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​Foreword

In this book, I try to highlight the issues that men who have suffered abuse go through. It is my hope that many find healing and insight in the pages of this book as I lay bare the pain and dysfunction that I endured.

I encourage all survivors to not buy into the narrative that this will impact you for the rest of your life. The brain is incredibly powerful, and it takes its lead from you. Write your own story with a beautiful ending, filled with dreams and joy.

Nothing is ever cast in stone.

​
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Trigger warning: Although I don't go into graphic details in this story, some might find it triggering, so please exercise self-care.
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​Journey of a Male Survivor


​Why “The Pumpkin Van”?
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I author this book as a man who has endured many, many disasters in my life. From an early age, I grew up in what turned out to be an abusive home. I say “turned out” because, while growing up, it was normal to me. As you read this, you might be able to relate to some of it and discover why you have developed certain dysfunctional behaviors; it might just ring a bell in your head and make you question your life, your choices, your anger, and your actions. I add into the story the people that I have met along the way: the people whose lives I have hopefully had a positive impact on, the many cases that I’ve been involved in, and the good people, bad people, and downright criminals that should have been put in jail but weren’t.

It’s been a journey of discovery, pain, joy, elation, and redemption. I’ve found peace and acceptance in Jesus Christ, but this is not a book about religion; others have found their peace in other ways. This is my story of recovery. In it are the stories of several men who have inwardly suffered for many years and finally come to a place where they have hope. They are real men: heterosexual and gay men, farmers, prostitutes, murderers and, more often than not, just normal men who have been through extraordinary things and did not know it until the day someone pointed it out to them. From that day forward, their lives changed—most often for the better.

I hope that this book will touch your life in some way, and that it will impact either you or a loved one. I hope that after you have read this, you will see something in one of your friends or family members, and that you will in turn gift them with this story so that they, too, might begin to heal. No two journeys of healing are the same, but I hope that many journeys will start or be helped along through The Pumpkin Van.

So! Why “The Pumpkin Van”? Well, it's a long story, and the answer is simple, but not easy. Join me as I take you on the ride that has been my life, and the joy that is now my reality.
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​Part One: Who wants to live?
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I’m riding my orange and black Suzuki 185 trail bike down the main road, the wind buffeting my helmet. I look down at the speedometer: I’m going about 130 km per hour and the bridge is looming fast. Its solid pillar is imposing, daunting, but at the same time, it’s inviting me to a type of salvation—something that will end my torment and take me away from it all, permanently.

It’s all happening in slow motion, but I’m determined. The past few hours start flashing through my mind...

My hand reaches out, grabbing the long brass door handle of the enormous round Catholic church in Victory Park. Locked. I try another and again, it’s locked. I’m desperate; I need answers. I need to talk to someone, to tell them that I hate life and I want to end it all, that I can’t stand being alive anymore. Another door, and it’s also locked. Another, and again, the same cold, hard reception to my desperate tug. Locked.

I turn in despair and walk away. Looking skywards, I yell, "You're dead to me! You don’t exist! There is no God!" I scream at no one above me and charge toward my motorbike.

As the wind buffets me, I see my speed building as slowly as the Suzuki can go, my hand twisting the accelerator, hoping for what isn’t there. Suddenly, that little voice pops into my head again and starts telling me that I’d probably mess this up too—that I’d end up in a hospital, fully aware but unable to say anything, a "vegetable" for the rest of my life. It’s 1979 and I’m fifteen.

1987. I stumble into my bedroom in the house I'm renting in Melville and sit down on the bed. I am blotto; I mean, I am so drunk that I can barely even sit straight up. Tears are streaming down my face. I reach down for my briefcase under the bed and extract the Walther PPK I kept in it. I stare at it through a haze of intoxication and tears and gently slip the safety off. The click as it releases is quite loud. Slowly, I pull back the slide and hear the distinct sound of the round jumping into the chamber.

Again, my mind is racing—life sucks, I hate life, and really, why should I wake up tomorrow to do the same old, same old all over again?

"I’m better off just ending it all," I think.

