within striking distance. Still, I believed her when she told 

me that her voice was firm, for she was born and raised in Mississippi 

and she knew how to quash a flutter from her voice. Firm as her tone 

was, however, the words would have been uttered cautiously, for Missis- 

sippi had also taught her the latent power of a gathering such as this. 

Have you seen this letter, Shelleen? Shelleen might have nodded and 

laced her fingers and clasped her palms across her stomach and leaned 

back in her chair, lengthening the distance between her and the inevi- 

table. Or, she might have simply said, Yes; or been coy and said, He put 

one in everyone's box. We want to know what you're going to do about 

it. Do about it? Yes, do about it. He's a member of the faculty who had 



sorncxthing to cori~ml~nicate: kiv c~otilnruriicatcd it; 1 dori't see. what's to hc 

done aljotrt it. l o l l  don't see. \\hat's to t)c done:' no,  (lo you? We want 

to knob\ \\hat ~ o u  think of it? \$ell, it's provocative. Provotcltive? Ycs. 

It's racist: hc. 5a)s me're all guilt? uritil proven irinoc-ent. \lot all of us. 

The. silerlc-c. that fell upon Sttc.llt.c.11'~ words was tl~~:tfrr~irig. S o  this is 

\\hcrc, ?OI I  stand, thcir ex~)ressioris suggested, alter all we'\(, dorlr for 

~ o u .  I t  rrra? I r a e  bee11 Hclintl;~ Rit7 who broke ttrc silcncc anti said. So, 

,ou a g r w  \\ ith him, o u ' r e  i l l  support of this sc.r-red? Shelltcri sigh(-d 

deepI> :rntl tliougkit, riow is my r~igger moment. 1,ord have rnercy. I'd 

alr~iost rrlatlr il tlirorrgh the. ( i : ~  without rrl? niggcr rnoment. Rut t11cr.e 

it n a s  la? ing in the cut, hiding in the bushcs, crouched irl a r r~ l ) l~s I~  

h? the s~tl(. of the road. ' lh(>j  just won't let rrlc he. Iiinallj, sklc saicl, 1 

r~liglrt 11ace written it clifti~rcrttl~. How diff(lrt.rrtly? Uigger mornerrt let 

go nrj toe. [lo\\ diffcrerrtly, they asked agairr. Frank's language is a 

little crisp, to he surr ,  arid ttrcrc arc several explctile tleletions that I 
~\oulcl Iiakr. orr~itted. But wht('11 I'm three sec.orrcls off of, if ~ o u  trc.~fixrs 

dorl't gvt o u t  r r l j  office. But thc' (.ontent, (;i1111j asked, do ?o11 agree 

\\it11 Itis argurncrit? 1 would trave no  argurric.rrt with it. Shellreri told 

thcrr~. M'rll, they said, rising i r ~  subducd iritlignatiorl, It  \cottltl st.r3rii 

that M C ' ~ C  done here. 

hot lolig after Shc~lleerr's ir~terrogatiort, I got a call fro111 allot tier in- 

strut-tor, who was also a woman of color. Sllr. mas rler\ous as sht. spoke 

at~cl took a long tirrie to say why it was she hat1 c.alled. as though she mas 

tr.yi11g to rr~ake up  11er r ~ ~ i r ~ c l  as to wtrc,thrr o r .  rrot shr  \.\as goirig to tell me 

tlrc L'sonlcthir~g disturk)iligV she had callrcl about. Zpparentl~ she had 

r2c.c.elttly rrrotetl into t lrc office of sonlcorich w he'd just gone oil rnatcrr~itj  

lea\? and was shocketl to find th r  cornl)uter had simplj gone into slccp 

rrrocle but had riot be shut off or loggccl out. The in-box of the eri~ails 

:t~)pe:rrc~d. It \\as t t~c rc  that she found ari extended dialogue 1)etween a 

sc.lect group of facult!. There \\as a cborlsc.r~s~rs of iritligriatior~ ;irld self- 

riglitcous cor~ticrilriatiorr regarding the Icttrr. None of this surprisc.d rnc 

rior was an! of it c.or~c,l~~si\e e i~ough to he of' sigllificaricc. Hut t t~r~r i  she 

said that toward tlrr. t)ottor~i of these tuclrariges, orlc of the111 lratl writ tc3rl 

"\orr~eone nectls to spank Shellcerr." ~ l t i c l .  she added, to this t1rer.e was 



general agreement. We need hard copies! I exclaimed. She quickly hung 

up the phone. 

Shelleen Johnson resigned her post as chair shortly after the parlay 

with her "sisters." She left as much as $20,000 above her salary on the 

table. She put in for an office in another building-one where she would 

not run into them. She returned to full-time teaching. She parked in a 

lot far away from them. She went for her mail at night. She did whatever 

photocopying she needed to do at night as well. But her "sisters'" visit 

wasn't the actual last straw; her early "retirement" had been building 

for months. If anything, the last straw came after their visit; when they 

"spanked" her. They had given her sisterly winks and nods and even 

bold assurances that they would support her in her efforts to hire more 

women of color and another Black woman in particular. But when, in 

March of 2000, a Black woman made the short list, they pulled the rug 

from under and threw their weight behind a White man. (No doubt they 

would say that she had pulled the rug from underneath them in the 

months leading up to the hire.) 

Belinda Ritz, "the last White man in the department," confided the 

details of the "secret" job search proceedings to Alice. That was Friday. 

At first, Alice refused to tell me what they'd talked about-only that it 

was the behind the scenes scenario. "It was told to me in confidence," 

she said. But there was an assumption behind her refusal that we both 

knew too well: I can never go against my family. She knew I could not be 

trusted. She knew that I was not simply for Shelleen, but I was against 

her and her relations. She also knew that she was choosing sides. And 

she experienced pain and displeasure from the thought of being on a side, 

and more pain and displeasure from the thought of choosing a side. She 

hated me for this as much as she feared what I might do with the content 

of her talk with Belinda Ritz. Promise me you won't divulge this, if I 

tell you. How dare you ask me to promise to protect that piece of shit? I 

replied, you should have been on the phone to Shelleen the moment she 

left. So she told me; whether because she'd been persuaded by the argu- 

ment or guilt tripped by the attack, I don't know. That was Saturday. But 

the story of "sisterly" betrayal during the vote was underwhelming. I had 



put i t  together uithout even knowing the details. And there was nothing 

in it Slielleeri didn't already know. It \casri7t nearlj as potellt as the email 

that read, "Someone needs to spanh Shelleen." On blonday Shelleen 

resigned her post as chair. Slic penned her own open letter to them, one 

in wk1ic-h she calletl the college a bastion of "soc.ia1 aparthvid." 

A metronorne of light pulses slowly on a distant headland. We make 

plans to go to the lighthouse if the rain is still ceased by morning. We go 

inside and rehiritlle the fire. It feels good to work at this srnall task side 

by side with her. I twist newspaper into paper logs. She lays down kin- 

dling in haphazard plaids. 1 stack the logs. She lights a match. She tells 

me stories of the fircs she built for her father to keep him warm during 

the Depression. 1 tell her of the fircs I'd built for mine, that he might 

stare into them (luring a tiepression of another kintl. 

Stic trirs to find soft rrlusic on the radio but thrbrr is rlorlc to be found 

so we settle fi)r rlcws frorrl the H13(:. We sit on tllc soh  in front of'thc fire, 

cover our legs with a blanket, and put our feet on the low coffre table, 

long clraretl of Scrabble tiles. I11 1,ondon it is already the first dal of the 

year 2002. 

With  rrliddfe-class prorestora threnterrirlg rr1or.e clernonsrrat~otrs arm' the 

lcn&rshl;n ($ his par t? .  i n  o p n  rebellion c~gairzst 11 im, A r g ~ t ~ t i r l c l  :s i r r  terim 

/)re.slc/rnt i4c/0/f;, Roc l r rg~~rz  S e l c i  re.trprt/ ~-e,strrclc!y afier on/) orlc. week in 

qfice, p/l/rrgirrg the country into n netv round of'rrrrcertnir~<y nrrd turmoil. The 
I S State /)e/~artrncnt cddcd scvcrn / /s/crrnrc orgnnizcztiorrs to its fist of ter- 

r o r i ~ t  orgnrriztrtrorrs c r r r t l  tlre P(rA.rstnrri govc,rnrnetrt prort~pt/y arrestrd IIIPN. 

lentlers. The nrrrsts were cllso el Ic~st-elitch cj/ j)rt by- I'clkistcrn toJ)r~stcl l /  cvcrr 

with Irrtli(1. I r r  scicncr: experts in tile str~/ctr / rc l l  cr lg i r ref~ing comrtr r/rr i ty  nt- 

t v r r r p t ~ ~ l  to recor~.st r l ~ t  /I/ e ~/ r~ /~r~e(~ederr  te(/ ~ s t r ~ c ~ s ~ s ~ ~ , ~  t11(rt dc.strqyc~/ tlie lV(>rld 

7i.c1(le ('enter f i o m  c//nngirrg rrr ~ t l r o t / , ~  r!f ' irr terrre~l h r t~c ing  to irrnooc~tioe a- 

m / ) ~  syst~vn.s. . 

U r listrn ainilcssly ui~til wr r('ali7r that prcsitlrr~t Bus11 has tlisco\ered 

a flat-faceti. '3.5-r~rillior~-years-ol(l fbssil in Ker1.a nanlcd Kerljarrthropus 



platyops, and that a team of anthropologists had angered Democrats 

in Congress by blocking federal funds for stem cell research ... until we 

realize that we haven't been listening at all. 

"We're not really listening, are we?" she chuckles. 

"I thought you were." 

"Let's turn it off," she says, "there'll be music again at midnight." 

She pours two more glasses of merlot and we watch the fire and drink 

the wine. 

"Do you think we'll get our jobs back at UCSC?" 

"Not after what you wrote," I laugh. 

"What I wrote? We both wrote it. Besides, no one really believes a 

White woman could have written that letter. And if they know anything 

about your letter at Cabrillo, they'd see your hand in it, not mine." 

"Still, your signature's on this one." 

"I was surprised they even hired us; with Cabrillo being right down 

the road. Don't they talk to each other?" 

Mocking an upper-crust British accent, I proclaim: "The University 

of California at Santa Cruz does not loiter in the lower frequencies." 

"I'm retired, officially. I can go on like this until I-" but she doesn't 

finish the sentence. "I can teach my one class a semester, at night, at Ca- 

brillo. They're happy to have me in that capacity. Teaching the writing 

course at night. Out of their hair, so they don't have to see me, or risk 

seeing-" 

"Me." 

"Yes, you. Helen almost broke down and cried while taking notes in 

the faculty meeting. She literally begged me to warn all the women- 

White women, of course-a day in advance of any visit you might make 

to the campus, whether as a guest lecturer in my or Shelleen's classes, 

or simply to pick me up. She said she feared for her safety when you're 

around. You should have seen them all nodding. I've never seen such a 

sight. Shelleen said she'd seen it before, in Mississippi, but never thought 

she'd see it in Santa Cruz." 

"They're not so teary at a research university. Helen's behavior would 

embarrass them." 



"'Shat's what 1'111 afraid of; that they'll fire us without tears without 

ever1 blirikirlg ari tbje. hli this conies at a bad t i n ~ c  fbr you." 

"And for ! 011." 

"lam not facing three years in prison." 

"Eighteetl nlot~tlis." 

"Tkic.re's 110 difft~ence to me." 

"T guess not ." 
"Cahrillo, prison, and now cveri your 1'hD advisor may have hlack- 

listed jou." 

I bristletl. "\\ hitelisted." 

"I'rn sorr;y. 'Sllis hlarlicheati language is hard to shake. What if Ivariria 

whitelisted you?" 

"Ivarl~la tl~iriks she's rrly Svengali. ller Icttcrs of recommendation 

won't get rnc, extra rations in Sari Qnc~itin." 

"IIow can you joke about this?" 

"I'm not goitig to prisor~. 'l'lie\.'d havc to scrid the Whitr people who 

were arrested with me to prison as well. l'hey won't do that we counted 

on that wlicri wc planricd tlit action." 

"I wish 1 had your confidrric-e." 

I had bee11 organizing \\ith the third world Liberation Iiront in Berke- 

lec sir~ce Maj of 1999. S(~vt~ra1 months Iatcr, six members of twLF were 

charged with assaultirig police officers during a building occupation. I 

went to  work clandestinely with an inricr circle of the twLF on a plari to 

take over tlie 4larrietla (:ounty courtrooni during one of our cornradcs' 

court appearances. It was rlot designed as a move t o  rescue therri, as 

donathari Jacksori had atterripted across the Hay in Marin twenty-nine 

,ears 1)efbr.e. It was to 1~ an unarrnetl occupation of tlic court, one tllat 

would allow us to appropriate the space for our own ends. 

0 1 1  tlre daj of the trial three I-iuritlrc~i twLF cadres held a demonstra- 

tion o ~ ~ t s i d e  the building. Twenty-f'otrr cadres had bceri handpicked to 

rriasc~acrade as ordinary courtroorri spectators. Once inside, we wolrltl 



wait for the bailiff to call "All rise," then storm the inner sanctum of the 

court and force the judge, the prosecutor, and their staff from the room. 

We had no idea how we were going to handle the two policemen inside 

the courtroom. They would be Alameda Country sheriffs. We hoped 

that the Berkeley city police would be reluctant to enter the courtroom 

itself, preferring to let the sheriffs clean up the sheriffs' terrain (as they 

had done once in the past); and that it would be at least thirty minutes 

before a strike force of county sheriffs could get all the way from Santa 

Rita to Berkeley. There'd be just enough time to let the press in to wit- 

ness the takeover; to announce our demands (that the twLF Six must 

be released and all charges must be dropped); to accuse the university 

and the county of racism (for the twLF Six were made up of two high- 

profile Black activists, two high-profile Latino activists, and two White 

activists-when the original arrest "haul" had included more than 100 

people, who'd been freed after these six were picked from the crowd); 

and to levee our own list of charges against the state, the county, and 

the University of California. As it turned out, it took hours, not min- 

utes, for the sheriffs to arrive. We had time enough not only to lay out 

our press statement and issue our demands, but to commandeer the 

court for the purposes of putting our adversaries on trial-in absentia, 

of course. The University of California executives' rap sheet included 

the gentrification of Black people in Oakland; the research, develop- 

ment, and manufacture of nuclear arms in Livermore; and oppressive 

labor practices, especially toward the staff whose paychecks were 35 
percent lower than any other staff pay at comparable institutions in the 

state. Ranking university administrators, and their lackeys in state gov- 

ernment, received sentences ranging from three months of community 

service to working for the third world Liberation Front to up to 20 years 

in prison. They might have faired better had they not had such a shoddy 

lawyer-me. The prison sentences posed an ethical dilemma for us since 

we were committed to prison abolition. The dilemma was resolved by 

re-sentencing the high-end offenders (like chancellor Berdahl) to 20 

years of service to the third world Liberation Front. The occupation 

and the mock trial made front-page news and Alameda County ended 



"11 (lropl'irig thc  c.hargcls agairrst the twl>F Six. TT? 11ent on trial i~~s t ea t l .  

Ant1 c.ac*l~ co1111t ; ih ' ;~r~st  11s mas a fclotlj. Zlice \%as right, the diffcrcncr~ 

I~ct\\ccir t lircc. Jc.:lrs a~ i t l  eighteen 111onths h a r d ?  r~iattercd. 

1s i t ' t  I~at  masri't enough. I had had awatershed rom wit11 m j  esteemed 

acl\isor. I\arirla I)el\ers, a prernicr intellecxtl~al of' ps>c.lioarl:~ljsis, 

cir~criia st titlic.s, ant1 femiriism. wornan w11o could. sllr. w;lstetl rlo tirrle 

tr,lli~ig r i l v  at t trek start of this clust-up, make (or l)reak] my f ~ ~ t ~ t r e ;  all 

ac.aclc.llric* for \\ lion1 four 1l111ltlred people would assc~rnhle at tllr 1,011~ rr  

just to Iicar lier speah. She  told me that if 1 wanted to go or1 lwirig 

;i rr~orr~l)c~r of her stahlc In! word. not hers, 1)ut the whole affair llatl 

all c>c1rlc.striall (palit! about it, as t houg l~  I her(. an  ilr~tarrrc~tl stlow 

horsc. thcn I rrlust aharldori rrly "paralyzirlg and tautologic*al" rr~sc~arc~li 

oil aritagouistic identity li)rrriations. She  ren~iriticd rrlc that slit. had 

turnc~I  away from such radical political researcll lorlg ago, aritl hat1 

t urrrc,tl to  postr~ioticrrrism, phcriorrienology, atid "lo\e." Aritl she could 

riot c~ouriterlaricis r r ~ y  theor) that there was a s t r u c t ~ ~ r a l  aritagor~isrn, a 

struct~rral I)rc,ac.ll, betwecrl Black peopl(3 and the \+or.ltl. It rr~utle for. 1)ad 
theory, shr  said. with which, she atlded, I was clisr.~tl)tir~g Iier se~riirlars. 

I'\e bc.cn tolerairt n i t h  you, l l o p i r l g ? ~ ) ~  \\ouIti t ~ o l ~ t . ;  fro111 tI1(1 t a~~to log> 

t h a t ~ o r ~  wcrc. so full ofwhen you arri\,c~cl from Sout 11 .\f'rica. Alj patie~rce 

lias ~ ~ r r i  out. 

\\ hat scarcd arld angeretl rrle about her clrc.ssir~g tlom n of' nie was 

ho\\ aware 1 mas of it as an eric.ounter b(.tnc.c.~i trio as! mrnetrical powers. 

11) har~cis were sweat ing i r r  their farrriliar \\a> arid I t~atr,tl n? self for that. 

She nasti't irrterested irl debatirlg 111y research, ~ i o r  mas I I)c.irlg asked to 

explain. She mas handing me all ~rltiniaturri. 

I  lor^? r ~ e e d  tlii.5 shit. 4 lot (?fgoocl krrotvirrg hcr ulrll c/o rrre $/go to,/cril. 
I decided not to fight by her rlllt3s 1)11t to 1)our gasolir~c~ or1 r r ~ ~ s e l f  arld 

light a match.. .then hold lier in rny arrtis. 

"It's arrogant for you lo prcsunie to s p c ~ ~ h  fi)r all I3lack pcoplr.," she 

corrtinucti. "'l'here are Blacks i t1  rrly ric.ighl)orlrooti. You can't possibly 

tell rrle that they warit the sarnc tliing yo11 want." 

"You're right, Ivartria, me clori't all warit 111~. s:irrle tliing. Sorrie of us 

want yorlr house. Sonlc of us want j o ~ r r  car hc,ys. Sorne of 11s wa i t  your 



bank account. Some of us want to have sex with you. Then we want you 

to die and shrivel up and blow away." 

She stared at me. For a moment she couldn't blink. I held my hands 

on my lap beneath the table so she could not see them shaking. Her cup 

clinked apprehensively against the saucer as she tried, and then aborted 

her attempt, to lift it to her lips. 

"What does this mean,'' she asked-a tear rolled down her cheek, 

"for you and Alice?" 

1 1  :49 P . M .  

Alice watches as I stir the fire. She is trying to come up with the names 

of professors whom I can ask to work with me, after the row with Ivanna, 

but she is drawing blanks. She wants me to get in the spirit of this brain- 

storming with her. I top off our glasses and offer a toast. 

"Here's to a sensible judge in the Alameda court and a new advisor.. . 
in heaven." 

"You're not being serious," she says. Then raises her glass: "To an 

inebriated judge and a new advisor on earth, one with a Teflon skin. And 

here's to getting our jobs back at the university. They fired Sam and 

Winston as well. I can't believe they're that stupid: you, a Black man; 

Sam, a Native American; Winston, a Filipino; and me, a White woman. 

You'd think the bad press alone would give them pause." 

"They'll say we were contract workers in a pool of contract workers; 

and that we're still in the pool, but we're just not needed in the class- 

room. Melvin did try to warn me." 

"Whatever happened to Melvin?" she asked. 

"Who knows? Landed on his feet, I'm sure. Folks like him always do. 

Besides, he didn't laugh that day. And even if he had, he's got tenure." 

I can still see Melvin's face when he told me my laughter was a crime. 

When you laugh, he said, you laugh alone, like a comic in a basement. 

What possessed me to let Melvin take me to lunch just to chastise me? 

Who was he anyway? One of those church-going brothers. Those nice, 

respectable brothers who get early tenure and bleeding ulcers in the 



sarnc ?ear. 4 let-n~c~-~~~~ll-~o~~-l~~-ti~c-lj~~tto~i-a~id-gi~e-jo~~-some-ad~ic~c- 

fbre-jo~~ll~~rt-y~ursc>lf-arid-the-rest-of- brotller. rZ pas sir^' i t  ori, pas in '  

it up, eyes on the prizcx 1)rother. O h  brother, my brother. 

"Are ?or1 listerliri(: to rnc, Fr.;lr~k?" 

I'm ac\jurlct. He's tenured. 411d lunch is on 11i111. So, >(.all. "T'rri 

listening." 

