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‘Though you can easily count the seeds in an apple; 

			it’s impossible to count the apples in a seed.’ 

			Unknown





For my father. 

			By seemingly amounting to nothing,

			you managed to give me everything.

			

			



PREFACE

			On Friday, 12 January 2007, just before midnight, I found my life purpose.

			The event not only fundamentally changed my approach to life, but also the course of our business over the decade that followed.

			Before this fateful intervention I had slaved away for nine years of sleepless nights with my business partner, side by side in the trenches of a marginalised service industry, pouring blood, sweat and tears into the growth of our small entrepreneurial concern. We had sacrificed most of our young adult lives to keep our business alive.

			Afterwards, we would grow our business into a strapping young lad, often punching way above our weight to eventually become one of the heavyweights of the South African advertising industry. All this was accomplished simply by shifting from a meaningless place of serving ourselves to a meaningful space of serving others.

			What makes this purpose-led business approach profound is that we would increase the output of our business twentyfold over the exact same period of time with the very same effort. Could this be the by-product of experience gained over the previous decade? Or were we just lucky? Why would we continue to grow at an average of 48 per cent per annum, when the majority of our competitors were declining, or flatlining at best? 

			I have chosen to share the journey of my life up to this point in the first two parts of this book in order to give greater context to the insights and learnings I have gathered over the last 49 years of my life. ‘Why would anyone care?’ a little voice nags in my head. ‘It’s not as if I am Steve Jobs,’ it continues to whine. That tiny voice of self-doubt is somehow still trying to hold me back after all these years. But I have learned by now that in order to shut it down, all I need to do is step into life when most people choose to step back.

			The purpose of the book, however, is not to tell my personal story. The greater motivation is that maybe, just maybe, it will move that one person who takes the time to read it from cover to cover to uncover their unconscious limitations and transform their life from average to enriched; from being a mere citizen, a number, a finger-pointing naysayer, a whiner, a victim and a blamer, to becoming a citizen of greatness, a creative activist, a change agent, a designer of dreams, and a builder of his or her very own destiny.

			I may not be greater than Steve Jobs, but equally I see myself as nothing less. I am Pepe Marais and my name resides comfortably within the word ‘peOpLe’. Because I care about myself as a person. And I care for others. Deeply. I exist for growth. I exist for those around me to be the best that they can possibly be. It has taken me half a lifetime to get to this point and, God willing, if I can start by touching just one person, I can dare to dream of moving a million. 

			Not so long ago, we were visiting my in-laws at their home in Somerset West. I am a firm believer in not breaking my exercise routine, not even on holiday, so before the break of dawn I found myself at the local Virgin Active on the Strand side of the N2 highway running between Cape Town and Mossel Bay.

			I was skipping away on the second floor of the gym, when I noticed someone’s head ascending the stairs. Hot on the heels of this walking head followed an equally massive neck. Then an enormous torso. And, lastly, two monstrous legs. The ‘Incredible Hulk’ in neon-green tights and vest. I caught myself whistling in my head. He was gigantic, veins popping out in places I didn’t even know people had places. I was vividly conscious of my environment – as one tends to be when in a new setting – and found myself judging, ‘How absolutely revolting. He must be on 20 gallons of juice.’ 

			Close behind him followed a second head, her fake tanned face framed by long, blonde hair, followed by an equally enormous torso and then her legs. She was almost exactly the same size as the Incredible Hulk, also sporting a neon-green, tight-fitting lycra outfit that stretched around arms the size of both my legs. For a second time, I was jolted by my silent judgement, ‘Sies!’ 

			I was not conscious of my harsh judgement being a very one-sided opinion until they walked towards where I was skipping next to the water dispenser. Like a true gentleman, he gestured for her to go first. I couldn’t help but notice – and looking back I know I was meant to see – the manner in which he gently stroked her hand. Their love and admiration for each other was palpable, leaving the bitter taste of judgement in my own mouth. They glanced over at me and smiled. Whether they were casting an equally shallow judgement on a guy as skinny as his skipping rope, or whether it was just a friendly glance, I will never know. 

			What I did know, however, was that I had just been given a gift. A massive one. Because in that very moment I understood profoundly, for the first time in my life, those clichéd words: Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. The way we see others is merely a point of view and hardly ever the truth, not even close to it. Such is the magnificence of life, the deep learnings we gain through the often very shallow mistakes we make.

			I am sharing this story at the outset as I want to be clear that although you will find that this book is sometimes filled with very strong views, they are merely my personal points of view and not necessarily the truth. However, I believe some of them to be my irrevocable truths, the rudder that gives me the resilience to weather the onslaught of the storm of mediocrity that hits me daily as I navigate the challenging seas of my business life and life in general. On some issues, I may shift my conviction at the drop of a hat based on new information, whilst other views are so deeply ingrained within my soul that not even a team of wild horses would ever drag me away from those views. 

			One such immovable conviction is that our global ship of humanity has become an empty vessel devoid of deeper meaning. Statements like these are not meant to generalise, they are merely part of a personal belief system built through the many encounters in my life. They may not be yours, but they are mine. My only intention in sharing these beliefs, insights and views with you, is to spark a new consciousness around certain issues within your own mind.

