
  
  
      
        
          Girl in the Pickle Jar

          
		      
          NICOLA ANN BEYKIRCH

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2023 by Nicola Ann Beykirch. 
All rights reserved.
The right of Nicola Ann Beykirch to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1998.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.K. copyright law. For permission requests, contact the Publisher HOLD STALLIONS, London via email: holdstallions@gmail.com.
This invented prose narrative is based on real events and changed for dramatic purposes. For privacy reasons, all names, (most) locations, and dates have been changed.
First Edition 2023
Hardback ISBN: 978-0-9562652-4-1
Paperback ISBN: 978-0-9562652-1-0
eBook ISBN: 978-0-9562652-3-4
Second Edition 2024
Hardback ISBN: 978-0-9562652-8-9
Paperback ISBN: 978-0-9562652-9-6
Front cover design by KMD







  
  “To All the Girls, Boys, Mothers, Fathers, Adults, The Abused, The Abusers, Survivors and Non-Survivors.”









  
  “She’s battling things her smile will never tell you about.” —Jonny Ox








  
  Introduction


Sixteen. Raped. Shattered. Anna found solace in danger and escaped with South African’s notorious drug lord. Freedom warped into a gilded cage. Inspired by real events,  Girl in the Pickle Jar explores the seductive allure of the dark, and the struggle for autonomy. A raw exploration of abuse and the fierce resilience of the human spirit. A cautionary tale for young adults in a comparable situation, and their parents. Speak up. Seek help. Permit the law to protect you.
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  1
PULLING THE TRIGGER

February 1997


The silver 9mm Beretta gleamed atop a mountain of Krugerrands, banknotes, and ammo in the safe. Released its clip. Counted fourteen bullets in its belly. Reinserted it. Safety engaged. Exhilaration surged as I felt the cold metal through my gloves. A primal instinct ignited. Adrenaline warred with disbelief. 
No.
Girl, you’d never escape otherwise, and you knew it.
Gun heavy, I hugged the wall, a wraith in the oppressive heat. Moonlight sliced through shadows as I traced the bricks between me and the car. Every creak a shot in the deafening silence.
Gasping for air, I drove towards the club. My thoughts drifted to the mosquito-plagued river near my childhood home. Laughter and bamboo creaking blended as we made rafts. Imagining him calling me Pickle one last time, putting the gun to his temple and pulling the trigger, calmness saturated.
Twenty minutes later, I concealed the Mazda behind a bush. Slithered out like a lethal Cape cobra. A whip-crack ricocheted. I leapt. Tumbled.