"This is (:alifornia. Not South Afiica. .S(~rttcr (>uz Co/jr/cy. Not Herke- 

I(.>. Th(>r(. was no  call for ?our performance this rnorrlirlg i t 1  the diversitv 

morkshop. And u hat tlrc? sa? you tiid last week \I. hen the Twin To\ccxrs 

went tlow~i! Do ?ou c \ e r  think about your c-areer? 110 ?OII  think about 

mrr ~thrrrg." " 

"hle lv i~~,  I'm corrfused. By 'tlivcrsity' do you mean a political rriove- 

merit or  a bowl of Fruit I,oopsPX 

"Ttrt~rc're a lot o f ' f i~~ in>  Ycgroes in prison, they alwajs got room for 

one niore. \\?'re i t 1  a rlatio~ial sc,c-~irit> crisis arld even the progrcssice 

1% bite fi)lks won't tolerate Blacks like jou who take up all the air in the 
r 7 roorri. Iht.j've changed the turie since you been gone. l'hey got tired 

of that airr't-got-no-lift>-\vort11-livi~lg ljl~les Blacks used to sing. Thcj're 

sirigirig a ~nello\\ .  srdate kind o f  blues, one e\erjho(lj  (.all sing.'' 

"4ili't-got-rio-Sl)anist~-i11-n~-sctlools 1)lues. Ai~i't-got-no-tlriwr's- 

licerisc ljlues. Ain't-got-r~o-frec.-l,ress blues. Ain't-got-110-sih1)a-111hhaties 

hlucs. Like that?" 

"I.at~gh orr. hegr.0; the>'ll run >oil out the after~ioon session lihe it 

was I.ittle Rock in sixt?-file. 'Thv u a j  folks feel ahol~t  us r ~ g h t  TIOM- 

tlie Asiails. thc I,atinos, sonictir~les ecen the Ir idiar is  all these folks 

get together wit11 the JVhitr worrirn ... \ie:th, I hey'rc all against the Bush 

adrniriistration. But not 011e of tliem is anti-Amcricari. JVe can't jnrrip out 

of a 1)ag like wc used to." 

"So, box+ do yon feel?" 

"Rcrnember last meek or1 TV when all the rlewscasters asked, Why 

do t t ~ ( , ~  hat(, us:' 41itl all the. Hlack folks kept quiet? 1 plan to ride this 

thirig out and s u r c i ~ c .  But you! This rrrorr~irlg was had enough hut that 

stunt jou pulled last \vcek, slapping five with those 1)aggj-pants, I~ald-  

llr,ad, dread-lock, hoop-earring, and I-don't-know-tlliat little rifT raff. 



Slapping five, talkin' 'bout 'we did that shit;' and the Twin Towers are 

still burning? Frank, the Towers were still burning!" 

"Come on now, Melvin, these White-excuse me, these multicultural 

professors are exaggerating. I didn't say, 'we did that shit."' 

"You didn't?" 

"No, it was one of the students." 

"Don't trifle with me." 

"Look, let's imagine there's a smidgen of truth in it." 

"Did it or did it not go down?" 
"I'm standing in the hallway, right? Just finished lecturing, okay? I'm 

minding my own business, Melvin." 

"Spare me." 

"The Black students ambushed me with their enthusiasm. I didn't 

know what all the excitement was about. I thought the Raiders had won 

a road game." 

"You're a mess." 

"What do you do? The brothers and sisters roll up on you. The brother 

holds his hand out for some skin. You just leave him hangin'?" 

"You damn skippy you leave him hanging! He is a young Black man. 

You are a role model. You leave him hanging or you string him up and 

dress him down." 

"Sounds like a lynching." 

"Sounds like a grown man who knows what time it is." 

"Speaking of which, shouldn't we be getting back to the Fruit Loops 

Convention? Don't want Little Rock in sixty-five again, do we?" 

"People in high places are angry with you-and with Alice; but 

mainly with you." 

"What if she had written it, by herself?" 

"No White woman could've written that letter. Besides, they know 

all about the letter you wrote two years ago at Cabrillo. Doesn't matter 

if she wrote this one. As far as they're concerned you wrote it. And they 

want to know if you intend to be a role model." 

"I'm a cross-eyed manic-depressive, they'd never have me in the Role 

Models." 



At the door of'ttic afternoori session I ask hlelvin if he had ally \.17est 

India11 in him. 

"All that 'role model stuff' arid how Blacks neeti to stop 1)reatliing so 

other people can hrcathe-all that immigrant integrity." 

I Ie drew his face to niint~ ant1 hissed. 

"If I make i t  tllrollgh one just one!-of tliese workshops arld the 

Koreans don't sigr~ify on me ahol~t all what they lost in the L 4 riots, or 

the 1,atinos don't signify on me about how it airi't a BlackIWhitc. hiriary 

no more, or son~e  fool don't -christ-almighty, Frank. Here I arrl trying 

to help you." 

Just then a thirty-sonlcthirig 1,atina opcrrs the doors to tlic confer- 

ence room and hcckons 11s i r ~ .  She is a facilitator for the team of diver- 

sity cor~sultarlts who have orgarii~etl the da?. She smiles at blclvin as she 

holds the tloor open. I don't get a smile. Clrl\ in and I take our plat-es in 

the last two chairs of the Circle of Diversitj in the middle of the gjrn. 

"Beha~e!" he whispers. 

One hour down, one hour to go. I'd like to behave hut 1'111 bored to 

tears. IVI N hr makr it, ,folks, or wr M he dk oj'cnfJkinr depriuntion.7 JVe'll$nd 

out right aJ2er tlli.7 message,from Geritol. Do you fruve iron-poor hfood' . . 

The facilitators want to end the worhshop u ith a session called "Crl- 

ebratirlg Our I)i\crsity in a 'linle of 'l'crror." 7Y1i.~should begood. 

Rut it's not good. One droning n~or~ologue after another. 'l'he EIa- 

waiiari gets up and says something in his language then asks us what it 

means. lg~ur, up, Bubbn, whc~r h r s  zt rncnn.'' Now the Latina, mho ~vouldn't 

smile at me, talks about all the people get tirig turrled awa? at the border 

and the unfair labor practices, and how her people were hcre long before 

1848. Yoi~ go, prl. Cllrz~~,  I r~rrcl caffiirre. Finally, thc last one stands. A 

Black man who is also one of the organi~crs. A soft, respecbtful, hush set- 

lies over tht\ roorn. Cari't nothirig hush a room like a pensive Black nlan 

about to speak. Yes, indeed, we got c11urc.h right here on campus. Show 
us whcitch~r got, Keuewnd. He puts his clipboard on the floor as he  ristxs 

slow1.y. F-Jc sighs tleeply. Ohhh, how dccply he sighs. l ie rubs his hands 

over his face. 7'hat's rigl~t, Reverend, ttikr<)-our time; wr rrgltt hew with yon 

He rriovcbs slowly, pontlerously, to the renter of the Circlc of Diversity. FIe 



looks around the Circle of Diversity, peering into each and every face. 

You're beautiful, he tells us, you're all so beautiful. Did we hear him, he 

says, you're beautiful. We hear you, Rev, let the church say amen. He says, 

If we didn't know it before we came, we should know it now. Beautiful! 

All the colors of the rainbow, he says. Beautiful. Preach, Rev! Bowl of 
Fruit Loops ain'tgot nuthin'on this here congregation. And we should know 

it when we leave. And each and every one of us, he proclaims, has their 

own immigration story. Let me tell you mine, he says: I emigrated from 

Alabama to Los Angeles.. . 
I can't hold it any longer. I bust out laughing. And as I'm laughing, 

I'm looking at him, thinking, good one, Rev, we got these Fruit Loops, 

got 'em good, couldn't've done it better myself! And I'm laughing and 

waiting for him to laugh, but he's not laughing with me. He's waiting for 

me to stop. So is everyone else. 

If he could, Melvin would be wearing a sandwich board disclaiming 

any and all affiliation with me; but he can't, so he just leans away from 

me and shakes his head. The immigrant from Alabama just stands there. 

He looks at me. He looks at me hard. Ghetto hard. Beat-the-black-off- 

you hard. Toe-to-toe hard. Larceny: his eyes are accusing me of grand 

theft oxygen. 

"Are you finished?" he says in his most dignified voice, that voice 

Negroes keep next to the telephone for bill collectors, "Or do you have 

something to share?" 

I was in Berkeley when the Twin Towers fell. Alice was in Santa Cruz. 

What shook me most was not the event itself but its aftermath: the way it 

catalyzed aphasia in the voices of White and Latino radicals with whom 

I was associated in Berkeley. The prison abolition movement, the co- 

alition to free US political prisoners (including incarcerated Panthers, 

members of the Black Liberation Army, and American Indian Move- 

ment leader Leonard Peltier), the few cadres who were left in the third 

world Liberation Front-they all started to lose their nerve. They no 



longer freely espoused t h e ~ r  aritl-Aniericari sentiment or analysis (at any 

scale, be it the scale of the university-industrial-co~ri~~lex, the scale of 

the local police, the scale of the state, and certainly not at the scale of 

the nation']. They feared, as ironic as it sounds, being labeled traitors, a 

label that they had worn brazenly as late as September 10'"; or worse, be- 

ing lurnped with Islamic fi~nciamentalists, which was ever1 rnore absurd 

given the rabidly secular orientation of them all. 'Ib be sure, there were 

fault lines among them, hetween anarchists, niarxists, arid post-colo- 

nialists. but none were of a transcendental nature. After 911 1, the meet- 

ings collapsed into anxious lethargy. No one wanted to fight the state 

anymore. Now the concern was how to distinguish oursc~lves frorii "the 

terrorists" arid how t o  "reach out to middle America" as though "middle 

4merica" and the state were somehow separate entities. I realized that 

I was once again in Kenwood, yes, even here among the sworn enemies 

of capital arid the state I was back in Kenwood They were the children 

I'd gone to school with, all grown up now. In tlnies of c-risis their true 

caoncerns emerge: their troubled meditation on filiation, White filiation, 

which was now shot through a prism. its dispersetl light rcaching out to 

embrace immigrants of color-but not me, not the Indian or the Black; 

we were riot the children of immigration, but d r j  bones and chattel. The 

questions now had less to do with revolutiori than they did with the loss 

of a parent. 

Because the 5rhool year always started in late Septerrlber at UC Santa 

Cruz, and in late Augiist in Berkeley, and because 1 was an adjunct lec- 

turer at both schools, I'd spent the last week of August and the first 

few weeks of Segternber in the Yorth Ray. 4 s  a1wa.s. Alice and I spoke 

seteral times a day on the phone. Rut in the wake of9111, I had tried to 

keep our calls as short as possible, feigning work, or fatigue, or a call 

coming in on the other line. I did riot want to experience the quality of 

the hurt that I was experiencing in discussions with rriy "corrlrades," to 

hear in her tone what I heard in theirs: their fear of falling afoul of their 

"family." Nor did I want to explain the exhilarat~on of many Black people 

when they watched the Towers fall; to ratiorialize an emotiorial response 

arid thus cripple its emotional truth in the face of a "moral" consensus. 



She called to see if I'd received the email from a university adminis- 

trator telling us to attend a mandatory we-are-the-world-diversity work- 

shop facilitated by some people the university was bringing from out 

of town. Mandatory? I asked, not having read the email. That's what it 

says, even for adjuncts, she replied, in light of 9/11 we're told. I groaned, 

silently. People are coming from other campuses, she added. I groaned, 

again, silently. Your friend Melvin's coming as well. Now I groaned out 

loud. I can see you're not looking forward to this. Are you? I said. Just 

tell me, so we can have it out once andfor all. A thousand betrayals flashed 

through my mind. I remembered the scene when, after months of agi- 

tating together with Naima, Shelleen, and me against her "sisters," Al- 

ice ran into Helen in the parking lot after a night class and cried and 

apologized to Helen for the havoc our agitation had supposedly wrought 

upon the scene. Alice told me of this episode, later; how much later, I 
had wondered. And I still wondered as I held the phone and held my 

breath. I had accepted her apology to us as, I presume, had Naima. And 

I had cursed myself for my acceptance. Now, as I waited for her answer, 

I cursed myself all over again. I held my breath and recalled her quiet 

tantrums, her spontaneous betrayal when I let her know that I had been 

introduced to a woman named Lisa and that I'd learned about the years 

of abuse Lisa endured at the hands of Virginia. At that moment Alice 

had been faced with leaving the Coalition Against Institutional Racism, 

the organization she'd been a founding member of, and siding with Vir- 

ginia or staying with us or fighting against Virginia just as she'd fought 

against Ginny, Helen, Belinda, Edna, Darcy, and the rest in months af- 

ter Shelleen and my open letters. No one in CAIR ever heard the in- 

vectives toward Lisa that came out of Alice's mouth that day. We were 

alone at the caf6. No one in CAIR heard her defensive rationalizations 

of, and her embarrassing apologies for, Virginia's actions. No one heard 

her say, She's my daughter (as though Lisa wasn't someone's daughter 

and had no children of her own). Instead of saying-in fact omitting, 

She's my racist daughter. No one saw the spittle froth in the corners of 

her mouth. No one but me. And no one bore witness to my waffling, my 

assurances one minute (you won't have to fight her, not directly) and my 



cond(~rrlriation the ricBxt (you slrould b(. out iri f io~r t  o f t  his). IL1y drooling 

impediment, r r i j  irnpossi1)le Negro tr1in.g to comfort and hill her ill the 

same conwrsatiorr. 'Shcj all saw her the da) after. Thcj  witnessed only 

the clPrlouement of solitlarit>, not the clirrlax of l)ctr:rj;~I. 

IT ell, I repeated. \ \ i t l~o~ct  so rnr~cli as exhaling, I>o.yo~r walit to go? 'You 

k~iow I doori't want to go arrj rnorc than you do, shc rc~l)lic~cl. \\/liy do you 

always test nlel she said. Becailsc. )ou can always lake your j~lacr., 1 said, 

there's always a place. fi)r yoti ...y 011 car1 be.. .or not be. 'I'herc's more, she 

said ... Frarrk ... arc, .yo11 still tiler('? Yes, I'm still I-lcrc. Sh r  rcati rne another 

ernail frorri another 1111ivcrsit-j administrator. It was a tlirt.ctivc for the fac- 

~ilty to use a h a l t  \+ liitrnari pocm celebratirig Yew lorh  arid ,i\nierica to 

help "the healing 1)rocc-s~" o r 1  our first cia) oScl:rss. I di(lr~'t want to accuse 

her of being iri s~ ric \\ it11 this order and I hus start the argument that we 

had just a~o ld rd ,  so I sirnpl) asked her what shr  thought we should do. 

,4nd I held rn? bl-eatlr. l t e  can't let ourselves sut ~rrc.tl t)y this national 

pagcaritry of' mourning, she said. I exhaled, deeplj. I wrote a letter, she 

added. that is I startctl a rougli draft of somethirig 1 thought we might 

work on togeltier. Of course, you don't have to, if you dori'l warit to, she 

contiriucd, I can scrid it off nl1self. Yo. no, please, I said, let me see it, I'd 

love to work or1 i t  wltfi 1011. It's just a draft ar~ti . Scrrtl it to me, Alice, 

send it as an attac*lirncrlt, and we'll work or1 it toget1rc.r. It ~ a 5  a good draft. 

and tllro~rgfr our ~ ) h o ~ i c  calls back and forth that day anti our email ex- 

cliangcs \+ e \+orkrcl or1 it some rriore. 

011r t.(~s1)0114c to tlle I\ 11ittnar1 f)ochrtl takvs two avcbrllles, a tlesirc not to 

I)e it~c.orl)oratctl illto tire national ~)agearltr? ofrrro~rrrrrr~g. arrd a crit~qrlc 

ol'll~c- 1)0('111 ~tsell.. I t  was rrot rlrar to (1s )%)I? 1 hc. I ) o c s r r r  bras wrrt out to tlic 

factlltj tr ~ t l r  the rlotat~on that "It's n~ost apl)ropr~ate for us(, ~ ~ c x t  xbeek." 

\\ crcb I\(, to asstlrrrc sirrce it calnc frortr all :itlriritlistrator that we arcx 

l)( '~t~g cl~rcc*tc.ti to use the pocnr; ant1 if' so, to \%hat c.ncl arc we to use it:' 



Since poems are widely open to interpretation, what interpretation was 

being given to the poem that it would be sent out to us? Is the poem 

and its circulation, at this point, a literary gesture which unveils the 

contradictions, antagonisms, and inherent conflict that could have pre- 

cipitated last week's bombings-i.e. the US as a settler society at home 

and as a ruthless empire abroad-or does it work to valorize the kind of 

common-sense assumptions which make America a legitimate entity in 

the eyes of its inhabitants? 

On Whitman and Trossing Brooklyn Ferry" 

As humanities instructors we appreciate the material power of words 

in times like these but we ask ourselves, why reach back 150 years to 

translate these events through Whitman, when one could more easily 

reach back 30 years and translate the events through Malcolm X? Whit- 

man wrote poems celebrating Manifest Destiny in which the redwoods 

would fall, the Indians would die, the fish would be taken from the 

stream, but in their death they would all be happy to participate in the 

westward progress. 

We confess that individually, and later collectively, our first response 

to the poem was one of horror; because Walt Whitman is speaking of 

Manhattan as a White possession without any acknowledgement of the 

fact that it was stolen from the Indians. And to underscore the absence 

of the acknowledgement he dares to use the Indian name for the island. 

Whitman is speaking as a White settler in possession of the new land- 

"ourn Manhattan. Who is he speaking for and what is the bond? 

The current media manipulation of national emotions urges peo- 

ple to join in a national-circling-of-the-wagons hysteria. Whitman cel- 

ebrates our coming together as one people, but what are we coming 

together for? Conflict and antagonisms are erased in the celebration. 

Who is Whitman not speaking for and what would be their take on this 

moment of viewing "mast-hemm'd Manhattan," if you consider, for in- 

stance, that ships carried slaves, carried products generated by slavery 

and stolen for the benefit of White Americans. And what do we make of 

the "splendorn he wants himself and "the men and women generations 



after" kiirri to l)c "tlrcrichetl" 11y:' What gcr~r,rations is he s p e a k i ~ ~ g  of:' 

'I'hcx generations lost through t I I ( -  gt~rlocid(b of Irrtliarrs or the genc.ratio~is 

lost t h r o l ~ g l ~  tlrc ins t~tut io~l  of' sla\crj. or  perllal)s gcr~crationq of' Meui- 

car1 \nlericalls 1.ncht.d iri the southwest. or  gc.rrcrations desc.c.~~dent of 

Jal'arlese ,4rncricaris rrrterrrccl 111 the carnps, or gcwcrations of (:llint.se 

slaughtered 113 ~ri ir~ers? What, hes~tles I)lood, 111 the 4111erlcarl Itagary 

tlrc,nchcd thc.cc> gc.rlcrations:' The question is, who is \\ah L i  hitrr~an 

talking to arlti a l~out?  This is also the questio~l I1c3gged b) this rratiorral 

pagtXantry of rrlourning. As to the question oL'whj t h ~ s  pocLrrl was srrlt 

out to us. if the intcndeti ir~tcrpretatiori was tllat it reprcserlts the arro- 

gance of W llitp Air~erica at work iri the worltl, ari arrogance t hat rriight 

hate rnotivatcil t11e re(-errt tb\c,nts. then perhaps our lahor o1c.r this letter 

uas  r ~ o t  riecessary. 

On n ncttioncrlpngeantry qf nzournzng 

This natiorlal pageantry of' nrotirning to nllich we are all 1)cbirig called 

is no rnorc than arl alil,~ for a patriotisrll tllat will cor~solidate the forces 

nee-rssary to further rrli l i t  a ri7e society. Tllc- rrational pagcalltr! of mourn- 

ing is I I O ~  the rlew c ~ ~ l t u r a l  accornp;i~ri~l~c.r~t for the entrcr~chmc.nt of a 

security state that will spread its tentac1c.s and probe ~ n t o  (.\cry Sacet of' 

our livcs. It calls upon the sarne str1ieturcLs of patriotic fcc,lillg present in 

Italy, Spaiu, and (;err~la~ry which iric.ul)atc~l fascisn~. 

'I'llerefore. for the rc.cord, we r~eetl to rliakc what IS probablj tllc 

rrlost ciiffic~~lt assertiorr possihle irr this tirr~c of mirldless patriotic f c r ~ o r .  

R'e arc, ~ i o t  ill oppositior~ to Arrler~c;trl policies, hut to t l ~ a t  which makes 

"Arnc~rica" posslblc. LI'(. are against sc~ttlerism (nostalgically present in 

U'llitrrlarl's poerris) and empire, wh( . thc~ i t  is rna~rift.st irr the genoc-itlal 

gtoll~oats off t h ~  Phllippirles. ttlr Fl6s of Israel arld \\t,apons stamped 

"rrradc. in LISA," or  i l l  \\/ hitman's poctry. 

'l'hosr of us who'vc. cleclicated our livcs to the c,rld of 4rnc~ica as arl 

entity (not to the e r ~ d  of its "rogue" r~racticesj are III rrlournlng e.rerj ilaj 

U't. rrlourrr over the Ilorrleless that wcx step over as thty die tach day. also irr 

the thor~sarids, also 111 tile streets. Wtb rnollrn over the Arnc.rican lndiarls 

over whose dry hones we 1)uild our cll~lrches, our n lour~ l i~ lg  convergerlev 



centers. We mourn over the real and social death of a peoplr who once 

were Africans and now are slaves. We mourn for Palestinians who have 

seen their desire for the end of the Israeli state beaten down to squatter 

camps on two strips of desert. We mourn for every blade of grass that has 

ever been touched by America, and now that it is getting stronger in its 

"Resolve" we mourn even more. And we often mourn alone, or in small 

numbers, because institutions (for instance the media, universities, and 

houses of worship) give no symbolic value to those whom America kills 

in the name of "democracy." The voices of these dead have been excruci- 

atingly absent this past week. 