I feel the cold, hard steel of the barrel touching my lips, I look down and see the hammer pulled back, the safety is off, and...
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​The Beginning
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I was born in Johannesburg in the 60s, the son of immigrant parents. My father had left the Netherlands to come and seek a better life after the war in Europe. Dad was a teenager during the war, and despite the hardship, he feels that he had a good life growing up in German-occupied Holland. He would often amuse his three sons with stories of how he used to steal hand grenades from the German soldiers to go "fishing" with them—pulling the pin and throwing them into the lake far enough away not to damage themselves in the boat. They waited for the explosion and then would scoop up the dead fish as they floated to the surface.

He told of how he and his friends would hop on top of the supply trains to steal cabbages that were destined for the German front lines; one boy would usually be on the train throwing cabbages down to his friends on the side of the tracks. In one of his cabbage-raid stories, Dad recounted how he heard a voice behind him shout, "Halt!" He turned to see a soldier who was no older than himself with a rifle leveled at him, ready to shoot.

“I looked in his eyes and saw that he was about my age, and realized that he didn’t really want to shoot me. I just smiled at him and jumped off the train.”

Dad could entertain us for hours with his war stories, his now-old eyes alive with memories as he recounts all that he and his father did during the occupation of Holland. All seemed so normal to him in such an abnormal world.

After the war, he did his apprenticeship with the city council to become an electrician. He met my mother, and as soon as he qualified, they married. Within a week, the two of them were aboard a ship bound for Cape Town, South Africa. Dad would tell me with great nostalgia that when he disembarked, he fell in love with the city. Many of the friends he made on the crossing stayed there, but he was bound for the booming mining town of Johannesburg, where he was to meet up with his sister and brother-in-law; apparently, they had arranged a job for him. As it turned out, they had not, and my parents might as well have stayed in the city that he fell in love with—the city to which he would eventually return upon his retirement. I often wonder why my parents didn’t stay down in Cape Town. Life could have been so different for us all... or maybe not.

Mom and Dad found themselves in Hillbrow, a high-rise suburb where most people starting out in Johannesburg would live. The apartments were large, and the rents were cheap. His sister and brother-in-law had at least allowed them to stay with them for a few weeks until they got settled and Dad found a job. My oldest brother was born within a year of them landing in South Africa; the second brother came just over a year later, and then, five years later, I arrived. I was always regaled with the tale of how I was supposed to be the daughter they had always wanted, as well as the last-ditch attempt to save the marriage. I was born to fail; I wasn’t a girl, and I didn’t save the marriage. I guess I let everyone down.

Life in the early years was fun as far as I can remember. I had a family, a mother, father and two brothers that were five and six years older than me. When I was very young, the family moved from Hillbrow to live in the quaint suburb of Melville. Melville was in those days a place for the working class, it was nothing like it would turn out to be years later when the South African Broadcasting Corporation was built nearby.  It then transformed into a place where the artsy types would come and live to be closer to the studios.  It wasn’t uncommon to see famous people dining in the coffee shops that littered the tight streets of the quaint suburb. 

That was however not the case when I was growing up.
As I mentioned, the memories of my younger years were great. My best friend at the time was George. He was the eldest child of a Swiss immigrant family of six: three sisters, mom, dad, and George. We would play together in the small concrete back garden of the semi-detached house that we were neighbours in. Pushing our tricycles around and playing with toy cars. In the early days, my mother would watch over us. I really enjoyed these times with my mate, and oddly enough I can remember details of his house that I still can’t remember about my own. I loved staying over at George's house because there was something there that wasn't present in our home. Years later, in my late forties, I would realise what it was: love. His family was warm and loving, his mother and father always held hands and sat together. I watched them as a young child, and longed to have a family like that, really wanting that in my life. I remember a time where I actually asked them to adopt me. Naturally they thought I was joking – a child that just wanted to be with his best friend all the time.  I wasn’t, I was serious about it. Sadly, I learned an early lesson in life, you don’t always get what you want.
George's dad was a master baker and had worked hard enough to buy his own bakery shop in Randburg. His wife worked in the shop with him, managing sales behind the counter stuffed with delicious pastries and treats, while dad worked in the bakery. George and I were too young to do any real 'work' in those days, but in later years his dad would take us to the shop and allow us to bake our own breads, roll chocolate truffles and bake cakes. It was the most fun I’d ever had. It instilled, in me, a passion for breads and baked goods. To this day, I gain immense pleasure baking and indulging my passion for eating artisanal breads. I do love a handmade rye or sour-dough and ciabatta bread. I detest commercial bread that shops sell these days. 