  
  2
FEE-FI-FO-FUM

Ten Months Earlier


Steamy Durban clung to me like a damp robe as I exited my boyfriend’s car. En route to ice-hockey practice, Ryan dropped Harri and me at a Ladies’ Night. Lightning sparked the horizon. A delayed thunderstorm threatened, bruised clouds luminous. Seagulls shrieked. Foghorns boomed. The groaning wind carried with it a hint of seaweed. Against the backdrop of the Indian Ocean, the concrete wilderness roared to life. Anticipation gushed. 
Ryan jogged to me. ‘Will you behave this time?’ He kissed my lips.
I hugged him. Relieved he missed my blush.
A month ago, Harri and I had experienced chaos during a previous Ladies’ Night at Orange Cat. Fuelled by free tropical punch and hypnotic techno at the Chippendales show, I had stripped with them. Unwise, and disappointing, to investigate their stuffed bulges. Floored by a lethal toxin disguised as gold-flecked sambuca, bouncers escorted me, and dumped me on the pavement. I had faced harsher consequences from the headmistress because of a snitch.
Another Ladies’ Night, another Ryan drop-off. 
Girl, incredulous he didn’t dump you then.
Climbing the stairs of Orange Cat, I spotted him, my heart pounding. Acrid tang of stale cigarettes, twisted shadows dancing on the walls, each creak of worn wood heightening my anxiety. Shrouded in a veil of smoke, he radiated power that made people cower. Uncertainty morphed into a different thrill as I drew closer.
I led Harri to the far corner bar. The magnetic atmosphere made the ladies party hard. Those off the dance floor huddled, a gossip-mill in full swing above the music. Air infused with floral perfume, alcohol, and smoke-machine residue.
As we settled in, each glance towards the main bar revealed Danny, the fox among chickens, instructing his henchmen. Palms clammy, the lure of his enigmatic presence unshakable.
Harri looked in his direction. ‘What happened to ladies only?’
I nudged her. ‘Perhaps he owns the place.’
'Oh my oath,' we both exclaimed, laughing. While out clubbing a few months ago, Harri chatted with a man Dad’s age. He offered us a hit of poppers. A young boy, about twelve, asked to keep me warm. I appreciated his confidence. Next thing, the four of us were inside oldie’s car sniffing chemicals from a teak-brown glass bottle. As soon as baby-boy inhaled from the bottle, he called out, ‘Oh my oath.’ Oldie described being on a rollercoaster, ‘Up and up and up we go, climbing to the top, the wheels screeching, the wind wildly blowing your hair. Can you feel it?’ Baby-boy, ‘Oh my oath. Yes, yes, yes. Oh my oath. This best of the bests. Oh my oath.’ Harri and I burst into uncontrollable laughter, imitating baby-boy’s exaggerated ‘Oh my oath’. We claimed it. A tad more interesting than ‘Oh my God’ or ‘Oh my word’. We’d both agreed.
Within ten minutes of our arrival, the henchman with short naartjie-orange hair approached me. Extended his hand. Introduced himself as Sid. Despite my hesitation, I returned the gesture.
‘Not going to bite you ladies, relax. Danny wants you both to have a drink with him.’ Sid puffed out his chest. A pigeon courting.
We accepted to join them for a drink.
‘See you in five.’ Sid shouted over the music, wriggling chubby fingers. He stomped off, head forward, as though pulled by an invisible cable.
Harri stepped closer. ‘Let’s go—’
‘Harrietta. You want to associate with that murdering, druggo ex-convict and—?’
‘If all that’s true, he’d still be in prison. Ryan said that because he’s jealous. Notice anyone who looks at you.’
‘But he went to prison. Prison.’
‘So? Papers reported a drug bust. Not as if he’ll harm us for having a drink with him. Harm us if we disobey.’ Harri chuckled.
‘You’re mad.’
‘Think of the savings.’ (Swore off that punch poison.) Harri, who thrived on audacious challenges, dared the aloof boy to eat liver swimming in acid for fifty rand. She had already won the same dare from me in biology class. He refused, asking her out instead. Her victory screech could’ve broken records. Her reward was my week's pocket money.
‘What do I tell Ryan?’
‘Forget him. It’s not an orgy. We drink for free, and excuse— shhh Sid’s coming.’
‘Ladies. What are you still doing here? Danny Boy is—’
‘Entranced by a girly chat,’ I said. ‘The reason for tonight.’
‘No need for nastiness. Thought you came for cheeky Chippendales.’
‘You’re hardly one of those,’ I said.
He grinned, a lopsided slash revealing yellow teeth that matched his eye and breath colour.
‘Let’s go.’ Harri yanked my arm.
‘Won’t be sorry.’ He turned, led the way, and we followed him.
Nerves prickled my skin, and I couldn’t understand why. 
Girl, was it because of Ryan’s best friend, bouncer Steve? 
Guilt churned my stomach, and I wasn’t yet within one metre of him. This time, I avoided Lupini Gold promotions and Chippendales.
