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Chapter One

MaLulu! MaLulu!” The man called out in irritation, 
scratching his back with a muscled arm and half-

rising off the stool on which he was sitting. The warm 
evening’s summer wind whipped up swirls of loose dust 
in the next yard. A chicken, followed by her new brood 
of chicks, strutted confidently across his path, unaware 
of his growing impatience.

“MaLulu! Out here! Another beer! Toe!” Jabu made 
up his mind and stood up, knocking the stool over. 
He muttered under his breath as he entered the dark, 
modestly furnished front room of MaLulu’s house, 
brushing against a small wooden settee and coffee 
table as he went.

“Hey, MaLulu! Sengati awusa dingi ama customer, 
kunini ndiku biza? I need another beer.” Jabu was 
shouting as he drew open the curtain between the 
front room and the kitchen where MaLulu was peeling 
potatoes. With her was her eldest daughter, Luleka, or 
Lulu as she was known. Lulu sat cutting up onions from 
a large bag that lay open on the small table in front of 
her. MaLulu looked straight up at Jabu, potato in hand, 
and waited for him to finish. She was a tall, graceful 

“
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woman on whom 40 years on earth seemed to have had 
no lasting effect. The simple, sleeveless cotton dress 
she was wearing revealed strong, supple arms and legs.

“Hey kaloku, Jabu. No need to shout, nê? Just ask. But 
I’m glad to see you here. You owe me lots of money. It’s 
month-end remember?” 

Jabu stopped. He was already reaching into the 
small chest freezer, which he had opened. His fingers 
closed over an ice-cold beer. He pulled out his head 
and looked round. “Money? Eh – I mean, how much, 
MaLulu? I mean, can we not discuss this?”

“Discuss, Baba? What is there to discuss, Jabu? You 
know I also have a business to run and I depend on my 
customers to pay.” 

Jabu stiffened. He saw the familiar steely glint in 
MaLulu’s eyes. Trouble! Excuse time!

 “And no excuses, Jabu. I know you guys. No one pays 
when they should. Everyone just makes promises.”

“But…” Jabu’s face fell. He had wanted one for the 
road. Then he wanted to visit Stella before he saw his 
friend, Bra Zakes. Now this! But through his wandering 
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thoughts, he slowly became aware of the scene in the 
room around him.

MaLulu had stopped talking and was dabbing her eyes 
with the corner of a faded dishcloth. Jabu was sure it 
was the onions Lulu had been chopping up. The air 
was thick with them. He felt a bit tearful himself. But 
wait! MaLulu was really crying. Her sobs filled the 
small blue and white kitchen.

Now Lulu spoke. Normally a shy girl, she still 
sometimes had a way of looking at you as if you were 
no more than a bush pig, and not even as clever. She 
had a nice smile, but a very sharp, straight way of 
talking at times.

“Buti Jabu. Help us. Mama here is too upset to talk.”

“Upset? But I’ll pay up in full tomorrow, really, Lulu...”

“No! Not about the money.” Lulu shot him a ‘bush pig’ 
look. “Yesterday afternoon Uncle John was hijacked on 
the road between here and the secondary school. They 
let him go, but his son, Chipa, and my brother, Zuki were 
in the car. No one knows what happened to the kids. The 
police don’t really have any clues. It’s terrible. Buti, can 
you help us? You know what a close family we are.”
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“Can I help?” Jabu felt lost. His mind went blank. “I 
can help?”

“You know people in the police. You wanted to join the 
Scorpions, didn’t you?” asked Lulu.

Jabu winced. She’d touched a raw nerve there. After 
hearing recently that there’d been seven thousand 
applications for one hundred jobs, he had given up 
hope that his long spell of unemployment might be 
coming to an end. He opened the freezer again and 
reached back in for the bottle of beer. Then he stopped 
and picked up a cool drink instead. He closed the 
freezer and turned to face Lulu and her mother. They 
watched him silently, their eyes pleading.

“Look, Ma,” he began, but changed his mind. He put 
the bottle on the table, pulled out a R50 note and gave 
it to Lulu. “That’s for last month and this month – keep 
the change.” He picked up the bottle and went towards 
the back door. “Hey, I can’t promise, but I’ll be back 
later. Maybe Bra Zakes and I can do something.” 

Jabu’s reward was a look of relief in two pairs of eyes. 
Lulu remembered her onions, and MaLulu returned 
to peeling the potatoes, tucking the R50 note into her 
apron pocket.
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Chapter Two

Zakes was not amused. A retired furniture maker 
and a part-time mechanic at the garage, he liked 

things the way he liked them. One of the things he 
liked was working from late in the day until about 10 
o’clock at night. At weekends, he would relax only once 
he’d finished work for the day.

Zakes made furniture to order and he had orders all 
the time. His wife, Noni, was always trying to persuade 
him to leave and move to a better neighbourhood. 
Zakes would smile and say he wouldn’t know anyone 
there, so no one would buy his furniture. Noni would 
reply that there were such things as advertising, a track 
record and samples. Zakes replied that exaggerating, 
dog racing and examples were things he had left 
behind in his youth! So they stayed in their old house 
and Zakes made furniture for the many people who 
lived in his neighbourhood of 40 years.

Zakes really wasn’t amused when at six in the evening 
Jabu knocked at his workshop door.

“Now?” Zakes asked, looking at his watch. “You 
know I have to finish making this chest of drawers 
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for MaZondi. She wants it on Monday. Can’t it wait?” 
Zakes said, as he stood back from the door to let Jabu 
in. Pieces of planed wood and mounds of fresh sawdust 
lay strewn on the floor. Although all the windows were 
open, the air was thick and stuffy. Zakes had obviously 
been hard at work.

“I know you’re busy, Bra Zakes,” said Jabu, “but it’s 
important. Have you heard about Bra John and his son, 
Chipa and MaLulu’s son, Zuki? They were hijacked 
yesterday afternoon and now the boys are missing.”

“Yes, I heard about it from Noni. The police don’t really 
know where to start. But let’s ask Noni, she knows 
more. She’s in the house.”

Zakes closed the door of the shed and led the way 
to the back door of his house. A warm smell of oxtail 
and freshly cooked pap wafted by Jabu’s nose. He 
remembered that he had not eaten since the morning, 
but he tried not to gaze too hard at the stove as Zakes 
went towards the fridge. 