The first thing which is demanded of every "citizen," Left or Right, 

Black or White, demanded through gestures like the flag atop cars, the 

vigils of mourning, the poems of nostalgia, is that slhe put hisfher sor- 

row on display. This collective strip-tease of emotions is then the act 

which binds people, people who might otherwise be able to see, and 

act upon, the historical and material antagonisms between them-such 

as the antagonisms between settlers and Indians, masters and slaves. 

And we do not mean Indians of the past or slaves of the antebellum. To 

paraphrase Native American writer Leslie Marmon Silko, $time is an 

ocean, rather than linear (as White cultural imperialism de3nes it), then 500 

years ago issimultaneous with this minute. The past is past only for the sake 

of Whites7 comfort and safety. 

After we are bound by the common sorrow over this "uniquely 

American tragedy," then (in some "progressive" circles like the acad- 

emy) we can entertain whatever questions might arise from this event. 

This is ass backwards as far as we're concerned. Because, as a form of 

cultural accompaniment to a political project, it (re)inscribes the legiti- 

macy of the American nation before any politics can be done around the 

oppression of the American nation. Such are the cultural gestures of 

liberal reformers, among whom the two of us cannot be counted. For we 

don't look for solutions within the national project, because we are well 

aware of the words of Malcolm X: "Uncle Sam created the problem. He's 

the criminal. You don't take your case to the criminal. You take your 

criminal to court!" 



111 / I ~ W  ~ I ( / I I O ~ I ( I / [ I ( I ~ ~ ( I ~ I / ~  ) of t r~ourr t~ t~g  
. . I Ilr rnorlllllg after t11c rtXc~cb~lt e ~ e ~ ~ t s  our solutiorl is t l ~ c  iarlle as it was 

tllc. yrar hrforr. t h r  rrlont t~ I)rfi)re, thc clay k)cforc.: Rcfrain fro111 the use 

of'rlostalgir pocbtry to ~alorlr t ,  thr  courltry, takr down the flags, stop the 

p t ~ t ~ l ~ c  viglls and refuse put,llc demarlds of national alleg~ancc, issue 

an apology f'rorn the US government to the cntlre worlcl, $top fulld111g 

Israel, stop Plan Columbia, tlisrnantlr NAFTA and NAFTA for 4frica, 

dismantle the L'S government, and give thc land and surplus value back 

to lrldians arltl Blacks, respc~c~tivelq, [In the hopes that thej  ull l  dram no 

l~orders ant1 accun~ulate no wralt1.1 but institute a world whose pledgt- of 

allcgiar~cr is "Evcrytlling for c,vc.rybody arld nothing for ourse1ves"j and 

t h r r ~  walk away frorr~ "4nler1ra," the most dradly art of terrorism thc 

world has ever h l r o ~ \ ~ n  To the relative sllcccss or  faill~re o f  these tiesirc3s 

wc cclehrate or rrlourn. 

Sincrrely. 

Alicr Wilson 

Frank B. Wilderson, I11 

At last, it was ready to send. I phoned her and told her how much I 

loved it. The timbre of her voice told me she was smiling. It doesn't have 

your rage, she said? I'm a poet riot a prose artist like you arld how does 

a White person transpose Black rage anyway. I doubt anyone reading it 

would agree with you, I said, they'd see my hand in it, even if you'd writ- 

ten it when 1 was in a coma. Yes, she chuckled, if there's credit to be had, 

they'll give it to the White woman, if there's blame to be had they'll give 

it to you. The world, I laughed, is a ghetto. 

She was right about the distribution of blame. Virginia called Sam, 

another lecturer, proclaiming, "My mother's being brainwashed." But he 

was ttie Native American instructor who wollld soon be fired with Alice 

ant1 I. "No," Sam told her, "she's not being brainwashed, she's b e i ~ ~ g  

politicized." Maybe the letter gave Virginia and the others something 

solid to hold on to, a concrete jlistification for their growing distrust 

of Alice and a way of disavowing its converse, the rising trust of Black 



people. Alice has been "brainwashed" would stop the ground from slip- 

ping from under their feet. 

Another delegation of Shelleen's "sisters" assembled one day at noon 

in the room where the photocopier, the reams of paper, the boxes of 

pencils and pens, the large two-volume Oxford English Dictionary, the 

surplus chalk, and the new erasers were; the room behind the reception 

area where Helen sat, the room beside the mailboxes, the room a little 

to the left of the room where Shelleen had sat for less than a heartbeat 

on her porcelain throne. From what I was told, it wasn't an entirely new 

delegation from the one that had subpoenaed Shelleen; in fact, it was 

an ensemble of simple addition. I'd like to say they all held hands in 

a circle, sang "Kumbaya, My Lord," and made benedictions to Mother 

Earth and Sister Moon as they swayed back and forth, flinging their 

hair. But I wasn't there, so I don't know what song they sang. From what 

I was told, the meeting wasn't even planned; unlike their sojourn to 

Shelleen's office they had not intended to meet. One had come to photo- 

copy her syllabus. Another had come to sip her chamomile tea in peace. 

Helen would have been there because that's where Helen worked (when 

she wasn't managing Shelleen). Some had simply come to check their 

mailboxes and, seeing the others in the inner room, stayed. 

He's a brute! He was a terrorist in South Africa, that's what I heard. 

It was right there, in that awful screed he wrote to us: terrorism. A home- 

grown Osama. Poor Alice. Yes, poor Alice. What does she see in him? 

The myth, I hate to say it, but it must be the myth. She's not that stupid.. .is 

she? It's nothing to do with intelligence, dear; her brains aren't between 

her legs. But at her age? What's age got to do with it? Well, I thought she 

was a practicing Buddhist, they're not supposed to crave. Virginia's the 

Buddhist no one really knows what Alice is ... not anymore. We used to 

know. Now, I won't let you all run her down! No one's running her down; 

it's him. Yes, him, let's not lose sight of that. He doesn't know how things 

are done here. He knows but he doesn't care. Still, we can't abandon her 

just to spite him. Agreed? Agreed. Why not abandon her, she abandoned 

us. That's right, you can't rescue someone who doesn't know they're lost. 

He'll dump her, now that he's turned her against us. Come on, it's not 



like she didn't have a hand in it. You're both right; he'll duinp her, and 

yes, she had a harid in it; but he coerred her, she's a victim of donlestic 

abuse. And wheri he dumps her that's when we'll be able to show her- 

how wrong she was. How? By our opcnriess and our willirigness to for- 

gi~r.. By our love. \lir.'ll be there for her, she's family. 

1 2 : o g  A . M .  

"I'm trjirlg," 4lice says, "but you treat rny effort like a seduction, it tleep- 

ens lour  resentment." 

"I rlc.vc,r said that." 

''1011 don't want gour sharne on the historical record. Jo11 fear that, 

don't jon?" 

"Perhaps." 

"So, what do we habe, lust? Your halluciriatorj whitenirig arid m,y 

Negrophilia, colliding in bed?" 

"What (lo you want rrie to say?" I ask her. 

"Iforily we were hoth a little less educated. l~adn't read so niariy books. \$re 

could fall in love wltllout incident. Evvri Lenin had it easier when he asked, 

what is to be done? I'\e asked myself that everyday since the dav I met yoyou." 

"ho, you ha%eri't. You think you h a ~ e  but you haven't." 

"Fi rie." 

"Xju rnet me w hen you were a child, twentg-one years befhre 1 ever1 was 

born; but you waited until you wcre in )our sixties to ask yourself-" 

"You like to hurt." 

"1 don't like to he hurt " 

"I'm sorry.. .it was a stupid thing to saj." 

"It wasn't stupid. You're never stupid. l f  you were stupid it would be 

easier. It was spontaneous. You shouldri't feel so at ease wlieri you speak. 

It's not fair to thc. rest of us." 

"What 1 wanted to say was how I feel about y o u  how I feel about us. 

I want to brllcve that we . . .y  ou and I..." 
i' - Tyes, me too. It's just ..." 
"1 know ..I  know. hly goodness! Look at the time." 





m j  chair was rnissing from the table 

an o~ersight I'm sure 

standing there I considered the distance 

we'd walked just to a r r i ~ e  and the 

horses apathetic to the prey of their riders 

gaining in spite of themsehes with heads 

so erlorrrlous cold mist from their nostrils 

fell upon the moon upon )oil and 

me and the men and women 

we took wit11 us from the corners of sleep 

onc dream one table onc people with one 

unnamable loss and no place set 

even aside 



J O H A N N E S B U R G :  A P R I L  19,  1993 

I waited all night for a knock on the door of the safe house. First by the 

open window high above the streets of Hillbrow, where I watched the traf- 

fic mice move below. Waited until the space between laughing, shouting, 

and the tap of horns was eternal, until the neon winked no more, and the 

burnished belt of light, the highway that girdled Jo'burg, grew dim. Later 

I would hear how Trevor, Jabu, Precious, and Stimela fled on that high- 

way, how Trevor and Jabu and Stimela had been hit, how Stimela bled and 

Precious pressed his wound and how Jabu told Trevor to slow down. 

I drifted from the window to the computer. I tried to write a scenario. 

We'll need a scenario tonight when the comrades from the union and the 

student movement arrive, I thought, yes, we'd need a scenario. Who are 

we going to back now that Chris Hani is dead? Cyril Rhamaphosa? One 

of the Mayekiso brothers? Winnie Mandela? Every name I came up with, 

every scenario of aboveground and underground maneuver to support 

that scenario, every impossible image of an impossible future had no cur- 

rency. Will we ever recover from the death of Chris Hani? Have Mandela and 
his people won by default?ls there no resistance to the new world order? I felt as 

though my life efforts had been for naught. I had staked everything on 

this revolution. The arrogance ofyour narcissistic navelgazing! But there it 

is, I thought, there it is. I could see no reason to hold yet another secret 



meeting on Lenin's question, What is to be done? From the computer I 

drifted hark to the window arid thcn to the long table in the middle of the 

room. I lowered mj  head orito rr1.y haritfs. 

I dreamt that it was not the autumn of 1993 but April as I'd alwaays 

k~iowri it; a Miririesota April of !,elated winter and fragile spring. I was at 

my parents' lake house, a white cottage with a red rliirnney of bricks that 

spread like thick wisteria up to the roof. Clumps of snow still choked the 

trunks of trees that enrirclrd the house. Elsewhcrc the ground was cold 

and moist or cold and hard, awaiting the return of grass. Here's where 

I'll plant mj  roses, niy mother was sajing, and o5er there, that's for your 

fatlier's vegetable garden. Slre was as striking a5 she had been wtieri wc 

were children poised and elegant in her slender blue mackintosh, her 

bright blue lJJellirigtoris, anti a blue scarf tied lrrlder her chin as though 

she'd been chosen not to garden but to rr1odr.l gardening apparel. I am 

beside her now, gathering wet leaves and winter ice. Let's make a castle 

of leaves arid ice. But she shakes her head at this and says, No, we need 

compost. She pushes the leaves this way arid t h a ~  way. And 1 do the 

same. We love jou, she says. without looking at me. how dad and I are 

staridirig out on the lake. This is my icehouse, he says. He pats the side of 

the hut with his hand. The walls are made of wood, he says, b t ~ t  the floor 

1s the frozen lake. 1 drill a hole, I plop rriy line, I sit all day till something 

bites. As he speaks, I look down arid see ripples of water undcr the ice. 

It's going to crack. Dad, I saj. But he won't answer. Dud He gives nie a 

\tern look. T h e n  what is it? My arms are cold. If you're sick, he sajs, go 

to sickbay. 

As I woke, I could feel my forehead resting on my forearm. I could feel 

rr1.y forearm resting on the table. One eye opened to a sliver of drool dry- 

ing on the surface. The cool morning air chilled my arms. Why doesn't 

Khanya close the window, I thought. Then I heard the fits and starts of 

early niornirig clelivery trucks in the strccts below, the sounds of those 

who work before work begins, and 1 knew that I was not at horrie.. .nor at 

my parents' lake house. I went to the bathroom and washed the rat but- 

ter from m j  eyes arid the dry spittle from my chin. I wcnt to the kitchen 

and washed my teacup. I emptied the kettle in the sink. I ~urried the 



computer and printer off. I took one last look at the city's towers, their 

gray walls and glass tinged with the morning's orange light. I closed the 

window and went down into the street. 

There was not enough time to go home to Bellevue East and then 

trace back through Hillbrow on my way to Vista University in Soweto, 

not if I was to give my first lecture on time. I sat on the upper deck of 

a city bus and wrote the best notes I could on Coetzee's Waitingfor the 

Barbarians. Enough to bluff my way through forty minutes unless some 

earnest, eagle-eyed student in the front row said, Mr. Wilderson, would 

you like to borrow my book? At the Bree Street taxi rank I scrunched 

into a kombi for Black people that was headed for the Old Potchestrom 

Road. In my office I took time I couldn't spare to call Khanya. I had to 

let her hear my voice. I had to hear hers. Desperation. Followed by relief. 

That was her voice. But her words were simply, You forgot your books 

and the papers you marked and you didn't take your lunch, she said, not 

for me, but for whoever may have been listening. For this I was thankful. 

I bluffed my way through my lectures, feeling first glee and then disap- 

pointment, for no student was the wiser. The day ended and I went home 

and awaited word from Stimela. 

Between the night of the bombing and that night, two weeks later, 

when Red Beard's agents crept up to Trevor Garden's dorm room and 

tapped softly on his door, leaving him with the terror of a small dress 

rehearsal of what they'd stage in the morning-the helicopter swooping 

down on his car, one yellow casspir chasing him up the hill, and one 

bouncing down the hill, now spinning sideways to block his escape-in 

this brief intermezzo of freedom, Trevor Garden wore a rain poncho 

wherever he went, whether it was hot or cold, rainy or clear. One day he 

and I were alone in the safe house, the propaganda safe house to which 

no one came when I waited. I was to find out later that Mandela's people 

had summoned key Leftists whom they thought (and rightly so) would 

retaliate for Hani's death. They had paid "friendly" visits to those who 

would not be called in: You must not want a position in the New South 

Africa, because you're certainly not behaving as though you do? Oh, you 

do want a job in the New South Africa. Then stand down. No retaliation. 



Yo propag:irrcl:~ offerlsive. Uo r.xploitation of the riots arld the mourning 

in the strc.cxts. ,4bo\e all, no elaboration of iritrarisigt.rit derr~ands. \J7e'rr 

that close.. just tlrnt close, to coming to power; wc won't stand I)?; arltl 

1~atc.h FIarri's pcxople f11c.k it lip! 

But thc elaboration of intra~lsigent derriarlds was ttie vvry plirposr of  

our r~~ei~tir lg.  

Stirricxla hlosaildo had sl)iritecl Precious J;rl)ulani to Tari7ania, fbr 

reasorls which I woul(l orlly c-orr~prehend in  bits and pieces, tlirougtl 

half-spnkcn scraps ofspccc.lr clelivered to rrle over tile next few rnorlt hs, 

allti thc.11 finall?, fi~ll! e\pl:iirietl to  mc in thc last year of' my tirric in 

South \f'rica. It was April of 1993; Precious would not return ur~ti l  

that Sc.ptt>rnbrr. Jahu \r ;is i r l  hidirig. Oupa. ..\vilere was Oupa? I w o ~ ~ l d  

ric\.er sce Oupa again. tlot i l l  person. Hc uoulcl c.onle to rrre in a 1,110- 

tograph, houever, orie rrlor~th after the first elections of the "new" rc- 

pt~hlic.. It was a large ric.uspaper photograph, in h3ay of 1994; accorn- 

parrictl h) a celebrator? article proclaiming a Yew Ila) for Dr~rioc,rac-y 

i r l  a Urw South Africa. .I jubilant crowcl, h a ~ i n g  just applauded Mari- 

dela's speec21 c.allirig t his  lie liolir of' F'eacc ;tntl kc con cilia ti or^, liav- 

ing held their ears agairist blue jets k)reaking the sourld I>arric,r. 11av- 

irlg chcc~retl and 1)11st1(~1 skyward throtigli streamers arid con Statti, riow 

potwed througli 11ir strec.1. Africa11 worrlen wore bright grc.c3ri ticad 

wrapsarld bright greell dresses patternr>tl ericllessly n i th  tlir porlrait 

of' Rlandela. T t~cy  ciar~cecl around tllc dignitaries u h o  let1 the proces- 

sion. Sprinkled rantlo~nlv througl~out f i~rc .  rrler~ wearing (lark snits 

and sunglasses, meri who were ncit11c.r leading nor celebrating. 4s  I 
looked closer, I re:rli/i~ti they were not rantlonlly sprinkled. 1) r i t  \\edged 

in strategic proxitrlity to the dignitarir.5 at their clbous, us it were. 

'I'hc granite slates of their sunglasses looked riot at  the cariiera but off 

to tllr' sides; not :it tlie dancing wonicr~ h u t  up to uriseeri w iridows arid 

1)alcoriies. One of them was Oupa. S o  tliat's where hc tlisappc,:rrett to. 

I tsolrld tliirik wh(>ri I sam the photograph IIe's a goverrirrrent agent 

now. I thoiigtlt nc 'd said we'd nc,vclr let that happen; r1evc.r work for 

a government that reneges on its nian(1ate; never work for [tie state. 

h l~ t  \\ark. always ~ o r k ,  fc)r the revolutiori. But at that rnorncrit, I would 



remember that it was what Stimela had said; we had all nodded our 

assent. But Oupa hadn't nodded. He listened quietly and cleaned his 

nails with his knife. 

In the immediate aftermath of Chris Hani's assassination, no one 

could see the future; we who mourned him most wondered if there would 

be a future. Chris Hani was dead and the moderates were filling the void 

with their easy acquiescence to the new world like the ocean filling a void. 

Neither Trevor, as he sat at the computer, reading with rising irritation 

the words I had spent hours writing, nor I, as I sat behind him at the long 

table and tried to keep my ego in check-neither of us could have imag- 

ined that the first non-racial elections were just a year away. 

Trevor made another coarse comment about my compound sen- 

tences and grammatical structure, a morass, he griped, from which the 

subject of speech stands no chance of emerging. We're writing for the 

masses, he said. Comrades must pick this up on a train to the mines 

or in a kombi to their job and not have to go home for a dictionary 

and a grammar book. This reads like a self-absorbed White prick from 

Parktown. 

I absorbed his tirade in bemused silence. But I wondered why his 

shoulders shook as he spoke. His voice reached high tones and octaves 

that I was sure he'd not reached since puberty and at one moment I even 

thought he would break down and cry. i'd never seen him like that. 

I needed to ease the tension, so I started horsing around-telling 

jokes about the ridiculous poncho he was wearing. It was the worst thing 

I could have done. I just wanted him to be Trevor again, the old Trevor: 

the sure-eyed witty literary student, the albino terrorist with a smile and 

always something pithy to say. 

"What kind of idiot wears a rain poncho indoors?" I said, and tugged 

at that gray nylon tent. "Take this bloody thing off," I said, mimicking 

the polished English accent he used when he needed an acoustic dis- 

guise. As I pulled the poncho he cried out in genuine pain. I had caused 

the gun and the holster hidden underneath to scrape against skin torn 

just days ago by flying shrapnel. He stood up. I took a step back. He gave 

me a sharp look and went to the bathroom. 



"Seventy-two liours." fIis words floated out tlirot~gti ttre opcn door. 

Then the water ran again, drowning them out. I crept over to the bath- 

room. Tlrrough the cracked door I saw him. 'The poncho was on the 

toilet. Ile still had not rerno\cxcl liis shirt. IIe was ln~rrrhcd over the sink, 

his head tttrncd down, not looking in the mirror. lle held onto the sink 

as thougli trying to keep f'roni fallirrg overboard. "'l'imc enough to get 

Precious across the border." I rrt uriied to the computer and began look- 

ing at what he'd done to nl? uords. Did he saj tlisrllarltle the network? I 

wondered. 

He emerged from the l)athroom, draped his poncho oker a chair, 

placed his gun tkieri his holstcr or1 the table, and clapped his hands. "How 

'bout sonie tea, cornradc." Ilis voice was false. "Ilooihos! Best tea ir r  the 

world. I'll rriake it. horlc ofyour decaf coffee," hr said in a rriock American 

acc.c.nt. "Tea worth coming to South Africa for, am 1 right?" Hc ducked 

into thc, kitchen without cou~ititrg my \otcb. Soori he returned with two 

sttlarning cups. 

I sipped the tea anct uatcalieci him. He pr~ t  Iris gun back in the holster, 

slurrg the liolster over his neck and slloultler. arid positioned it all very 

carcf'rilly so as to avoid further abrasion of his wound. Then he pohed 

liis towhead through t I i ( b  neck hole oft  he porrcho as it fell like a shroud 

frorri his shoulders to his Icgs. 

"Sorncthing or1 your rnirid?" Lie said. 

"l i l iat  were j ou  talking al)out?" 

He simply said, I'artion me, corri, which meant please starid so 1 can 

take rri? place at thc corrbputer. I let hirri havc his place back. I sat at the 

long table and watchcd his back as he tapped the scroll key, rnovirig rny 

niissike up the screr.11. 

"You've bccn hcrc how man) years?" he said. I didn't answer. "You 

sirnply refuse to write for the masses. It's a bloodj haridhill, rrot a c'onfcr- 

crlce paper." 

"Seventy-two 1ro111-s. Ilisrnantle the network. Get Precious to Tan- 

zania? What's goirig on, Trevor?" Rut what I really meant was, \.$'hat's 

going to happen to me? 



He spun around in the chair. He looked at me the way he'd looked at 

me when I'd pulled the holster against his wound. Then a broad smile 

spread across his face. 

"Something interesting," he said, and turned back to the computer. 