As Sid interrupted Danny’s conversation with Henchman Number Two and introduced us, I prickled as our eyes met. He rose from the barstool. Half-expected him to pound the bar top with his fist, and boom: ‘Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum. I smell the blood of…’ fresh Durbanite flesh. He leaned in. His lips brushed against my palm. Unsettled. Beguiled.
‘An absolute pleasure to meet you, Anna.’ He kept hold of my hand.
‘Hi,’ I said, surprised at how well he spoke. Imagined a magistrate, not whatever he was. Although he was in his mid-twenties.
Danny repeated the same sentiment to Harri.
‘Good to meet you too,’ she said. ‘Heard so much about you.’
I frowned at Harri. A head shorter than me, she had earned her Springbok colours for swimming, and after quitting she hated her ballooning body. Her mother blamed me because she stopped getting up at four in the morning every day to practise her strokes soon after meeting me.
Was there a kernel of truth in there somewhere, Girl?
Harri fixated on Danny’s towering bulk. His sculpted goatee, the only hair on his head, ensured he appeared less boyish.
‘Hope you’ve heard at least one good thing, ja?’ His gaze fixed on me. ‘Ladies, how rude of me. What can I get you to drink?’ He kept staring at me. A saltwater croc with its jaw gaping, on the quick to strike. The glint in his bulging eyes told me he’d swallow me whole. Wouldn’t bother wasting energy to crunch his prey.
Before I answered, he said, ‘Allow me.’ He nodded at Sid, who soon reappeared with a tray of cocktails.
Burnt umber skin slick with sweat, Mr Lean-Mean-Muscles mimicked Harri’s every move as she perched on his lap. We exchanged a look, acknowledging her motive for Danny’s invite.
Turning towards Sid, I caught Cal’s stare and glanced away, feeling a familiar desire and obsession wash over me since Ryan introduced me to him eight months ago. He resembled a young Temuera Morrison, all electric-blue eyes and rustic skin, unmarked by the sun. His reputation mirrored Danny’s. Harri’s interest in Cal and his preference for my company made me feign ignorance, especially since both Cal and I had lovers.
Soon after I met Ryan, I confessed that I was sixteen and not twenty-one. He stormed out of the nightclub. At the bar, Cal sensed my distress, and I bathed in his kindness. I needed quiet to strategise, fearing Dad’s wrath for missing curfew by a hair.
He had beckoned me backstage. We crossed the inferno rug to the zebra couch. He fell beside me. His eyes studied my face. Reclining, I had flung out my arms and drew up my legs...
‘Hello, Anna.’ Cal snapped me from the sensual memory.
‘H-hi.’ My body flushed.
Sid leaned towards me. ‘Danny’s waiting.’
Who were these men to instruct you, Girl?
Cal, jaw clenched and glaring at Danny, mumbled he’d chat to me another time and stalked away. No. 
Girl, would you get a grip.
Danny invited me to a guest-list-only dinner at Nosh, Durban’s elite restaurant. I declined. He persisted. Mentioned my boyfriend.
‘Don’t worry, Anna. I know you’re dating Ryan.’ He propped his arm on the bar and crossed a foot over ankle. Would his weight crush the counter top?
‘Pardon?’ I ran fingers through my hair.
‘Everybody knows who you’re with, just as everybody doesn’t understand why.’
My fists tightened. ‘What’s wrong with him?’
‘No problem with granddad. Ja. You’re so far out of his league, it’s shocking.’
Did ‘granddad issues’ exist? ‘Why does everybody say that?’
‘Do you love him?’
‘That’s personal.’
‘Your secret’s safe.’ He snorted and giggled like a girl.
I stifled laughter at his cackle. ‘Have to go.’
‘Anna, allow me the honour of dining with you. Trust me. Your crusty would see no harm.’
‘How can you be so sure?’ I pinched my elbow.
‘Have some faith, Anna. Have faith in me. A promise. Ja. You will gain an eating experience of a lifetime. And if you want to return home amidst your first crunch of crayfish, your wish, my every command.’
‘It’s wrong.’ A defiance choked by a strange fascination. 
‘Does granddad own you by some chance? Can’t resist his Mint Imperials?’
His eyes held secrets, each glance a silent challenge to unravel his masks.
He removed a business card from his back pocket, reached for a pen from the bar and handed both to me. I caressed the gold embossed letters. ‘Danny van der Linder’. I wrote the last digit of my home telephone number, looked up and noticed bouncer Steve scrutinising us. He left the club. I thanked Danny for the drinks and hauled Harri on to the dance floor.
‘God,’ Harri said above the music. ‘He’s built like Fort Knox and the rest are mere piggy banks.’
Girl, hundreds of women, and he picked you? Dad’s iron grip suffocated. But this unfathomable danger? Miss Nothing-Special Durbs transformed into Miss Big-Shot overnight? Was a taste of escape worth becoming a gangster’s trophy?