“Tea?” Zakes asked. Jabu nodded. With three sugars 
he should be able to drown out the singing choir in his 
stomach. The pots on the stove were not closed and the 
heavenly aroma from the delicately spiced meat nearly 
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made Jabu faint. He held onto the nearest chair and sat 
down. 

Zakes poked his head through to the sitting room and 
said, “Noni! In here Ma, we’ve got something to ask 
you!” He came back and put the kettle on to boil. Then 
without saying a word, he dished up three large pieces 
of oxtail, a generous spoon of gravy and a mound of 
pap onto a plate. He put it in front of Jabu and grinned.

“Ta, my bra,” Jabu said quietly, wondering how his 
friend always knew what he was thinking before he 
actually said anything. 

“Hello Jabs, long time!” Noni came bouncing into 
the kitchen in a tracksuit and trainers. She was a 
fitness instructor in town and she wrote columns for 
magazines on health matters. 

People called Zakes and Noni ‘salt and pepper’. Zakes 
was dark and Noni was light, but Zakes said people 
who made such comments had too much time on their 
hands and not enough sense, so Jabu thought about it 
and stopped calling them that. Anyway, he liked Zakes 
and Noni. People gossiped about them, just because 
they didn’t have children. Didn’t Priscilla down the 
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road have six children, from different fathers? No one 
seemed to mind that.

At least Zakes and Noni had been together for years 
and they gave each other support. True, Noni was 
fromver the border’, and that was another reason 
people said they shouldn’t mix, she not being a ‘proper 
South African’. But what did that matter? Noni was a 
warm and sincere person. Actually, Jabu also thought 
that she was quite clever, which probably made others 
feel a bit small. But that was no reason to dislike her, 
was it? No. People just didn’t seem to like someone 
who was different.

Noni sat in front of him now, listening to Zakes 
explaining what Jabu had come to ask them. “Well, 
I was doing a story on this policeman who’s a 
weightlifting champion. While I was in the police 
station the call came through to Commissioner 
Maphiri’s office about the hijacked car,” said Noni. 
“They think the kids have been taken because the 
hijackers are really after John. They probably want 
money. Maybe people are jealous of his shop’s success. 
John must be so worried. You guys should go and talk 
to him. Let me wash up.”
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Noni stood up and began to collect Jabu’s now empty 
plate and mug.  But Jabu was thinking, his fingers 
still lovingly clutching the mug from which he had 
been sipping the hot, sweet tea. His mind was racing. 
“What happens if John doesn’t find enough money to 
pay these crooks?” he said. “What will happen to the 
children?”

“Who knows what they’ll do. I’m sure they’ll want a 
lot of money and maybe they will even force John to 
give up his shop,” replied Noni. “There are some really 
nasty people around. Not like in the old days, hey 
Zakes?”  

Jabu finally gave Noni the mug. “You know, Bra Zakes, 
I have an idea,” he said, wiping his hand across his 
mouth. “We need to go and speak to Bra John. Let’s 
meet at my place when you have finished your work 
and locked up your workshop.” 

“Mmm, the meat and pap have made their mark hey!” 
Zakes laughed. 

It was after eight and already dark when Jabu left. 
Zakes realized that he wasn’t going to get time to work 
on MaZondi’s chest of drawers that night. He packed 
away his tools, cleared the workbench and started 
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sweeping out the sawdust and wood cuttings through 
the open door of the shed. When he had finished, he 
walked to the door to switch off the lights. As he turned 
to lock the door, he heard someone say, “Busy bodies!” 
then he felt a sharp pain behind his left ear and 
everything went black. 
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Chapter Three

Jabu grew tired of waiting for Zakes. He couldn’t 
understand where he had got to. He decided Zakes 

must have seen the lights in Noni’s eyes again, and 
he decided to go and talk to Bra John on his own. He 
knew it wasn’t far. What had become of Bra Zakes? 
Hey! These lovey-dovey married people! He never lost 
track of time with Stella. He always knew exactly what 
he was doing. 

John answered Jabu’s knock at the door almost 
immediately. He  showed Jabu into the neatly 
furnished front room that was double the size of most 
of the sitting rooms in the area and offered him a cup of 
tea. Jabu had never been into John’s house, but he had 
heard about it from his friend, Jojo.

“You should see the front room!” Jojo had been in a 
good mood that day. MaLulu had given him credit 
till the end of the month. “Well Mtshana, that’s okay, 
with its fine settees, but wait, wait until you get to the 
kitchen. Oh! Italian tiles on the floor, fitted wooden 
cupboards, not lezi ze zinc,  Mtshana, this stone on 
the top…um…marble! I even saw the small bathroom 
Mtshana . I sommer pretended I needed the gents. That 
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was even nicer – nice blinds, coloured bathroom suite. 
And the size of the rooms! You can’t compare it with 
our pondokis Mtshana. That man’s got moolas, I tell 
you.” 

So Jabu was more than eager to accept the offer of 
tea, because he would get to see the famous kitchen. 
But today John did not seem to notice his matching 
kitchen, or see that Jabu was craning his neck to look 
down the passage for Jojo’s dream bathroom. He sat 
down and began to talk before Jabu even had a chance 
to tell him why he had come.

“It’s a terrible thing that has happened Jabu. Yesterday 
in the early evening I drove home. I came in on that 
road that people hardly use any more – where the old 
mines are. Of course, I use that road, everyone knows 
that. I always ask people to use that entrance to my 
shop to deliver big items.

“Suddenly, right in front of the car I saw four men.  
They took out guns, maybe three or four, I don’t 
remember. They bundled me out of the car, I didn’t 
want to leave the boys alone ... I ran after the car, but 
they kept firing shots at me and then they sped off …”



16 17

“Was it those crooks who always want ‘pocket money’?” 
Jabu asked. “I know those tsotsis go around telling 
business people to give them money or ‘some sweets’ 
and then their businesses won’t have problems.”