I was livid. "Am I in or am I out? Or am I just in limbo?" 

"You're a clerk. You're a scribe. You hold elected office in the ANC. 
So do hundreds of other people. You give the odd speech above ground. 

You deliver the odd weapon here, help strategize the odd move that the 

ANC can't own up to. So do a lot of other people. Don't romanticize your 

role. You'll end up telling your story in pubs for a pint." 

"I don't drink beer." 

"You will," he said, tapping at the scroll key. 

I would see Trevor Garden once more before he was captured. It was 

a chance encounter. I came upon his car as I crossed Yale Road and 

cut through the carpark between the Law School, where I was to meet 

Khanya, and the dormitory where he lived when the rent in Auckland 

Park became too steep for him. Though the sun gleamed on his newly 

washed car, I was rushing and would have surely missed it, tucked as it 

was discreetly between a maintenance truck and a four-wheeled oddity, 

an American station wagon, had he not called out to me. 

"What's you're hurry, professor?" 

I turned and saw him getting out of his car. He rested his right arm, 

the good arm, the one saved from the blast, along the top of the open car 

door. He was still wearing that poncho. 

"Hi," I said, a little coolly, remembering his crack about pubs and 

pints. Still, there was no hiding the fact that I was extremely happy to 

see him. He was happy to see me as well. 

"You're a long way from Soweto," he said. 

Yes, 1 know, we're out in the open and it doesnt matter that it seems as though 
the carpark is empty: Make it look like what it should be: a chance encounter be- 
tween a former Wits lecturer and hk former student. Make it look like what it is. 

"Vista's on strike. The students and the workers. I'm surprised you 

haven't heard." 



Of course, you've heard. You had a hand it, as did Jabu and Precious. 

Where is Precious? 

"No lectures today. Khanya and I have a date. She's working at the 

legal clinic." 

"Where're you two going?" 

"Cafi. Zurich," and then I laughed, "to see if it's multiracial." 

"I don't get it." 

"It's an old joke." 

"I'd give you a lift but I'm-- " 
"Going in the opposite direction." 

"Another direction," and he almost added 'corn,' but he said, "rrly 

friend," instead. 

"I'll see you to the ponti," he said. When we'd put a few yards be- 

tween his car a r d  us, he said, "It's r~o t  beer1 swept." I let him talk. He 

needed to talk. "I shouldn't be armed. That could give them an excuse." 

I knew better than to ask him to explain. We stopped beside the pond 

by the Law School. The breeze felt redemptive. A willow 11y the bank 

swayed gently, the tips of its branches touched the water. 

"Sorr~etirries I think it's better to die quickly. in a hail of bullets," he 

said. "No lingering pain." Then he said, "I'm sorry. All this gibberish. 

Look, com, give Kharlya my best." He started back to his car. He turned 

a r o ~ ~ n d .  

"Qnd I'm sorry for the other thing." 

"For what?" 

"I know you don't drink beer." 

S O M E T I M E  I N  J U N E  1993 

1 got off the bus in Hillk~row and decided to walk the rest of tk~r way n o t  

because the bus wouldn't take nie from a SASCO rally at Wits in Braam- 

fontein to our home in Rellevue East, but because I had reached rny third 

year of marriage and my second year in rxilc and an anxious finality hati 

begun to dawn on me: that I was married and far away from "l~orne." 



Only by walking could I put some time and distance between me and the 

love of one woman; me and a shameless desire to leave. 

Through the bog of my dilemmas he came upon me. You'd think a 

Black man could spot a White man coming from miles away, especially 

in a street like Hillbrow's Pretoria Street, chock-full of Black people on 

their way to the kombis or bundling in and out of shops before closing. 

But he had an uncanny way of blending in with blackness; not through 

the mimicry of gait or attire but by the simple fact that he had abandoned 

his people-their needs, their compulsions, their points of attention. In 

their presence he fidgeted uncomfortably, as though he had a train to 

catch. He was one of those odd accomplishments (as much Nana's as his 

own) who relish deeds of treachery against their kith and kin; his wrists, 

scarred and swollen from the bite of electric cables, were proof of this 

treachery as much as they were of the relish his kith and kin took in his 

return. 

We stood on Pretoria Street and talked about, of all things, the 

lectures he'd missed. He was drugged with pills that would steady his 

nerves and keep his hands from shaking, but he was coherent, at least 

he was coherent. What does one say to one's friend, one's student, one's 

comrade, one's commander when meeting him for the first time after six 

weeks of torture? 

The lit-crit faculty and graduate students were throwing a party 

for him that night. Christ-almighty, I thought, after six weeks of tor- 

ture, we're talking about school. The thought of going to the suburbs 

to "honor" one of suburbia's wayward sons who'd waged war against 

the very scaffolding of suburbia seemed surreal. Trevor found it mildly 

amusing. But after six weeks of isolation and torture he was grateful to 

be wanted by someone, even the people he held in contempt. 

Finally, I mustered the nerve to ask him how and where they'd tor- 

tured him. 

"Here," he said, drawing my attention once again to his wrists. 

I looked at them the way one looks at the razor marks of a botched 

suicide asleep in a recovery room. The sun was setting behind the tall 

apartment buildings of Hillbrow. Soon the streets would empty out the 



workers, and the 'Twilight Children would cross the pavernerlt in their 

rags arid torn shoes, with their faces perpetually snotty from sleeping on 

warm sidewalk grates in damp air, and from sniffing glue to stay high 

long enough to last the homeless night. 

l\/e could have been any two people trafficking in whatever's forbid- 

den in stores; nie a thirty-somethirig educ.ator in need of illicit release, 

he. rriy twilight-trick for the night. Except for one thing: he was White 

and 1 was Black. Somehow the roles nccded to be reversed, for in all the 

possible pla? of codes elaborated each night in IIillbrow's web of vice, 

there was still no place for a Black john and a young White trick. I was 

Black and he was \\/ hite; therefore, to give an? coherence whatsoever to 

this mise-en-sche it would have to be translated by the occasiorlal 011- 

looker as a drug deal transacted foolishly out in the open. I could then 

be a Nigerian, a Zairian, or a refugee from one of tlie Frontline States 

holding the wrists of a young U'llite junkie, collecting my debt, staking 

my claim, testing South Africa's blue-eyed veins. I couldn't stop looking 

at the teeth marks on his wrists where the cables had pin(-heti him arid 

set his skin on fire. 

"Did thcy-" Mj eyes f&ll frorn his wrists to his groin. 

"No." he said. Tlieri lie told rrle his iriterrogator said he never went fbr 

the testicles; they didn't %ant it to be "personal." I was urlahle to find any 

solace in the fact that his balls had been spared if, indeed, they had bccn 

spared. Torture is worse t t ia~i death, 1 thought. Death lays the bodj lo 

rest. Torture tiefiles it anti returns it to the living without its shadou. 

The night before his arrest there had been what might I)c called a 

"dress rehearsal." Special Branch came to Barriato FIall, the student 

residence where he lived in a room the s i ~ c  of two or three closets. He 

c-ool(i hear them whispering outsidc the door. 'l'hry knocked softly, like 

elves rather than members of the Special Branch. Ile didn't answer. As 

c~uictly as hc, coulti tie drcw his (;lock-!) to his side. He sat up in bed and 

scruriched his krir~es against liis chest arid waited. Quietly, theq kr~ocketi 

again. Fie flicked the safety off. The moon was high arid soft through 

thc. blintis of' his wintiow. 1,irlc.s of light (,ut across his feet, the sheet, 

across liis knees, arid Sac~.. So still was the air tie could srriell (lust on the 



windowsill beside his head. Nothing stirred. Not even the stars. They 

had gone as quietly as they came. 

He stayed that way (weapon at the ready, knees drawn tight to his 

body) all night. No bowel movement, no food; twice he got up to piss in 

a tin can meant for pencils and pennies. On the morning of the second 

day he rose long before the breakfast bell, threw together a few essen- 

tials, holstered his gun, draped himself in his poncho, and slithered 

down the fire escape. He made his way across the green to the student 

parking lot. The flat light rising over the Faculty of Arts and Social Sci- 

ence buildings of east campus was not yet high enough to dry the grass 

and check the slow cold seepage of dew into his tennis shoes. 

There's no silent way to start a car so he turned the key, revved the 

engine, spun out of the lot, and took his chances. From the parking lot 

one turns left into a tunnel, fifty yards or so of underground road which 

separates the Law School and Barnato, west campus, from Yale Road 

and east campus. 

Once inside the tunnel he knew he was trapped. He heard the leath- 

ery thud of helicopter blades thumping the air. He floored the accel- 

erator, dashed out from the tunnel, and turned right on Yale Road. He 

climbed the hill at breakneck speed. But already a yellow casspir was 

rambling up the hill behind him. He couldn't see the chopper in front 

of him nor in his rearview mirror but the sounds of its blades were as 

present as the upholstery of his car, which meant it was right on top of 

him. Clear the hill, he thought, if I can only clear the hill. It was then 

that a northbound casspir bounced over the hill in front of him and 

spun sideways in the middle of his lane. He slammed on the brakes only 

to be rammed from behind. 

Several hours later they strapped him to a wooden chair on the tenth 

or eleventh floor of Sun City. He wasn't sure of the floor: he had tried to 

count the number of stairs and landings as they marched him up with a 

hood over his head, but they had suspected this, and marched him down 

again-four flights, he thought-then up three, and down five, and up 

six. That made ten, yes, he said, the tenth floor, if his math was right. 

He and his interrogators were operating under the rule of 72. Trevor 



had 72 hours to keep from talking. Long enough to let the rest of the 

unit cover its tracks, disrriaritle current safe houses, and find new DI,Bs. 

Long enough for Stimela to get out of the country, cross the border 

into Tanzania. Heinus Bezeuiderihout had 72 hours in which to make 

him talk. After that the information would be useless. It was a dance to 

which both partners knew the steps all too well. 

The din of Hillbrow's traffic grew soft. Soon the Twilight Children 

would come out for the tourists, for the johns, for the night and its shad- 

ows be?ond the grasp ofthe police. 

"For years I've been in this struggle as a White person. An albino 

terrorist, as you once said. Detention and torture was a kind of favor de 

Klerk did for me. For six short weeks 1 experienced what it must be like 

to be Black one's whole life. Think of lne as a lucky one." 

Yo, I thought, the lucky ones keep their shadows, yours they peeled away. 

I'd beer1 tioldirlg his wrist so tightly he had to wrest it free. I felt my 

lip tre~iiblirig. 

"Don't weep for me." He disappeared his wrist into his pocket. "\Veep 

for Ja1)u. R hat they did to Jabu," he said, shaking his head. 

Like Trevor, Jabu had been arrested near his dorm at Wits. They 

showed him no warrant. Take your toothbrush, was all they said. They 

cwveretl his head with a sack ant1 drove him not to Srin (:ity (John 

Vorster Square), where Trevor was, but to a park. They placed him 

on a park bench. We know your cousiri Stirncla is belii~ici this, they 

said as they heat him. Tell us where he lives. Fie didn't kriow, lie kept 

repeating, lie didn't know. Finally. he could take no more, so he told 

them Stimela stajcd in Ycovillc, hut he didn't know the address. He'd 

rrianagetl to sorl~ld belie\ablc s o  they stopped. Iforie moves one's fin- 

ger west to east orr a map of Jo'burg's northern rdgc, one comes to 

Hraamfbntcin, Hillhrow-Berea, and the11 Yeoville. Both of Stirnela's 

safe houses were i r i  Hillbrow. By saying Yeoville, Jabu had, in fact, 

toltl a lie, but had also made a cartographic association that gave his 

derneanor a quality of truth. The? left the park and took him to John 

Vrorster Square. I n  the booking arca Jenny van der Stel brought him 

tea. She was young arltl White and pretty. And her uniform was tight 



fitting around the firmness of her curves. She asked him, politely and 

even invitingly, where he had been on the night of April 19, 1992. He 

sipped his tea and stared at her. She told him he could talk with her 

and go to sleep in his cell or the officers in the next room, the men 

from the park, could take him upstairs. Still he was silent. They took 

him upstairs and suffocated him with a wet towel. They rubbed and 

boxed his ears. Then they poured cold water into his eardrums. The 

next day they brought him to the Krugersdorp police station where 

they tied his hands and feet together and suffocated him some more. 

Then they put him on the cold cement floor and jumped up and down 

on his stomach. The following day they brought him to Brits, just east 

of Rustenburg, where the grassland is flat and the trees are scattered, 

just shy of the mountains hollowed out by platinum mines; Brits, where 

citrus groves sweeten the air along the highway (unless one's head is 

covered with a sack). They took him to Brits because he was "being 

uncooperative." They placed a hand grenade in his palm and pulled 

the pin. Hold on tight, they said, as they placed another grenade on 

his groin. They left the room. After some time they returned. The pin 

was reinserted. Well? they asked. He still wasn't talking. We didn't find 

your cousin in Yeoville, they said. I think he's been lying to us. No, he's 

a good kaffir, a university student, they don't lie; he's tired that's all. 

You're right, he's just tired and confused. He needs a holiday is what 

he needs. They dragged him to his feet, threw him into a windowless 

kombi, and took him to a farm. They tied him to a stake in the barn 

and began to beat him again. He begged them for mercy. They asked 

him what he thought of the idea of their framing him on drug charges 

in lieu of a confession for the bombing. 

Trevor was quiet. Then he said, "Jabu fucked with them on that farm." 

"How could Jabu fuck with them?" 
"He told them an elaborate story about arms caches buried in the 

suburbs of Parktown, Rosebank, Sandton. Then he signed a confession 

to that effect and actually led them to the houses where the DLBs were. 

He stood in front of the houses, pointing at each one while the police 

took his picture for evidence." 



"Whose houscbs were they?" 

"Who knows. Jabrl sure as hell didn't hnow. Special Branch went 

back, detainc.tl t h ~  rcsidclits, arid tore the plastcr from the walls in 

search of our DLBs." 

"Arid fourltl IIO guris!" 1 laughed. 

"Arltl fhu11d IIO guris. Hut tliey made a few eric1rr1ic.s. 'I'hese were loyal 

South 4fricans; some of then1 were rnernbers of'tlie Yationalist Party." 

"Thcy must have really moered Jabri after that." 

Trevor looked as his feet. He didn't want t o  go on, hut I had to know. 

"T~vo days ago, at the obligatory braai-" 

"You hati ha rhrcu~  with your torturers!?" 

"Their way of sa-yirig 'no hard fcelii~gs mate.' Rly interrogation had 

beer1 winding down but they kept beating Jahu right up to the braai. 

They I)ro~~gtit  11s to the place whcrc the hraai pit was and they beat 

hirn sornr. rrlore while they made me turn tlie meat and tend the fire. 

'I'hen they bound his hands and ankles behint1 him anti together and 

they loopet1 :I ropcx around a branch of the tree‘ under which I stood 

and thej  strung him up-suspericied him i r i  a h o ~  pose just abo5e rrly 

head. ];our of' them went back to the tahlc a goocl distarice from the 

tree wl~ile arlother orle clirnbed up a step ladtlvr, pulled the pin from 

a sr~lall grenade, and stuck it in Jabu's mouth. IIe t ~ u n g  there until 1 

cookctl t11(. meat and it was r e a d  to s e n e .  EIt, never relaxed his jaw." 

Thcrr. Iit~'d said it all. Or he'd said all tlial h e  c.ould possiblj say with- 

out falling apart. how and then the silrrice was pierced by the sourids 

of t)r:iki~~g cars on pavement still wet f'rorri thc rain and the spirirling 

sou~itls the? made as the light changctl ant1 they drove off. Tears welled 

in rric q e s .  

"I'rn Ijeirig follo\\ed," he said. "I'm s11r.c. of it. What do you see behind 

rrle.1" 

I,aniplight, dusk, and the last flecks of sunlight settled in to wclcoriie 

the 11ig11t. Behind liirri arid across tllc. sirert a c1uc.ue of Afi.ic.aris stood 

along the jcllonr ~vall of Checkers grocery store, hoping the security 

g~larcl \vould search their hags fist cno~tgh to let each one of them into 

tlie store hefbre closing. 12 niidtlle-agvd W liite woman walked past I her11 



to the front of the line. The guard, who was Black, and knew his place, 

asked politely ifmadam wouldn'tplease stand in line with all the others. She 

turned her beak and demurred in the direction of the throng, "I'll not 

queue with kaffirs. Nor will I let one search my bag." She was inside 

before he had time to be insulted. He turned to the queue of "kaffirs," 

to the only people his gun and uniform was big enough to stall, and 

continued searching bags. 

But I saw nothing untoward. Only Checkers, the queue, a prism of 

primary colors running in rainwater along the curb, and the wet hiss of 

evening traffic. He's losing it, I thought. He's been burned all up and 

down his body and walked all this way succumbing to hallucinations 

and the haze. 

"Try again," he said, "this time see without looking, as though there 

is nothing to find." 

"Checkers, the queue, a White woman who just won't wait, that's all 

I see." 

"That's all you've selected. 
"Blocks and blocks of parked cars." 

He nodded, "Continue." 

"That's it," I said with sympathy and exasperation, "they go on and 

on for-Jesus Christ! How could you have known?" He didn't answer. 

His body stiffened. "They're at least a block away," I said. 

His face tightened. "Give me as much detail as you can. Pat me on the 

shoulder first, and break out l a~gh ing .~  

"It would help," I said, slapping his shoulder and bustin' up at the 

sides, "if you could actually tell a joke." I let the fake laugh shake and 

ripple through my body and then tried to relocate the parked car. "A 
small Opel. Rlue. Or a Toyota. I can't tell from here." 

"That's okay." Now it was he who grabbed my wrist. 

"The contour of a woman and behind the wheel the figure of a man." 

"Yes." It was the yes of desperation, impatience, or both. 

"She's sitting on the driver's side with her hands on the wheel. She's 

wearing a garden on her wrist. One of those Longines-Wittnauer wrist 

corsages-with a watch buried somewhere inside." 



"Jeririy van der Stel," he whispered irito his neck. '"The booking ser- 

geant at Sun City." 

Checkers was closing, I-laving only let in half the queue for evening 

shopping. 1 didn't see the White woman whose allergies to Africans 

were given special consideration. No doubt she'd fetched her milk, her 

bread, her rnorning eggs arid sausage, and had gone. 

"What's the marl doirlg?" 

"He's lighting a cigarette and pretending to talk to her the same way 

I'm pretending to talk to you." 

"And his belly is big?" 

"I can't tell from here." 

"tias he bratwursts for hands?" 

"Perhaps-I'm not sure." 

"His spectacles pinch his nose and his beard is red." 

"Yes." 

"We're old friends, Red Beard and I." 
I can still remember the party later that night. At last, his true iden- 

tity had been revealed to them, a living room full of young, White, in- 

creasingly tipsy lit-crit students who began the evening feeling ashamed 

of their own willful abstention from the anti-apartheid struggle, whether 

armed or unarmed. They were in awe of arid, it should be added, cowed 

by and resentful of Trevor. As the evening wore on, they fell prey to a 

profound sense of betrayal; a sense of betrayal that Trevor's family --who 

were not liberals-had no qualms in expressing. But the students and 

faculty at Wits considered themselves to be more enlightened than the 

ordinary red dirt Boer. Trevor's "betrayal" coupled with his embarrass- 

ing presence (never mind the fact that this party was their idea, not his) 

frayed their equanimity and eroded their compassion. As their speech, 

loosened by liquor, grew thick and slurred and uninhibited, they lit 

irito him. You're a fool. You're pathetic. You're a dupe of a retro-Marxist 

dream. Haven't you learned anything from what we've studied? We're in 

a new postmodern era, capitalism is either going to devour us or burn 

itself out--you can't struggle against it. I felt sorry for Trevor, but more 

than anything, I felt rage toward them, some of them my former students; 



a rage I could not express without risking a dressing down later in the 

week from Stimela. 

The wounds on his wrists where they hooked him up to a battery were 

still fresh and weepy. Trevor excused himself, went to the bathroom, and 

took the pills he and Jabu had been given by the ANC. Then he returned 

and sat cross-legged on the floor with his post-interrogation interroga- 

tors, as though he was joining them in a game of spin the bottle. If only 

he'd had a pill to stop the spread of Cretin-itous. You sanctimonious 

little shits, I wanted to yell, living up here in Sandton with your Black 

gardeners and Black maids who taught you how to wipe your ass. He 

wasn't fighting capitalism. He was fighting the you in him. 

I tried to imagine what these White students would have said to 

Jabu, had the party been for him: We're in a postmodern moment; just 

let capitalism burn itself out and go with the flow till it does? Would 

Jabu's suffering even register with them, the way Trevor's suffering did? 

No, I realized, they would resent Jabu's intrusion; they would think his 

wounds had nothing to do with them. What is it like to take your suffer- 

ing by proxy? 

September 3,1993 

Dear Professor [Edward] Said, 

I heard rumours that you had leukemia. I do hope you're doing every- 

thing you can to take care of yourself. You have meant and continue to 

mean so much to me. My time as your student has left its stamp on me 

in ways that I'm just now beginning to realize. 

The struggle here looks more hopeful on the campuses than it does 

on the factory floor but the students have not had any form of intel- 

lectual or logistical support from academics in this country. They want 

a revolution that's well behaved. Their anxiety over SASCO's "tactics" 

stunts their capacity for solidarity. The other day I went to Wits and 

had coffee on the Concourse with two lecturers I knew from when I 



taught there last year. They were infuriated with SASCO and with Nel- 

son hfandela's "inability to bring therrr to tleel." 