George's family had moved three times in the time he and I were friends. My memories of their early homes exceed the memories that I have of my own homes: I remember details about how their houses were laid out more than I remember the house that we lived in. I used to think this odd but, as life unfolded, I discovered that I didn’t want to remember the homes that I lived in. 

When I was about five my father bought a home in a neighbouring suburb called Westdene. We lived in that home until I was in my early 20’s. 

George was, in my mind, a lucky child. He grew up in a loving stable home and for birthdays and Christmas he would get Lego. So much Lego that he had huge baskets full of the stuff. It wasn’t like the Lego of today: back then it consisted of bricks, flat boards, wheels and windows. We spent hours building our own planes, houses, and cars. The memories of how we would build a car and, coupled to that, we would have a string of caravans and trailers with boats, bikes and more, are still with me today.. 

We would ‘drive’ our creations on the natural slate patio outside their Bryanston home, using the cement grouting between the uneven natural stone tiles as our roadways.  The tiles would become our homes and gardens where we would build elaborate homes and businesses.  When his parents arrived home from work, we would leave our play and rush to see them as they’d almost always bring us a treat from the bakery. 

On weekend mornings, the family would sit down to breakfast in the kitchen: some would eat yoghurt, some porridge. I always ate rye bread with butter and peanut butter, just like George's dad. To this day, if I’m feeling a little down or depressed, Lego and rye bread with peanut butter is still my happy place. Nothing cheers me up faster. 

When it comes to my first childhood home, there’s not a lot that I can remember about it.  One room in particular is always dark, I can’t remember any details of what’s inside it.  The memories I do seem to have would always involve the parts of the house that made me happy, or the people that made me happy. For instance, I remember the courtyard where George and I played; I remember the driveway, where we would get into my parents' old Austin A30 and I could remember a little of the lounge that the family would sit in around the wood fireplace.

As a young boy, I had a great imagination and several imaginary friends. Getting into the car would involve me screaming at my older brothers because they had not left space for my imaginary friend Pixie. I would insist that he had to have his own seat, or else he would be squashed. My poor brothers played along, often moving up, virtually sitting on top of each other to make room for the non-existent Pixie. 

When I was about three, my paternal grandmother moved to South Africa from Holland. We fondly named her Oma Kippertjie, as she had chickens in the garden of her rented cottage just down the road from where we stayed. Again, I can remember every aspect of the cottage: the layout, her coffee cups, the tablecloth on the round table. I can still recall the details of the chairs that we sat on where Oma Kippertjie spoke to me gently as we drank a cold drink together. There are memories of Oma and I collecting eggs together and placing them into a basket, picking beans and spinach out of the garden and grapes off the vine. She would send me home with eggs and vegetables for the family. On the two-block walk up the hill to our house, I would carry the fresh produce, careful not to drop them... but as I proudly entered the front door, poof! The memories are gone. As hard as I try, I cannot remember that house, the bedroom I slept in or what happened inside those walls. My mind still won’t allow it. 

Sadly, my Oma Kippertjie felt very lonely here in South Africa, and I don’t blame her.  I can't remember my aunt or my father visiting her often. Nevertheless, I loved her with the innocence of a child; she was a kind and gentle soul to me, her youngest grandson. After scarcely a year, she left South Africa to return to her homeland, and soon after passed away.

Dad worked for a company that saw him away for weeks at a time. He was busy building the power lines to Swaziland, and he would be working out in the bush that he so loved, camping in the wild and cooking over fires with his guys.  Dad was in his element when in the wilds of Africa, he loved camping and roughing it. 

When he came home, he would park the huge yellow Chev (or Ford F150) in front of the house. I can still see myself excited and running out of the house and jumping into the arms of my daddy, happy to see him. One of the first things I would ask him was if I could carry his toolbox into the house. I could never lift the huge rectangular leather case with all the tools in it since it was too heavy for me, but dad would always let me try.

When George’s family moved away from the Melville house to be closer to their father's shop, I got to have more imaginary friends and toys. It was, I suppose, a way for me to make my life a happier place. It’s not easy growing up in a family with a big age gap between you and your siblings. When you’re small, they’re in school; when you get to school, they’re just leaving that school. You live in hand-me-downs, growing up in the shadow of your brothers; and believe me, mine didn’t leave a great legacy. Like my father, they were quite naughty. 