“Yes, Jabu. Unfortunately, in the end I gave in to those 
tsotsis. I thought I would not have any peace if I didn’t. 
I went to the police first, but they couldn’t help me. I’ve 
been paying the tsotsis in groceries, but their shopping 
list has been getting longer and more costly. Two days 
ago I told them that I would not be giving them any 
groceries at the end of this month. I’m sure this is 
payback for that.” John stopped, his lips trembling. 

There was a knock on the kitchen door. Zakes was 
leaning against the doorpost, looking a little unsteady. 
Jabu knew Bra Zakes didn’t drink as much as him and 
the boys, so this had to be something else. When Zakes 
stumbled into the open doorway, Jabu and John sprung 
up and helped him to a seat. Jabu knew something was 
wrong. He saw the bump on Bra Zakes’s head as they 
helped him sit down and gave him a glass of cool drink.

“What happened?” asked Jabu.
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“I was just locking the door of my workshop, when 
someone hit me from behind. All I heard was someone 
saying, ‘Busy bodies!’ then I felt a pain in my head, 
then everything went blank.”

“I’m sorry, Bra Zakes, I thought you wanted an early 
night and had changed your mind about coming here. 
I should have come to look for you. Bra John, do you 
have some ice that we can put on his head? I think, Bra 
Zakes, you should hear what Bra John has to say.”

……………………………………………..

Later that evening, Bra Zakes went with Jabu to 
the house of Commissioner Maphiri, the police 
commissioner closest to their area. He listened to them 
without saying a word. Finally he spoke.

“My hands are tied. Your area is supposed to be getting 
an area police commissioner and I can’t interfere in 
another commissioner’s area. The best I can do is ask 
my staff to look through their documents and files for 
information on these people. 

The way these tsotsis operate, it sounds like the work 
of a certain big boss we’ve known of for a long time. I 
heard he was looking to work in this area, but I didn’t 
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know he’d already arrived. Sorry, gentlemen, I really 
am sorry, but I can’t go against the rules. I want these 
people behind bars as much as you do, but what can I 
do?”

“You can help us, that’s what!” shouted Jabu, banging 
his fist on the kitchen table. “We come all this way and 
all you can say is sorry? Hayi, Bra Zakes! Are vaye! 
We’re really wasting our time talking to the POLICE!” 
Jabu got up and pushed past the commissioner and 
Zakes and stormed out to Bra Zakes’s car, which was 
parked in the yard, banging the kitchen door as he 
went.

“Well, you heard the young man,” said Zakes to 
Maphiri, who was standing at the door with his hands 
in his pockets. “We were expecting a lot more from you 
as the police. Our community needs your help. You, 
as a member of the police, say you can’t help because 
of red tape, because of rules? Jabu is right; we have 
gained nothing from being free. We still live in fear 
of those who are the same colour as us, but whom we 
cannot call the enemy for fear of our lives. Sis!” Zakes 
spat out his last words, turned and walked out of the 
door Jabu had banged earlier. He did not bang it.
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Chapter Four

Later that night Zakes eased the car to a stop outside 
MaLulu’s, and Jabu stepped out. “Will you come in 

for one drink, Bra Zakes? Why don’t you go and park 
the car at home and by the time you come back, the 
drink will be ready for you?” 

“You know I don’t usually have a drink before I’ve done 
some work, and today I’ve done nothing, thanks to 
you. But I think I will join you for a couple – get me my 
usual.”

By the time Zakes had parked the car, said hello to 
Noni and walked to MaLulu’s, Jabu had secured them 
a cosy corner in the bustling backyard. Jabu was in 
deep conversation with Jojo, the man who knew all 
about houses and decoration.

……………………………………………..

“Buti Jabu! Here!” Lulu stood close to him, shyly 
holding out two cold dumpies. “Mama says you and 
Bra Zakes can have a drink on the house. Is … there 
anything else you’d like? I’ve ... just made amagwinya, 
and there’s polony and achaar in the fridge. Two each?
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Zakes’s stomach was still full of pap and oxtail, and 
he knew Jabu’s was too. But he could sense that Jabu 
would make some room for those amagwinya if it killed 
him. This was no ordinary vetkoek, he could tell.

“Siyabonga Lulu, that would be so nice. I’ve heard a lot 
about those amagwinya of yours…. so light and fluffy 
…” Jabu was smiling.

“So light and fluffy, hey?” The voice startled Jabu 
and he turned around to see Stella eyeing him coldly. 
“That’s what I thought you said about my amagwinya, 
Jabu.” She leant forward so her lips almost touched his 
face, “Just last night, I think.”

Lulu blushed and stepped away from Jabu quickly. 
“Oh, no, I was just meaning ...” She decided against 
finishing her sentence and picked up the empties 
around her and fled towards the kitchen. Stella 
watched her go but said nothing. Instead she greeted 
Zakes warmly and settled down between the two men. 

“I knew I’d find you here, Jabu. This place has too 
many attractions.. But I’m happy that now at least Bra 
Zakes is here to keep an eye on you. Listen, I just heard 
from John’s wife, MaChipa, that Zuki and Chipa are 
being kept in the area, but that those crooks want to 
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see Bra John tomorrow night to see whether he’s going 
to pay or not.” 

Jabu looked at Stella as she talked. In many ways he 
really found her very attractive. She was not tall, but 
she looked after herself well and took pride in her 
dark, thick hair and smooth features. Her skin was 
like rich chocolate and her large, dark, intelligent 
eyes and firm lips made her whole face full of life.  
Tonight, she had come straight from work and was 
wearing an orange outfit that really suited her. Jabu 
dreamt about marrying someone with a good mind 
like Stella’s, but how could he, if he didn’t have a 
job?

“So, what did Jojo have to say, Jabu?” Zakes was 
opening his second bottle and he and Stella were 
looking at Jabu with interest. Stella had got herself a 
cider and was sipping it slowly. 

“He says the same thing - that the boys are being held 
here in the township but no one knows where. Also, 
he said the tsotsis have threatened to break the boys’ 
legs or even kill them if Bra John doesn’t talk to them 
quickly. Like Stella says, they’re going to meet him 
tomorrow night. I think we should make a plan to be 
there, Bra Zakes.”
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“But we can’t just turn up and hope that our ugly faces 
will scare them off,” said Zakes. “We need a plan of 
action. Do you have one?”