"We're l~loody well fed up with SASCO and its tactics," one of them 

said. "Sabotage arld the targeting of professors who, you know as well 

as 1 do, Frank, are the only ones who wantcd them admitted in the first 

p1ac:e. They only isolate themselves." I said that the reasons for SAS- 

0 ' s  "isolation" had nothing to do with its tactics and that it may be 

"isolated" here in Uraamfonteirl but it wasn't isolated in Soweto. "Who 

invited you to South Africa, anyway?" he snapped, and toddled off to 

lectures. The other lecturer at the table was a woman whose father was 

Greek and whose mother was irisl~.  She'd come from Greece wher~ she 

was ten. Wherl her colleague left she said, "I'm going back to Greece." 

Arld then shr: waitcad, as though she was waiting for me to condemn her 

for having said it; or as though she'd already condemned herself. Then, 

apologetically, she added "on holiday. Rut 1 don't know if 1'11 be back. 

Thc:rels a civil war brewing." 

I don't know whether I felt empathy for her or betrayed by her. 

Last night Reba dreamt of the Coloured boy and girl she plays with 

downstairs. They were hugging each other when sorne White people 

carrle out of a building and starcd at them. They stopped huggir~g. 

Then she woke up. Khanya drearrit that she was riding in a korr~hi when 

Inkatha impimpis opened fire with automatic weapons. She was shot in 

the storrlacl~ but r ~ o  1)lood came out. She walked through the township 

going house-to-house knocking on doors, crying for assistance. The 

people all closed their curtains in fear. Finally, she came to a house 

whcrc two rhildren wrre alone. They opened the door for her and she 

entered. Thcn shc: woke up. If I dream any more, I don't remember. 

Yours Truly, 

Frank 

By the end of September, Trevor and Jabu had pkiysically healed and, like 

all good soldiers, they tucked whatever psychic scars there were inside. 



And Precious Jabulani returned from Tanzania. Trevor and Jabu had 

managed to keep her name, and the names of a handful of people who 

provided logistical support for the operation, out of their interrogation 

sessions. Rut Stimela was further underground, even more of a fugitive, 

than he was when I first met him. I rarely saw him during this time. 

It was in this period that we stumbled onto a gold mine of intelli- 

gence. I would like to say that it was a vein of high-grade intelligence that 

we mined through sophisticated sleuthing rife with risk. In point of fact 

it was the lowest of low-grade intelligence: an appendix in a book about 

the Broederbond, a book that we had never heard of and which forces 

within andlor loyal to the government had managed to keep out of print 

since 1977. It was The Super Afrikaner, a book about the Broederbond. 

Trevor and I simply came across it at a used bookstall at the Market The- 

atre Square flea market and crafts fair, the place where I first met Kh- 

anya in 1989. I was thumbing through the book when the Indian mer- 

chant who ran the stall came from behind his counter and gently took it 

from my hand. It's not a good book for a nice American like you, he said, 

it could get you killed. I bought it immediately. Trevor and I turned to 

the back and there it was, the index: a list of something like 8,000 of the 

original 12,000 names from the top secret Broederbond membership 

list. Just before the book went to press, in the 1970s, state agents broke 

into the computer room of the newspaper where the two authors worked 

and erased four thousand names from the hard drive before fleeing with 

the building security on their heels. But the 8,000 names that were still 

left provided our clandestine propaganda efforts with an opportunity 

we could not have imagined in our wildest dreams: the revelation that a 

good number of senior lecturers, professors, and administrators at Vista 

University (where I taught) were members of the Rroederbond. 

We were ecstatic! In that flat, with its long uninviting folding table 

surrounded by a menagerie of hopeless chairs that didn't match and 

two lonely computers hooked up to a dot matrix printer, Jabu, Trevor, 

Precious, and I set to work like children whose wages were candy. With 

the help of SASCO comrades on Vista's campus we developed files and 

case histories on the Broeders at Vista, much the way we had done on 



the foreigncrs inquiring about the ANC, and the tokoloshes of laissez- 

faire at Wits. 'l'he student population at Vista was nearly 30,000 strong. 

whereas it was 18,000 at Wits. And the percentage of Black students at 

Vista was 99 percent, compared to not quite 20 percent at Wits. Still, 

we were riot coriviriced that our efforts werc: wisely spent on Broed- 

ers. We saw them as the waning personas of power. But a series of 

unexpected events evolved after Chris Hani's death in April that justi- 

fied our tiivitiirlg our attention between British liberals and hard-line 

Afrikaners. 

Thcrc had I-leer1 a series of strikes i r i  the wake of Hani's assassirlation 

that were put down brutally by the police and after which the tinny taste 

of teargas hurlg in the air. It was not uncornnion to see students cross- 

ing carripus on crutches or in a rieck brace or with a swolleri eye. The 

proliferation of tcacf-1-ins, rallies, civil disobedience, and strikes at Vista 

Lniversit,y's Soweto campus, alone, had brought the entire university (a 

constellation of seven canlpuses in seven Black townships) closer to the 

brink of a wholesale takeover than the sarr~e such activities had at Wits. 

1 was a borla ficle member of the faculty at Vista, not an adjunct as 

I'd beer1 at Wits, which meant that nly public pronouncements could 

be rrrade in the name of my "stake" as a "stakeholder" and it would be 

difficult for sonleone to paint me as an agent provocateur, as Wits vice- 

chancellor Robert C1-iarltori did when he spoke to the press. 

Aft.er a few weeks we had a document, or the text for a document, 

but we did not know what form that document should take or how the 

propaganda sklould be distributed. Should we feed it out parsimoni- 

ously over a series of leaflets? Should it be one multi-page broadside 

that we would give to tile Trots to publish as a manifesto of some kind? 

The problerr~ with the first idea was that we had too much informa- 

tion arid contextualization to be fed to the public piecemeal. And the 

problem with the second idea was that the 'Srots were White, with a 

sprinkling of Indians and Coloureds-which is to say they had no pres- 

ence whatsoever on arly of the Vista campuses; we could not feed them 

the propaganda and then have them distribute it to the masses because 

it would riot have anything remotely approaching an organic endeavor. 



We decided that the only way to solve this problem was to have the 

bourgeois media solve it for us: get the press to publish it. So we ham- 

mered and anviled long into another night until we had a proper maga- 

zine article. 

But this presented us with another problem: someone's name was 

going to have to go in the by-line. Their eyes settled on me. I already 

had a public profile as an ANC member and elected official, which gave 

me legitimacy in the eyes of "progressives." I had the sort of legitimacy a 

bourgeois editor would respect, in that I was a lecturer at Vista and could 

claim I wrote this in an effort to vouchsafe the "integrity" in higher edu- 

cation. Since the bombing, I said, both Trevor and Jabu have been outed 

as MK, they're aboveground power brokers and influence peddlers in 

SASCO. (What do you mean by influence peddlers? Jabu, smiled. Sorry, 

com, I said, you know what I mean.) The point is, I continued, they could 

just as well put their name to this as I could. 

"There's no assurance that this thing will get published," Precious 

said, "and furthermore the longer it takes the more risk there is of the 

Broederbond taking decisive action to stop its publication and to, well, 

neutralize, the author. We're at a delicate conjuncture, with elections 

being talked about for next year or 1995. But it's not that delicate. They 

won't think twice about killing an MK 'terrorist' who had the cheek to 

write an article like this after he got out of detention. They'll think twice 

about Trevor-he's White. And they'll think twice about you-you're 

an American. Now, Trevor's also a 'terrorist,' which means his White 

skin won't give his by-line the legitimacy it would normally have. Com- 

rade, you should transpose this into the first person, using an episode 

from your own experience at Vista and set about finding a home for this 

piece." 

She was right. There was no way to argue with her. And I really did 

not want to argue. There was something disingenuous about my prior 

protest, for I was excited by the prospect of taking on the Broederbond 

with my name. Fighting British liberalism was dreary and uneventful for 

they rarely offered themselves as targets the way the Afrikaner did. But 

there was also a decidedly sincere quality to my protest. I was genuinely 



afraid. The Rroederbond struck fear in the hearts of nearly everyone 

who knew anything about therrl. 

Precious predicted that it would take time for the article to be ac- 

cepted. That was an understatement. By the end of November it still did 

not have a home; two months of editors being thrilled with, excited by, 

and committed to the piece, only to be called after their somber meet- 

ings with their legal departments or with their u~ivcs (who claimed that 

their children needed a father). I'm sorry, Frank, really I am. Good luck 

with this piece.. .arid.. .take care of yourself, by all means take care. Or: 

Why don't we wait. a year or twour l t i l  we're sure there are going to be 

elections ... come back after the elections, we'll run it then. The longer 

this went on, the more at risk I was; with each editor's goodbye hand- 

shake and parting words, "Are you going to be alright?" my anxiety and 

paranoia swelled. 

T told Khanya about the article but not its entire genesis. That little 

bit alone was enough for her to imbibe my anxiety. We bundled Reba 

and ourselves into a sleeping compartment on the Blue Train headed 

for Cape Town. From Cape Town we went to False Bay on the Indian 

Ocean (a place I'd heard 'Trevor speak of), where high on a promontory 

we rented a cottage of hand-packed stone and dormer windows looking 

out onto the sea. The view was stunnirlg from every angle. Reba looked 

through the binoculars and asked if we could see the penguins of Boul- 

ders Beach frorrl there. Yo, I thought, but we can see the shoreline and 

the road that rises from it. 

As fretful as the delay was, it was also a blessing in disguise. I was able 

to polish the article while we were on vacation and when we returned 

in January, Jon Qwelane, an African and the publisher of the national 

magazine Tribute, contracted to publish it. He effectively waved his legal 

staff and their "if's, arids, and buts" out of his office and set me to work 

with his editor and art director. Now it was done; the article was slated as 

the lead article for the April issue. On April 1, 1994, twenty-three days 

before the elections, the article hit the newsstands. 

Within days, the cars of Vista's Rroederbond rneml~ers (and those 

of their campus lackeys) were burning in the parking lot, their offices 



either ransacked or under siege. Some left with armed escorts. Oth- 

ers left under their own steam, but did not return. The head office, in 

Pretoria, home to 220 administrators and staff, of which over 200 were 

Afrikaners, became an armed fortress. And those who remained on the 

seven campuses (especially the Soweto campus) found themselves in the 

throes of a new authority, led by SASCO and itsfellow travelers. With- 

out planning it, without knowing it was happening, we had created a 

vacuum of power and authority that waited for us to fill it. The campuses 

were soon under the control of the People's Action Committee. And the 

Action Committee set about transforming the new space, the new sovi- 

ets, that they had commandeered. Our article had something to do with 

that. It was like a dream come true; something we always agitated for, 

but never really dreamed possible-not in the wake of Hani's murder. 

In fact, the article and its possible effects were the last thing on my 

mind the night before it hit the newsstands. On March 30 or 31, 1994, 

I had a disturbing encounter with Nelson Mandela himself, one that 

dropped a pall, once more, over my marriage. By the time Khanya and I 

left the Parktonian Hotel, I was thinking not about revolution, but about 

us, about how right she was when she said I brought her there under 

false pretenses. 

I can still recall the saris of the Indian women and the smart brown 

suit of the patriarch of that Indian family (perhaps they were the grand- 

parents and one of the other couple was their son or daughter and per- 

haps the children were their grandchildren-perhaps they'd returned 

from exile just in time to vote in the all-race elections). I don't recall their 

family name, though I should; Mandela hissed it, almost spat it at me. I 

can see them now, how they arranged themselves around Mandela for a 

photograph by the buffet table at the far end of the hotel ballroom. 

Mandela had already rebuked me once, in the auditorium, not more 

than ten minutes ago. Now, he looked startled and cross as I came up to 

him, as though he was astounded that I should elect to sign up for even 

more abuse. 

Now is the time for compromise, he had said to me in the audito- 

rium. Give and take on both sides. Peace and reconciliation. Applause 



crescendoed like a flock of birds rising from cathedral stairs. It was the 

big soiree thrown at the end of each month by Tribute magazine the night 

before their current issue hit the newsstands. In the front matter of each 

issue one could always find photographs of the attending glitterati bran- 

dishing cocktails like trophies. Khanya and I were not of the ilk nor- 

mally invited, but rrly article on Vista and the Broederbond had been 

given top billing as an investigative expos&. And the magazine always 

invited the freelance author of the lead story for the month. The soirees 

were always the same. First, a speech frorn the distinguished guest of 

honor, followed by a thirsty pilgrimage from the aliditoriunl to the bar 

and buffet in the reception room, where an evening of networking en- 

sued. Normally, they gave the speaker only half an ear, for in the main, 

the galas were opportunities for aspiring Black entrepreneurs to collect 

coveted business cards from White industrialists. But tonight they had 

before t.hem someone to whorn they gave their full attention. The next 

state president was on display. 

The applause for compromise, peace, and reconciliation died down, 

hut I remained standing. "Comrade Mandela," I said. The people seated 

arou~ld me looked at rne as if to say, Didn't he just put you in your place? 

What will it take for you to sit down? "Comrade Mandela." Again, com- 

rade hlandela. Xot Mr. illandela. Not sir, like the fawning advertising 

mogul who asked the first question. Comrade Mandela. It stitched him 

back into the militant garb he'd shed since the day he left prison. He'd 

already sat down again. He bristled at the sight of me still standing, 

speaking to him free of the gilded tones that were mandated by the 

gilded invitations. 

"If I might be allowed a follow-up question." He's an old man, a 

voice inside me was saying, you're disrespecting an old man. But an- 

other voice was there as well, Stimela's voice-we feel so disempowered 

in his presence, we know he's not god, and yet ... And Mandela's own 

voice: his voice of appeasement when he traveled abroad and thought 

no orie at klorrle would see the news, such as when he made it clear to a 

throng of European journalists that, should COSATU use its arsenal 

of labor strikes to move the country toward socialism, he would use 



the same arsenal of force on the workers that the ANC had used on the 

Boers. 

It's one thing to challenge him in a room full of comrades, I had said 

to Precious, Jabu, and Trevor (relieved that Oupa wasn't with us, but 

Oupa wouldn't have been there, I realized, not for this effort. Where 

was Oupa, I wondered). In a room full of ANC cadres, only the afft of 

the crowd would be against me. That is to say, the comrades would be 

on Mandela's side emotionally, but their intellectual consent would rest 

with our critique because it is their own critique. But to out him at the 

Parktonian Hotel? That was another matter. I can't imagine myself find- 

ing my voice, I had said to Precious, nor can I imagine the emcee allow- 

ing me to finish a sentence at the Parkonian Hotel. 

Precious, who loved Mandela in the same way that Khanya loved 

him, but who'd been trained that the things she loved most were the 

very things that could destroy her, said, "In the past three years, forty 

thousand exiles have returned from under the stones of Western capi- 

tals like London, New York, Toronto, and Washington DC, with their 

ideology of free enterprise and meritocracy. We have only this window 

of time before we lose the power to pose the question-and the power to 

pose the question is the greatest power of all. Don't worry," she assured 

me, "he'll show his hand." 

"How do you know?" I asked her. 

"Your impudence works wonders on people," she smiled. 

I pressed on. "Comrade Mandela, as you know there are two issues 

at stake despite what the-" and to my horror I almost said, despite 

what the tokoloshes say. "Despite what businessmen and university 

principals might say. First, there's the question of Black access to the 

university-in a Black country, I might add." As I spoke he abandoned 

all pretense of etiquette and leaned toward his aide. They partook in 

a whispering dialogue. "Then, there's the issue of the ANC's Recon- 

struction and Development Program, which many comrades are say- 

ing was developed by European and American consultants, and not 

the masses. A Reconstruction and Development Program that bears no 

resemblance to the demands that came down from ANC branch and 



regional structures. SAS(:O has called for thepotuer topose the qr/estion, 

arid t11c. poner to goverrl uriiversit ies, to hr cicvolved to the people. But 

the Rr.constructior1 and Development Prograrn ~rier~tions no such clevo- 

lutiori of' power. Hom clo j o r ~  calibrate the gap between the will of the 

people and t h ~  RTIP?" 

He was on his feet. Furious. 4s though lie could kick rrle to death. 

IV hit(. 1)eople in this colrritry have worketl hard, lie said, struggled for 

decades, centuries, to build their ins~itu~iorrs. Ilc was trern1)ling with 

anger as he spoke. \\e iri the 4frican Natiorial Congress will not fill 

thern with anxietj arid fear bj suggesting that wre are going to s e i ~ e  con- 

trol of what the) have worked so hard to hr~il(l. 

Another round ofthuntierous applause. I\ e were still loohirlg at each 

othc,r. \Ye were both wounded. It was as though Muharnnlad 4li had just 

~~11vcrizc.ti an amateur, hacked hinl into the ropes. arld turr~ecl his face 

to mush, while a crowci of blood-speckled spectators cheered. Hut who 

wa\ Ali and who was t11e arria~eur? 

Then, as though something or sonleone had pinched hi111 fro111 a 

drc.am, he changed his torlc hut not his tr~rie. He mas less strident. He 

said that he was in fakor of estahlisl~ir~g ~rarisforrnation commit tees at 

each ur~iversity. But he knew as well as J did that S 4SCO had not called 

fi)r "transforrnatior~ committees." Ilc was r~sirig his prestige to corrupt 

arid hollow out SASCO's dernar~ds. SASCO dernanded t rarlsformation 

Jbrzrrns (like those that would soor1 be established-rise from the fires 

of studentlworker revolt at kista), not comrnittces. Forurris, so went 

the demand, to bc placed over arid a1)ove the universitj c.orlricils. 

'J'hese comrnittces, Rlandela continued, are what all t11r. stakehold- 

ers want. More lies, I thought, tliere arc only cwmrades ant1 tokoloshes; 

"stakeholders" is a word that niystifies the antagonism. Oker the next 

two or three years, tticse conlmittees will study the concerns of all the 

stakeholders, he saitl. and then su1)rnit their findings arid recommentla- 

tioris to rn? cabinr~t arid.. .blah, blah, blah.. .until the strlrggle has hemor- 

rhaged ancl dietl. 

\ow. as I tlc~adetl for the 1)uffet ~ a t ~ l e  where he arid the faniily of ex- 

iles mere being arrariged for a photograph, 1 decide to tell llinl that the 



answer he'd given to my question during the preceding Q & A needed 

clarification. As I sliced through the room of his admirers, Khanya was 

in hot pursuit of me. 

"Don't make a scene, Frank." 

But I pressed forward across the ballroom. 

"Didn't you do enough back there?" she said, referring to the repar- 

tee in the question and answer period. 

I turned to her in the middle of the crowd. 

"You mean, 'too much' don't you? 'Frank, didn't you do too much 

back there?'" 

"Yes," she said, "too much." 

"A month away from the elections and suddenly it's too much to hold 

him accountable to the Freedom Charter. The mind boggles. You know 

what just happened back there-in a room full of White businessmen? 

Blood suckers. We asked him a question and-" 

"You asked him a question. A rhetorical question meant to embar- 

rass, not to engage." 

"He should be speaking to us when he speaks, not to the mandarins 

of surplus value." 

"When are you going to start living in the real world? I work for an 

NGO. When he comes to power mypeople will have to beg for money 

from hispeople. Not Winnie's people, you don't raise money in squatter 

camps, and not Chris Hani's people, they need Mandela more than I do 

now that he's dead." 

"You've always been a survivor." But no sooner had I mailed that 

callous letter than I wished for the keys to the letterbox: P.S. I'm sorry, 
Khanya, I know that's not true. 

"And you've always been a fool,'' she said. 

We were drawing attention to ourselves. 

"Now who's making a scene?" I said. I wanted to retain my dignity 

and my sense of being right. But I wanted her to love me, too. I tried to 

hold her hand. "It needs to be a public encounter, in front of witnesses," 

I whispered. 

Her eyes widened. 



"You're working for Stimela! Our night out and.. .You're using me as 

cover." 

I asked her to keep her voice tlown. 

'The Indian family and Y elson Mandela were moving away from the 

buffet table. Mandela's bodyguards were a pace or two behind them, 

which was good. If I was going to make contact I had to make it now 

arid 1 had to slow down before I reached him, lest his guards think my 

approach had malevolent intentions (and take the necessary rounter- 

measures). This meant turning my back on Khanya in the mitldle of our 

argument. We were not divorced as we are today. Yor were we sepa- 

rated, as we would be that rainy night the following year when Stefaans 

Briimmer called. Still, I knew that after I did what I had set out to do, 

we would go home sharing no more conversation between us than was 

necessary to count out the fare for the kornbi; that all night long I would 

lie awake counting the ceiling's dim stars of stucco arid know she was 

doing the same. 

In  a way, Khanya was right in what she was saying as she tried to 

check my advance on the floor of the ballroom. What happened back in 

the auditorium should have been enough. Rut 1 wanted something more 

from him, something for me, a surplus- not for Stinlela, not for Pre- 

cious, not for people on the ground, but for me. I wanted him to return 

to rrle my tlrearrl of him, the dream Klianya spoke of when she called him 

her "father" after Richard's hraai. Please tell me.you didn'~ mean w h a t p u  

sazd. So many people have dzed So many more have h e n  scnrred for l$e All 

that carnagejor a f iw committees7 Say it isn't so. 

I'd broken through the levee of people who were keeping a respectful 

distance from him and his friends. I rehearsed my lines: Mr 'Vandela, 

s i r  no "comrade" this time - I want to struggle wilh .you over.your response 

to my gucstion regarding the RDP and the devolution of power; part ($your 

answer was unclear. You're lying, I thought, his answer could not have 

been clearer. 

"Mr. Maridela," 1 was upon him and his friends. "Sir," a note of hu- 

rnility. "I'd like to struggle with you over your answer to my ques-." 



