
Incident
A Short Story

JAMES MATTHEWS

WITH A MUFFLED CLICKETY-CLACK the train passed
under the bridge and came to a halt in the station after
a series of convulsive jerks which shook him awake.
From behind the frosted pane he squinted at the
familiar billboard with its poster depicting a white
couple clad in bathing costumes and enjoying cans of
beer. The chill was like death met head-on and he
hesitated before stepping out of the warmth of the
coach to the cold of the platform. Behind him, head
poked through a window, a ticket examiner bawled
lo4Haastig, julle, haastig"-at the crowd reluctant to
leave the third class carriage. Turtle-like, he pulled his
neck deeper into his coat collar and hurried towards
the sub-way.

One more day done or rather, one more night, he
told himself as he walked down the street from the
station. Ahead of him, a dog howled at his approach.
The howl was taken up by other dogs further on, mark
ing his progress. He peered at the sky piled with dirty,
grey clouds poised as if to smash against each other
and drench the earth below. I only hope I get home
before they let go.

A block in front of him scurried one of his fellow
passengers in the twenty-minutes-after-midnight from
Cape "Town to Southfield. I bet he's running to get
next to his woman in bed. He smiled as he thought of
Letty blanket-covered and flushed with sleep. Behind
him, he could hear them, came the band who worked
as casual hands at the fishing company in the harbour,
the wind carrying their words; jeers, jokes and laughter.
The wind also carried the smell of the sea mixed with
the blood of thousands of gutted fish impregnated in
their clothes.

In front of him, underneath a lamp post, stood his
hurried fellow-passenger, his walk stopped by two over
coated figures. Even without the light shining on them
he would have known they were policemen. He walked
towards them, speculating the cause of the stoppage.
Perhaps he was stopped because of the bag he carried.
His mind went back to the number of times, in town,
on his way to the station he had been stopped by the~.

The insolent cry-"Haai, kom hierso"-from a urn
formed, snot-nosed eighteen-year-old, and the ~old

back-your-anger voice tonelessly replying to the In~ne

questions. Uneasiness, mixed with anger, filled hIm.
As he came abreast of them, the man was released.
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He stood still, surprised at what to him was an absurd
question to be asked. Where would I be going, if not
home, in weather like this and at this time of the
morning?

He stared at the white policeman who had spoken
then shifted his gaze to the face of the other policeman.
The brown face underneath the broad, khaki helmet
was withdrawn as if its presence was accidental and had
no relationship to the scene.

"Home."
"Wat is in daardie sak?"
He shook the suspect bag. A few drops of rain

trickled past his ear and down his neck. He shivered.
I'm in for it.

"A towel, wash cloth, piece of soap, and a loaf of
bread." He replied, keeping up the bilingual conver
sation. A smile scampered across his face. Now I
suppose he's going to ask me where I got the bread
from.

The policeman's next question was even more
surprising, bordering on the ridiculous.

"Wat steek jy weg onder jou arm?"
The objects under his arm could be clearly seen.
Raindrops falling on his face assured him that it

was no dream.
"Its a newspaper and a book."
"Ahh. Laat ek sien?"
"I've only the one paper", fie said, holding on to the

one end and the book, "and I haven't read it yet."
'-Wie will jou vervloekste koerant vat!" snapped the

policeman in aggrieved tones.
He was puzzled. If its not the paper then what does

he want?
"Kom! Weg met jou, kantoor toe." To the other

policeman. "Sien jy na die andre hotnots wat met
lawaai-en-al pad af kom."

He opened his mouth to say that they were from
the harbour but changed his mind. A man who has
to be told what was in open sight could not be relied
on to trust his sense of smell.

BEWILDERMENT CLOUDED HIS HEAD as he followed to
the charge office. At his back, he could hear them
guying the solitary Coloured policeman. "Hooit, ouens.
Hiers sie law"-"Hello, my bruin baas." The last one
evoking loud laughter.

"Is Detective-Sergeant Williams on duty?" He asked,
voice filled with confidence he did not share. He had
heard of what sometimes hapIJen in charge offices ~t

night. I'm not going to get beaten up if I can h~lp It.
I've spoken to Williams once, for about ten mInutes,
but there's nothing wrong in letting this policeman know
that I also know people in the Force.
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"Ek betrou Williams net so m:n socs all jul!e bruin
goed."

They walked up the steps ~nd through the swing
doors into the charge office.

As the door shut behind them, he had a wild desire
to turn about and wrench the door open and dash down
the street but fear of what would follow strangled his
desire and he followed submissively.

