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        Travel turns us into storytellers; in observing places and people, we discover the quiet wisdom that shapes our understanding of the world

      

      

      Spaces, Places and My Traces is more than a collection of reflections – it is a journey through moments, memories and meanings that have shaped who I am. This book is a personal map of the spaces I have walked, the places I have dwelled and the traces I have left behind, both visible and hidden.

      From the outset, I humbly thank Almighty God, whose guidance has been the constant in my life, steadying me through every chapter.

      I owe deep gratitude to my parents, whose sacrifices, love and values built the foundation upon which all my aspirations rest.

      To my beloved partner in life, Fatema – your unwavering support, patience and companionship have carried me through seasons of both trial and triumph. To my children as a collective, whose curiosity, laughter and love continue to remind me of the beauty of life and legacy, you are woven into every page of this book. To my daughters – now Dr Humera, Dr Mariam and Dr Aneesa – every effort was worthwhile in seeing your journeys fulfilled. To Luqmaan, my eldest son, my friend and my fellow diabetic, these pages carry the history that has shaped the Rawat household.

      May these words resonate with readers who find pieces of their own journeys reflected in mine. May they inspire gratitude for the spaces, places and traces that mark each of our lives.
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            HEARTBREAK

          

          (2011)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “There is a blessing hidden in every trial in life, but you have to be willing to open your heart to see it.”

        AUTHOR UNKNOWN

      

      

      

      “Yes, sir, we can confirm you’ve had an infarction and will most likely require a triple bypass.”

      The words landed with the weight of a death sentence. They sounded final, clinical, absolute. Fear clenched my chest like a heavy boxing glove, yet an absurd thought cut through the panic: What is an infarction? And what did a triple bypass really mean? All I knew was that it wasn’t good.

      It was January 2011, and I was lying in a hospital bed at Addington Hospital in Durban – far from where I was supposed to be. I was meant to be on holiday in Verulam, staying with my in-laws, resting, eating well and switching off from the demands of everyday life. The previous evening, my wife and I had been invited to dinner by the ever-gracious Asmal couple of Asmal’s Hardware fame. We sat at the My Diner restaurant in Umhlanga, laughing easily over a rich, fiery lamb vindaloo.

      When the abnormal burning started in my chest, I dismissed it as the curry. To calm it, I downed four cans of Diet Coke and smoked three cigarettes in quick succession – denial masquerading as self-treatment. I waited for the discomfort to fade. It didn’t.

      Back at my in-laws’ home, the pain remained – sharp, insistent, impossible to ignore. Lying awake in the dark, scrolling frantically through my BlackBerry, I finally reached the conclusion I had been avoiding all night.

      I was having a heart attack!

      Panicked, I shook my wife awake.

      “I think I’m having a heart attack.”

      Half-asleep, she murmured reassuringly, “Go back to sleep. We’ll see a doctor in the morning.” But sleep was impossible.

      I spent the night upright in a chair, feet stretched onto the bed, stealing brief, shallow moments of rest. Any attempt to lie down or turn on my side sent waves of agony through my chest. By morning, I was exhausted, frightened and no longer pretending.

      The local GP took one look at me and sent me straight to Osindisweni Hospital, about 10 kilometres away. By that same evening, I was in the back of an ambulance, siren wailing, on my way to Addington Hospital.

      In hindsight, it was reckless – nearly twenty-four hours of chest pain before proper medical intervention. I could have died. The realisation struck me with terrifying clarity. Mortality was no longer an abstract idea or a distant future. It was immediate, fragile and sitting right beside me.

      Forty-eight years of my life replayed themselves in my mind. There were no dramatic highs or catastrophic lows – just a lingering sense of incompletion. A quiet dissatisfaction. Dreams deferred. Opportunities ignored. Days that blurred into routine, each one whispering “you should have” or “if only”. It was the ache of missed opportunities and the dull hum of routine that never quite satisfied the soul.

      Outwardly, I had functioned well enough. Inwardly, there was a dissonance – a gap between the life I was living and the life I sensed I was meant to live. At that moment, it felt like a life of quiet failure. Joy had been fleeting. Purpose elusive. Somewhere deep inside, my heart knew it was meant for more – and now it was breaking under the weight of that truth.