			Does this mean I perceive myself to be a messiah anointed with all the answers? Far from it. I am very much aware of exactly where I come from, what I have grown through over the past almost 50 years of my life and the massive room for growth that still exists within me, the mountains of mistakes I make every day and the valleys of challenges that still lie ahead of me. In this book I will openly and willingly share most of everything I have faced in my life, with very little censorship. 

			Among all the things I live for, I am a lover of maths and reason. Therefore, you will find that this book at stages will refer to data, numbers and sums. Again, these might not be factually proven calculations. It is said that 64 per cent of all statistics are made up on the spot, including the one I’ve just mentioned. However, my facts are my liberating assumptions. They are my immutable truths that I use in my daily quest to unlock the limitations that my mind has been sentenced to by the shortcomings of my parents, their beliefs, their religion, my Afrikaans culture and apartheid. Limitations that were compounded by a schooling system – to quote Sir Ken Robinson – designed during the Industrial Revolution, with the enslaving intention of creating factory thinkers.

			I will be sharing with you my complete journey up to this point of my life, knowing that I have come an immense way from where I started a mere 49 years ago. Yet at the very same time I know with certainty that against my vision I still have another lifetime to grow.

			I am using the method of storytelling to impart whatever I have learned in my 37 years of being an entrepreneur. However, I have tried to make this book as practical as possible by dividing it into three parts: 

			
					
Part 1: Early Days. To give greater context to where I come from, and why certain beliefs and behaviours are imprinted upon me. I also hope that this section will show that it is within anyone’s grasp to succeed in life, no matter where you come from and what your preconditions may be. 

					
Part 2: The Birth of Joe. To give greater context through the journey of our business from the day the idea was born to where we find ourselves today, two decades after inception. It is impossible to capture the infinite depth of experience gathered through growing a business within a few thousand words printed across the pages of one section of a book. But, at the very least, it should give you some sense of the ice-cold chill of the water when you dare to take that plunge into the deep end. 

					
Part 3: Growth Lessons. Within this section, I will aim to share every single lesson I have learned from the smallest to the biggest challenges of my life. Every trick of the trade I have come across, the gems that assist me daily in my business and personal life. The gifts that keep on giving by keeping me on point, and that bring me back in line when I lose my way. The tools that have consistently helped me in creating constant change within my life and our business environment in order to stay ahead of the game and, in doing so, consistently outgrow the competition.

			

			My publisher Tracey emailed herself into my life at a stage when I was 100 per cent committed to one thing and one thing only within my career and craft: the vehement focus on the improvement of the product of our business. However, the Universe has an uncanny way of tempting us just when we are set on a certain course. Sometimes it is shrewd to turn a blind eye to such temptations. At other times destiny is at play, and you cannot but follow your heart.

			Within the opening minutes of our first face-to-face meeting on Friday, 12 May 2017, we locked eyes as Tracey shared her deep belief that our country’s future depends on the success of more entrepreneurs. There was an instant connection between us on this point, the kind that brought tears from deep within our souls to the surface of our eyes. Tears that fell short of spilling over the edges of our eyelids. I call these the tears of deep-seated, unconscious truth, because Tracey’s belief is one that I share deeply. There simply is no other way to close the poverty gap in our country than to inspire and support more and more people to succeed at the second most creative act available to us in this one life on Mother Earth: that of founding and growing your own business. And in doing so becoming the master of your own destiny.

			I am reminded of a movie from nearly three decades ago called When Harry Met Sally. There is a very particular scene in this movie, one so memorable that if you have ever seen it that scene will appear in high definition in your mind’s eye right this moment, within one millionth of a second. I find that in every self-improvement book I have read over the years there will always be a When Harry Met Sally insight, one monumental piece of wisdom that impacted me, the reader, over time in so many more ways than one. It is my sincerest intention and wish that you will find, at the very least, that one insight within this book that may change the course of your life.

			And with that said, I will put keyboard to screen, baring my soul for the world to see. This act of creativity frightens me to near death. Which is, as always, the perfect condition for personal growth.
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			Part one
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Mom

			During the first quarter of 2010, I was invited by a friend of mine, Allon Raiz, to one of his Medici business dinners. Allon is the founder of Raizcorp, an incubation company whose purpose is to accelerate the growth of small entrepreneurial enterprises. In my opinion, he is one of the leading entrepreneurs in our country, a mastermind behind the success of many of the businesses under his tutorship, and a person I highly admire and value.

			To my left at the table was an empty chair, reserved for an invitee who was running late. He finally arrived, in time for our entrée, in the form of the flamboyant ex-MK fighter, Chief Economist and Vice President of the Industrial Development Corporation, Lumkile Mondi. Even before sitting down, Lumkile announced loudly that he and some friends would be climbing Kilimanjaro in September that year, and that they had two spots open. ‘Anyone want to join us?’ he asked in a boisterous voice. I didn’t know him from a bar of soap, but I had learned over the course of my journey that the only way to overcome my fears was to step boldly into those opportunities where few people are willing to tread. My hand shot upwards while my jaw dropped downwards: ‘I’m in.’