At that time, Pixie was my favourite imaginary best friend, the one that would never let me down. He was always there when I needed him.  I shared secrets with him, I could cry with, and he always agreed and sympathized with me. I don’t know if I had a general lack of physical toys, but I also had an imaginary toolbox like my father’s, a large rectangular leather box with a leather handle attached to the sides that you could sling over your shoulder, and a leather flap that would close over the box. 

There was the imaginary kite that I would fly in front of the clothing shop where my mother worked in the Main Road of Melville.  It must have been weird: a kid standing in the middle of the parking area, looking up into the sky and tugging on a non-existent string. Well-meaning adults would come up and ask me what I was doing? 
“Flying my kite!” I would reply, as if they were crazy. Couldn’t they see my kite? The responses were apparently amusing, my father told me in later years with a wry smile.
What I truly hated and could not understand was the fighting. George's parents never fought. Mom and Dad fought all the time. They fought because dad worked away on contract, they fought because he was never home, later I would find out that mom always accused him of having affairs while out on contracts. When dad finally got a new job in Johannesburg, they fought because he didn’t earn enough money. 

Dad had settled into his job at the Chamber of Mines, and we were in a position to buy a house in Westdene. 

Saturday mornings were a warzone at home. Mom and Dad had a joint account into which both their salaries were paid. Mom, however, would not allow him joint access to the account. Most of the time, she would not discuss how much was being spent, nor on what. Mom joked that she was in charge of the money, calling herself the “Minister of Finance”. 

Saturday mornings, Dad would come to Mom cap in hand, asking for petrol money for the week – R10 was all he needed – and mother would have an absolute thrombosis, as though he’d asked for a million. And it was like that every Saturday morning. Dad just needed petrol money to get to work, and she would get so upset about that. Early Saturday mornings were a stressful time in our home. 
My brothers and I would wait it out in our rooms, I would lie in bed with a pillow over my head waiting for the familiar sounds of the door closing and the car starting. Oh the elation when the matriarch finally left for work at the school wear department of a clothing store in town. It was amazing how the atmosphere in the house changed after she’d gone, it was palpable. Her leaving was the one thing that saw us through the tough war filled mornings.
After hearing the car pull out of the drive, the house would come to life, we would all emerge from our bedrooms and move into the garishly bright orange kitchen. There would be laughter and jokes, we would tease one another, just the boys. All was great and Dad would set about making us breakfast, a task he loved.  He considered himself to be the MasterChef equivalent of scrambled eggs, making different versions of the dish, some with bacon bits, often he added tomatoes and herbs. The boys would set about laying the table and making toast.  Dad always encouraged his boys to cook and be self-sufficient, a talent I’m still grateful for today.

Late Saturday morning was one of my favourite times chatting to dad and my brothers, working together on projects, me always getting in the way and my brothers’ incredible patience with their younger sibling.  As the years dragged on, the Saturdays with Dad got fewer and fewer. He began to work what he called PJ’s (private jobs) on the weekends to earn extra money.  

This obviated the need for him to have to beg for petrol money every weekend. The downside was of course that I got left more and more to my own devices. 

The first day in primary school was one day where the parents’ showed unity, both accompanying me that day. I can’t remember it well, but I do remember that, from then on, Dad had to take me to school and drop me off. I was in grade one and my next eldest brother was in grade six, so we were, for at least two years, in the same school. After the first day, it was just Dad who would drop us off at school. 
After school I would walk to the shop where Mom worked. As I got older and more capable, I would walk the 1,5 kilometre route home. It probably took me about twenty-minutes to do that as a child. 
I have an incredibly vivid memory of travelling to school one morning in dad's DKW. We fondly referred to it as “The Popcorn Machine”, a name derived from the odd noise that its three-cylinder motor made when it ran: it was a sort of ring-ga-ding, ding-ring-ga-ding-ding, ding-ga-ding, repeated ad nauseam. Remember, these cars were very basic: they had no seatbelts and none of the safety features today’s cars have, and this made it a bit of an adventure to drive. One day while driving down the road, Dad turned into the sharp right-hand corner and the door of the DKW flew open.  I remember sliding out of the car fearful that I was going to die splattered across the tar on Banbury Road. Dads’ reactions were lightning fast, and he caught me before I slipped out of the open door. It was a heart-stopping moment for both of us. There are so many reasons that my father is my hero, as you will see later in this book, but this was the first time that Dad became superman to me. 

