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    ‘Welcome to your free trial of communism,’ they quipped. I activated a free trial of every possible TV network and began to write.


    All it took was birthing three children, taking in multiple rescue dogs, two divorces, a career crisis, ripping off a sexual orientation Band-Aid and a pandemic for me to get this book done. I have threatened to do so for too long.


    I’m marvellous at procrastination.


    Ultimately, we are Saffers. We know how to bob and weave or change the channel. We can make a plan, call a cuzzie, and gooi mealies at the drop of a gear. We change lanes more expertly than any drivers on earth. We know how to dial in, dial back, and get back up. Our DNA is fully dialled in to Ubuntu, and basic human care. We find our way without GPS, thanks, and we know that you don’t fight fire with fire, but with love. So as the curveballs fire away, we say bring it. We say hey, friends, how can I help? We cook an extra meal and work an extra shift. Fill an extra Tupperware. We find a damn way.


    This one is for My Three. My greatest blessings.


    Caz. Twenty-five at time of publishing. My first born. My tenacious, talented, incredibly creative daughter. My curly-haired toddler. My reason for surviving so many challenges. And in many moments, my reason for just surviving. A voice for equality, mental health inclusivity, body positivity, women’s rights. I’ll never regret, for a single second, becoming a teenage mother to you. Thank you for the lessons, I know there are more to come. Shine with every fibre of your beautiful being, you gorgeous woman. You don’t fully know your power, yet. But you will. I really appreciate you allowing me to share some of your story here. 


    Mike. Eighteen at time of publishing. My only son. My talented rugby player, with exceptional intuition and the most heart-melting smile. You drive me utterly nuts, but I love you more than any words might do justice. A man willing to stand up against injustice, and a man of integrity. You love fully, and beyond measure. You’re stubborn, witty, loyal, and incredibly resourceful. When you call me ‘Momma’ you can have pretty much anything. Thank you for making me a boy-mom, a rugby-mama, and I promise, someone who has always, always got your back. Even when you don’t think you need it. 


    Em. Thirteen at time of publishing. My third born, my last baby. The one I wanted on my lap and in my arms, forever. My peaceful sleeping doll, until you became a tiny, dark-haired, green-eyed tyrant toddler. My runner, swimmer, hockey enthusiast. The evolution of my own competitive spirit, and more so. My inquisitive mind, my passionate activist, my truth seeker. You might just change the world, small one, you changed me and I’m forever grateful for our friendship. I’m watching on in awe and with buckets of love.


    Come to me with anything. All three of you. It’s like we’ve said since each of you could talk, ‘We don’t deal in bullshit.’ 


    Always, forever.
Your Mom. 

  


  
    FOREWORD


    My dad ran 30 consecutive Comrades Marathons before he hung up his shoes. They call the Comrades the ‘ultimate human race’, but it’s not the 89 kilometres that put you to the test; it’s the arduous training that you have to put in to be able to run the distance. Running has always been part of my life – that and storytelling. And I guess both take practice, passion, and perseverance. For my dad running was a balance, a way to keep his mind and body healthy, a way to connect to his community and a way to see the world. You see, when you run around your neighbourhood – for 30 years – you are able to see change happening right in front of you. This is exactly what Kim Nicola Stephens wrote about in January 2016 and the reason I met her.


    I didn’t know who she was and had no idea she loved running, but one morning my phone was buzzing with excitement. Kim had written a post on Facebook that was going viral, and I was being tagged and sent the piece to republish to Good Things Guy – my good news publication. The piece was called ‘Dear Mr President, I think it’s time you go for a run’. It outlined how if the president lubed up, put some takkies on and went for a run, he would see the country for what it is. The beggars, the blue-light brigades and the businesses closing down. It spoke about the potholes, the derelict buildings and the schools with no ablutions. It was a tough read, but it ended on a high note. The piece spoke about how he would also see community spirit, unity, people caring for each other and all the things that bring South Africa together.


    I went back to read that piece again while writing this. Over 640 000 people read that article, and even though we had published it, I had no idea that four years later, Kim would carry many through the pandemic with her hilarious take on what was happening in the world. Fast-forward to April 2020. Yeah, that pandemic thing. What would a story be without including the two years we are all trying to forget?


    I woke up to my phone buzzing with excitement again. This time WhatsApp groups sharing a piece of writing about Middle Class South Africa divided into ten quarantine categories ... raw egg-eaters, conspiracy theorists, exercise fanatics and the ‘experts’. It was clever, witty, and a breath of fresh air in the middle of global trauma. I recognised the writing. I was sure it was Kim! I texted her to find out if it was, in fact, her and get permission to republish.


    Of course it was ... and that was the start of Kim’s ramblings which we published every couple of weeks. She gave us the top 10 middle class quarantine categories (at a couple of stages of the 2-year pandemic), a hilarious depiction of how confusing Level 4 actually was, the beauty truths of the ’burbs during the lockdown, the runners versus smokers debacle, and how everyone in South Africa has suddenly become an expert on nearly everything. In August of that same year – after things started opening up again in South Africa – Kim flew to Joburg, and we planned to meet face-to-face.


    We sat at a little street café topping up our teapots for hours. Just chatting. It was a perfect Highveld winter’s day, but it was also that weird stage of the pandemic when we weren’t sure if we would kill each other by touching, or sitting too close together, or even just with prolonged eye contact, but by the end of the afternoon, we couldn’t stop ourselves from hugging. In the middle of a global pandemic, through storytelling, I had found a friend.