			And so I found myself a few weekends later, accompanied by my wife, repeatedly climbing the stairs of the Sandton Towers, with my twenty-month-old boy strapped firmly to my back. Together with the other members of our party, we would sweat through flight after flight of those stairs over the weeks to come: Khanyi Chaba, an executive working at Standard Bank, Irene Jacobs, an executive working at Coca-Cola at the time, and Vincent Charnley, former president of the Institute of Waste Management of Southern Africa (IWMSA). I am blessed to call myself a friend of Sibusiso Vilane, the first black African to summit Everest, who agreed to shepherd our party up Kilimanjaro.

			On day one of our six-day hike up Kilimanjaro, I experienced for the first time in my life what it felt like to be a minority in a social context within our group of seven. I remember how the majority of our team were conversing in isiZulu, then suddenly stopped upon realising, ‘We have abelungu with us.’ After some lively laughter, they quickly changed back to speaking English. I also remember overcoming hell on the night of our final summit, reaching the top of Kili just before daybreak, after a back-breaking ten-hour climb. But, most of all, I remember spending eight solid hours above the white clouds at Karanga Camp, after scaling the Barranco Wall the day before. It was as if the entire trip was designed for this one episode to play out.

			We arrived at Karanga Camp just after eleven o’clock that morning, at minus ten degrees. We had just survived a pretty treacherous climb up the Barranco Wall, where one wrong step could send you toppling 200 metres down. It was to be the shortest hike of our six-day climb and we would be spending the remainder of the afternoon resting, in preparation for the second last leg to Barafu Camp from where we would attempt the summit the following evening. While tightly huddled around the tiny plastic table in our teeny-weeny tent, Khanyi suddenly leaned towards me, looking me straight in the eyes. I remember her exact words to this day as she asked, or rather instructed, ‘Pepe, I would like you to tell us the story of your life, in the way you would like us to know you.’ I remember her exact tone of voice, the sincerity in it, even the way she pronounced my name. This simple question unlocked a deeply profound eight-hour sharing session between seven strangers, who afterwards walked away friends. And although most of us would never see each other again after our expedition into the depths of each other’s souls, there would forever be the deepest connection between us.

			I would like to tell you the story of my life, in the way I would like you to know me.

			I was born on Tuesday, 5 November 1968 at 8:45am, weighing in at 3 pounds 3 ounces and measuring 18 inches. It was Guy Fawkes morning, and one could say I entered the world with a very small ceremonious bang.

			My first living memory is that of my mother sitting on a black and white toilet. I must have been less than three months old, lying on my back in my little crib, looking up at her from the level of a chequered black and white floor. There was a tiny window to the left of the toilet, way, way up on the wall. The sun was shining brightly through it, backlighting my mother’s head, making her appear like an angel. It was a contented moment. The calm before the storm called life.

			My mother was the eldest daughter of my Ouma Ellie and her husband, Oupa Theunis. Ouma Ellie died on 30 December 2015 at the age of 93. I was 46 then and on holiday in Costa Rica with my wife Heidi and our little boy Jasper. Oupa Theunis had died when I was nine years old. I have a distant memory of the event. I was standing next to his freshly dug grave on a slippery slope outside Stellenbosch, surrounded by many other mounds of red clay and equally red eyes and runny noses. I had my own sakdoek, a piece of cloth that I was meant to use to blow my nose. But I was not going to cry, because big boys don’t cry. As Afrikaners, we were not meant to cry, ever, and sluk jou trane (swallow your tears) was the order of the day.

			I did not visit Ouma Ellie as much as I would have liked to in her later years. She was by then living in an old age home outside Stellenbosch, and we were in Johannesburg. But every time I did visit her, she would always tell me how much she wanted to write a book. Every single visit, she repeated this same dream of hers, over and over in her soft, whispery voice, right down to the last time I saw her. I was staring into these ancient yet youthful eyes, while massaging the crooked feet of this limited yet unlimited, narrow-minded yet deeply wise, old but young at heart, wrinkled human being. She went to her grave without ever writing her book, and so never fulfilled one of her life’s dreams.

			Ouma Ellie came from a very, very underprivileged background. Her husband Oupa Theunis left school at the age of 13 to learn a trade in bricklaying. His craft led him to join Murray & Roberts, where he later became a site foreman. At the time of my mother’s birth, he was renting a piece of land from a German on the Cape Flats on which he built a small home with his bare hands. There was no electricity in their house, no fridge, not even a radio. They had no running water either and used a metal bath and a wood-fire stove to heat water in their kitchen. I am conscious that to this day millions of South Africans still live like this.

			Oupa Theunis had the means to buy a car only 20 years later, in the 1970s. Before then, he got up at 5am and walked five miles to the station to catch the first train in order to arrive at work at 8am sharp. He was never late. On Saturdays, he did building work for the German.

			Into their humble home were born my mother and her first three brothers and two sisters. Over the years more and more joined their ranks, totalling 12 in the end. Ouma Ellie’s final son and youngest child arrived more than two decades later, shortly after the birth of her first grandchild, my elder sister. By her early thirties, Ouma Ellie had lost all her teeth as a result of calcium deficiency, a by-product of permanent pregnancy.