“Sort of,” said Jabu, eyeing Stella. “Stella, can you 
find out exactly when and where they want to meet Bra 
John? Then I can talk to a few guys I know to find out 
if there’s been anything they’ve noticed or any strange 
things happening. There’s a person for every square 
centimetre of this place. If those boys are still in the 
area they’ll be found.”

Stella nodded. “Ja, I can do that. I’ll let you know as 
soon as I see MaChipa tomorrow morning. Let’s meet 
at my place at about six tomorrow evening. You too, Bra 
Zakes.”

She looked at her watch. “Talking of the time, I have to 
work tomorrow – I’m off to sleep. Coming, Jabu?”

“Mmm!” Jabu gulped the last mouthful and hurried 
through to the kitchen to return the empties. Lulu was 
alone washing the dishes in a bowl. She looked up and 
smiled at Jabu, all her earlier awkwardness gone. “Two 
ciders to take away please, Lulu”, Jabu said. “Put it on 
my tab.” 



26 27

Lulu put two ciders in a bag. “See you tomorrow, Jabu? 
I’ll be making some more amagwinya at about five. 
Must I keep some for you?”

“Mmm!” Jabu nodded, darting out of the kitchen as 
quickly as he could, hoping Stella hadn’t heard.

The patrons at MaLulu’s were beginning to thin out as 
Jabu and Stella left the house. A few birds still sang in 
the trees above their heads. “You know what would go 
really nicely with my cider, Jabu?” asked Stella, a small 
smile on her lips. “Some fresh amagwinya with polony 
and achaar.”
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Chapter Five

The next afternoon Jabu walked along the road 
towards MaLulu’s house. He wasn’t sure whether to 

be happy or sad. He’d been called to an interview for a 
job at the local supermarket. Although he really needed 
the job, he was upset that he had not even had a reply 
to his application to the Scorpions. He really wanted 
to be a policeman, really, really, with all his heart, but 
maybe boys from this part of town didn’t get to become 
what they wanted.

In the meantime, he’d go and get a drink to help him 
think. Stella had phoned in the morning to say she had 
seen MaChipa – the men were coming to see her and 
John at eight that evening it sounded as if they would 
be meeting the men alone.

“I don’t think they should be alone with those men, but 
you’d better speak to John first,” Stella said to Jabu. 
“Are we still on for six?”

Jabu’s mind was racing. He’d just remembered that 
he’d double-booked himself the night before. “You 
know, if I’m going to manage to speak to John before 
his meeting with the tstotsis at seven, maybe we’d 
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better meet later. I’ll come to you after I’ve seen John, 
how’s that?” 

“Jabu, was I born yesterday?” Stella’s voice had been 
calm.  “That Luleka and her mother, they’ve been after 
you for months. You think I haven’t seen it? I heard 
that girl telling you about amagwinya and stuff. You 
spend too much time at that shebeen, Jabu. Go and 
find yourself a job instead of mooning around there. 
MaLulu just thinks you can look after her business 
when she’s old – is that all you want in life? Do me a 
favour and don’t pretend you aren’t going there for 
amagwinya at five.”

As usual, Stella hadn’t missed a thing. Jabu sighed to 
himself and kicked a stone out of his way. He needed to 
think.  Besides, MaLulu gave him credit and her house 
was near his room. He would just have to ignore Lulu 
and have only one drink. Well, two, because it was now 
just past four, and Bra Zakes was coming to meet him 
at five.

He opened the gate to the yard and saw that he was 
one of the first arrivals. He sat at his stool in the 
front of the house and watched Rosa and Miriam, the 
supermarket tellers, walking down the street.
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Just before they passed the gate, Miriam stopped and 
drew Rosa’s attention to something on the ground. 
Miriam picked it up and shook the dust off it. 

“Hey, Jabu! Since you are in the yard already here 
is a jersey that must belong to somebody who comes 
to MaLulu’s place. Please give it to her when you go 
inside.”

Jabu took the jersey from them and flung it over his 
shoulder. He had more pressing things to think about 
than a lost jersey. It wasn’t his fault that Lulu was nice 
to him, he told himself. How could he stop her? That’s 
just how she was. And he really hadn’t noticed that 
MaLulu had plans for him. Could Stella be right or was 
this just the talk of a jealous woman? 

“Hey Jabu, you came!” Lulu was not in her usual home 
clothes and apron today. Jabu could see she’d made a 
real effort. Her hair was newly plaited and it framed 
her face and showed off her dainty features. She wore 
a tailored two-piece suit and fashionable slip-ons, 
and she wore small golden earrings and a fine gold 
necklace. Jabu stared and then tried to recover as he 
saw her quick smile of satisfaction.
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“Um… yes, but I’m just passing through…. got some 
work to do. Um… just my usual.” 

“No amagwinya? They’re ready.”

“Um…. no, ngiyabonga.”

“Not even one? They are crisp and hot.”

“Well, just one then, but ...” Lulu was gone before 
he could change his mind again. Jabu sighed. He 
was beginning to sound like an old man, he thought 
to himself. He decided to stop thinking about the 
impossible and think about Zuki and Chipa.

All last night in his room he’d been piecing together 
the bits of information he’d gathered, writing down 
clues and ideas that came into his head. He had 
decided to come to MaLulu’s early because he was 
sure he would hear some more tidbits from his fellow 
patrons, especially TomTom, whom he knew was a bit of 
a crook himself. If the police were unable or unwilling 
to help, he didn’t think that he should just stand by and 
let things get out of hand. Anything could happen to 
those kids.
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He was greeted by a couple of men who were early 
evening birds like himself. They ordered two bottles 
from Lulu who had just brought Jabu a sizzling hot 
ligwinya and a mound of achaar. The sight and smell 
of Jabu’s food was too much for them and they ordered 
four amagwinya each with their drinks.

“Kunjani, Mfo,” greeted one of the men, whom he 
knew lived on the other side of the street, near Bra 
John’s shop.

“Hayi, akuna ngxaki,” replied Jabu.

“Reutlwile ka bana ba John le Lulu. Kanti ba etsang ma 
poyisa?” His companion was asking between hungry 
munches.

“Nothing so far Buti. You haven’t heard anything, have 
you?”