  
  3
TRUST ME


Orange Cat’s doors shuddered open, a thunderclap announcing Ryan’s arrival. Bouncer Steve at his side. My breath hitched as his gaze locked onto me. 
‘What the hell is this?’ He punched his palm.
My knees liquefied. ‘Wh-what?’
‘Stop playing dumb.’ Fury contorted his face. ‘After everything I told you. You betray me? Made me a, a fool.’
‘Sorry. I didn’t—’
‘Don’t. Enough of this childish act.’
Sorry for what? Drinking with an immoral socialite, another man? No man would ever own me.
‘He said you two are friends and going out for a meal wouldn’t hurt and even said he’d ask you to join us.’ I forgot to breathe. 
Girl, why did you lie? Had to pretend. Not. Again.
Ryan swore, turned and scanned the club before spinning away. He stormed over to Danny, perched at a table in the raised restaurant section. A perfect vantage point to witness their squabble. A thick audience gathered at the rim of the diners. DJ Mark lowered the music, to not miss out from a distance.
The need to escape warred with a pang of guilt for Ryan. Harri’s hesitant pats offered minimal comfort.
Ryan, flushed and fuming, jabbed a stocky finger at Danny. Bouncer Steve diffused the tension, and ushered Ryan back to us, his face still ruddy.
‘That’s it,’ Ryan said. ‘We’re leaving.’
The tension suffocated us until we were locked inside his car. Harri attempted to give us privacy by slinking in the back.
‘Unbelievable.’ Ryan fumbled as he jammed the key in the ignition.
‘Said I was sorry and—’
‘But of all people. Did it have to be Dickhead Danny? No idea what a bastard of a bully he is, especially to anyone owing him drug money. Lord Prick thinks he owns Durban. Can’t believe you’d do this to me.’ Ryan started the car, away he edged.
‘They should stop owing him money.’
‘A joke?’
I glared at him. ‘What more do you want?’
‘Respect.’ He focused on the road.
‘What did you say?’
Silence.
I longed to tell him to leave me, to end this futureless relationship. Instead, I held back. 
Girl, why did you always do that?
After bidding Harri goodnight outside her home, the battered Honda rumbled to a stop three houses from mine. The usual routine. And as expected, came the familiar justification. ‘I will buy another Porsche and my ex will never win.’
‘Who cares about a pathetic phantom Porsche?’
The engine idled, a thrum disturbing the quiet street. He gripped my wrist. ‘I can save you.’
‘Save me? From?’
‘Whatever darkness you’re battling. Trust me.’
With a yank, I freed my arm. ‘Goodnight.’ I slammed the door.
Trust? Two men in a single night, demanding blind faith. 
Girl, if you couldn’t trust Dad, the man whose purpose was to protect you, then who in this world deserved that fragile offering?
Two weeks had passed since the truth about Ryan’s age shattered the charade. My parents’ forbiddance fuelled the desire to see him.
Despite loathing school – as though forced to collect a pail of water daily from a distant reservoir and midway fend off a pride of starving lions – I was an above-average scholar. If I evaded punishment, a rocket scientist. Never. My escape: music, alcohol, stolen nights. Anything but these cages.
I sneaked around the house and up the bank. A toad splashed into the pool (skim before swimming). Panic clawed. The ladder alongside my chamber window was missing. Stolen? 
If only it was, Girl.
Spasm. Burglar bars reattached on the inside.
Dashy, armed with Dad’s pilfered impact driver, had earlier wrestled the bars free, and snuck out with me. He hitchhiked to his youth club to smoke dagga.
My dear brother Dashiel. Dashiel Bjørn Wilde. I adored his unique name. Ma named him after the author who wrote The Maltese Falcon. But the author had an extra ‘l’ at the end of his name.
Oh my oath. Everything in its rightful place except me.
I threw sand at Dashy’s bedroom window until he opened it. ‘Busted.’
‘Please open.’
‘Dad said no.’
Big time busted. Ma and Dad pacing downstairs? Not Daddy. Quarts of beer would guarantee it.
Mints crunching to mask the telltale fumes, my wobbling finger jabbed the buzzer. A sliver of moon, milky and indifferent, offered no solace. Braced for the enraged.
The front door swung open. ‘Worth it, I hope.’ Sleep masked Dad’s usual gruffness.
Silence slammed after his retreating steps. Thumped down the hall, up the stairs. His shadow vanished. Torture.