			From the moment my mother and her siblings could walk, the children had to work in the vegetable gardens that were planted around the house. During the week, before school, they would harvest the vegetables which were then sold for extra income on Saturdays at the local market. The kids were clothed mainly in second-hand shirts, pants and dresses, mostly donated by welfare. On the odd occasion, my great-grandmother used maize bags to sew my mother a dress. My mother finally owned her first new dress at the age of 17. 

			The family also had one cow, and it was my mother’s main chore to make the weekly ration of butter by hand. Other than that, she also had the daily duty of scrubbing the kitchen table and polishing the floors of the voorkamer and stoep by hand. She was not allowed to get up from her knees until she could see her own reflection in the sheen of the floorboards.

			I believe that it was the context of my mother’s upbringing that gave her the limitless ability to outwork people around her and never, ever to give up no matter what adversity life threw at her in the years to come. Her deep belief that hard work outweighs all talents became an entrenched belief of my own, one that I would desperately try to break many years later.

			In the end, times were so hard for my Oupa and Ouma that my mother was sent away at the age of 16 to live on a smallholding outside Stellenbosch with her aunt. At the same time, her two younger brothers – aged 13 and 14 – were also forced by the household’s dire financial circumstances to give up school, leave home and find work in order to fend for themselves. These same brothers, Gielie and Jood, were to become two of the most successful entrepreneurs in the Stellenbosch district. I have always found it quite insightful that the majority of the people I have known in my life who have created spectacular wealth never finished school or received formal tertiary education.

			As a young boy, I remember spending many weekends at Gielie’s smallholding on the Lynedoch Road, just outside Stellenbosch. I was not aware at that time that Gielie and his wife were unable to have children of their own. I somehow filled this void during that short period of my young life. I witnessed Gielie building the foundations of what would become an impressive empire, with his bare hands and sheer willpower. 

			Thinking back, it is clear to me that my mother’s tenacious way of dealing with her challenging childhood, and my time spent with Gielie four decades ago, formed the foundation for my own life as an entrepreneur. Their examples would become the ingredients of my natural way of being, defining factors which I believe to be critical to entrepreneurial success: sheer resilience, tenacity and an indomitable will to outwork everyone and anyone around you and to prove that you would grow great, no matter where you were planted.

			Although the unfertile conditions into which my mother was sown left her with an unlimited amount of willpower, it also left her limited in her thinking and self-belief – limitations that were not only imposed by the narrowness of her own parents’ context but compounded by the wicked jealousy of her first role model, the aunt with whom she was sent to live.

			Aunt Pikkie was a bombastic, egocentric and selfish woman. Her lack of emotional intelligence can be summed up in one of the most limiting assumptions that she would impose upon my mother’s mind: ‘If a man kisses you, he dishonours you for life and no other man will ever look at you. Therefore, you will have to marry that man.’ And although it may sound absurd that my mother would even believe such rubbish, this was the end of the 1950s and at that time you believed what your elders told you.

			As chance would have it, this remark would radically change the course of my mother’s life. And if it had not been for Aunt Pikkie’s foolish comment, I would never be here today in my current form. 

			Because, at the tender age of 16, the man who would become my father entered her life by giving her her first kiss.

		


		
			Dad

			In 2008, I came across a book by Brandon Bays called ‘The Journey’. Diagnosed with a basketball-sized tumour in her uterus, Brandon refused drugs and surgery, instead discovering a powerful direct path to the potent healing power of the soul. Six and a half weeks later, she was tumour free.

			Her book made a massive impression on me because at that stage of my life I was suffering from a severe social phobia and desperately trying to find a way to deal with this condition. My position within our business and our industry at large was placing me more and more within the public eye, and I was finding it increasingly difficult to cope. For this reason, I decided to go directly to the source and contacted the office of Brandon Bays in London. I was informed by the receptionist that because of global public demand on Brandon’s time, she was no longer able to engage in one-on-one sessions. Instead, I was referred to her top practitioner on local soil, Lydia Hoyland.

			And so I found myself on a couch across the table from Lydia on a warm winter’s afternoon in her home on a smallholding just outside Johannesburg. It would be a session that would unlock a childhood memory from deep within my unconscious mind. The experience would move me deeply, and I would bring the practice into our business, annually taking teams of people ‘up the mountain’, towards unlocking limiting conditioning to their own personal greatness.

			On that day, Lydia had just taken me through the stages of the process into a deep inner state in which I found myself staring down at the two bare feet at the end of my long, skinny legs, with my left arm tightly gripping my mother’s right leg. I could hear my mother crying hysterically. I could see myself peeping across her legs at my older sister, who was clinging on to my mother’s left leg. She was also staring at the floor. She couldn’t have been older than seven, so I was probably three, maybe four years old. I experienced myself staring at my own toes. My toenails were dirty. I was too afraid to look up.

			My father had lined the three of us up next to the king-sized bed in the master bedroom of our decrepit, mouldy Dorp Street mansion. He was drunk out of his mind, bursting with red rage and screaming insults at my mother. He had just knocked the entire bedroom door to splinters with his ironwood knopkierie.

			I finally mustered up the courage to look at him. He had a cocked, 9mm Tanfoglio semi-automatic pistol pointed at my mother’s right temple, his finger on the trigger.

			‘Asseblief Pappa, moenie vir Mamma seermaak nie. Ek sal ’n goeie seuntjie wees.’ 