“Well, we heard some funny noises last night at 
TomTom’s place. He had visitors late last night. You 
know mos, his room is near ours but in the opposite 
yard. These guys didn’t sound as if they were from 
around here – in fact Mtshana here says he knows they 
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come from out of town. He’s had dealings with them 
before.” 

“Ja, Jabu, I know them,” the second man agreed. 
“They like to frighten people into paying protection 
money and now they’ve got their big fish lana, Bra 
John.  All along he’s been saying no. But then he got 
scared and gave in and now these tsotsis are getting 
cheeky.”  

“But the problem is, what have they done with the car 
and the boys? No one seems to think they have left 
the area, but no one has seen them either,” said Jabu, 
taking a swig from his glass.

“But there is a car parked in TomTom’s garage,” said 
the first man. “We also heard those guys say that they 
were ‘going to the gold’. I’m not sure what that means.”

Jabu sat very still, his mind racing. Of course! He 
should have thought of it! Bra John had actually given 
him the clue himself! There was no time to waste. As 
soon as Bra Zakes came, they would have to rush off 
and talk to John about the tsotsis’ visit.

Jabu felt happy ……. happier than he had been 
for a long time. He could hardly sit down now, his 
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excitement was growing. He bit the remaining piece of 
ligwinya, but his heart was elsewhere. He took it out of 
his mouth and drained his glass instead. 

“Bra Zakes!” He saw him about to open the gate. 
“Don’t even come in, Bra, we must go straight to Bra 
John’s. Jabu grabbed the jersey. “See you guys,” he 
said to the two men. 

Lulu watched him go and then saw the half-eaten 
ligwinya and achaar with the empty bottle. She tossed 
the scraps crossly to the chicken and its chicks.

“Luleka!” MaLulu’s voice came from the kitchen.

“Ma?”

“I’m going with Zakes and Jabu to Uncle John’s 
house. There are more customers at the back. Will you 
make more gravy?” Lulu dragged herself back to the 
stove and her bag of onions, biting back the tears of 
disappointment.
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Chapter Six

I don’t think you should even think about agreeing to 
give them money or groceries regularly, Bra John. 

I’m pretty sure we can find another way to solve this 
thing,” said Jabu.

They sat – Zakes, MaLulu, Jabu, John and MaChipa – in 
the sitting room, the large standard lamp giving the room 
a warm glow. Their coffee was cold, but they had long 
forgotten about it. Their plans warmed them up instead.

“You know, I’ve been thinking about this for a while, 
Bra John,” said Jabu. “From what people have been 
saying, Chipa and Zuki are in the area. Your car could 
be in a garage not far from here. I suggest we go and 
look. When those men come tonight, tell them you need 
another day to get the money and groceries together 
for the first payment. In the meantime, we can find the 
boys and when the men come for their money, we can 
get the police to do some work and arrest them.”

“No, no! I don’t want police involved, Jabu. Those 
men swore that they would kill the boys if we called 
the police. I just can’t let that happen. Bra Zakes, you 
understand mos?”

“
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“Don’t worry, Bra John,” Zakes told John. “Jabu here is 
a good man, almost a policeman himself. You know he’s 
applied to the Scorpions, that new superpolice team? 
It’s only a short time before they appoint him. So don’t 
think you’re dealing with a small boy - this khanda is 
full of very good ideas. Don’t you think we should go 
and peep in this garage? If we find the car at least we 
can ask the garage owner where he got it.”

Suddenly MaLulu asked, “Why have you got Zuki’s 
jersey, Jabu?” 

“Zuki’s jersey?” said Jabu, confused.

“Yes, that jersey you have over your shoulder. I only 
just noticed it.,   It’s Zuki’s. He always wears it,” 
replied MaLulu. She turned to John. “Was he wearing 
this jersey when you picked them up from school?”

John was frowning, trying to remember. “Yes, yes! I 
think he was. I remember that colour - bright green. 
I remember saying to him that he would get people 
driving into him thinking he was a traffic light. Where 
did you get it, Jabu?”

“Miriam and Rose from the supermarket were coming 
home from work and they picked it up outside 
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MaLulu’s place just this afternoon,” Jabu replied, 
remembering. 

“I didn’t even guess it could be such an important clue. 
Maybe it means the boys passed nearby the house 
on the way to wherever they are now! Maybe Zuki 
dropped it on purpose, so we would find it and know 
they were around!” Jabu was getting excited.

“This is all the more reason to go and see if it is your 
car in that garage,” said Zakes. “Where did you say it 
was, Jabu?”

“In TomTom’s garage. But maybe you’d better talk to 
these tsotsis first, Bra John. It’s nearly seven o’ clock. 
It will be dangerous for the boys if you are late,” said 
Jabu. 

“You’re right, Jabu,” agreed John, getting up and 
clearing away the coffee cups quickly. “I’ll come and 
call for you at MaLulu’s place in an hour or so.”
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Chapter Seven

John walked into MaLulu’s kitchen looking tired 
and worried. “It’s no good, MaLulu, those men 

are vicious. They say they want the money first thing 
tomorrow, or they will burn my shop first and then hurt 
the boys. I’m on my way to wake up my bank manager 
in town. Then I’ll come back and sort out the stock 
they want from the shop. I can’t take any more risks, 
I was foolish enough to let the boys be taken away. 
If anything were to happen to them I’d never forgive 
myself!”

“Nonsense, John, you did everything you could, don’t 
blame yourself,” said MaLulu crossly. “What I think we 
should do is split up and do different things. Time is 
short.”

“Good idea, MaLulu,” said Jabu. “Bra Zakes, you go 
with Bra John to the bank manager. Stella and MaLulu 
can go and ask Miriam and Rose if they saw anything 
else while they were walking home. We can meet up 
here again later.”

“And you, Jabu?” asked Stella, who had now forgiven 
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Jabu for not meeting her earlier as agreed. “What are 
you going to do?”

“I’ve got to see someone about something,” he 
answered over his shoulder, walking quickly to the 
door. 