  
  4
EXODUS OR EXILE


Restless, not an hour of sleep before the sun whitened my room. I couldn’t hide from my parents forever. 
At the kitchen island, Ma and Dad huddled over omelettes. The silence as thick as the dollop of yellow. The sulphurous stench gag worthy. And the image of lifeless chicks, their chance to hatch stolen, haunted.
Dad motioned towards the bench opposite them. ‘Fix yourself something to eat and sit.’
The Mercury newspaper lay opened next to Ma. ‘The Rand Supreme Court granted President Nelson Mandela a divorce from Winnie.’
I reached for the cereal cupboard. ‘Couldn’t stand being with a bigger terrorist and adulterer than himself? Good for him.’
Opposite my parents, I sat with a bowl of ProNutro.
‘How long has this been going on?’ Dad said.
Shoulders hunched, I watched the flakes of maize soak up the milk, bulging, turning it dense as mud. ‘My first.’
‘Don’t lie to us,’ he said.
‘What does it matter? Can’t punish me for something you never caught me doing.’
‘At least you agree to be punished.’
I gulped a spoonful of cereal, coating the roof of my mouth, stopping myself from going nuclear. ‘Never agreed to anything.’
‘Who did you sneak out to meet?’ Ma said.
‘No one.’
Dad roared Ma’s question. The chunky oak table shuddered like the chunky oak father. Knife and fork bled white in his grip. A year since the last lashing. Memory fresh in the hanging air. Reprieve, or a new rule: he only belted children?
‘Anna?’
‘Ryan.’ The fight drained out of me. Just in case the walloping days weren’t quite over.
‘Ryan,’ Dad said his name, as if I hadn’t.
‘You can’t tell me who I can and can’t—’
His fist struck the table. ‘Whilst living under my roof, you’ll do as told.’
Out popped the mantra. My roof. My rules. The only family value set by Dearest Daddy.
‘Well, I’ll leave.’
‘And where may you leave to?’ Ma said.
‘Who cares?’ Run off with Ryan? The thought slammed into me, a wrecking ball shattering my candyfloss dreams.
‘Free to leave anytime,’ Dad said.
‘Trying to get rid of me now?’
‘Tell you what. Another month grounded, no pocket money. Time to find a new home. And—’
‘Grounded again and no pocket money. Who are you? The Gestapo?’ 
Girl. His secret discovered?
‘Once you find your new home, you can do as you wish and continue with Ryan.’
‘Or?’ I said.
‘Keep your pocket money.’
‘Increase to? What have you got against Ryan?’
‘A thirty seven year old man interested in a seventeen year old girl.’ Ma hesitated. ‘We’ve been through this.’
‘We’ve also been through how I desired—’ 
‘Enough,’ Dad said. ‘Carry on seeing him and move out or have nothing to do with him, and you still receive your pocket money.’
I had met Ryan eight months ago. Fallen in love with him during the first few months. Now the age gap bothered me. Imagine what everyone thought of me? 
Girl, why did you care what others thought? Life was too short. 
Ryan would always be twenty years my senior. And his son was two years my junior. I had joked about dating his son instead. Not even a chuckle from him. With the lust worn off, the bigger picture flashed.
How had I desired him when sixteen? Okay, I had twenty days to go before I turned seventeen, but I was still in my last year at school. A bunch of jealous peers accused me of having ‘daddy issues’. Whatever that meant. My issues were with both parents.
Mike, a friend many years closer to my age, had taken me to an over twenty-one comedy club on a date. I fixated on the man of my desires. Richard Gere. The Pretty Woman star. A favourite movie: top three. Did my fantasies about Richie rescuing me lead to the need to fantasise about selling my body for money? Our focus was on one another, not the show. It disappointed me to discover that he wasn’t a Richard but a Ryan. Close enough.
At the end of the evening, while leaving with my ‘friend’, I said I needed the toilet, ran back inside, bumping into Richard. Oops, I mean Ryan. I kissed him and gave him my telephone number.
The next morning before school, he called. He picked me up the following Saturday for lunch. Disappointment set in when I spied him in daylight. Nowhere near the image of Mr Gere. Did my eyes and brain need testing? It didn’t matter. The car sex on the first date in the sugarcane field was impossible to resist.
If only he hadn’t become so clingy, possessive, jealous, and suspicious, maybe I could have ignored the age difference.