			(‘Please Daddy, don’t hurt Mommy. I will be a good little boy.’)

			My father was the second oldest of four boys born into the home of my Oupie Basie and Oumie Marie Marais. The boys, in order of age, were André, René-Pepler, Willie-Pieter and the youngest brother, Christo. The Marais family, at that stage, was from a different world to that of my mother’s. Whilst my mother’s side was disadvantaged, my father’s side was truly advantaged. Oupie Basie was a lawyer and also the Mayor of Stellenbosch – a position he would retain for 17 years.

			On the fateful evening of my mother’s first kiss, she was visiting the Marais’ family home at 1 Piet Retief Street. She was in the early stages of dating their second youngest son, Willie-Pieter. At the end of the evening, since he didn’t yet have a licence, Willie entrusted his older brother René-Pepler with driving his new girlfriend home. René agreed. But as he pulled up in his car outside Aunt Pikkie’s home, he did what Willie had not yet had the courage to do. And so, based on a limiting belief instilled by her aunt, my mother’s fate was sealed with a kiss. She immediately ended her relationship with Willie.

			Willie went on to become a lawyer too, joining Oupie’s practice. Together they built their law firm, Marais & Marais, into a highly successful business. Years later Willie brokered a lucrative aircraft deal on behalf of the South African government, but died of cancer shortly thereafter. He was 50 years old and left behind his wife Riette and my two cousins, Marilou and Monique. Willie was my godfather, but as fate would have it he was never to become my father.

			After breaking off her relationship with Willie, my mother dated René for another five years before finally marrying him on 19 December 1964, at the age of 21. Their first child, my older sister Marne, entered the world on 17 March 1966. Two years later, I was born in their little flat on Andringa Street in Stellenbosch. After a few months, we moved around the corner to a large, stately five-bedroom home on Dorp Street. Many years later, this very same house would be renovated to become the grand Stellenbosch Hotel. As a small child, I had no understanding of the true circumstances of our lives, or that what may have looked like a fairy tale from the outside, was in truth the complete opposite on the inside.

			Apart from my father trying to shoot us, other memories from those early years included countless nights of screaming, the breaking of more doors, glasses and furniture and the throwing of numerous plates filled with food against the kitchen walls. And although the days did leave positive memories of joy, it seems my sister and I spent most nights of our younger years with our heads under our pillows, shutting out the sight of my mother’s dishevelled hair and the sound of her hysterical pleading. But, come morning, my mother would exit her room without a hair out of place and a perfectly made-up face so that the world would never see the truth.

			Over this period my mother became obsessed with always looking perfect, and insisted that I too looked the part for the facade of our weekly visits to Oupie and Oumie. I could never just be me, always having to look as though I had just stepped out of Junior GQ. Today I understand that it was her own insecurity at play, coming as she did from a very poor background and suddenly having to live up to the high society of Stellenbosch. Years later, I would discover that this need for my mother always to look good in other people’s eyes would leave me with a deep inner feeling of not being good enough. 

			In those early days, my father was working for the mighty Rembrandt Group, where he eventually became a wine label designer. He was an incredibly creative man who played the piano and mouth organ, had a flair for furniture and interior design and drew conceptual scribbles on the backs of cigarette boxes whenever he had a moment to spare. He was equally talented at chasing skirts.

			His skirt-chasing habit cost him his flashy job in the end as old man Rupert, founder of the Rembrandt Group, believed in good, wholesome family values, and when he became aware of my father’s promiscuous behaviour he gave him the axe.

			And so, at the age of six, my family had to move overnight from our musty Stellenbosch mansion to a dingy little dive in Gordon’s Bay. Today I know that our stately home on Dorp Street was actually a rental, and that most of the houses that would follow over the course of nearly a decade were orchestrated by Oupie, as he desperately tried to keep his black-sheep son from the eyes of his high and mighty social network of influential friends. All of this came at the ultimate expense of my mother.

			At first, we stayed in one of Oupie’s small one-bedroom semi-detached houses called Blaasoppie. A few years later, through her resilient efforts, my mother managed to secure a government bond and was able to buy our very first home. It was while living at our new home at 30 Berg Street in Gordon’s Bay that tragedy struck our family head-on. 

			We were on our way from Gordon’s Bay to our weekly family function at my grandparents’ home in Stellenbosch, dressed as if we were visiting the President of South Africa. (I can’t help but joke that the only difference between the President and Oupie was that the President knew that he wasn’t Oupie.) Whilst passing over the bridge crossing the national road outside Somerset West, a car driving without headlights skipped the stop street of the slipway coming off the highway. Although we hit its side at only 70 kilometres per hour, the impact was enormous. Neither of my parents were wearing their seat belts and they smashed into the windscreen. My sister and I were saved by the front seats and my father by the steering wheel on the driver’s side. My mother was less fortunate; her beautiful face was slashed to pieces, her right eye hanging on to her cheek. Amidst the ensuing chaos, my dad ran around with a severed nose, a broken left arm and his gun in his right hand, desperately seeking the driver of the other vehicle. He was intent on killing him.