With unbridled brusqueness he said, "These are the-," and he told 

me their family name and spat out the years they'd been in exile; he 

thrust his palm into my solar plexus. "We want to take a picture-in 

peace!" 

It wasn't the stiff-arm of a rugby winger warding off a tackler, but a 

thrust of frustration from an old man who was tired and vexed, who'd 

been goaded into saying what he knew in his heart he should not have 

said. I let the blow knock me back in order to memorialize his aggression 

for the onlookers. 

As his bodyguards ushered me away, I caught a glimpse of Khanya, 

still embedded in the onlookers. For a split second I saw myself through 

her eyes: a man: a man whom she loved: he made her laugh and took her 

seriously: a man she'd held close on late-night subways in Manhattan: 

she'd made love and plans with this man and had once been proud to 

show him off: a man who'd gamble all of that on one, maybe two, simple 

truths. Her father had warned her, Why hadn't she listened? 

Mandela stalked us all the way home. He sat between us in the rickety 

kombi as it climbed the Braamfontein slope to Hillbrow. He made any 

conversation more complex than short phrases and grunts impossible. 

He bid us to be silent as we hastened from the neon anarchy of Hillbrow 

to the tree-calmed boulevards of Berea. His displeasure cottoned our 

ears and dampened our taste buds against the soft sounds of jazz and 

the scent of sage-roasted chicken wafting in the Yeoville air. When we 

finally reached our apartment in Bellevue East, he had the nerve to let 

himself in. The couch wasn't good enough for him; he insisted on shar- 

ing our bed. All night he sat there, daring us to reach through him and 

love again. 

Were Chris Hani alive in 1995 when Stefaans Briimmer called the Orrs7 

house to interview me, it would have been impossible to imagine an amal- 

gamated spy agency comprised of MK and the Boer's Special Branch, one 

run jointly by F. W. de Klerk, the head of the Nationalist Party, and Thabo 

Mbeki, the most conservative member of the ANC. But that was the state of 

things a year after the incident in the Parktonian Hotel. 



W henever I thirik of Stefaarls Brummer's telephone call I wonder 

whether he was baiting rnc or just being a good reporter when he irn- 

plied that I knew \\hat he nleatit 11) "jour suhersive acti~ities." Then, he 

added, deliberatel.. "Nelson Mandela thinks jou're a threat to national 

security. \Voul(l cou care to comment?" 

For the first time in the interview I felt as though I would starrirrler. 

I remembered how I fixlt when hlandela jabbed his palm into nlj solar 

plexus arid the look l r l  Ktiariya's eyes as his hodjguards pushed rne past 

her. I felt that jab again, in Stefaans Brumrner's loice jwould.you (.are to 

comment) I saw that look again in her eyes as she warmed herself by the 

gas fire ill tile parlor atid spoke quietlj with the Orrs, pretending not to 

listen. IIer eyes were not angry, not like thej'd been last year, on the last 

night of March. Hut I hey were worried, for 11s. 

She could have lived with Joe Nhlarihla saying I was a threat to 

national security, or 'l'habo hlbeki; certainly F. M7. de Klerk's censure 

woultl have had either no effect on her or the opposite of what she felt 

now. But the idea that Nelson Mandela h~rrlse!f'corisider.eti rrie a threat to 

national sccurity was too much for her to bear. I even touched niy stom- 

ach as though I still felt the press of hib hand. A thrent to nntlonnlscctrrity~ 

It was too much for me as well. 

''If active dissent is a threat to national securitj," I told Brummer, 

"ttieri yes, it's true. But to tnj rrlind the rcal threat is the state president 

himself and his cabinet of 'Yational Cnity."' 

"May I quote you?" 

I looked into the parlor. Thej were all looking at rne; the? could no 

longer pretend to be talking about the days of rain we'd been having 

or Khanya's work at the UGO. Mr. and hlrs Orr, Kharqa the) had all 

heard it, there was no use pretending. They watched. They waited. 

"I don't know," I said. "I need to think about it." 

We said goodnigtlt to the Orrs arid retired to t t i t  yard, to the car- 

riage house I'd been renting frorn them for the last few nlonths of our 

separation. 

Frorn the moment I arrived in South 4frica, and pllshcd and shoved 

and punched nly way into an irlri that wasn't "multiracial" to the night 



Stefaans Briimmer called, there had been a kind of reprieve from the 

untenable fact of Blackness I'd known since Mrs. Prorldwell commended 

my mother for bearing two Negro children who did not smell like Negro 

children. Struggle in South Africa had done that for me in a way that 

had happened in only one other period of my life: Detroit, when Smooth 

bought me bean pies, recounted the Algiers Motel Incident, and told 

his posses I wasn't no gumpy; Chicago, when Jocelyn and I slow danced 

for her laughing uncle and shared grown-ass kisses in the snow on our 

way to the murder of Fred Hampton, on our way to the revolution; and 

in Berkeley, on the barricades when Nixon invaded Cambodia and Ms. 

Loony Tunes dragged me up the hill. 

Struggle.. .the South African revolution.. .Our coming within a hair's 

breadth of ridding the country of capitalism.. .this, I had thought, dedi- 

cated Marxist that I was, this is the struggle that will also rid the world of 

Negrophobia. It was a blind faith I never threatened with scrutiny. I sim- 

ply incorporated my dream to no longer be the slave of my appearance 

(the slave of thick lips and guilty eyes; my dream to free my mirror of 

all compensatory gestures-you're Black but you're intelligent, Black but 

fairly handsome, Black but you come from good.. .goodRlack stock?), in- 

corporated it into the dream of a proletarian dictatorship. For five years 

I kept the faith. But now the world was rushing in again. 

Khanya and I told ourselves that our divorce was about many things, 

but not about the world rushing back in. Who in the world would have 

believed us? And is it truth if it has no place in the world? So we found, 

for ourselves and for others, recognizable stories to make sense of it. Her 

not wanting to leave South Africa. My fear of raising Reba and the other 

child she wanted us to bring into the world. "Lifestyle" issues. Her tight- 

shouldered miserliness. My profligate spending. Her prompt fidelity to 

creditors. My middle finger installment plan. Her desire to find one pro- 

fession, yes, Frank, I mean it, one job, in one place, that we'll call home 

once and for all. My urgent sense that I had to keep moving. It was all 

true enough. It was false as well. Part real. Part ruse. And it was the part 

that was ruse that saved us from having to face what had faced us in New 

York when she sat up in bed one morning and wondered aloud why she 



should trade one South Africa for another. Tlie ruse of stable donrestic- 

it? gave her the faith she needed to keep the dereliction of Hlackness 

orrtsicle the door. Just as the rllscl of movement, rny movement, or The 

blovernent, or!) rrlobement had tlor~e for me. Tlre \lovernent was IIO lon- 

g ( ~  and I mould not praj at her shrine of domesticity. 

Conflict svt ill, in the guise ofL'issues." 1Vlioevc~r heard of two slaves with 

"issues"? Flow simpler to have said without artifice what we really war~ted: 

t he adulation of'1V hite womarihootl, the freedorn ofWhite niarihooti. 1% hite 

skill: the one trirtB pl~allus. me rrright have avoitlctl three ycars or1 a switch- 

back trail of separations and rturrions, which is riot to say we'd be together 

1)ut merely to s a ~  we'tl have cut through our scmptonis to the chase. 

When we went inside the carriage liouse, she asked rric what Rrurrr- 

mcr wanteti. I told her; I set ahout feeding Ginger, the tiger-striped cat 1 

hat1 takerr with my books and rny clothes wt1c.11 we separated, as I did so. 

"Horn do we explain to our friends that the anti-apartt~eicl gowerrl- 

rnent sa>s ~ o u ' r c  a traitor?" 

I was still stooped o\er Ginger. She ate hcr food and loohcd up at me 

like a gratc.ful stipplicarrt. The eyes of one's pet neber judge. "Perllaps 

thej're not our friericis," I told Khanja, "if they can't uriderstand." 

"I went t o  a goverr~rrre~~t official for fi~ntling for one of' rnj  dispirtc 

resolution projects in the township. 'Wliy do jou want hiriding from 

us sell-outs. why don't >otr get it from your husl-)and's li1)eratcd zone at 

Vista Il~ri\c'rsitj?' He k~rows Pretoria won't pay the acadernic.~ that took 

part in the takeover. Ale husband hasn't been paid in months, I told 

him. 411t1 111er1 we were i r r  a ro\+. I di(lr~'t go therc for a row. I went for 

money for badly needed projects. That phone call toniglit. from the,Zl(lll 

& Grrnrcliun don't toss your hand like it's nothing! 'They're tired ofyou! 

They'rcx 1101 c.ornm(i~.s an~more!  Ttiej'rc. tlic government and they're get- 

ting tired of you! 11. he11 I canie to Yew York and rrfusc.d to believe what 

a racist society it was, what a darigerorls place it was, when I wanted t o  

hold on to 111) drearris cou said, 'Wahe u p  and srnell coffee.'" (The cof- 

fee. I hat1 a mind to take issue ~ i t h  tlre absence of a definite articlt, if 

that wo~~l t l  stop her frorr~ talking.) "Now I'm telling eou to wake up and 

smell coffcr." 



I did not want to wake up and smell the coffee but nor did I want 

her to leave. So I said what needed to be said and I said it as though I 

meant it; there and then, I did. It wasn't long before we found ourselves 

where we'd intended to be an hour ago when we stood in the rain and 

waited for a kombi with no more than the frayed poster of Mandela to 

keep us dry-not on opposite sides of this miniature living room, but in 

the miniature bedroom, in bed, kissing and caressing. I said I'd move 

back in with her and Reba, and yes, Doreen. She promised to move to 

Amsterdam or even back to the States and go for that filmmaking degree 

she'd always wanted instead of the law degree. With that ensemble of 

vows and caresses, we made love and fell asleep. 

"Stop!" she screamed. "Frank!" 

I bolted up and turned on the light. 

"They grabbed my feet." She was breathing hard. She was trembling. 

She placed her face in her hands. "They were going to get you too. I felt 

their hands." 

Ginger sat at the foot of the bed, licking her fur. 

"There's your NIA agent," I said. "Ginger's paws, not Mandela's 

hands." 

Khanya didn't find this amusing. She yanked hard at the blanket, 

extracting an agonizing cry from Ginger and tossing her to the floor. 

"Only White people keep pets in the bedroom." 

"I beg your pardon.'' 

The unintended force of her own words startled her. But it was too 

late. She had crossed the Rubicon. 

"Animals belong outside, is what I'm saying." 

I should have let it go, but I too had crossed the line. 

"You're saying I'm White. What your father said. What your mother 

may as well have said. You married a White man. Don't turn away from 

me." 

"I have to actually work in the morning. You're not due on the bar- 

ricades till noon." 

I remained seated beside her in bed. She kept her back to me and 

pulled the cover over her shoulder. 



"Would yo11 please turn off the ligl~t?" 

I did not turn off thc light. 

"1'111 Wl~ i t e .  Fine. 1.111 \ i  hitc cargo. \% hite propert?. The) made rrie 

out of ~ 0 1 1 .  il/ hat's your excuse?" 

"Frank, please. thc  light '' 

"Ul hat's )our excuse?" 

"My cxcusc for whnt3" 
"M'c.re therc clirlirlg irons arrtt spandex oil the Great Karltu Xligra- 

tion:' Ditl ~ o u  criss-cross Africa 111 (;ricci shoe?" 

"I don't straightell 111) hair allymore." She pulled the (-overs over 11c.r 

head, '"l'hcl~ lrave the light on. It's ?ou n h o  won't get an? sleep." 

I pro~nptl? turned it off. 

\ I? la) in the (lark for a long tirne; not touching; rlot speaking; not 

sleeping. 

Finally, I rnade rrly voice say, "I 11aw an arrrrt ..." Rut 1 c.ouldn't Iwillg 

m!sclfto speak. 

"Did >oil saj sor~lething?" 

" N o . .  .it's nothing." 

"Plcase," she trrrnetl toward me, "say what it was. 1-11 listen." 

"I hale an  aunt ... she s q s ,  >o11 shol~lti r1evt.r go to hcd angry with 

each other. It's hat1 for the sorll. 4t least tl~at 's what she says." 

"Wl~at  does she. say we $hot11(1 do?" 

"1 rrercr asked her. 1 didrl't krrou I'd rlr~c.d to krlou on(. day." 

" I  n a n t  to saj I ' r r ~  sorr?, I)ut 1 feel.. .dcf(.nsi,e." 

"h3) rr~outtl r u ~ ~ s  ahcacl of my braill," 1 said. "4nd jou'rc right. How 

could j o r ~ ~ ~ t  be right? I grcu up in Keriwootl. I hat(. 11rer11. I crave t hem. 

I'm toxic." 

"lo11 knob* t11at cornrnercial for thc Sales House tlcpartrnent store." 

k e y ,  f krww it. 
"Tllr~j show five African couples from five different tourltries across 

the. continent, dressed in tllcir traditior~al African attire. 'Then wc I-war 

classical music ant1 the scene cuts to a ~ r ~ a r r  in a t11xctio and a wornan in 

an  c~vrning g o u r ~ ,  and the :inrlorincer sa>s, 'South 1fric.a.' I cringc when 

I see that. It's lihc they see right tllrougl~ rr~e." 



I reached out my hand and she took it. We moved toward each other 

and embraced in the middle of the bed, where we started. 

In August 1996, Stimela got word that I was leaving and came to say 

goodbye. The early spring sun was hot, but not as hot as it would be 

when October would bleed into summer. Still, we kept to the shade of 

Observatory's sycamores. 

In his short life Stimela Mosando had already witnessed the Children's 

Revolution of June 1976, the fall of the Soviet Union on Christmas Day 

1991, and the triumph of neo-liberalism on April 24, 1994, but no one 

knew his story; he had always fought on the losing side, not the side of the 

historical record. Now he was an ANC representative on the city council 

of a heretofore all-White city council of a heretofore-White city that bor- 

dered the West Rand township where he and Jabu were born and raised. 

As we walked past the mansions that had once belonged to British mining 

magnates in the nineteenth century, then Gandhi in the early twentieth 

century, and even Joe Slovo until his death, mansions that Khanya and I 

had joked, quite soberly, about living in one day, a sleek BMW crept be- 

hind us at a distance of half a block. 

"My driver," Stimela explained, beckoning back to the car. "is sup- 

posed to be my bodyguard. He's NIA. Isn't that nice? MK and the Com- 

munist Party are now the state police. They work for the moderates now. 

Imagine Lenin working for the Mensheviks. The party and the former 

insurgents are now the tail being wagged by the ANC dog. 

"They suspect me. They think I'm a whistleblower. There's noth- 

ing worse than a whistleblower. Which is why they'll ask me to stand 

for a seat on the Communist Party's Central Committee. They want to 

see if they can contain or co-opt me. It won't be so messy. I've been 

given a very nice job at an NGO-counting semiconductors-one of the 

NGOs we used to siphon money from to buy arms and pay the rent of 

safe houses. I stop talking about ANC government corruption and I get 

to keep my new job, my new car, my lovely driver, my seat on the city 



council, arid majbe 1'11 eken get a seat on the‘ (:entral Corrimittee. It's 

the carrot ... for now. What do yo11 think, comrade Frank. should I take 

the carrot?" 

I was going to ariswer hirri r~ol I)ec,ausc T knew the ariswcr, bllt he- 

cause hc askcd me. Btlr he didn't wait for nly answer. 

" I  ha\e a goirig awa? present for jou, to, well, to compensate ,011 for 

being put at risk so often witlloilt telling yo11 wh.y." 

"A H M  U ?" 1 askctl, looking back at the sl.iiriy car and t11r- goverrlrnerlt 

driver. 

''A stor?." 

''Al)ollt what?" 

"Sornething interesting." Arltl he laughed. 'l'hcn he said, "Comrades 

needed to emerge." That was how he started. "People who could not t)e 

wf/ltt~mnr/r.(~," he smiled, in gernlflcction to the way I a1wa.y~ cringed at 

words lihe hlnckrtlnili.fl, b/uckr',ci//i.d, or b/u(~k/~ . t /~d ,  " bj hlatidela's people. 

U'e nccbded such people to ernerge in the wake of Hani's death ant1 we 

needed them to errithrge quickly." 

FIc explairied how, a long time ago, a )ear or two 1jefor.r Jabu first rnet 

me at Itichard's braai in Soweto, Red Beard and his agcrits were hot on 

the trail of both Trcvor arid .lat)tl for political "crimes" committed in the 

township wars 11r.twecn the RNC and tlie P4C; riot that Red Heard cared 

who 1)r.c.arnc hcgcrnonic, b11t now that the dust was settling, now tlrat it 

was clear that the ANC had wor~, it was AN(:  "culprits" who needed t o  be 

apprehended. l-ic hriew that he was looking for two ~ r a i r ~ e d  operuti\cs, 

one Black and orle L\lhitc. He knew that they were probabl) studelits. 

And as time progressed Red Beard knew rrlore and rnore. He was clos- 

ing in on Trevor and Jakju. 'The only way Stimela cotlltl save thrrri from 

torture, a capit;~l treason trial, and certain death was to offer the police a 

more valuable quarr?. So he sent Jabu aricl Trevor on \amtion. T h q  were 

to hole up ill a bungalow near Fislihoek in False Hay (where I'd gone with 

Kha~iya and Kelja during rriy Hroederbond scare). They ate conch from 

the shell arld swam in the Indian Ocean arid awaited his orders. When 

Stirriela u:is sure thcj were safelj out of Johannesl-jurg, he stepped from 

the shadows arid placed his own head bct\\ccri the lion's jaw. 



I must have stopped. I must have looked as shocked as I was-sensing 

where it was leading but not believing for one moment the path we were 

on. He placed his hand beneath my elbow and nudged me on. 

"No one should be tortured," he said, "but nor should we have to live 

in this world." 

I asked him if Trevor and Jabu had given him and Precious enough 

time to flee before they "emerged," the MK regulation-time for enduring 

torture so that networks might be dissolved. 

At first he took it as a joke. "They were both great! Especially Jabu. 

The stories my cousin told them. When they released him I asked him 

for some of whatever he'd been smoking. It must have been some good 

dagga." Seeing that I wasn't laughing, he became testy. 

"I held out for two weeks. Two weeks of complete fabrications like 

the arms caches hidden in homes of the northern suburbs that Jabu led 

them to when he was tortured. Enough time for everyone to realize that 

I'd been arrested, for them to disappear and salvage as many DLBs as 

they could." 

And then? 

"And then I gave them the world; but they kept at me for five months. 

'It's not information we want, kaffir, it's lost time.' I begged them to kill 

me. They laughed." He didn't explain his release to me; how it was that 

two years later, in 1989, I came to meet his cousin at a braai, and a little 

more than a year after that, I met him as well. Instead he returned, with- 

out segue, to Trevor and Jabu and their capture after the bombing. "Com- 

rades needed to emerge," he said. "And we needed a foolproof way for 

them to emerge as two people who could move in aboveground structures 

and speak with authority, be listened to," he emphasized, "when speak- 

ing out against the neo-liberal 'consensus.' To emerge without credentials 

would have been to not emerge at all-not in that short space of time." 

In the beginning he had no idea that so many units were not going 

to hit the targets Hani had set out for them in the event of a major fig- 

ure's assassination. He had no idea how tightly Mandela's people would 

put the screws on; how much nerve so many people would lose in the 

wake of Chris Hani's death; how many trained insurgents were willing 



to let the rnasscbs take it to the streets arid not hack thcrri up; that in- 

stead of the leadership niobili~irig its er1ergic.s to irltc.nsify t t ~ c  mass 

uprisings, the) would wait on the sidelines to see ~vhicli 4NC factiori 

would prexail. 'Tliis is when it must have hit St imela: new cornrc~des need 

to EN! erge 

"\%'!lo hcttc.r to gi\e comrades their crederit ials," he said, as we stopped 

arid his "gift," thc s1iiri.y RRfW, pullet1 up bcsidca us, "than the police." 

The little marl with dark glasses hehind tile whec.1 held his ga7e on 

us. Stimela's voice was neither cold blooded nor remorseful. I t  was in- 

fbrrnative. It was iriterprvtive. It was the xoicc of necessit>. The so-called 

"moral" questions no longer occurred to rile. 13ut I felt weak, rlauseous. 

I remcrriberc~tl the ttirr~gs that had been (lone to Ja1)u's hotly and to 

Trevor's; wliat they told me and what they left to rrr? inlagination. And I 
felt ashamc.tl, t>clie~irlg that I coul(1 not have rnadc such a sacrifice. But 

I rernembrrvd sorrlething Trexor had said to rne: Stirrlela will never rc- 

quire you to do a n j  thing he knows you're 11ot read) fiw, he said, though 

he Ilia> test !our 1% illirlgrless. 

Stimela placed his hand or1 t tie door. 

"Wait ..." I said. IIe turned arid waited. I wanted to ask hi111 to fill iri 

the details. Ilid ?/oil or Trevor or .Tabu drive bach to the bombsite and 

throb\ Trebor's identit! docurtic.rrt into t t ~ e  rubble; or was it sorncorle 

clsc, sorrle untrairiecl subaltern, like me? Did T r c ~  or  think the tlocurrier~t 

was going to be throwri into thc rubble or1 thc day I pull(3tl his poncho 

and tore his wound or had it alread) 1)et.ri done? I3ut I asked him noric 

of'thosc, clucstions. 

Instead, I asked: "Did wc* kill professor Murciriik or did ti(. tlie bj liis 

own hand alone?" 