Stella knew not to ask too many questions when he was 
in that sort of mood. “Okay, let’s go, MaLulu,” she said, 
“before Miriam and Rose go to sleep for the night.”
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Chapter Eight

TomTom, a small-time thief, was enjoying himself. 
The casino was packed tonight, but TomTom’s luck 

was in. The slot machine bell began to ring loudly and 
casino attendants crowded round him, patting him on 
the shoulder, congratulating him. 

Suddenly, one of the attendants pushed him hard, 
making him lose his balance. Then the others began 
to do the same. “Hey, what’s the matter with you?” 
TomTom shouted, pushing back. “You’re all jealous!”

“Not jealous, angry, Mfana,” said Jabu, holding 
TomTom’s waving arms. “Get up now and open that 
garage. I know what you’ve got in there and I want it.” 
Jabu pulled the thin, worn blankets off TomTom’s bed.

TomTom was awake now, and he realized he’d been 
dreaming of the casino. He curled up his exposed body 
and covered his head with his hands. He didn’t know 
where he was or what was happening to him, but he 
knew he didn’t like it.

“Vuka! No time for hiding like a coward. Where is the 
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key for the garage? It’s locked.” Jabu jabbed him in the 
side, his face in a scowl.

TomTom sat up, blinking slowly and looked around. His 
room was filled with silent, steady eyes. There seemed 
to be people everywhere. He thought their stares would 
suffocate him. He stammered, then he began to panic. 
He reached under his pillow for his gun.

“You want this tin thing?” Jabu asked, holding up the 
gun between his fingers. “Where is your cheek now, 
Mfana? If you don’t open your garage now, you don’t 
even want to think about what will happen to you.”

TomTom scrambled up and tried to reach his clothes. 
People (he could make out about five) flung bits of his 
clothing at him, making him leap and jump to catch 
one sock, then a belt, his underpants and  his shirt.

“I …I don’t know. S’true’s …..,” The words refused 
to come out of his mouth. “I … I only know there are 
people waiting. They just asked me to keep the car. 
That’s all I know. Please,” he was whispering now, 
“don’t hurt me. I will open the garage.”

He dressed quickly and almost ran to open the garage. 
He recognized Zakes, who he had been asked to ‘take 
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care of ’. Zakes had come out of his workshop just as 
the crooks were trying to park John’s car in TomTom’s 
garage. Now in his confused state, TomTom was sure 
the other people in the room were thugs who had come 
to beat him up or kill him. 

As the garage door opened, John gasped.  His blue 
Ford Sierra, the bumper slightly bent, stood in the 
garage, its boot open. Zuki’s and Chipa’s clothes lay 
strewn all over, but their bags were gone. MaLulu 
rushed forward and began to collect the clothes, but 
Jabu stopped her. 

“Leave the clothes for now, MaLulu. First we must get 
help and then I have a pretty good idea where we can 
find Zuki and Chipa. Let’s go.”

“We can’t leave this one here,” Bra Zakes said, talking 
about TomTom, who was just beginning to realize who 
his visitors were, and that some of them were women. 
Stella and Lulu’s mum! He’d never live it down if the 
other guys got to hear of this! He hung his head in 
shame when he thought about it. The others saw this 
and thought he was sorry about his actions. 

“I’ve phoned the police,” said Jabu. “I was sure we 
would find the car here. They said they would send 
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someone to come and take TomTom away to question 
him. Look, here they come now so we can go.”

“Go where?” asked Stella.

“To the mine,” replied Jabu.

“But there’s nothing and no one there, Jabu, are you 
totally mad?” Stella exclaimed, looking hard at him. 
Had Lulu’s amagwinya affected his head?

“Trust me on this one, Stella. It’s been staring me in the 
face all this time. Anyway, we don’t have much time, 
it’s past midnight already. Do you think your car will 
get us there, Bra Zakes?”

“No problem,” said Zakes. Then he stopped, “But I 
think we should let Noni, MaChipa and Lulu know 
where we’re going in case something happens to us.”

“Good idea,” said Stella. “I’ll call MaChipa from your 
house while you get the car.”
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Chapter Nine

MaLulu shivered. The early morning temperature 
was freezing and she was not normally up at this 

time of the morning to feel it. Stella on the other hand 
was used to it, she started work at six most days. 

MaLulu worried about her beloved son and nephew. 
Were Zuki and Chipa safe? Would Zuki be back in time 
for the weekend football game on TV that he was so 
looking forward to? Had they been hurt? Would they 
come back alive? She pushed the last thought from her 
mind and tried to listen to what Jabu was saying.

The four of them stood around him on the road to the 
old gold mine and dumps. They had parked some way 
down the road so they did not make a noise by roaring 
up the driveway in Zakes’s old ‘banger’.

“So, this is the plan,” Jabu said, rubbing his hands 
together to keep warm. “First we check the house. 
That’s the only building that still has windows, doors 
and working lights. If I’m right, when those men 
overheard the tsotsis saying they were “going to the 
gold”, they meant the boys, their passport to gold, were 
here at the mine. Where better to hide their gold than 
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at a disused gold mine? My guess is that they’ve got 
the boys here, in this house. Bra Zakes and I will go in 
first. Bra John will follow a few paces behind us, while 
you two, MaLulu and Stella, will keep a lookout for any 
visitors. Stella – I know you can give a wicked whistle. 
If you see anyone coming, let us hear you whistle 
tonight.”

Jabu and Bra Zakes crept towards the house. As 
they got nearer, they could see that there were some 
lights on in the house, but no cars parked outside.  
Jabu made a sign for Zakes to follow him to the side 
entrance. As they reached the door, they heard voices 
coming towards them from the other side of the door.

“Quick,” Jabu whispered, “behind this pillar.” They 
threw themselves behind the pillar just as the door 
opened and two men came out.  The men closed the 
door firmly and walked down the road towards the 
township. Jabu hoped that Stella and MaLulu were out 
of sight.

Jabu and Zakes went up to the door, and Zakes tried it. 
It wasn’t locked. John came out of the shadows where 
he had been hiding and went in with them.

The passage was dark and narrow and at first none of 
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them could see where they were going. Slowly, their 
eyes became used to the dark and they moved along 
the passage quietly, listening. Silence.

“Anybody here?” Zakes called out in a low voice. They 
heard a noise. “Anybody there?” he called again. This 
time they heard a slight sound from one of the rooms at 
the end of the long passage.