Pocket money meant more to me than my relationship. I telephoned Ryan, told him the news and added, ‘My parents know what’s best for me.’
‘Since when? You’re a free spirit. You can’t—’
I cut him off, said to drop it and that I would obey Dad for once. Who said free will didn’t exist?
‘Introduce me to your parents properly.’
‘No.’
‘I know you worry about others, and especially because of my age. Well, let’s start afresh. Let’s move away, where no one knows us. Let’s live in Australia—’
‘What? Have you lost it? Why Australia? I don’t know anyone there. And besides, we’re—?’
‘We’ll make friends together. My cousin lives there with her family. We could stay with them until—’
‘Stop. You’re being ridiculous.’
‘Ridiculous I want to spend my life with you and do whatever it takes? Can’t you see how much I love and want you?’
Exasperation mounted as saliva accumulated, a bitter taste in my mouth. I considered taking the receiver from my ear and smashing it against the wall, hoping it would ease my irritation.
He persisted. ‘Our love is one-of-a-kind.’
‘I want to move on and find someone I can love. Not my fault you married the wrong woman the first time. I won’t make the same mistake.’
Silence. Get the message, I prayed.
His voice dropped: ‘I’ll never stop loving you.’ He ended the call.
Ma and Dad had met him for a braai at a family friend’s home to celebrate Guy Fawkes. A failed mission. We kept our distance from the parents, huddling in the shadows of the leopard tree’s feathery foliage. Out of the moonlight and stars and away from the light emitted by the exploding fireworks. Carol, Ma’s friend, convinced Ma that Ryan was not twenty-seven. Ma then said to me, either he’s lying to you or you’re lying to us. ‘I’ve seen his passport.’ Still, my parents found a reason to ground me, to keep me away from the man eight years their junior. 
They weren’t so stupid after all, hey, Girl?
Persistent anger gnawed at my thoughts. And then the doubts filled my mind. What if no one would love me like Ryan?
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NURTURING NATURE


‘Durban is the warmest place to be.’ A befitting slogan for ‘Durbs’. I’d always called it home, my birthplace, a place that shaped me. 
Photographs evoked a grin. A kaleidoscope of memories. Old family photographs. Still life. Travel escapades. African landscapes. Misty seascapes. A special fondness for candid portraits.
A favourite captured me at three in font of Addington Beach. Along Durban’s Golden Mile, hugging the shark-netted Indian Ocean. Grey, rectangular Addington Hospital loomed across the road. Blacks received emergency treatment only. Back then.
Turquoise swimsuit stretched over rolls of fat. I lost my puppy fat before junior school graduation dance. At eleven, every boy wanted to kiss me, and girls shunned me. Teachers said: ‘From ugly chubbly duckling to beautiful slim swan.’ Never get fat again. Or else forever ugly. Sinister.
Despite my swan-like transformation, Dad still said: ‘You’ll kick-start a Boeing jumbo jet if you don’t stop eating that cake.’ Or sweets. Or crisps. Anything. He always laughed.
My left leg was up behind me. Bent over a cuttlefish bone. Fine platinum hair strands and golden sand plastered all over my face. A face wild with happiness, sand the same colour as my skin, turned away from family. Dad was behind, capturing the moment. The rule maker, not the fun creator.
Ma watched my younger brother, radiant in a candy pink and white swirling crochet string bikini she’d made. Sewn most of our clothes until teens, unappreciated by us. If only I enjoyed sewing, made unique clothing for myself.
She regretted thinking she was fat. ‘Why couldn’t I appreciate how slim, healthy, beautiful I was then?’ A trait I picked up from Ma. Oh, what I’ve garnered from my parents. Lucky to have a mix of our good qualities, she’d said. I disagreed. Hidden so much.
I recalled the sun kissing my skin. The smell of coconut sunscreen. I longed to stay on the beach. Forever. This photograph showed my true nature. Desiring to unchain myself. Explore. How was I the lone, adventurous one in the family? Where did it come from? Not nurture? Or could it be? A simmering rebellion against stifling restrictions.
Now, the yearning morphed into a desperate need for escape. Music and the bittersweet tang of alcohol in nightclubs became my sanctuary. Brief respite from poisonous thoughts that choked me like drainpipe ivy.
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SWEET SOUL SISTER