This made him roar with laughter and the little man at the wheel, 

who roultl hcar riotllirig of utiilt was bcirig said hut could hcar Stimela's 

laugh and feel the \ ibration of the car, srniled at us. 

"You're a greet13 capitalist." Stimcla chuckled. "'lo11 \\ant a little 

something for \.ourself. You rllust rernc~rnl)er," he admonished nre with 

his firigc~r, ">ou carl't kill a tokoloslic.. Orlc thing's for sure.. Mureiriik 

killed Chris Harii." 



The Sunday Times/Extra did a feature on me and two other Black Ameri- 

can expatriates. "Coming Home To Mama Africa" read the bold head- 

line. The subheading read: "Fed up with racism back home, African- 

Americans are flocking to SA in search of a better life in the new land of 

liberty." Above the article was my photograph, four columns wide. Then 

there was the caption. "Frank Wilderson, who has been living in South 

Africa for four years, was tired of the political oppression black people 

faced in the US." "Here to stay," it read. 

Shortly thereafter, I left ... went home, whatever that means. First, 

to Los Angeles, where I slept on my brother's couch and taught in the 

Compton Unified School District, a district so under-funded and short- 

staffed as to make many schools in Soweto look like prep schools; then 

to Northern California where I worked as an adjunct lecturer at colleges 

and universities from Santa Cruz to San Francisco while earning a doc- 

torate in film studies and political theory. Three and a half years slipped 

away and the twentieth century ended. 

Having weathered the Y2K scare of a midnight meltdown (vanish- 

ing bank balances, febrile clock hands spinning counter clockwise, the 

collapse of sea and air navigation systems, the implosion of medical 

life-support technology, nuclear warheads firing of their own free will, 

riots at food distribution centers, and the earth spinning backwards on 

its axis), Alice and I woke up on the morning of the new millennium, 

thankful that we had not fled to a bunker for the winter break and that 

the electric locks on the car still worked. 

After our vacation I returned to Berkeley. Amid the bills and junk 

mail were two letters from South Africa; neither one had a return 

address. One was a large oversized official envelope. The other was 

a personal letter. The two envelopes' pastiche of stamps (leaping 

Springboks characteristic of the era of the Nationalist Party regime 

and multicolored arrow stamps that looked like a traffic sign but, in 

point of fact, was the flag of the "New" South Africa) reminded me of 

a sobering line from Antonio Gramsci's Prison Notebooks: the old is 



clyirlg, hut t he  r1t.w cannot  be  born.  I thought  I knew what the  large 

envelope containc~il and  was in  rio hur ry  to face its accusations, so I 
opened the  letter. 

1'' of' Jar~uary 2000 

Dear. Prarrk 

I trrlst you arc still standing at thc hrirlk of the wou~rcls of this age. Po- 

litical or ps~clrological. 

,Is for rrle, I aril still "disse~rll~ling," uatc:llirig, learrrirlg, orcasiorlally 

fiic:king sorncxonc up w11o kno\vs rrot frorrl whence his descrved but in- 

corlsisterlt niisli,rturrc. 11as corrrc.. Mostly, lrowr\-er, I an1 ~vrapl~c.tl up in a 

sense of rnysialf u-hi& s c ~ s  value i l l  (a srnall rollec~ivc.) puttirrg icleas out 

there that sorr~c.tirrles lirrk r ~ p  t o  c*orrntcr-tliscourses arrd suddrrlly peoplc 

are rrroved to tlrink a1111 1,elitvc. t.xtraordin:rry things. 

In all of tlrrsc displays, I rernain utterly obscurc~. 

This is rrl! lot in lifi:. \I: hat 11:1s l)erorrrc* of yours? I rr~iss you. 

So, I thought, we'd bccrl fricwds after all. But 1 could think of noth- 

ing pit1.q o r  pr~rposefrll to descrihe what had 1)ec.ornc ot' my life sirlee I 

left, nothing that would translate irito the politic,al language that once 

gate us susterlarlce. 

I took the  icy plunge and  opened the second one. It was a lorig, two- 

hole-punched document, comrrlorl t o  the British Commor~wealth, with 

a green riblmri loopc~d through the  holes as fasteners so as to  make it 

appear more like a gift or  a n  invitation than a w r i ~ .  

lh  TllI< HICll C:OURT 01; SOtT7'11 4FR1(:,4 

(TRAhSYAAL I'ROVII\(:IAIJ 1)lVISION) 

C.4SE NO. 4865'2000 



In the matter between: KHANYA VICTORIA DOROTHY WILDERSON 

(born PHENYO) (Plaintiff) and FRANK BENJAMIN WILDERSON I11 

WHEREAS in this matter the above Honourable Court on the 9'11 day of 

JANUARY 2000 made an order giving KHANYA VICTORIA DOROTHY 

WILDERSON (born PHENYO) leave to institute action against FRANK 

BENJAMIN WILDERSON I11 an adult male student of the University of Cali- 

fornia, Berkeley (hereinafter referred to as "The Defendant") 

PARTICULARS OF CLAIM 

1. On 20 August 1990, and at New York, USA, the parties married in community 

of property and the said marriage still subsists. 

2. There has been an irretrievable breakdown of the marriage between the 

parties and the marriage relationship between them has reached such a state of 

disintegration that there is no reasonable prospect of the restoration of a normal 

marriage relationship between the parties, by reason of the following facts: 

2.1 The parties have been living apart since 1996 as the Defendant refused 

to live in the same place and house as the Plaintiff. 

2.2 Since June 1998, the Defendant has, on countless occasions, 

telephonically stated his desire to terminate the marriage relationship 

between the parties. 

2.3 In June 1998 the Defendant told Plaintiff that he was intimately involved 

with another woman.. . 

It went on for fourteen pages, but I did not go on. Like Trevor's letter, 

I put the writ away. There was no disputing the "particulars of the claim," 

no picking over this one or that one that could rescue the ego, or salvage 

the picture I had painted of myself. To protect myself. ..to see myself as 

something other than a philandering cheat. I told myself that I took so 

long to tell her about Alice because I was trying to let her down gently. 

That's why I agreed to a "trial separation" when I left South Africa; why 

I said she could join me at some point and we'd make things right again. 

That's why it wasn't cheating. Over the next two years, I would bring it out 

and read a page or two, or a line or two, whatever dose of embarrassment 

I could bear that day-and then put it away. 



One night 1 carne home from sc-11001 and rriy mother's voice was callirlg 

rri(> f'rom tkic bedrooni. I tlroppcd rn) boohs and raced into tlie l)c.droorr~. 

nut I stoppecl as my liarid reachc~d for thc. phone whe~i the. nord "cancer" 

came through the speaher. I sat on tlie bf~tl and waitrcl for hcr to finish. 

'Thr.11 I re-pla)cd her message. I tried not to listcri to it but the pcrtirlerit 

plirases cut througli. Ilati has csancer.. .car1 you conlcx home.. .we'll pay.. . 
if it's a quc,stion of rrionej. 

Xo, I thought, there's so rr~uch that's uriresol\ ed betweeii us. As 

though the gravitas lay in our uriresolvcd issues rather than his illriess. 

I picked up  the phonc. and held it r lr i t i l  tlic dial totie ceaschcl arid the 

tieedle-~oic-e told 111c if I \visIictl to make a call to hang up and try agaiii. 

l t : ~  ( I / ~ I O S /  rt~idnig/tl irr lfirrtleso/(~, 100 l a t ~  10 cnN k'cl~/).l,c it1 ti le rnorr~ing it worr 5 
he true. I werit to bed. 

Sevvral days latcbr 1 sat besitle his hospital bed. Rlom was seated ill the 

chair shc'd slcpt in. The roorri was chokc~l wilh flowers arid cards fi-on1 

well-wishflrs. People Ilc'tl ktlo\\~ri o\er the forty-two years of his aseelit 

from assistant prof'essor to kic>fx preside~~t for stuclc111t affairs; people he'd 

rriet through morn in her tliirtj years as a prinril~al and school adrnirl- 

istrator; and pco~)lc u honl they'ti counseled separate!\ al~tl together i r i  

their psychothrra1)~y prartic-e in their private of'ficc clowntown. 

Dad \\as lean and weary from days on a liquid diet, horn the in- 

ter~nirial)lc. uaiti~ig, frorri thc s~irgeon's knife, and frorri the pairikillcrs 

pulling him dow,n into sleep. Before tlitx operation a pric'it had stooct 

by the bed, murmuring piously, waking forgiveness and sal\.atio~i, up,  

dow n. left, ant1 right. Fort tic first tirric in thirty-six years (sirice the Sun- 

daj rriornirig I walked into their bedroorn arid irifi)rmetl thcrri that their 

childrc~n were all Rlaoists arid would remain home from hlass to coritluct 

anti-imperialist ~rach-iris) I praped u ith them. \Vhen the 1)riest left, dad 

tharlketl me for it. 

It was all ovc.r now. 'lhc sl~rgeori entered lihe a Wester11 ITniori page 

\vitli a rllcssage that a dear aurit or urirle woul(l soori he honic fhr the 



holidays. There'll be no radiation and no chemo. He was all smiles and 

reassurance: you can go home soon. When can I have a steak? dad asked. 

We left University Hospital and returned to Kenwood, but only to 

collect the things they would need to convalesce at their lake home. In 

response to some news on the car radio about Colin Powell, I said what 

a fool he'd been several years ago when Baby Bush forbade him to go 

to the conference in Durban where reparations for slavery was debated. 

I was wearing a "Reparations Now!" T-shirt that I'd bought at a rally. 

It had raised a critical and disapproving eye from mom at the hospital, 

though dad had chosen to ignore it. Once he told me that, at some point 

when I was growing up, he decided it was bad psychology to tell me to 

do something; the best way to secure my compliance was to tell me to do 

the opposite of what he wanted and watch me hop to his true demand. 

Now mom was saying, The White people who are alive today had noth- 

ing to do with slavery, why should they have to pay? And dad, now that 

he had had his steak and the certainty of death, the one true certainty, 

had receded, weighed in as well. Sharing neither the gestalt of my T-shirt 

nor the logic of mom's rejoinder, he proclaimed, Well, of course they've 

benefited Ida-Lorraine, so they do owe us something; but Frank isn't 

wearing this T-shirt to promote dialogue and seek a solution, he wears it 

cynically-to arouse, to provoke, to incite. It's purely political.. .irrespon- 

sible ... iconoclastic. I doubt you'd ever be satisfied, he said, leaning for- 

ward from the backseat where he was supposed to be resting, no matter 

how much they paid us. And all these years, I said, as I turned onto to the 

freeway, I thought you weren't listening. The exchange between dad and 

me only fed mom's frustration, for now she had an adversary in me, but 

no more than a qualified ally in her husband. You are your father's child, 

she said, and looked out her window. Driving out to the lake I was struck 

by how acutely I longed for them to acknowledge my isolation. But that 

would have meant that they had found some way to acknowledge theirs. 

In the evening we went out to the dock to watch the water and the 

boats and the houses on the opposite shore fold into evening. A loon was 

cooing, calling forth the night. 



Mom sipped her ice tea and then set it gently on the srriall rollrid 

rnetal table hetwc~cn her chair and mine. To rny right sat dad, indulg- 

ing in the Scotch wliiske thr surgeon said he could inrhihe only by 

watching somcoric else drink. Hut I had o n l ~  rtierlot in nly glass and he 

couldn't possi1)l.y watch someorre drink winc i r i  lieu of ~7lliskey. From 

out on the lake, or deep in the reeds along tlie shoreline, the loon kept 

cooir~g, a soft throaty murmur, coaxing our rncnlories from us. 

"They ~ \ a ~ l t e d  to skip you up at Kenwood. I lo  you remember?" rrlom 

asked. "From second grade to fourth grade. Always askirig if ~ h q  colild 

skip you up." 

"You were never really irl~erested in rrly life in South Africa." I re- 

plied with my memories as though they were the answer to hers. 

"It's goit~g to rain," dad said. "You car1 always tell by how the water 

moves; like the Mississippi when I was corr~irlg 111). Yes. wc might havc a 

thunderstorm tonight." 

Like figures in a fragile tableau gathering we sit anti sip our drinhs 

and look out at the lake. 0 1 1  the hill 1)ehirld us tlie whirl starids, glearn- 

ing with a fresh coat of wliite paint and its roof speckled with new shill- 

gles that sparkle betwc.t.11 tlie old. ,411 around. hirch trcrs and oak play 

their shatlow fingers on tile walls of the house and the hillside clearirig 

where it st;rnds. As the hill slopes toward the lake, the clearing riarrours 

and spirldly tamaracs nit11 their roots soaking loarr~ press tightly to a 

footpath that is rrsc~lecl from the hog 19 the gra? noot1t.11 planks of the 

dock. Thrh dock thrusts out over the water, the reeds, and the obstinate 

mire beneath: rriuck and nlticl hidden from kiew t ) j  clollds and trees rc- 

flected o11 the plane of water. Like the crossbar of a capital "T" it fans out 

to the left where wc sit and sip our dririks and look for the loon, ancl to 

the right, where a small boat is tcthrr.ccl with its engine sticking out of 

the water like the stiff  ail of a hunting hound, its oars tucked to its torso 

like a bircl's clipped wings, and a tackle box anti fishing pole patiently 

awaiting my father's return. 

"'l'hat's not true," mom sajs. "J\-Ilen you came back )our father had 

you speak at the Skyligl~t Club." 

"'I'he sanitized ~ersion." 



"NO one censored you," dad says. "You might have censored yourself." 

"Do you want to know now?" I ask. 

"If it's positive," she says. "We're always interested in your positive 

contributions." 

"In other words, 'no."' 

"We saw this all the time when we practiced," mom informs me. 

"Young Black men blaming the world for their being adrift. But you're 

not young anymore. In two years you'll be fifty. I can pinpoint the mo- 

ment this complex took hold of you. You were twelve years old, so puffed 

up with your exhortations about the war in Vietnam and your slogans. 

We drove to St. Paul. I was having business cards made. You insisted 

on having some made for you as well. My nerves were shot that day and 

you weren't giving me any peace. The printer, however, thought you 

were the 'cutest thing' who said the 'darnedest things.' 'Where'd he 

get all those four dollar words from, lady?' As though Black kids don't 

know how to speak. And you, just performing for him and wearing out 

my patience. White folks can't raise their own children and don't want 

to let you raise yours. They just reach right inside. I said I didn't have 

money for an extra set of business cards. 'That's alright, lady, it's on 

the house.' That's alright-pay no attention to the mother. 'What's your 

name, sonny-how do you want it spelled? Roman numeral three at the 

end, eh? This kid, I swear, this kid! Now give us a business address, 

sonny. And oh, what's your occupation?' To which you replied, 'Know- 

It-All. I'm Mr. Know-It-All."' 

"Mom, are we going to need a Ouija board to find the moral of this 

story?" 

"Don't speak like that to your mother." 

"I didn't know we came from a plantation. I still don't know what 

happened in the hold of that ship. So, I didn't know it all." 

"May I finish my story?" 

"Let your mother finish her story." 

"And there I am, late and tired; and you're instructing this man, 'Know, 

hyphen, It, hyphen, All. So it rolls off the tongue, Mister, like Niagara 

Falls.' Never even been to Niagara Falls. A week later I find one of your 



brrsirless cards c.lil)l)cd to a uriiversity aiemo. It's lyir~g on m j  pillow. 'llear 

hlrs. Ida-Lorraine %\'ilderson. I wotrlcl like to scl~rtlrllr a rrieeting wit ti you.' 

loll  rcmerriber this?" she ashs dad. He notis, and kriocks back llis Scotch. 

0 1 1  ?cs. I rerrie1111)rr. he sajs, whctticr he dot.s or not. "'Please RSVP with 

vour riicnio and ?our card on r r i j  pillow. I have twc>lve years of grievarices 

to cliscuss. Sinccrc,l?, Master, iri  six months. Vr.) Frank B. \Vilderson, 

TIT.' livelve.?ear~ r?/'grirvanres? You \vfbre ortlj twclvc' e a r s  old!" 

"Mom, I don't renicmber an) of this." 

"(:lassie pcrsccution complex." /Dad sips his drink anti nods as she 

spcahs.) "l'hc patient recalls OIII? tlir. episodic' kcrric.1 of u hat othpr.s did 

to him. From therc. he emhcllishes. I did go out to lunch with yo11 On a 

)ello\+ legal 1):rtl jou'tl k.1. rit teri two pages of 'gricvarices.'" 

"LVhat lverc. tliejl" 

" 1  don't rcmernber. 'kcs! I remc.rriber one. l o u r  weight problem. You 

attributed it to rrle: accusing rric of transrnittirig ari overahundarice of 'fat 

cells' to jou at birth. The Jules hake rieker 1)t.eri far. L%ritl the Mrildersons 

are big boncxd, hut nobody's fat. Rut rather than take resporisibilitj for 

your w~igh t ,  yorr charged rrre wit11 the trar~srriissiorl of fat cells." 

Why do 1 come back here' 73e moat betweer~ w on3 wmhrs I rcnierr~ber 

something diflbrcnt about that year. I remember her cxc.itemer~t at the fact 

that the next sah1)atical we were about to c.rn ljark on \volrltl give her the 

chance to (lo prirriar) research fbr her disscrtatiori in the prrl)lic. 5chools of 

Detroit, (:hic,;rgo, arid Herkelcj. 1 remernher her telling her tic\\ i to a \Ioniarl 

who liked several doors c1ow11, ~ l i o  didri't haw money h111 uho  married a 

poor marl whose rich aurit died and left then1 a house iri Kennootl; alvornan 

Kenwood neither rlairrletl nor wanted. Sonicorie the) \vould hake calletl 

"poor Wtiit(a trash" if t h q  spoke like tlrat. Wlierr rrlom told her the ncc\s, 

the \vornari said, loll  poor thing, all that worh, I'm glad I'm free, 1% hitc. 

arid tweiitj-orle. 1 renirrr11)c.r rrlom's face as we walked back home and how 1 
wondered what it was about our condition that e\en "1Vl1itc trash" rvoul(1ri't 

touch. Sonlewhcre out thcrc, the loon calls k)ack..j.ou knooocv. you know. 

"You cari't make positive contril)utions," rnorrl sajs. "unless jou learn 

to tahe rcsponsibilit?. Rlaniing evcrytliir~g or1 race is like c.orijuring [:it 

cells oat of thin air. Pcrsccutiori. ..that's riot the may. sor~." Then, n ~ o r c  to 



the loon than to me, she says, "We fought, too. You didn't appreciate our 

methods; you didn't try to understand them; but we fought, too. You can't 

fight all your life. You have to breathe sometimes. I can't breathe." 

"It's your asthma," dad says. He doesn't want her to speak to me in 

the uninhibited way she speaks to him when no one is around. "Frank, 

run up to the house and get your mother's inhaler." 

But the wine won't let me move. 

"Yes," mom says. Then, finding it in her pocket, "No. ..that's okay, it's 

here." She takes two immense hits, holds them in, and exhales. I start 

to say something but she holds up her hand. "Listen," she says. She sits 

up straight. 

"It's just the loon," I say. 

"No, there's music coming from one of those houses across the lake. 

Listen." 

L'Ye~, I hear it." 

"Someone's playing the piano. What's the name of that piece?" 

"I don't know, mom." 

"You do. Of course you do. It sounds like something Fawn used to 

play. What's it called?" 

I strain my ears to comprehend but the notes weave a tapestry of 

sound with the waves rolling gently to shore, with the soft knocking of 

the boat against strips of tire fastened to the dock, with reeds, rustling, 

and the loon, cooing. The distance and the gathering dusk are such that 

I can see no movement in or around the wristlet of homes across the 

water, much less discern the place from which this faint music comes. It 

seems to float up from the lake itself and move toward us so impercepti- 

bly that I can neither chart its progress nor gauge its nearness until the 

moment it is here. 

She asks me again. I let recognition shine in my eyes. 

'LIt'~ a Brahms intermezzo," I tell her. "It must be a Brahms intermezzo." 

She smiles and sits back. 

"I would have been a lot closer to you," dad says, after some time has 

passed, "if I hadn't watched you squander your remarkable talents over 

the years." 



My back is up. "Vow we car1 own the docks wcJ were sold from, so 

let's forgct all ahout the voyage; to say nothing of the sale-is that it? Is 

amnesia a 'rc.rriarkable t a lerrt ?"' 

"What," says mom, "do you warit from ttlern?" 

1 rlose niy ejes. 

"It  rtiay not be a persec~r~iori corriplex." dad says to her, "I've always 

thought i t  uas approach avoidance. We saw that all the tirrle too. One 

displ;rc.e\ orit's inabilitj to  reach one's goals onto " 

"Shlih!" I take a long gulp of rnerlot. "This is unprofkssional: the 

retard is still in the rooni." 

Dad retrio\es his ejeglasses, presses the Iratld that holds thenr to his 

lips. and observes me. 1'11ttirlg them back on tie con~inues. '"l'hr I'cnta- 

gon's against o u .  Foreign policy is against you. IIow can forei'rl policy 

be against you, jou ~ ~ t ~ r e  1)orti hcre? The university-'kcs, there are prob- 

lenis! Yes, there's still work to be dotie! 'I'here will always he problcnis. 

But \VC now have what we didn't have when I was coming up, the vote 

and access to tlie plel~isc-ile. One can Iol)by, otlc, can caucus." 

Or one can stand on the ,bii.oller Ifall tvztlr n rlrl C I ~ I  and (1 cor(ihot~r~l .sign: 

iVtr!/~ r(iLrtles klllc~i mypnrcnts need monqyfbr . 