Mom was the disciplinarian in the house. She had a wicked temper and would lash out at us with anything that came to hand. Wooden spoons were her weapon of choice, but if those were not at hand, then it would be belts, shoes, slippers, whatever. She was known to hurl a couple of pots at us as well, depending on how angry we had made her. In some of her temper tantrums, she was not averse to removing one of her shoes and skilfully lobbing it at your head, not too funny when she was wearing her German leather and wood clogs. 

One of her favourite tricks was to buy something that she knew we loved, some sweet treat: she would come home from the shops and get us all into the kitchen to announce the purchase, and then proceed to explain that we were under no circumstances allowed to touch this treat, as it was to be incorporated into a cake that she wanted to bake at some time in the nondescript future. We were of course now acutely aware of the existence of said treat and it would plague us relentlessly.

Marzipan was often one of those treats she would tempt us with. It was a ridiculous concept to expect three boys who functioned on tons of food, and a lot of sugar, not to touch the marzipan.  The treat would stay in the cupboard for months until finally, tempted beyond our abilities, we would break down and steal the marzipan and eat it. A great conspiracy would evolve between us brothers, (I was so much younger that I would just follow them.) but the result was always the same. The day we ate the treat, Mom would come home and declare that tonight she was going to bake Stollen or paasstol, and – guess what? The marzipan would be gone! The three of us would cower in our rooms waiting for the tirade to end. She would stomp about the house shouting, slamming doors and moaning at her terrible children who had no consideration for her and what she wanted to do, after all the treat was to be for us.  She would be in a terrible mood for a few days, and there was nothing we could do to cheer her up. Perhaps, subconsciously we didn’t want her to be too cheery. At least when she was angry with us, she would sulk and pretty much leave us alone. 

It was around this time that her mother came from Holland to visit us. It was a dreadful time. This Oma was nothing like Oma Kippertjie. She was a tyrant, a slave driver, behaving as though we were there to be her personal little slaves. “Fetch this! Get that!” she would bark at us as she lounged on a garden recliner in the sun. Our absolute worst was when she commanded that we should “Rub my feet!” Aargh.  Her disgusting gnarly feet with huge callouses and bunions. Granny was a short little lady with a mop of white hair and a stern look on her face. She had borne eight children, seven of whom survived while one died at birth, and she raised them through a war. Granny herself had lived through the two World Wars, so she was a tough old bat. I’m sure that she had a hard life, but this didn’t make it any easier for us to like her; in fact, the one and only time she came to visit us, we couldn’t wait for her to return home. It was the most horrible six weeks that we had as children. Finally, Granny returned to Holland and soon after passed away. We were elated that she would not be returning to South Africa to terrorize us ever again. Funny how each grandmother would come here, go home, and die.

It strikes me that Dad would talk about the war and things that he used to do during that time, quite often.  Mom and granny, however, never spoke about their childhoods, mom would only recount stories of her brothers’ musical abilities.  A few of them are incredibly musically skilled.

It was in these years that a darkness crept into my life. I can vividly remember being reasonably happy until a certain point in my childhood when things turned.  I was never conscious of what it was that changed. The memories start to become a little clearer to me from the age of about eight or nine. 

I’ve learnt that there are a few ways that memories get formed: one is from what you remember happening at the time, another is through photos videos and movies of yourself, and the third is from what other people tell you, stories of your life (the last two are not really your own memories, but rather your life as seen through someone else's eyes). But there are some memories that you don’t want others to know about. You don’t want anyone to ever have to hear them, and, honestly, you would rather not remember them yourself, ever. 
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​Boys Will Be Boys
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My aunt and uncle had moved to South Africa a few years prior to us and had sold South Africa to dad as the land of milk and honey. I guess it was an attractive option to him, so he took his new bride and headed for the sunny south. Aunty was a nurse, so it was easy for her to get work here: at the time skills from Europe were highly sought after as the country was booming. To many it seemed that gold nuggets were just lying on the ground all around the country. Aunty settled in Johannesburg with uncle, who was in the electronics industry. My aunt's family, like ours, consisted of three sons, and growing up we were very close. Sadly, my aunt, of whom I was very fond, had a massive stroke when she was still young and became majorly disabled – the entire right side of her body was affected. Mom seemed to kick into high gear and helped her a lot. To me it was a little confusing, I didn't know my mother to do anything that didn’t benefit her in some way, she wasn’t the caring nurturing type. Later in life I realised what the benefit was: it was all the praise she received for the selfless help she gave her “poor disabled sister-in-law”. It was strangely heart-warming, watching her manicure my aunt’s nails and do her hair. In many ways, she was more nurturing to her than she was to us, refreshing to see that mom had it in her.