      As the possibility of death unfolded before me, tears streamed down my cheeks. Questions came faster than I could contain them.

      If I survive this, what will I do differently?

      Will I finally act on the things I kept postponing?

      Will I even survive this “triple bypass” the doctor spoke of?

      The moment was unbearably lonely – filled with regret, broken promises and the painful realisation that I was utterly unprepared for the end of life. Yet it was also a turning point. Looking back now, I believe life ends in one of two ways: with regret, or with the quiet peace of knowing you gave it your best shot. No one leaves completely fulfilled – human desire always stretches beyond the limits of time – but how we try still matters.

      A week later, I was discharged from Inkosi Albert Luthuli Central Hospital – having been transferred from Addington nine days earlier. There was no bypass. Instead, I left armed with a box of tablets, a stern warning never to smoke again and instructions to avoid strenuous exercise.

      Everyone offered the same advice: “You’ve got to take it easy.”

      To this day, I’m not sure what that means. What is easy in a life already half-lived? And who decides?

      The final diagnosis was myocardial fibrosis – permanent damage to the heart muscle and scar tissue that would never heal.

      However, a new chapter had begun in the life of this out-of-shape type 1 diabetic. The cigarettes were gone. Take-aways were replaced by home-cooked meals. Rest became routine.

      It wasn’t the certain death sentence of a triple bypass. But it was a wake-up call. And perhaps, a second chance.

      After about two weeks of “taking it easy” and returning to work, it was time for introspection – coupled with drastic action, or at least the risk of trying and failing.

      Without consulting anyone, I bought a mountain bike to exercise my less-than-perfect heart in May 2011. I gave myself twenty-two months to prepare for the gruelling 109-kilometre Cape Argus Cape Town Cycle Tour in 2013. It was a private promise – something I didn’t dare share with anyone, knowing they would have stopped me from even considering such a challenge. But this wasn’t just about cycling. The purchase was symbolic – it gave me purpose.

      I’ve always believed that purpose must be found and pursued before death claims us – or we perish in the pursuit. And yet, I never fully practised what I believed. This mission gave me focus and renewed my sense of gratitude each morning. Every day when I woke up, I felt thankful to be alive and able to move. I wasn’t going to waste this second chance. I would give it everything I had, cherishing each small victory along the way.

      I was staring down the tunnel of life. The end felt frighteningly close, and I was haunted by the thought that my existence had amounted to little. I feared dying without making a meaningful impact on myself, my family or anyone around me. It was a sobering realisation – the possibility of leaving behind a life of unfulfilled aspirations and silent dreams I had never dared to start. Now is the time, I told myself, I will try to accomplish the impossible.

      Life, however, didn’t pause for my revelation. My children were in primary school, high school and university – all needing time, attention and financial support. Transport costs to and from school and university were high, and my salary often ran out before the month did. The side hustles helped, but they were never quite enough.

      It was a stressful period of my life – no room to dream, yet I knew that letting go of my dream of living a healthy life entirely would be devastating. I had to find a middle ground, a way forward. I thought of my friend Waleed Baker, the most disciplined person I had ever met. What would someone like Waleed – whom I had worked for briefly ten years earlier – do? I knew the answer. I needed discipline if I was going to see this through.

      My recovery began with one simple commitment: to get on the bike every single day for the first three months, without fail. After that, I cycled six days a week for more than a year, varying the distances and pushing my limits. Even the notorious Cape southeaster couldn’t stop me.

      I invested in proper gear – windbreakers for cold mornings, a waterproof jacket for rainy days, and front and rear lights for my 3 am “midnight rides”. Those quiet, solitary journeys brought me peace. I felt alive again, using the silence to reflect on my goals and map the road ahead. No amount of protest – nor accusations of extremism – from my wife and children could dissuade me. I had become disciplined, even unapologetically intense, in my approach to cycling.

      The hardest part was always rising in the dark, pulling on my gear and wheeling the bike out the door. But over time, discipline became its own reward. My stamina grew. My confidence returned. Life began to feel meaningful once more. I learnt then that discipline, coupled with steady progress, is a quietly beautiful thing.