". . .krlrlg fu lessons." 
" I kur1g.f~ lessons!? \Vliat the devil are ? o ~ r  talking about? Ilo .yo11 still 

srrlokc rriarijlrana:'" 

"I was daydrearriing." 

"More like riot listeriir~g." 

"The caucus. the plehisrite. the lohhy," at tile Biltrnow. " I  heard you." 

"Approach avoidarice is the diagnosis of sortleone who \vori't, or feels 

ire can't, act in an irriperfect world. Hakc you ever corisidr~red that your 

political theory, yor~r critique, is an excuse fbr your not reaching jour 

goals?" 

"I'vc beer1 writing for years." 

Ile upends the dregs of watery Scot(-ti and melted ice into the lake. 

"Writing what?" IIc pours himself another. rlcver finish." 

"I don't know how a Black story should end." 



"Then don't write a 'Black' story," mom offers. "Write a story. But get 

the writing done. All that money on a Dartmouth education; not that we 

minded." 

"Time was, I could have asked Mondale to run you for office; maybe 

even Humphrey. Don't look at me that way." 

"What way?" 

"That smirk." 

"I'm not smirking." 

"I never smirked at my father." 

"I'm not smirking." 

"Compromise and acquiescence," he says. "We know what you think 

of us. But if we let our minds meander through that loopy Alice in Won- 

derland logic of yours, we'd have no choice but to buy guns and drive all 

the way to Washington, DC, and shoot every White person in sight." 

"That's pure hyperbole." 

"How is it hyperbole?" 

"You wouldn't have to drive all the way to Washington." 

He shakes his head. "You have a warped sense of humor." 

Mom slaps her leg. "Where did we fail you?" 

"You didn't fail me. You never had the power to fail me." 

"Never had the power?" 

"Something happened to us in the hold of that ship." 

"Well, I wasn't there." She is on her feet now. "What do you want 

from them?" 

"A proper account." 

"What would that look like?" she asks. 

"An execution." 

"Whose?" dad insists. 

"Everything. You should want that too." 

"Don't try and guilt trip us," she says. 

"How can I guilt trip you? You're a victim too." 

"I-am-not!-a victim. Look at that house. Turn around and look at it." 

"I don't need to look at it." 



"4nd our farm or1 the other 5ide of the lake. Look at it." she says. 

"Nearly two hundred acres. No ~ i c t i m s  here. I f  you've learned nothing 

from t he Civ~l Rights Ilovcmerit, I'm sorry for you. But chcck jour bags 

before you get on board, 'cause all that excess luggage is )ours. not mine. 

Keep on," she s a ~ s ,  as she brushes past dad and me, "and tliey'll give you 

that executioii." 

She turned up the dock. Dad rose as well. 

"She lights candles for you. Each year you survive your rash enter- 

prise she lights a c a ~ ~ d l e .  Bring her glass and come up." 

"I'm goirig to stay here for a while." 

"Turn the chairs over or bring the cushions in. It niight rain." 
'6 , I m going to stay out here." I looked up at him and said, "Do you 

remember, we had no compass or clock?" 

"Well, now you kriow what tirrie it is." He followed her. I did not turri 

to watcti them go. 

"Supine in our sustcrtaricc arid shitl" 

"IVatch Sour rrio~ith!" The dock rocked with the weight of their 

frustration. 

"Tlie living stretched out with the dead." 

'There was no reply. 

I sat tideless and still, my back pressed to their departure. There was 

still no reply. 

I cannot say when the music* ended, only that it had ended. The set- 

ting sun was so low it siltlouetted thc bungalows or1 the opposite shore; 

and it mattered riot w hether the loor1 was far b e ~ o n d  rnj depth of field or 

iri the reeds nearby, for its voice was inside me, admonishing me. Leavc. 

thc.rrr tllooorre /ecive then1 alone. 

Turning around, I said, "We arc worthy of our suffering." 

4 light wind gathered on the lfatrr and chilled my arms. 

In the clearing on thr, hill the cabin stood mute. No sniokr plumed from 

its chimne). Stladous climbed 11p its walls, but they were the shadows of 

birch arid oak, not the shadows of my parents' approach. And below, the 

pat11 throtrgh tlic spindly tanlarac above the marshland snrrc~ndered to the 



14()1 
last seeds of daylight. Fold upon fold of quiet wave pushed forth, knocking 

the boat gently about, as though from their footsteps on gray wood. 





5 Recce-Part of South African Special Forces, the 5 Reconnaissance Com- 

mando was established in Northern Natal. 

32 Battalion Affair-"32 Battalion" was a highly secretive and unconventional 

elite force inside the South African Defence Force. It was formed in the 

1970s to lend support to anti-Marxist forces fighting in Angola. In April 

1992, 32 Battalion raided the Phola Park squatter camp (a pro-ANC area) 

in the East Rand, killing two women, raping three, and injuring more than 

100. The raid lasted twelve hours. In May 1992, police officers and members 

of 32 Battalion carried out another series of raids on the Phola Park squat- 

ter camp. Only after the Boipatong Massacre and the ensuing international 

outcry in June 1992 did the government announce that 32 Battalion would 

be disbanded; though its members would be absorbed into other army units 

rather than being dismissed. (Human Rights Watch) 

ABSA-the Amalgamated Banks of South Africa, a banking conglomerate cre- 

ated by the Broederbond when the Nationalist Party came to office 

Afrikaner Volkstaat-Afrikaans for the "people's state," it refers to a proposal for 

the establishment of self-determination for the Afrikaner minority in South 

Africa. 

amandla-a Xhosa and Zulu word meaning "power" used as a rallying cry 

against apartheid 

APLA-Azanian People's Liberation Army; the armed wing of the PAC 

ANC-African National Congress 



n s s e p i  a short, sta1)l)ing spear possi1)ly inverrted by Shaka 

A4ttridgc~villc township west of Pretoria 

-L\C\'B T h e  Afrikar1c.r LLiecrstarrdsl)t~wegirlg, or Afrikaner Resistance Move- 

rner~t, is a right-wing paramilitary orgar~ization. 

babn f a t  her. rnan 

bnkkie pic:kup 

buns - "boss" 

bang worsii~ scarc:ti kitten 

hnrltustan area drsigrrated by Apartheid govcrnmerrt as Aftican I-lorrieland 

Battle of (:r~ito Carlavale For 137 days in 1987--1988, the internatiorl:rlist forcc.s 

of Cu1)a. fightirig alongside the MP1,A arid ANC Ilmkhorrto we Sizwr i~lsur-  

gents, crigaged tlie South Africarr Defc:rlc.e Force ill the (:uito C a r ~ a ~ a l e  rc- 

gion iri solrthc.rrl Angola, wl-lirh t)orders what is rlow Narrribia (1111t was then 

South M'est Africa urlder South .4fricarr occupatiori'l arid ilrove the SA4111; 

back into Narlri1)ia. Sonit; analysts havv argued that the Rattle of Cuito Ca- 

liavalc lr:isterrc.cl the encl of apartheid in ~iearby Solitti ilfric'a t q  at Itbast twenty 

years. (Martiri Iieriry, "(:ul)a arld the I'ncl ofApartheid,"J(~maican Gleaner, 15 

April 2004:1 

Boers  clt.sc:endarits of t11c early I)tltch, Germari, or  ETugrlenot colorlists of 

sorithc.rn >Africa; ofterr used iritc.rchangcat)ly wit11 ".Afrikarlcrs" 

h r m i  t)art,ec.ue 

Ilroetlerl~orid 'I'lrt: .4frikaricr Brotherhood was a secret, exc:lnsively rriale, Protcs- 

tant organization for t l r ~  advarrc.c.rnerit of Afi-ika11c.r iritcrrsts. 

(;AIR (:oalition Against Tnstitrltional Racism 

c a s s p i r  1)ersolirrel carrier 

(:1A--(:ent.ral Irrtclligence Agency 

CIVICS the (:ivic Mo\-clrncnt. Organs of alternative gover~lrrlerit i r i  South Af- 

rican townships duririg tlie apartheid era which galvanized milliorls of South 

Africans into a poterit force that often supersedcti the An;(;, the, (:omm~rnist 

Part!, anti trade unions. "Organizirig through their colnrnolr itlentities as 

squatters, as wornell, as c1iurc.h goers, as youths, or  sirrlply as rleighborlrs, 

thcay s~~cccccl(~tl in huilding a social movernerlt capahle of mobilizing the peo- 

pie to wagc a succt~ssf~il boycott against rent arid service charges, to orgarlize 

alterriatives to the services t11t.y werr deprivetl of, to rcsist evictioris arid to 



plan for land invasions." (Mohamed Halfani. "Inside Apartheid: Memories of 

a Tanzanian Visitor." South Africa Report 8:3-4 [January-February 19931) 

CODESA-The Congress for a Democratic South Africa, a negotiating forum, 

began in December 1991, and hammered out the terms and conditions of 

the transformation and the first all-race elections. 

COINTELPRO--The Counter Intelligence Program was an operation of the 

United States Federal Bureau of Investigation aimed at investigating and 

disrupting domestic dissident political organizations and individuals. 

COSASCongress of South African Students 

COSATU-Congress of South African Trade Unions 

DLBs-dead letter boxes; secret caches for arms 

doek-a scarf that covers the head, once a standard item of clothing for many 

African women 

dorp -small town 

dumela-Sotho word for hello 

Egoli-colloquial name for Johannesburg; Zulu for "City of Gold" 

fana- boy 

Front Line States (FI,S)-states that border South Africa and formed an anti- 

apartheid alliance. They provided aid to South African refugees, as well as 

land and material support to ANC and PAC training camps. Though the alli- 

ance ended after apartheid, the member states still bear deep scars from the 

backlash of the former South African regime. It is estimated that 2 million 

people died in the FLS as a result of South Africa's systematic destabilisa- 

tion. ("Mzansi Afrika" http://mzansiafrika.blogspot.com/2004/03/frontline- 

states.htm1; Wikipedia) 

heyta!-"What's happening!" or "Howzit going!" 

hey batong!-"Wow!" or "Oh boy!" 

Hippo-large armored personnel carrier 

Inkatha Freedom Party-The IFP was founded in 1975 by Gatsha Mangosuthu 

Buthelezi in what is now KwaZulu-Natal. Bloodshed frequently occurred be- 

tween the IFP and the ANC, with many of the attacks carried out by Inkatha 

supported by the South African police force. 

IMF-International Monetary Fund 

impimpi-police informer, sellout (Africanized from "pimp") 

http://mzansiafrika.blogspot.com/2004/03/frontlinestates.html
http://mzansiafrika.blogspot.com/2004/03/frontlinestates.html


i r ~ t i z ~ n t ~ c ~ a ~ ~ t a i r i ,  Ircad~rran (Zrtlu; also used c~ontlesc~crrdirrgly for the forerrra~r of 

a work crca\v\.j 

Internal Stallility l l r~i t  (ISLlj now called Tnterrlal Stat)ilit? Ilivisio~l. It is orle 

of six di\-isions of tho Souttr Afric-a11 police, rc:sporisil~le for ~~rcvc,rrting arrtl 

clrtellirlg irit('rrral ~~r r re s t ,  arid for assisting other divisi~rls ~ I I  (.oniJ)atirlg 

c.rirnc. 

kank ~ r p  filul or rrlc,ss up 

k de roga to ry  tc.rnl fhr Black pcople 

krdntirrir a short ror~rrcl clul) with a heavy krlollheci Ilcad 

kock.ci.c/er s y r ~ l ~ ~ - c o a t e d  deep fric,tl d o u g l ~ ~ ~ u t .  irr a t.wisted or braicletl sk~apc, 

kombi rni~rivarr (ca.g., C'\ \ '  varrl 

krool- African homestead, a~lirnal e~iclosurc~ 

Iekkrr g r o a t ,  drliciorrs, rxcellerrt 

lobolo dowry; a srt  arrlorlrlt paid by a prospcctivc. hus1)arid to the bride's farnily 

locatiorl alterrlate word for Black townslrip 

Mat l iba  Uelsorr lllarldcla 

R1 IIRI Mass Dt.lrrocrat ic hlovcment 

nz'chirtn d~rdc,  rnan 

I I I P ~ C ( , ~  rrrister.; sir 

h l K  abl)reviatiorr for l ~ ~ r k l r o r ~ t o  ~ v t :  Si~bvc, 

mocr " t o  heat" i r r  Afrikaans, or  "to hit or  beat sorrleolie up'' 

hlP1,:I - Populal hlovc~rnent f i r  ttrc. 1,ihrratiori of Arlgola 

rnuti t 2 f r i can  medicines ancl Iier1)s (in Zulu, urnclthi) 

rrry broer In!- Iwothcr (ofterr a self-rnockir~g or  camp expressiorr) 

k I A Katiorial Ir~telligcnce Agency 

1 PA Natiorial I'eaccx .Accord 

1\ P Nationalist Party 

1 . 4  t i r e  National E(iucatior1 IIeirlth & Allied Workers Urrior~; affiliated 

wit11 (:OS,lTIT 

0l)eratiorr Urc,:~dbasket fo~rrrdcd in 1962 as a department of tlre Souther11 

Christian Lcaderslrip (:onfere~~ce (SC:I,C). It stemrrrrd frorrr what Kirrg calleti 

the "secorld pt~asc." of the civil rights moverrient, a n  exl~arisio~r to norther11 

cities \\trercx thorlsands of African Arrlericarrs corrfronted ecorromic clxploi- 

tatiorl irr urban sl~~rrrs. 111 1966, Kirrg selc:cted Jesse Jacksorr to hcbad thc 



Chicago chapter. A key goal was to foster "selective buying" (boycotts) as 

a means to pressure White businesses to hire Black workers and purchase 

goods and services from black contractors. (KingEncyclopedia; Wikipedia) 

ou-guy, chap, bloke 

ous or o u s i e  aunt, or auntie. Also a term used by White people for an African 

woman (supposedly polite, but perceived by Black South Africans as conde- 

scending and racist) 

PAC - Pan Africanist Congress 

panga -machete 

pap-Pronounced "pup," it is Afrikaans for a boiled cornmeal porridge. 

RDP-Reconstruction and Development Program 

ROTC-The Reserve Officers' Training Corps is a college-based, officer com- 

missioning program. 

RPG-rocket-propelled grenade launcher 

SABC-South African Broadcasting Corporation 

SACP-South African Communist Party 

SADF- South African Defence Force 

sangoma-African healers who use a variety of roots, bark, herbs, and flowers 

SASCO - South African Students Congress 

Separate Amenities Act-The Reservation of Separate Amenities Act (No. 49) 

of 1953 stated that all races should have separate amenities that need not be 

of an equivalent quality. Under the provisions of this act, apartheid signs 

were erected throughout South Africa. 

SNCC- Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS)-a US student activist movement 

shebeen-unlicensed drinking establishment (in township) 

sisi-sister (can be polite or condescending depending on context) 

sjambok-rhino-hide whip; to whip 

Stompie affair-James Seipei (aka "Stompie Moeketsi") was a young Soweto 

activist-cum-police informant who was kidnapped and killed by members of 

the "Winnie Mandela's football club" on December 29, 1988. In 1991, Win- 

nie Mandela was convicted of kidnapping and being an accessory to assault, 

but her six-year jail sentence was reduced to a fine and two years probation 

on appeal. Consequentally, she was forced to resign all posts in the ANC and 



thc, Wi)mctl's League. Hut it1 Drcerrther 1993, she was elected to the Womert's 

1,eagne prt~sidency. After the all-rac-cb electioris of April 1994. she w-as t:lect.etl 

to thc post of Deputy Mir~ister of 4rts, Culture, S(.ierice, arrd 'rc'echrtology. 

(Wikiprdia: 1111gl1 Pope arid the 1,ortdon Independertl, February 14, 11)1)5:1 

SR(: S t u d t l l ~ t  Rel)rt.sc~ltative C:otutc>il (student goverrrn~ents] 

starid-down a temporary stop of offimsive rrtilitary action 

swart g.ruclclr the Black Threat. or  the perceived security thrcaat to thrl apart- 

heid South Africari Govc:rl~rr~erit frorn t h r  Black African populatiorr 

tatcr father 

ter.//nikons sirriilar to vocat iortal schools arid/or cornn~unity colleges in tlre US 

tokolosh~ troll 

tqyitqyi a Southern 4fricart dance originally frorn %il~it)at)we used in po1itic:al 

t)rotests i l l  spar-t1tc:id-era South Africa 

tsotsi gangster, tllicf (fronr tlic hal~it of  wearing zoot s~tits) 

'Twilight Clrildrer~ A direct outcome of apartheid, thc vast trrajority OF South 

Africa's cstirnatc.tl 9,000 street children arc, Rlack; virtually none of them arcx 

\Vhite. (Joharlrt 1.c Roux, "Strect (:hild~-rti in South Afric,a: Findings frorn 

1rlt.ervit.w~ or1 the Backgro~lntl of Street Children in Pretoria, South Africa," 

Ado/escetrr.e, Sunirner 1996) 

t w l > F  third worlcl Liheratiori Frorit 

ubur~tu  looscly trartslated: good will or  spiritual well-being 

Lltrikhonto we Sizwe The "Spear of'the Nation" was the active military wing of 

the African National (:ortgress. 

1 I '  the [Jriilio Naciorlal para a IndeporitlEnria Total dr Arigola 

veld-solrthrrn African grasslantls 

voelsek "Bugger off, f i~ck off. go away," arltl/or "I'm through with tllis/yolr!" 

Voortrekkcr Monurilent-;i rrlori~lnterlt in Pretoria I)uilt to honor the Voortrek- 

kers (pioneers] who left the Cape Colony l)etwc:ert 1835 and 1854 

tvena y o u  

yeho yeah; yes; right; got it; I hear you 



This book would never have been published without the inaugural ef- 

forts of several stalwart enthusiasts who put their individual and collec- 

tive energies behind it when it was a mere one hundred pages and a pro- 

posal. They include: Ishmael Reed, who has supported my work since 

the summer of 1980 and asked key people to take note of it. Gabriella 

Pearce, an editor at Palgrave who fought valiantly to have it published 

at her house, though that was not to be. Beacon Press's Gayatri Patnaik, 

Executive Editor, Tom Hallock, Director of Sales & Marketing, Pamela 

MacColl, Director of Publicity, and Helene Atwan, Director of Beacon 

Press who bought the book as soon as the Palgrave deal fell through. 

The book owes its very life to them, for it was written and nourished at 

Beacon. 

Special thanks to the Jerome Foundation for the grant that financed 

my first trip to South Africa; and to the Artists and Writers colonies of 

Blue Mountain, Yaddo, and Ragdale for their wonderful residencies that 

allowed me to live for concentrated periods of time as though nothing in 

the world mattered more than writing. 

Many people provided aid and inspiration, often without knowing 

that they were doing so-some while the book was germinating, others 

while it was being written. In lieu of individualized narratives (which 

could be a book on its own) I must opt for clustering them together by 

the region of the world from where their inspiration and aid originated. 



From the USA: Rarldernar Herriandel 4breu. hlarie Dutton Brown, Jac- 

qutline I-Iachett. Jarlet Ncary, Sigrid Radulovic, hlatt Richardson. Omar 

Ricks, Wantla Sahir, Charles Sugnet, Qlexis Vaubcl, 41an \aughan, 

Lois Vossen and Gary M'hitmer. From South 4frica: Amanda Alexan- 

der. Franco Barchiesi, Teresa Barnes, Ashwin Ilcsai. higel Gibson, Al- 

lan Horow itz, Tefu Kelehon~ e, lTlrike Kistner, Kanlogelo Lekuhu, Jolln 

Pape. i4ndile Illngxitama. Priqhani Yaidoo. John Shai, and S'hu Zulll. 

ldrian Hankhcad and Saidi>a Hartman read the manuscript and 

rrlade man! helpful suggestions for revisions: but this does not begin to 

explain nij gratitude to then1 for h o ~  they read: as two Black people nho  

looked unflinchingl? at the 5oid of our sul)jecti\itj and thus helped the 

manuscl-ipt stay in the hold of the ship despite mj  fantasies of flight. 

Jocelj r l  Burrell, hslia Tall, and L41exa~~der Dm inell, the publishing 

collective of South End Press. made the irrlpossible happen! The? read 

more (ha11 500 pages over what was probably no more tharr a neekend 

ant1 interpreted the political stakes in wa>s that I had only begun to 

glimpse. T h e  guided me through the final cdits while engaging me 

in e)e-opening conversatiorls about the ideological and aesthetic work 

memoirs in general and this memoir in particular perform. :Zntl the) 

brought it from manuscript to botind galleys in record tinre. I did not 

think it. was possible for an irlstitutiorl imbricated in market forces to be 

so ideologicallj s a \ \ j  and so nimble in the realm of productiori. 

The embarrassment of riches of Heinrich HiihmAe, Jo) James, and 

Jared Sexton! \I. hat I haxe said of e\er?one above I could sa) of these 

three and still not have said enough. Heinrich taught me how. in strug- 

g l ~ ,  to clllbodj strategic rigidity but rernain flexible tactically. Joj showed 

me how to maintain one's credentials as an academic u ithout sacrificing 

one's principles as a revolutioriarj. Jared taught me that the truth of the 

paradigm (though not the totalit!' is riot capital and not Oedipus, but 

anti-Blackness. l'hrec treasures of wisdom that the) saw fit to pass on to 

me-an) shortcomings in r r y  inculcation are nly own. 

'This journey has been fraught and torturous and would have been 

inlpossible nit hout the intellectual companionship and support, the 



solidarity without the promise of acceptance, the constantly evolving 

pedagogy we have shared, and the love of nly partnclr Anita Wilkins. 
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