			My mother ended up in hospital for months, needing 270 stitches to her face. She would never regain the full use of her right eye and her face was left expressionless for life. I cannot begin to imagine the effect that losing a beautiful face in a horrendous accident would have on a life, as my story and experiences pale in comparison to those of my mother. It would be the only time I remember my grandparents jumping in.

			Our parents finally returned home from hospital and tried their best to get back to normality. However, the impact of the accident would last a lifetime, as my father’s drinking went from bad to worse.

		


		
			Primary school

			I remember being in my bedroom, a converted double garage, desperately trying to block my ears. If my life continued like this for much longer, I would have permanent ‘bed head’ (that unruly, uncombed look of a young boy) for the rest of my life on planet Earth because I was seemingly spending more time with my head under my pillow than on top of it.

			Another massive fight had erupted in our kitchen. There had been so many by now that the persistent feeling of unease was literally clinging to the walls of our home. My mother was once again pleading desperately with my father in her high-pitched whining voice, trying to calm him down for the sake of the children. Why had she not simply packed her bags and got out? Why had she endured the madness for more than a decade? Why did she never, ever attempt to confront the issue head-on with the equally emotional dysfunctional parents of my father? Why was it that people would choose to live a life of pretence for the outside world, when their own world was a disaster? Little did I know that I was being conditioned to live my own future facade.

			Suddenly I heard a loud smash, followed by the shattering and splintering of glass, and then a shrill scream. ‘He is killing my mother!’ I thought, as I jumped out of bed and ran towards the kitchen, not sure what I would find, let alone what I was going to do to stop him. 

			On entering the kitchen, I remember seeing blood – buckets of it amongst the shards of glass scattered across the tiled floor. In yet another bout of drunken rage, my father had smashed his hand through the window, severing the main artery to his right hand. He never regained the feeling in that hand.

			Within the ocean of madness throughout the years, there were a few islands, short clips of joy outweighed by the angst of endless nights of anger and rage. A brief moment riding on my father’s back in the public swimming pool at the Gordon’s Bay caravan park. Fishing together on the harbour wall. Building drippiekasteel (sandcastles) on the beach. Sparse moments of fun which changed into fear within a split second. 

			Primary school seemed to be another bit of calm within the storm. I managed to make friends with a small group of boys who remained close friends for my entire school career and with some of whom I am still in contact to this day. Our after-school escapades were nothing short of spectacular.

			One such friend was Eddie Joyce. Eddie’s father was an ex-Western Province rugby star. After his rugby career, he became a successful entrepreneur who created a roofing company. By the time Eddie and I reached high school, his dad had reached the pinnacle of his career and built a massive house on one of the highest roads in Somerset West, Tinktinkie Street, against the slopes of the Helderberg Mountain. It was a house I would visit more than once a week, dreaming of building my own home with a view. The seed to my love for music was planted there, as Eddie’s dad had an obsession with sound equipment and LP records. Eddie was also an incredibly talented rugby player and athlete who gained his provincial colours in both sports. We became best friends. Little did I know that our friendship would bring the woman I would eventually marry within my reach.

			Another friend back then, also from an affluent home, was a handsome blond boy by the name of Werner van Zyl. Werner’s father was a civil engineer and they too lived in one of the well-to-do neighbourhoods of Somerset West. It was my countless visits to their upper-class family home that would influence my reasoning mind in later years. I simply equated lots of money and a better life with that of being an engineer. Hence my goal as a young school boy was to become a civil engineer.

			Over the course of Sub A, Sub B and Standard One, I told the most far-fetched and fantastical tall stories. I arrived at school every day with a more incredible story than the day before. The subject of my stories always involved my father. These were the early days of the classic James Bond movies, and in my head my father became an equally famous spy. My fantasies included fables of miniature television sets being imported by my father, amongst all the other missions that he was conducting abroad. I also told them about his spy car with weapons hidden under false panels in the doors. Children were in such awe that they streamed to our house in Gordon’s Bay at weekends, insisting on seeing all these incredible figments of my imagination. I then had to fabricate new lies when, after hours of searching, I was not able to find the buttons that exposed the weapons inside the doors of his car. 

			By the start of Standard Two, however, the truth was out. I was labelled ‘a liar, liar, pants on fire’, and for the following two years I had to withstand the onslaught of relentless teasing. At the end of Standard Three, I simply could not bear the barrage any longer and somehow managed to persuade my mother to move me to Gordon’s Bay Primary, a school closer to our home. She never discovered the true reason behind my motivation.

			Three aspects come to mind when I reflect upon this period of my life. One, it seems I was trying to idealise a dysfunctional father to such a level that I fabricated him into something I wanted him to be, desperately trying not to acknowledge the failure he was in my young and inexperienced eyes. Secondly, I displayed evidence of a lucid imagination and a latent talent for selling people fabrications of my mind. Could this in some wry way indicate that my mind may have been made for the wonderful world of advertising? And thirdly, something my wife and my business partner will attest to, to this day: I find it incredibly difficult to tell a lie without my face giving me away. A blessing, I would like to believe, rather than a curse.