An African constable lounged at the counter, one
finger exploring the cavity of a wide nostril. Behind
the counter a Coloured sergeant was seated at a desk,
laboriously typing out a report. In a chair, in front of
a heater, sprawled another sergeant-white. On a wall,
facing the counter, was a picture of the Minister of
Justice, a paternal smile on his face. The trio favoured
them with a brief glance, turning each to his activity.

"Give me that book you were hidiing under your
arm." Matching his English.

He was no longer amazed at what \\las asked of him.
The book was slammed on to the counter.

"Where did you get this book from?"
"From the library."
"Which library?"
"Kewtown branch. Its stamped at the back."
The policeman swished through the pages, found the

stamp imprint and disappointedly returned to the front.
The Coloured sergeant looked at them, two fingers

poised over the typewriter keys. He was not sure of
the message: There's nothing I can do. Or was it
Don't blame me.

The policeman seemed to have run out of questions
and was fluttering the pages without bothering to read
the print.

The African Constable, having exhausted the possi
bilities of his nostrils, disappeared down a corridor,
the examination promising nothing of interest.

"What are you doing with this book?"
He did not know whether he should laugh or not.

Then he nervously asked himself; Oh, hell! Don't tell
me this book has been banned since I last saw a news
paper?

Before he could reply, the white sergeant, without
raising his head, said; "Since when is ita crime to
read a book?"

Tensel!ess flowed from him like a boil freed of puss,
leaving relief.

Resentment and anger was ugly in the policeman's
face as he shoved the book away from him. "Weg is jy !"
He snarled and stomped his way down a corridor lead
ing to the depths of the police station.

As he left the charge office he remembered that some
where, in some book he had read, a character had said:
'the law is an ass.' He disagreed. There's nothing
wrong with the law in itself. The trouble is that there
are too many donkeys in its employ.

Leaving the doubtful shelter of the charge office he
walked into a curtain of rain and before he had reached
the corner his coat was clinging to his back. He laughed
out loud as he walked in the rain, the offending book
pressed to his heart and the newspaper spread over
his head and shoulders, his bag knocking against his
knee. •
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A RECENT ISSUE OF the. Johannesburg weekly newspaper
for Africans, Elethu, contained a straight report,
headed "MINISTER VORSTER SPEAKS AT A
PASSING-OUT PARADE". Prominently placed and
illustrated, it quoted Mr. B. J. Vorster: "More than
28 police stations are run by Africans in South Africa.
You can still be promoted to the top." (Mr. Vorster's
career has been largely spent in the unintellectual
atmosphere of Brakpan and Port Elizabeth's North
End.) Doubters may be reassured that this is not sell
out stuff by an adjacent story, headed "POLICE
INTENSIFY RAIDS IN OUR TOWNSHIPS", which
goes as far as to say: "Some people even accused the
police of Chicago-like tactics". But five of its nine
paragraphs explain the raids ("An official told Elethu
that the raids were primarily caused by increasing
trends in sabotage".) Likewise, a strong leader, "OUR
DICTATORS", attacks the UN sanctions motion,
while a front page editorial statement claims that Elethu
is "in all respects an independent and non-political
newspaper", moreover, one whose object is "the promo
tion of the African people in all respects, in such a
way that all sections of the South African community
will benefit thereby". Elethu is published by Sabika, a
company controlled by Afrikaner Nationalists and
rents its offices from Saambou, another limb of the
Nat business proliferation.

The almost naIve juxtaposition of the Vorster item
with the police raids headline is paralleled by the
placing of Chief Kaizer Matanzima's controversial
"black monopoly" statement below the passage quoted
above and headed "OUR POLICY: PRO-AFRICAN;
NOT ANTI-WHITE". This statement of Matanzima's
in which he said that Africans "wanted to take control
of every department of the Transkei state" does, it
must be assumed, express Verwoerd's attitude to the
Bantustans or it would not have been placed as pro
minently as it was.

Care in presentation of the "line" is shown by
Elethu's omission of Matanzima's demand for a "black
monopoly of trade" in the Transkei Bantustan, which
must be thought unacceptable because of its potential
as D.P. propaganda.

But what a great deal of trouble is being undergone,
what pains taken to tell the Africans where their future
lies, and to make apartheid sound acceptable. Let us
not cavil, but rather wonder when Afrikaner national
ists talk about promoting African interests and show
it by broadcasting Matanzima's Bantustan demands in
their press. What a long way we have come since
Strijdom! However much one may detest the tone and
content of Nat political missionising towards Africans,
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