At thirteen, I met my soul sister, Mandy. Being new at my school, she sat alone at a desk amidst a sea of chatter. An urge to join her pulled me in. The instant I did, we bonded. We plunged into a whirlwind of reckless adventures: bunking school, shoplifting, getting drunk, hitchhiking, and even stealing her mother’s car. The final straw for her mother came when she caught Mandy giving head to an eighteen-year-old at a caravan site. I perched outside on a rock with his friend, whose dick I had no intention of slobbering over. The first kiss with a boy felt like drowning in a washing machine. Traumatic. His tongue choked mine. I bit it hard. It didn’t deter him. I preferred the fantasy of no touching, no kissing, and straight sex. Yet somehow, Mandy’s mother blamed me for Mandy kneeling in front of him. 
One afternoon after school, Mandy and I visited Natalie, a girl in the year below us. Her house radiated paradise, complete with a sparkling pool and a dedicated party zone. Martha, the housekeeper, greeted us with snacks, but I felt too hot and sticky to eat. All I wanted was to ditch my uniform and plunge into that pool.
Natalie embodied perfection – flawless features, cascading blonde hair, a dancer’s body sculpted by the gods. Mandy and I had similar builds, but we convinced ourselves we were fat. Natalie gorged herself yet remained thin. She claimed three dance classes a week as her only exercise, which fuelled our resentment.
The ‘light lunch’ sprawled before us, the table groaning under mountains of toasted cheese sandwiches, pizza slices, bowls of crisps, and stacks of muffins and cupcakes. I ate a half sandwich, six crisps and a sliver of muffin. Mandy managed a bit more. Natalie devoured everything, finishing my sandwich and inhaling another. Mandy and I exchanged incredulous looks.
‘How can you eat so much without bursting?’ I asked, half in awe, half in disbelief.
‘Come on, eat up.’ Bits of brownie smeared across Natalie’s lips.
‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m full.’
Mandy nodded in agreement.
Natalie polished off a tub of ice cream solo. ‘Sure you’ve had enough?’ she asked, vanishing into the pantry. She returned with chocolate, munching through three rows. ‘Okay, I’m full now.’ She sighed. ‘Let’s listen to music in my room.’
We followed her to a spacious, pink-and-white room with lace, frills, and French doors overlooking the pool. She put on a Joan Baez tape and left. Twenty minutes ticked by, and the music grated on my nerves.
‘Should we find her or turn off the music?’ I asked, glancing at Mandy.
Before she could respond, Natalie returned, eyes red, blowing her nose. Green bits speckled the tissue. Peas?
‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.
‘Nothing,’ Natalie snapped. ‘Don’t worry.’ She crossed her arms and sat beside me on the bed.
‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost,’ I said, trying to lighten the mood.
‘You wouldn’t understand.’ She bowed her head.
‘We’re here for you,’ Mandy said.
‘Maybe we can help,’ I said.
‘If my parents find out, I don’t know what they’ll do.’ Her voice cracked. ‘I can’t stop.’
Mandy and I hugged her, and after some coaxing, she revealed her secret. I listened, shocked yet intrigued. Mandy’s jaw dropped. The stench of Natalie’s breath hit me.
Despite the horror of her confession, I grasped the situation. I had just started modern dance and had a desire to model with Debbie Jean. The idea of doing whatever it took to stay slim thrilled me. A thought that freed me. Delivered me from evil.
‘Aren’t you scared it’ll destroy you?’ Mandy asked, her brow furrowing.
‘Think about it. Imagine eating whatever you want whenever you want. No effect. Just purge. Complete control.’
‘By sticking your fingers down your throat?’ Mandy’s face twisted in disgust.
‘Try it. See how it feels?’ Natalie’s eyes glinted. Mischief.
‘Double gross,’ Mandy said, shaking her head. ‘I can’t make myself puke.’
‘Is it easy?’ I asked, hungry for this secret.
Mandy went first while I waited, queasy from the bathroom sounds.
She returned pale. ‘Awful. Never again. Couldn’t do it.’
I rushed to the bathroom, locked the door, and purged my stomach. Bits of food swirled in the toilet, the pong sharp. Disgusted? No, exhilarated. Hunger vanished, guilt dis-solved. Convinced I had found freedom. Yet beneath that thrill, dread crept in. Liberation or another form of bondage?
Each purge promised a fresh start, yet I sensed I was erasing parts of myself. Temptation contorted my desperate yearning to be thin. I took control, but when did it become my prison? Vrot from the inside.
We never spoke of it again. What began as an occasional act spiralled into a relentless routine, consuming my thoughts. My body craved more. More lightness, more euphoria. It became my secret, a dark companion. Whispered promises of freedom clenched my gut.
Food morphed into my obsession. It controlled me, though I convinced myself I was free. Body fat repulsed me. I prepared my meals while Ma cooked for the family. Traditional meals – spaghetti Bolognese, cottage pie, chicken liver, fish and chips – no longer appealed. Not sure they ever did. I explored new eating habits and diets from magazines. When Ma developed rheumatoid arthritis, a specialist recommended a ‘cleaner’ diet. It didn’t ease her pain, but she lost weight. I dived in and shed kilograms. My friends’ jealousy thrilled me. I only purged on ‘bad’ days of overindulgence. On those days, I devoured everything in sight, sometimes rushing to the shop to buy more junk food.
The last time I visited the bathroom with food still in my mouth, a week before meeting Danny, I vomited the contents of my stomach. Well, not everything. Just the ‘bad’ and ‘fattening’ foods. I knew it was wrong each time. After each expulsion, I vowed to quit. Four years later, I failed. So, I turned smart. I became a salubrious bulimic, first eating healthy food until I felt full. Waited half an hour for my body to absorb the nutrients. Only after that did I give in to sinful treats until the purge urged. It worked. I stayed slim. Men worshipped my body. Women did too. The best part? Dad stopped accusing me of ‘kick-starting a Boeing with those thunder thighs’ each time I reached for a ‘fattening’ treat. Winner.
Mandy’s mother sent her to live in New Zealand, separating us after one year together. A gaping void. I struggled to connect with anyone else the same way. Harri became my next best friend, but it wasn’t the soul-deep bond I shared with Mandy. I preferred one close friend at a time.
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A BIT OF FILTHY HISTORY