The cousins also stayed in Melville, a double storey house halfway up the steep 4th Ave hill. The ground floor was really just a cellar, the one corner was just an entrance hall. Fond memories of that house are the first impression I get, the only true sad one is when I was told that My Tante had gone to hospital and things weren’t looking too good.  I was given the bad news in the entrance hall of that house, or I was told upstairs and ran down to the sanctity of the entrance hall, either way I cried about the tragedy that had befallen my beloved aunt. Years later, I realised why I was so close to her; she was the only person who listened to me. When my birthday was close, she asked me what I wanted. “A record, Tante!” I replied. “Mammy Blue!” I was overjoyed when she got me the present I’d wanted: a little seven-single vinyl record. This kindness was something that I was not used to. 

Mother would ask us what we wanted and after telling her, we’d usually just get school clothes or shoes. She made sure we understood that we were getting these for our own good and that she’d worked very hard for them. What she didn't know (or perhaps she just didn't care) was that we had figured out she just got them as samples or presents from the suppliers at work, they didn't cost her a cent. When it comes to my aunt’s house, I again remember more than I do about the house that I was first raised in. 

Together there were six boys, though our gang really consisted of five since the eldest cousin, Marco, was a bit of a nerd and lived in his room playing with his radios and electronics. The five of us were a major tornado that swept through the streets of Melville. We had pellet guns (air rifles) and we weren’t afraid to use them. Fortunately, they were not lethal, but there were a few injuries. We often visited the koppies (Mountains) of Melville, where we would spend a lot of time warring against each other. One of the cousins was once injured by a pellet that hit his ankle.  After that we weren’t allowed pellets as our parents were afraid that we would hurt each other more. One afternoon we were playing on the roofs in the driveway (as you drove up the driveway there was a carport that was attached to the house and then, further back, there was a garage). We had teamed up in family groups, one family on the carport roof and my brothers and I on top of the garage. We were shooting at one another. We didn’t have pellets so all we’d do was charge the air rifle with air, pull the trigger making a load pop and at the same time one of us would throw stones at the other family.  

The neighbour, an elderly gentleman, heard all that was going on and thought that we were going to hurt one another, (or maybe he was just tired of the noise – we never did find out), so he called the police. I can see his point: it might have seemed that we were actually doing harm to one another. Little did the old man know, we saved that sort of dangerous game for the hills of Melville. 