			Moving to Gordon’s Bay Primary School at the start of Standard Four brought a few new facets to my formative years. It strengthened my friendship with my oldest friend with whom I became best buddies at the age of five, a boy by the name of Stephan Delport. I was now also in a small-town school of lower academic and sporting standards than those of Somerset West Primary. Because of this, I started to achieve in both fields. On top of this, I became the lead singer in the school choir and by the end of Standard Four I was nominated Deputy Head Boy. 

			By this stage my parents had somehow managed to buy a small café called Firlands Supermarket on one of the main arteries leading into Gordon’s Bay. By the age of 12 I was working in our shop. At 13 I started to subsidise my income by delivering newspapers, rising at 5am, six days a week. I am not exactly sure what drove me to start working at such an early age, but in years to come it became a means to have the material things that other kids had access to.

			I will always be grateful to my mother for the incredible effort she put into giving her children everything possible on an impossibly small income: a home filled with values, food on our plates, clothing and basic education. Other than that, which I know to be more than most in a South African context, I can safely say that for everything else I have paid my own way.

			Looking back, I would not have had my life any other way, because without even the worst of it I would never have become the person I am today. My turbulent early life, without a doubt in my mind, shook me up and stirred my entrepreneurial spirit. 

			The experience remains more valuable to me than all the money in the world.

		


		
			The beginning of the end

			I have always loved books. Yet somehow reading was not high on the agenda of our household. For this reason, I only discovered Charles Dickens, James Butler and J.R.R. Tolkien four decades later through the inquisitive mind of my own little boy Jasper. My reading material as a young boy would be Trompie en die Boksombende with Blikkies, Dawie, Rooie and Boesman the dog.

			I eventually graduated to a higher order of literature, namely the photo story magazines on the shelves in my father’s café, which ironically was situated next to the Gordon’s Bay Library. And so I spent the quiet hours of my working days at our café paging through the trials and tribulations of Die Wit Tier, Rocco de Wet, Grensvegter and Die Ruiter in Swart.

			I remember once standing in the aisle of our shop, a photo novel in my hands. However, on that day I was pretending to be reading while peering over the edge of my book at a poor coloured chap from the location outside town who was staring with hungry eyes at the cooler where our salted fish, polonies and cheeses were on display. By then, I had been catching thieves in this way for a few months. Every time I alerted my father, who in turn called the police. The police would arrive a few minutes later, throw the thief into the back of their van and lock the poor blighter up for the night before releasing him the very next day.

			I knew instinctively that he was about to make his move. My heart started to beat faster as he looked over towards me. I remember quickly casting my eyes downwards, pretending to read about Rocco de Wet’s invasion of Rhodesia, but I glanced back just in time to see him slip a piece of processed polony into his dirty jacket pocket.

			He turned and started walking out of our shop. 

			‘Pa, hy het ’n polony gesteel!’ (‘Dad, he stole a polony!’)

			My father, on about his seventh cup of ‘tea’ of the morning, slammed his cup down and came storming like a raging bull, an expression of madness in his eyes. My heart rate sped up even more as a feeling of dread rose into my throat. I had never seen him snap like this in public. He mostly reserved that kind of behaviour for behind closed doors. 

			‘Kom hier jou fokken donner!’ 

			The poor bastard had no chance, as my father grabbed him by the scruff of his neck with his left hand, while emptying his pockets with the right. I was silently praying, ‘Please God, don’t let there be a polony,’ suddenly wishing I had never ratted on the thief. But the polony dropped to the pavement, enraging my father even more as he dragged the culprit through the shop, out the back door and down to the basement, with me in tow.

			My father grabbed a piece of hosepipe, and started beating the screaming man relentlessly. I remember pleading, ‘Asseblief, Pappa, dis genoeg!’ (‘Please, Dad, that’s enough!’) My father eventually stopped, only to lock the shivering man into the fridge where we kept our fresh produce cold.

			I would never, ever catch another thief.

			I was 14 years old and becoming conscious of two constant behaviours of my father. For one, he was drinking vodka from a teacup from the moment he opened the doors of his café until it was time to lock up and go home – at which stage he would struggle endlessly to fit the key into the keyhole. Secondly, he would always get a severe look of embarrassment on his face when people walked into his shop, his bottom lip quivering when speaking to them. He wore dark sunglasses inside the shop and our home, 24/7. All these aspects were a source of embarrassment to me and sent my own dwindling self-esteem into a further downward spiral.

			By now I was working in our shop most weekends, and sometimes after school. It was my duty to keep the fridges stocked and the floors clean. In time, I was allowed to work behind the counter as a cashier and even cash up at the end of a long, 12-hour day. Soon afterwards, I graduated to sometimes running the shop on my own at weekends. More often than not, it was poorly stocked with as few as three or four cooldrinks in the fridges, and hardly any produce on the shelves. When people entered the shop I tried to fabricate excuses, but the truth of the matter was that there was simply no income to plough into stock. It caused our customers massive frustration and was an immense embarrassment to me when they lost their tempers and stormed out. After a period of two years, we lost our corner café, which resulted in my mother losing our first home because of not being able to make the bond repayments to the bank. 