College’s first day surpassed all previous first days at school. Fewer rules. No uniform. Liberation. Three students sat scattered around the classroom, peering over their textbooks. A student with golden hair entered the room and approached me. She stumbled, tripped on her long skirt, skidded across the polished floor. Half landed in my lap. Her face and arms turned the colour of her skirt’s pink polka dots. 
I giggled and pulled out a chair. ‘Best sit down before you break something.’
‘Thanks,’ she said, amidst laughter. ‘I’m Tammy.’
Upon introducing myself, I discovered she had handmade her skirt and offered to make one for me anytime. ‘I don’t wear hazardous clothing.’ She laughed and couldn’t stop.
The second person I very much liked was a lecturer. Hello, Mister Scott. The pleasure would be all mine, sir. Tall. Devilishly attractive. Manicured fingers. A mere glimpse in his direction made me blush all over. Something told me I’d excel on this course. And never miss a lecture. Maybe this was the problem at school?
After matriculating, I was unsure of my next steps. Liar. I wished to travel the world and explore foreign lands. Dad, of course, wanted me to study further. He could have made things easier by saying no to my first overseas adventure.
At sixteen, in Standard Nine, my parents agreed to finance my school trip. Something I never thought they would do. Were they after respite? Dad had mentioned encouraging his children to travel far. I ignored it.
Thinking it was beyond my dreams, I hadn’t bothered to show them the information pack given to me by Ms White, my art teacher. It cluttered my bedroom floor.
‘How’s school these days?’ Dad said after we had finished dinner the next evening.
‘Fine. Why?’ I answered, worried he may have found out about that afternoon’s detention stint. I’d backchatted a teacher.
‘Anything exciting going on?’ Dad said.
‘Oh, come on, it’s school.’
After a few more vague questions, he said, ‘Thought you’d have mentioned your Europe trip by now.’
‘The art and history tour?’
‘What do you think?’
‘Sure it will be whatever it is. And full of boring history museums. Why?’
‘You don’t think you’d have fun and learn something?’
I considered laughing. ‘Anyone would enjoy a trip like that.’ I refrained from commenting on the ‘learn something’ bit.
‘Would you go, if you could?’
‘Come on. Does your torture ever cease?’
‘Ma and I think it’s a great opportunity. If you’d like to go, that is?’ 
‘What did you say?’ 
He repeated his words. I jumped on one foot and my arms wrapped around him. I couldn’t recall the last time we hugged.
I called Harri to share my news and begged her to beg her dad to let her go. The next morning at school, Harri shared her news. ‘Oh my oath,’ we both exclaimed. Watch out art and history tour around Europe, here we come.
Our school was the only one in KwaZulu-Natal province to send three pupils. As well as Ms White. The remaining pupils were spotty strangers from Gauteng, Western Cape, and Eastern Cape.
Eighteen destinations in twenty-two days. A whirlwind of fantasies come true. Senses overwhelmed, I was left intoxicated and exhilarated. The itinerary was to fly to Frankfurt, where we were to board a luxury coach to visit museums and galleries throughout France, Italy and Holland, before ending up in London.
Ms White checked in first at both Durban International Airport and Johannesburg International Airport. She ensured she was seated between Harri and me on both flights. Couldn’t imagine why. It was a relief to find out we were flying on a 747, not doing crop spraying on our South African flight. As we settled into our seats at Jo’burg, the song Baby, I Love Your Way played over the speakers. Ms White shook with excitement and broke out in song, ‘I wanna be with you night and day (Whoa baby, oh baby please).’ She squeezed my knee twice. I squeezed hers back a little harder. The music ended when the Boeing took off. Ms White knocked back her sleeping tablets with vodka and passed out. No further knee touching or singing all the way to Germany.
Alcohol poisoning during the trip made me give up drinking for life. Well, for what felt like a lifetime. After leaving Rome, we had travelled across Italy to Jesolo. The coastal town perched on the edge of the Venetian lagoon, with a flat, iridescent sea. A ferry ride away from Venice.
We spent one night at a hotel, metres away from the beach. After dinner, the teachers allowed us to hit the town and eat ice cream whilst exploring the late-night markets. We obeyed the eleven at night curfew. Six of us then waited thirty minutes before sneaking back out of the hotel. The oldest looking chap in the group succeeded at buying the alcohol. A treat discovering watermelon and orange flavoured vodka. Was it new or hadn’t yet reached Durbs?
Ambling along the streets, we sipped from the bottles wrapped in brown paper bags. Harri tried to remove the bottle from me before I’d finished a full glug. We were hot stuff, or thought as much. Some of us were too young-looking to fool the bouncers at the crowded nightclubs. Improvising, we partied on the beach, near the hotel.
The evening had cooled. Vodka warmed my innards. Waves lapped at the golden sand. We gathered on the covered lounging beach chairs. Gulped vodka. Our voices increased. After I took the last sip from the second bottle, I puked. And could not stop. Vomit was everywhere. All over my clothing. My waist-length hair caked. Disgusting. I was disgusting and felt so ill.
They carried me back to find the hotel doors locked. It was three forty-five in the morning. A sign read: ‘This hotel locks at 2:30am and reopens at 6:00am.’ Unfortunately, we had to be seated at the breakfast tables before our early departure.
Back to the beach, they dragged me. One girl lent me her pullover top, to replace my soiled, smelly one. I passed out. All I remembered was returning through the hotel doors when the sun was blinding. I wanted to die. Useless.
Harri helped me pack, having limited her alcohol intake. As we were already late, Ms White checked in on us. Breakfast was unavoidable. No time to shower. The chewed-up carrots remained in my hair. The only table available was next to the teachers. Hell. 
Food smells made me gag. Certain my smell made everyone gag even more. They reminded me of dwarf lemurs. Gigantic, round steely eyes leering at me while I dreaded the stifling coach trip. My elbow rested on the table, steadying my head. The chatter caused my head to pound harder.
Ms White approached me again. ‘Are you okay?’ 
‘No, I feel sick.’
‘In what way?’
‘Ice cream poisoning way.’ She half smiled and squeezed my knee again. This time I didn’t squeeze hers back. Stopped myself from punching her. ‘Will you stop feeling me up?’ I returned to fork the hash brown and oily fried mushrooms around my plate. 
With a gaping mouth, she looked at Harri. Harri looked away. Giving up, Ms White returned to her seat. She knew. They all did. I was thankful nobody said anything. We spent the day in Venice, but I hated every second of the annoying gondolas and foetid canals. Or was that me? And couldn’t wait to move on.
Amsterdam was next on the agenda, where its legal Red Light District was out of bounds to us. Not enough art, not enough history. Well, a bit of filthy history.
Disappointment increased in Paris. While observing da Vinci’s Mona Lisa up close in the Louvre, l felt underwhelmed. If any shorter, I would have missed the painting. How did he get her eyes to follow mine, a whole ninety degrees? Eerie. I thought artists weren’t supposed to reveal the whole truth, a bit of creativity here and there. And if it wasn’t for the theft of the painting in 1911 and the ensuing media frenzy which brought it worldwide attention, it would still be in someone’s attic. Coated in dust or degraded in a rubbish heap somewhere. Oh, and da Vinci would be an unknown. It made me give up art. I wouldn’t dream of painting faces in case they turned out as angst as the Mona Lisa. 
Euro Disney was a refreshing getaway from museums and art galleries, even though we questioned if we were too old for queues. A thrilling alternative to the chaos of the original Disneyland.
In London, I fell asleep while watching a live performance of Les Misérables. Harri couldn’t believe that the blasting cannons didn’t disturb me. Cannons? Afterwards, I couldn
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