As we were getting really involved in the game, we were rudely interrupted by two police officers striding into the garden of the house to stop the kids from killing one another.  
“You boys get down here right now” barked the older of the police. 
Say what you will, as naughty as we were, we were afraid of police officers in those days.  They carried with them the power of the Afrikaner government.
They got the nervous haggle of boys lined up on the stairs leading to the back kitchen door and sat us down. What followed was a long lecture about how dangerous it is to shoot pellet guns at one another. We pleaded our innocence, telling them that we didn’t have pellets, but as was the custom in those days, you never listened to children, they were seen and not heard. 
At some point Marco emerged from his electronics lair to see what the debacle was all about. 
“Sit down young man, why are you hiding away?” The warrant officer barked at Marco. 
Marko protested his innocence, but of course the officer wouldn’t listen to him either. Poor Marco started to cry, pleading that he had done nothing wrong, that he’d been in his radio shack all morning.  
We endured the lecture with poor Marko snivelling behind us like a baby.  We took the threat of arrest in our stride, knowing that it probably wouldn’t happen, but now, we had more to tease Marko with.  He was the oldest but never played with us, he was always on a planet of his own.  
As a bonus, we now also had a cool story to tell our friends at school. We bragged for the next few weeks about how the cops wanted to arrest us! I'm not sure where the parents were while we were running amok – somehow, they only seemed to make an appearance to shout at us after our antics had gotten out of hand. Sometimes they never found out, and we got away with it altogether! 
Our parents, one day, gave us each 50c to go for a haircut. That afternoon, we would all have to get together and walk to the Scala barber, an old barber shop in Melville. We were supposed to get our hair trimmed.  The unfortunate temptation for us was that across the road from the barber was a genuine old bioscope, the Scala Bioscope. One of their offerings was a double feature with popcorn and a coke, and guess how much it cost? ...50c! The choice was a tough one: go watch a double feature Kung Fu movie or get a haircut. It goes without reasoning what we chose right?  
One of us raised the question, “How are we going to show that we had a haircut? I mean, it’s kind of obvious that we didn’t!”
My eldest brother, always the bright one, said, “Mom's got a hair trimmer at home! We’ll watch the movie and then go over to our place, and we’ll cut each other’s hair. How hard could it be?” He was confident that his plan would work. After the movies, of which I cannot remember the names, we all traipsed home and proceeded to run an extension cord out to the back corner of the garden.  We knew mother never went out to that part of the garden, it was a bit dangerous as it used to be an old rabbit hutch, and the ground was a minefield of rabbit holes and rubble. We had this all planned out: she wouldn’t see the evidence of the haircut; we were covering our tracks.  We overlooked one glaring issue, however -  we couldn’t cut hair.  The 'how-hard-could-it-be' very quickly turned into “this isn’t that easy”. Needless to say, the haircuts we gave one another turned out to be a real mess, they were all skew, and genuinely looked terrible. The ultimate solution to this conundrum was that we would fix this by giving one another a straight number two haircut and be done with it. Turns out that cutting hair like the old barber did was not as easy as we thought. 
“What are we going to tell our parents?” someone asked. “I mean, you can see that the old barber didn’t cut this hair.” 
“Let’s just tell them that the barber was really drunk again!” my brother offered as a solution.

“Naaa, let’s tell them that we all wanted to have it short” offered the middle cousin.  We all agreed to the alibi, and our cousins left for home.

Mom was livid when she got home and saw her three boys shorn like proverbial sheep. It must have been a sight to behold: three boys trying to look innocent, shocked and aggrieved all at the same time, telling mother that the barber was drunk and then turning it into “we wanted it short”. I think we had even pushed it a little further and made her the guilty party for forcing us to go to the drunken barber. 
“Just you wait till your father gets home!” We’d learnt a few things in our lives: one was that, when mom wasn’t too cross, she would say “wait till your father gets home” (normally she would lash out in anger and rage if she was really cross). The second was that, when dad did get home, he would normally laugh at the naughty antics we got up to and wouldn’t really punish us at all. 
––––––––
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One day, all that changed. It was about a year later, and our cousins had come to our place carrying this injured bird. The sudden concern for this bird was amazing. I seem to remember that we used to hunt and eat pigeons in the hills of Melville, and yet suddenly we were concerned for the well-being of one solitary bird. Anyway, it was decided that we would hitch-hike to Blackheath, probably about 10 or 12kms away, where we would go to the pet shop in the shopping centre and ask them to save this bird. We set off, but unfortunately it took us a lot longer than anticipated. Once we were there, we had a ton of fun running around the centre, riding the escalators and begging for cooldrink money from the locals. I can't even remember what happened to the hapless bird we were trying to save, but I don't think the poor thing made it to the pet shop. Next thing we realised, it was late; in fact, the sun was beginning to set. In a sudden panic, we all set off for home. Back then, there was an unwritten rule that we had to be home when the streetlights came on. Until then, we were free agents, never mind homework or any of that stuff. 
We finally made it to the cousin’s house, at about 8pm. The uncle, after shouting at us all, sent his boys off to bath, bundled us into his car and drove us home. When we walked in the door, the look on Dad’s face was truly disturbing. Remember, back then there were no phones or cell phones, so communication was not a simple call away. We had never seen dad that angry. “Go to your rooms, I’ll deal with this later,” was all he said. 

Today I realise what dad was doing: he didn’t want to punish us while angry. But punish us he would. After about fifteen minutes, he called us to the passage, and we all lined up in front of the bathroom. “What you did was irresponsible. You endangered not only your own lives, but your little brother's life too, and for that, I am going to punish you. So, starting with you Martin, you’re all going to come into the bathroom where I am going to give you six with the belt.” I was crying, afraid; I’d never seen my dad that angry. He’d never hit us with the belt before and this was all new to me. He bent me over his knee as he sat on the edge of the bath, and with the belt folded double, he let rip. Whap! Whap! I wailed like a Zulu woman at a funeral. After six whaps he looked at me and said, “I love you and I was scared for all of you, please never do anything like this again.” 