They walked along quietly, one after the other, listening 
all the time. John opened the door of the room they’d 
heard the noise coming from and stopped. His eyes 
opened wider, first in surprise and then in relief and 
pleasure.

In the small room were Zuki and Chipa, with their 
legs tied together. Next to them was a small pot of cold 
beans, and in the corner, a chamber pot.

John rushed forward and gathered the boys in his 
arms, hugging them and kissing their foreheads and 
hair. They smiled, a little confused, but very happy to 
see people they knew.

“Papa!” “Malume!” Chipa and Zuki spoke at 
once. “Please take us home, these men have been 
threatening us all the time. They’ve just left and they 
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said they’re coming back to break our legs and kill us! 
We must get out of here fast!” Chipa shouted.

“We shall do just that,” Jabu said. “Let’s move before 
those men decide to come back.” He couldn’t finish his 
sentence properly because Stella’s famous two-finger 
whistle pierced the air. “Out! Now!” he ordered. “That’s 
Stella telling us that those guys are coming back. Cut 
them loose, Bra John, and let’s move. We’ll have to go 
out through another door.”

“I saw one when we were coming down the passage,” 
said Zakes. “Come this way.”

Stella and MaLulu were running towards the house to 
make sure that the men had heard their warning. They 
saw their group burst out of a side door just as the three 
tsotsis entered by another. 

There was no time to lose. MaLulu tried to hug the 
boys while they were all running towards Zakes’s car 
which seemed miles away. 

“They will find out any moment that the boys are gone. 
They’ll be mad enough to kill,” panted Jabu. “We’ll 
have to run faster. The car can’t be far now.”
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“There it is!”  said Stella, who was running in front. 
“Who’s got the key?”  

Zakes ran past her to open the car door. They piled in 
and Zakes threw the keys to Jabu. “You drive, Jabu, I’m 
no good at this sort of thing.”

Jabu wanted to disagree but there was no time. He 
could hear footsteps coming towards them very fast. 
He jumped into the driver’s seat, started the car, and 
took off, spinning the wheels as he went. MaLulu and 
Stella hung on to each other and the children as the car 
lurched and bumped along the road. 

The sun had not come up and the tall trees on either 
side of the road made it difficult to see clearly. 
Suddenly, the car hit something in the road. With a 
loud bang, it stopped. They heard the air from one 
of the tyres come out in a puff, like a tired old lady 
sighing.

“We’ll just have to get out and run,” said John. He put 
out one foot, but brought it back very quickly when a 
shot rang out. “Duck! They’re shooting at us,” he cried, 
covering Chipa’s body with his own. “Yo, we’ll never 
make it!”
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MaLulu didn’t blink. She’d seen a lot in her time. She 
stayed sitting up in the car, while the others squeezed 
themselves into any small space they could find. So 
she was the only one who saw the police cars speeding 
towards them, blue sirens flashing.  Everyone else was 
sure the sound came from the tsotsis following them.

It was only as the sirens got louder and the shots 
still did not hit their car that Jabu realized what was 
happening. He opened the door and saw a very large, 
shiny boot….. it was Commissioner Maphiri’s! 

“Nice work, Jabu. We only found you because Lulu 
told us where her mother had gone. Did you find the 
children all by yourselves?” He looked at Jabu with 
more respect than he had the last time they had met.

Jabu mumbled something as he and the others tumbled 
out of the car and looked around them. Three police 
cars with their doors open were parked at funny angles. 
Police were everywhere, most of them holding semi-
automatic rifles. Three men, Jabu recognized two from 
the house, were in handcuffs against a tree. The pink 
of the new dawn and the flashing blue and red sirens 
made him think of the time he once went to a funfair in 
the city. That was a long time ago.
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“Yes,” he said finally, but Commissioner Maphiri was 
taking charge of the operation and did not hear him. 
The three crooks were bundled into a police car, the 
commissioner gave a few quick orders and the car sped 
away.

Maphiri turned to look at Zakes’s car and glanced at 
the wheel.

“It looks like your wheel hit a big rock. Our work is 
done here, so I think we can give you all a lift back 
home and collect the car later. I’d love some coffee.” 

He stopped and smiled. “MaLulu, do you serve coffee 
at your place? Maybe the police can ignore a rule today 
and have coffee at your house?”

MaLulu beamed. She didn’t need to be asked twice.
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Chapter Ten

Stella leaned against the door post of MaLulu’s front 
room and hid a yawn behind her hands, hoping no 
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one could see her. She was dog-tired. They’d been up 
all last night, and now, at nine the following evening, 
the party didn’t look as if it was going to end before 
midnight. The gate opened and closed continuously 
like blinking eyelids. More and more people arrived in 
groups.

Every so often people would push past her. When they 
recognized her, they greeted her warmly. After a while 
she realized it was because she was now a sort of hero. 
The ‘Jabu Squad’, as they were known, had rescued 
Chipa and Zuki, and MaLulu was having this party to 
celebrate the boys’ safe return. 

“Hau, Stella, why are you standing by yourself in the 
corner?” “Stella! Come and join us. Tell us how you did 
it!” The voices rang in her ears. She felt like sleeping 
standing up.

Then she felt Jabu’s strong arm reach for her and take 
her outside. She moved like a zombie, not saying a 
word. Jabu walked with her, past the row of houses, to 
his room at the back of number 79823.

“Lots of people,” she muttered, half-asleep, sliding onto 
a chair. 
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“Lots. The whole township. You know mos when they 
hear of a party. Most of the people there don’t even 
know what happened, or don’t even care. But at least 
we, and I mean we, all five of us, really did care. I’m 
very proud of you especially, Stella. That wolf whistle 
was something else…”

Jabu turned around. Stella had fallen asleep on the 
chair. He lifted her gently onto his bed and covered 
her with his best blanket from the top of the wardrobe. 
“Goodnight, Skattie,” he said softly and kissed her 
forehead.
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Chapter Eleven

Jabu sits in the summer sun on his stool in the front 
yard of MaLulu’s house. He has an ice-cold beer by 

his side. He keeps dropping bits of stale bread on the 
ground for the chicks to eat. As people pass the gate, 
they greet him and he greets them back.