      In 2013, I completed the Cape Argus Cape Town Cycle Tour (subsequently called the Cape Town Cycle Tour) in 5 hours and 16 minutes. Since then, I’ve gone on to finish seven more. Each one reinforced a simple truth: I am capable of far more than I can imagine. After three years of regularly cycling, I began running – and discovered I loved it even more than cycling. Running sharpened my fitness during short winter mornings when the roads were too busy to cycle, although I still made time to cycle at least twice a week.

      The so-called “runner’s high” is very real. The discipline of daily exercise gave me a sense of balance, a dose of dopamine and a stronger heart – both literally and figuratively. My resting heart rate dropped to below fifty beats a minute.

      The Two Oceans half marathon was a goal I set for myself and I managed to complete it in 2015 in a time of 2 hours and 29 minutes. I subsequently completed another three half marathons and I finished the 2018 race in a time of 2 hours and 18 minutes. Being able to set a goal, train for it and achieve it reinforced my confidence in my ability to set and accomplish goals.

      In 2019, I suffered from sciatica a week before the race and made the prudent decision not to run.

      In 2020, during my morning run I experienced very sharp chest pains. I didn’t think much of it until I called my cardiologist, who suggested an urgent consultation. Within a week I was in the emergency room with severe chest pain. This time I was diagnosed with narrowed arteries and treated with a small expandable tube called a stent. After a very strict six to eight weeks of complete rest, I was allowed to walk briskly – under the watchful eye of Fatema, who was terrified of anything going awry. A further week and I was running better than ever. To this day, I average 20 to 25 kilometres of running each week, covering at least 100 kilometres every month.

      The ability of human beings to transcend conventional thinking and achieve what once seemed impossible is what makes us truly human. I decided to compete only with myself – to be better than I was yesterday. That, to me, is progress – steady, deliberate and deeply personal.

      I believe that as people we have achieved incredible technological advances through innovation and creativity. Yet, our ability to change our behaviour, habits and relationships has evolved far less. We remain, by and large, creatures of habit – often bad ones.

      In Spaces, Places and My Traces, I want to share the key events that shaped my life and how they moulded me into the person I am today. Without the circumstances and challenges I faced, I would be only half the person I’ve become. The lessons I learnt along the way may inspire others and perhaps guide them in their own moments of indecision.

      For me, discipline – far more than the fleeting spark of motivation – is the cornerstone of progress. Motivation comes and goes, but discipline endures. It was discipline that allowed me to keep the promises and goals I made to myself, to stay the course when the path was uncertain and to see the world through the lens of gratitude. Each small victory, quietly earned, became a building block towards something greater.

      This journey is not about good or bad decisions. The real danger lies in refusing to make a decision at all. To decide is to act – to take ownership of one’s life. The decisions we make, and how we choose to live with them, form the essence of what makes us human.
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            MY BENEVOLENT GRANDMOTHER
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        “A tree is known by its fruit; a man by his deeds. A good deed is never lost; he who sows courtesy reaps friendship, and he who plants kindness gathers love.”

        SAINT BASIL

      

      

      

      In 1978, a rare event occurred. Until then, I had always walked home from school with friends, our laughter and horseplay echoing down the streets. We relished that carefree time together, knowing no one from home would see us being typical boys.

      However, in that auspicious year, when I was fourteen, something unexpected happened. My mother suddenly arrived at school to fetch me in our old Datsun van. “Get in,” she said with quiet urgency. “Ma called – she needs to get you and your sister a passport.”

      At first, I didn’t understand the rush or what it meant. A few minutes later, we pulled up at the local photographic studio, and my mother explained that we needed passport photos to apply for our passports.

      Then it all made sense. My maternal grandmother – affectionately known to everyone as Hafez Apaa, but to us simply as Ma – had often said she would take us to Mauritius to see her parents. It seemed she was finally ready to make good on that promise. My sister, Sarah, and I were getting our passports. We were actually going to the small tropical island of Mauritius! Ma often travelled to Mauritius whenever she could afford to, always speaking fondly of the island and her parents who eagerly awaited her visits. Because she was
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