			At the beginning of the end, my parents made a last, desperate attempt to rescue their failing marriage. On 23 March 1980 my younger sister Rene-Mari was born. In the years to come, my older sister and I would simply refer to her as ‘The Postman’s Child’ because she was special. Not only was she drop-dead gorgeous and incredibly self-confident, but she also excelled at both academics and sport, achieving far more during her school career than both of us together. I believe a contributing factor to this could be the fact that most of her childhood was far more stable than ours, although hers would come with its own unique challenges. Before Rene-Mari was one year old, we were back in a rental home on the Gordon’s Bay flats.

			I can’t remember exactly how long we stayed there, but within less than a year we were relocated to a house in Helena Heights, Somerset West. Our new home was higher up on the mountain in an affluent neighbourhood, which didn’t quite align with the financial status of my parents. I use the term ‘relocated’, as I can only assume this was yet another intervention by my father’s parents.

			We lived in our Helena Heights rental home for a year, under the pretence that our family was doing well. In truth, at times the church had to bring food to our home because there simply was not enough means to put bread on our table. By then, I was in Standard Six and reunited with all my original primary school friends. The bond was still there and even my Gordon’s Bay friend Stephan joined us at Hottentots-Holland High School.

			For me, high school was an escape from the reality of our home. I put on the brave face I had learned from my mother for the world to see. I was a naturally skinny kid with short cropped hair proudly displaying two rather big ears. I was academically average and did not excel at any sport. Despite my lack of talent, I was somehow still put in the A class. I can only assume that it was because of my mother, who was by then an experienced pre-primary school teacher and connected with some teachers at my high school. Looking back, I find it amazing how school seems to grade us as young people, without any consciousness of what the impact of being constantly measured against one another may have on our self-esteem.

			The spurts of extreme bouts of rage and abuse lessened during this period of my life. However, one memory remains vivid to this day. It was 1982, the height of apartheid in South Africa, and I was living in a racist home. Racism resided in the language of my parents, my friends and our society. It was rooted deeply within the basic manners of my peers, their beliefs and general conversation.

			One of the last savage acts of my father happened at this time. I remember standing in the garden with him, when a little white girl passed by on her bicycle. A black worker – either from a nearby farm or a gardener from a neighbouring home – was walking in the opposite direction. A fraction of a second after the man passed the little girl, my father suddenly screamed at the top of his voice, ‘Het jy gesien wat daai fokken Kaffir gedoen het!’ (‘Did you see what that fucking Kaffir did!’) 

			I hadn’t seen anything. The worker simply hadn’t done anything; the incident was clearly a figment of my father’s booze-afflicted imagination. He ordered me to follow him as he stormed into the house, grabbed his trusted 9mm Tanfoglio semi-automatic handgun, slammed a magazine filled with nine rounds into it, and dragged me along to his car. My heart was beating in my throat because I knew another ‘lesson’ was about to be taught.

			This was wrong, I knew it in my soul, but I simply could not do anything about it. Here was my role model, in a millionth fit of rage, about to commit another heinous act. He reversed at top speed down the driveway while I silently prayed that he would roll the car at the bottom of it. He managed to make the turn at the bottom, threw the vehicle into first gear, and sped down the road in the direction in which the black man had walked. A few minutes later we spotted the unassuming middle-aged man walking through a small pine tree forest. He was not behaving like someone who had thrown a stone at an innocent child. My father drove off the road and pulled up next to him. He wound down his window and shouted, ‘Haai Kaffir, hoekom het jy daardie meisie met ’n fokken klip gegooi?’ (‘Hey Kaffir, why did you throw a fucking stone at that girl?’) ‘Ekskuus Baas?’ (‘Sorry Boss?’) came the confused answer. In the blink of an eye, my father had whipped his gun out and cocked it. The innocent man ducked and dived and started to run as my father let loose one shot, two shots, three shots in succession.

			I don’t know how my father missed, I don’t know how the other man survived. Call it an act of God. All I do know is that this experience was one of a few that would leave me with an aversion to firearms for the rest of my life.

			At the end of that year, I went on holiday to Knysna with my very good friend Eddie Joyce and his parents. It was fantastic to spend time in an environment filled with fun and laughter as we camped on the shore of the lagoon. On my return from the holiday I found we had moved yet again, this time to a much smaller rental home. The move heavily impacted on my self-esteem as a young boy becoming a teenager. Our bigger house gave the impression that we also had money like most of my friends. My self-confidence took such a knock that I started to struggle to speak in front of people. It was subtle, but it was a feeling within me that would be compounded over the years to come as our little household spiralled downwards, with my mother, through sheer inhuman effort, trying desperately to keep everything together on a pre-primary school teacher’s salary.

			Our new rental home was cold and miserable. One could feel the ominous atmosphere caused by my father’s daily mood swings when one entered the front door. By now he was constantly drunk and it was at this stage that he moved into the garage. I remember my mother pushing his plate of food through the gap under the garage door at mealtimes. He had created his own prison and stubbornly refused to move from it. He had also become fixated on the idea that he was going to find oil in South Africa. He wrote countless letters to captains of industry and told me incredibly realistic yet fantastical stories about who he was in conversation with about finding oil in South Africa. He was drunk on obsession, both literally and figuratively. It is only today that I realise that my father may have suffered from schizophrenia his entire life.

			It was his move into our garage for more than six months that became the straw that broke the camel’s back. In 1982, my mother finally gave up on her first kiss.
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