“I won’t, Daddy,” I sobbed, “promise.”

The other brothers got their six and were sent to their rooms. The house was silent that evening. I can’t remember where  mother was whilst all of this took place, she wasn’t there, wasn’t angry, wasn’t trying to beat us, just not present at all.

Lying in my room, I remember feeling my butt and thinking that it wasn’t that sore. I realise as a father now that a belt folded double isn’t that sore, it just makes a lot of noise. Dad didn’t want to hurt us, he just wanted to scare us so that we would never do that again, and we never did. Dad was the feeling one, Dad was the sanity in our home, when he was around. Thank God for that; at least we had one good example in our lives. 

I’m trying to remember the highlights in life that pertain to this story, so I suppose that I should jot them down as I remember them. My first major memory was at about four. I was walking on the lid of our trailer, chatting to the rock of my life, Priscilla. She was the lady that aided us in our house, did the cleaning, washing, cooking, etc. Honestly, she was really my mother. Priscilla would teach me about the world (which, for a black lady in apartheid, wasn’t really a great place). I will never forget her chubby cheeks and her broad smile devoid of all but three front teeth. She was a short, strong lady who would carry me on her back as is the custom of African ladies with their own children. I can remember her carrying me to the local shop to buy a few items: she would strap me to her back with a blanket, and off we'd go. It was a safe, warm place, resulting in me falling asleep on these journeys. The walks would always take longer than normal as Priscilla would have to stop and chat to the other ladies that worked in the white suburbs of apartheid South Africa. If I got upset while we walked, she would coddle me and allow me the special privilege of touching her hair to comfort myself. 

That day, I was playing on the trailer and talking to Priscilla, who was hanging up the washing on the line. “Muttin,” she cautioned me (she couldn’t pronounce the r), “You're going to fall!” 

“I’m okay, I won’t fall!” I responded and continued my long-winded contributions to our discussion. (That’s one memory I’m sure of: as a child, boy could I talk -  a lot!) It wasn’t ten seconds later, when BAM! I fell flat on my face on the steel sheeting cover of the sandpit next to where the trailer was parked. I fell so hard that I smashed my nose. With no phone available I laid down in bed to wait for either my father or mother to come home before anything could be done.  Dad came home first, as usual, and he managed to get hold of our family doctor to come through and have a look at me.  Dad joked about how beautiful the colours on my face were, naturally I didn’t find it amusing. 

Dr Klaus arrived at the house, declared that the nose was broken, not much could be done to help me, and I’d have to just ride it out till it mended.  I still have a severely deviated septum.

Plastic surgery wasn’t a thing back then, not like it is today, so the scars we attained as children weren’t masked by anything but age. My multi coloured face became a great tool though, one I used to great effect in the stores around the clothing shop mom worked in. I would go into a store, poke my head over the counter and stare at the store clerk. The initial response to my multi-coloured face was one of shock, but that would soon change to an “awwww shame what happened to you?” My response was a little manipulative, but in a soft voice I would tell them how I fell off the trailer flat onto my face.  It’s amazing how a child can manipulate an adult into providing the much-needed candy he needs to heal properly. Boy did I eat tons of candy during that time!

It strikes me now, that even at that young age, I loved the sympathy of others and could really play up the “I’m sick” thing, milking it for all that it was worth. That's a trait that I’m not too proud of now. 

The broken nose also gave me a so-called “glass jaw”, (well, nose). If I get into a fight, the second I get hit on the nose, BAM! my brain lights up like the milky way, the pain is excruciating. I discovered this in primary school when one of the boys brought boxing gloves to school. It was in the final year of primary school and my best friend at the time was a guy by the name of Nick. Nick was much shorter than I was and I thought that I was going to take him down easily, you know that masculine posturing that all boys need to do to get cred, well Nick managed to get one through my gloves that hit me square on the nose – my brain lit up like the ceiling of the planetarium as I recoiled in agony. My friends all saw it as a victory for Nick, and I can remember the shame of being beaten by the shorter person. 

In hindsight, it was a blessing: it’s important to always know your weaknesses and develop skills to counteract that. I developed my mouth and my mind



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A story of recoverg hope and honesty

A Book By Martin Peldlers





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