He watches Lulu cleaning up in the front room. She 
smiles at him as she works. He sort of smiles back. “Tell 
me when you want another drink, Jabu. Angithi, Ma 
said you can have free drinks for life?” Lulu laughs as 
she speaks. It makes her sound like a gurgling waterfall. 

The very smart uniform of a policeman catches 
Jabu’s eye. It takes a while before he realises it’s 
Commissioner Maphiri. Maphiri is walking towards 
him, with a file under his arm.

“Good afternoon, Jabu. I’m happy to find you here. 
How are you keeping?”

“Well, thank you, Commissioner Maphiri,” replies 
Jabu, wondering what is up. Jabu offers him a stool. 
Maphiri takes off his cap, pulls up a stool, adjusts his 
trousers and sits down.
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“Jabu, I was so impressed with what you did to solve 
the crime that I talked to a few people. I know you 
applied for a job with the Scorpions. I am going to talk 
to some fellow commissioners. They will definitely 
be interested in someone like you. You have guts, 
determination and strong feelings about protecting 
your community. You also showed that you can think 
like a detective, Jabu, by the way you gathered clues 
and got information from people in the community. 
You really will get a good recommendation from me, 
I assure you. If you ever need any help, do not delay, 
come straight to me.”

Jabu is dazed. He can’t believe what he is hearing. 
“Thank you, sir,” he says slowly, looking at the 
commissioner. “Really, a big thank you. You don’t know 
how much I want to be a policeman, a Scorpion. I hope 
I get an interview. After what I’ve been through with 
Bra John’s story, I know I can become a very good 
detective. Thank you once again.”

The men each get up off their stools and shake hands. 
Commissioner Maphiri puts on his hat and turns to go. 
Then he remembers something and turns back to Jabu.

“You know, Jabu, you taught me that you should never 
turn people away if they come to you for help. Usually, 
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they are there to teach you something about yourself 
and your life, if you’ll let them. Goodbye for now.”

Jabu watches as Maphiri closes the gate and climbs 
into the police car that is waiting for him on the corner. 
Jabu waves. The car reverses and drives off. 

From the corners of the curls of dust comes Stella, 
walking for all the world as if she were queen of the 
neighbourhood. She does not even look at the car, she 
is only looking for Jabu, her eyes searching MaLulu’s 
yard for signs of him.

Jabu waves again, this time at Stella. He decides there 
and then he is going to marry Stella if he gets this 
Scorpion job. He’ll be able to move into a small house 
of his own. His thoughts wander and he imagines what 
it would be like to have a whole house to themselves. 
Bliss!

“Hi, there,” Stella says. He can see she is in a lekker 
mood. “Let’s go to town and celebrate your success 
with Bra John’s case. I got off work early so we can go. 
We can see a film if you like, or we can go and have a 
meal, or have something at my place – you choose. Bra 
Zakes and Noni, Freda and Sy are coming too. Can we 
come and fetch you from your place in half an hour?”
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“Mmm!” says Jabu.  “That would be nice. I’ll be there.”

“By the way, what did Maphiri want?” asks Stella.

“Oh, he’s going to put in a recommendation for one of 
those Scorpion jobs – I may be in with a chance.”

Stella smiles with pleasure and gives him a kiss. She 
pops into the kitchen to greet MaLulu. Then she is off 
to tell the others to get ready.

Jabu watches her go. He doesn’t hear Lulu’s quiet 
footsteps until she is sitting on Commissioner Maphiri’s 
stool. “Zuki and Chipa are coming to watch the football 
game on television here tonight. They asked me to ask 
you to please come.” Her breath is coming out in short 
bursts, she is nervous.

“They’d also like to thank you for what you did for 
them. Uncle John is also going to come and thank you. 
His business is going strong. Other businesses in the 
township don’t have to pay protection money any more 
either, because those tsotsis are all in jail. 

Please, won’t you come in when you’ve finished that 
drink? I would also like you to spend some time with 
us.”
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“Mmm!” says Jabu, “that would be nice. I’ll…. try… to 
be there.”

Lulu smiles and gets up. Then suddenly Jabu calls out 
to her. “Yaz’ yini Lulu. Actually, I won’t be able to come 
tonight.” 

He sees her hurt expression, but continues, speaking 
very gently. “You’re a fine woman, Lulu, and I like you 
a lot. But, I’m going out with Stella, Bra Zakes, Sis 
Noni and the guys. Maybe some other time?”

Lulu nods quickly and tries to smile. “Okay, that’ll be 
fine,” she says. “I’ll tell them you and Stella will come 
round, maybe tomorrow?” 

“Ja, tomorrow sounds okay, we’ll come tomorrow,” 
agrees Jabu.

Lulu walks away and does not look back.  

A fat chick waddles towards Jabu, cocks its head at 
him and then sits on his shoe, and chirps. He picks the 
chick up off his shoe, stands up and puts it on his stool.

“Time to go,” he says to himself.
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The End
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Glossary

toe – please 

Sengati awusa dingi 
ama customer, kunini 
ndiku biza? 

– It seems you don’t need 
customers, how long have I 
been calling you?

kaloku – remember

ne  – isn’t it

malume  – uncle

buti  – brother

ta, my bra  – thanks, my brother

pap  – porridge

lezi ze zinc,  mtshana  – The ones made of zinc, 
nephew

sommer  – just

pondokis  – hovels

moolas  – money

tsotsis  – thugs

hayi  – no

are vaye  – let’s go

ndodana  – young man

amagwinya  – doughnuts/fried dough

achaar – Mango pickle
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pap – mealie porridge

vetkoek – fried dough/doughnut

siyabonga/ngiyabonga – we thank you/I thank you

ja – yes

kunjani, mfo – how are you, man?

hayi, akuna ngxaki – no,there’s no problem

Reutlwile ka bana ba 
John le Lulu. Kanti ba 
etsang ma poyisa? 

– We heard about the children 
of John and Lulu. So, what 
are the police doing?

mos – then

lana – here

khanda – head

mfana – young man/boy

vuka – get up

s’true’s God – it is the truth of God

malume – uncle

hau – what

mos – then

skattie – lovey

angithi – isn’t it

lekker – nice/good

yaz’ yini – (do) you know what?
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