    In between publishing 15 articles featuring her writing, her hilarious opinions and incredible insight, I had the honour of interviewing her on the radio to chat about it all and, at the end, I asked the dreaded question ... what’s next? Is there a book in the pipeline? Kim answered that she had made a promise to a friend who had tragically passed away from lung cancer that she would write a book and wanted to start working on that. And here we are.


    During the pandemic, Kim gave us a gift; she helped many of us see the lighter side to a very dark situation, like a breath of fresh air; she gave us a different perspective, and this book will do that all again.


    This is her story, the person behind the writing. Where she comes from. The who. The why. It’s real, raw and really good! Not only is this talented writer an exceptional storyteller and a beautiful friend ... but she’s one that keeps her promises too. Oh, and if any president (or person in government) happens to read this, you should definitely take her advice ... and go for a run.


    BRENT LINDEQUE, Good Things Guy

  


  
    INTRO


    It is 2020, and the world has imploded. Like a scene straight out of a B-Grade American movie from the early 90s, a virus has wiped out hundreds of thousands of humans and counting. What may or may not have begun with a man eating a bat in a market in China, something called Covid-19 has arrived. The average citizen is devoutly unconcerned about the origin of the virus; we crave moments of normalcy and connection. Isolation has shattered our familiar tapestry of family and community. The South African economy, which has teetered along in previous decades, faces a terrifying free fall. Our situation is unfathomable, and our future tenuous at best. Conspiracy theorists are doing flick-flacks in their foil hats, fake news is literally undiscernible, and I haven’t hugged my mother in months.


    In March, South Africans were locked down in one of the strictest versions of a ‘flatten the curve’ strategy that any government in the world embraced. President Cyril Ramaphosa gathered us around our TVs, computers and mobile devices and delivered an address that would set the tone for a dramatic political, social and emotional landscape for many months to come. The impact will last decades. It began with a 21-day, Level 5 set of rules where alcohol, cigarettes and joy were effectively outlawed. Schools closed, contracts were frozen, roads became ghost towns and our beleaguered national power supply, Eskom, promised to do some necessary maintenance whilst factories and other heavy power users were off the grid. Wide-eyed, we blinked at our screens, and a pervasive fear rose from every shack, house, apartment, and estate across the country. The president himself appeared unhinged, unsure, strained. There was no precedent for this crisis, no blueprint. No other international leader seemed more in control or informed.


    On the night of the presidential address confirming our lockdown, my children were with their father, my first husband. I drove less than two kilometres to the road where my parents and sister live opposite one another. My sister was preparing a cake and wrapping gifts for her little girl’s fifth birthday. They had decided to pack up and head to a small cottage on her husband’s aunt’s farm in a town called Darling, outside Cape Town, for the proposed 21-day lockdown. I parked my car and we all stood, distanced, trying to unpack the reality of what was being prescribed. Somewhere from deep inside a cracked sob edged out of me. I felt a sense of devastation, akin to any great loss I’ve ever experienced, and a deep, deep fear. My brother-in-law broke the (very new) rules and came over to hug me. It would be months before I saw my sister again. Everything changed.

  


  
    BACKGROUND


    My first memories begin in Cape Town, South Africa. I am the daughter of a successful advertising executive dad, and social worker mom. She stopped working formally to have my younger sis and me, but she never strayed far from charitable, or community-based causes and rejoined the workforce as a part-time aerobics instructor in the 80s. She had a super-sassy lycra and leg warmer wardrobe and legs to match.


    My younger sister and I grew up in a heritage Rondebosch cottage, within walking distance of our small, all girls primary school. A road known as Campground Road, and it progresses to form one of the borders of the Rondebosch Common. This open ground, now famous for its more than 200 indigenous plant species including fynbos and winter arum lilies and a five kilometre Park Run route, was originally a military camp, hence the name. The local Dutch farmers rallied here before the decisive Battle of Blaauwberg and troops were regularly stationed on the ground, right up to the Second World War. In 1961 the Rondebosch Common was declared a National Monument and remains so to this day. Whilst the common was utilised as a military camp, more senior military personnel were stationed in rows of identical homes further down Campground Road; ours was one of them. They featured long, narrow grounds, beautiful wood flooring, front ‘stoeps’, sash windows and very necessary fireplaces framed by ornate tiles. My parents purchased this home in 1982, when I was four and my sister a babe in arms. When my parents had a swimming pool installed at the bottom of our garden, artifacts such as soldiers’ water bottles and rusted firearms were lifted and sent to the Cape Town Museum.


    My personal understanding of the South African political landscape was limited. Interaction with people of colour occurred only when domestic workers or gardeners came into our homes. During one of the many uprisings in the mid-80s, our domestic worker and her family lost their shack and all of their possessions. Hazel, her husband and 17-year-old son arrived at our home in the middle of the night. They came to live in our outside flatlet, all three sharing one small room with an adjacent bathroom. I didn’t know why then, but it had to be a secret. This was a massive contravention of the Group Areas Act, and the ramifications of this living arrangement extended far beyond the months that they spent with us. Belian, their son, was a promising academic intent on pursuing a career in law. He was an active participant in the uprising against apartheid. My parents assisted in advancing his education through a bursary application to the University of Fort Hare, a public university situated in Alice, in the Eastern Cape. It was a key institution of higher education for black Africans from 1916 to 1959 when it was subsumed by the apartheid system. It is celebrated for alumni such as Nelson Mandela, Desmond Tutu, Robert Sobukwe, Oliver Tambo, Govan Mbeki, Robert Mugabe, Chris Hani, Dali Mpofu, Kenneth Kaunda and many more. Belian achieved his Bachelor of Laws, and we understood that he went on to become a very successful attorney, but we had no further contact with the family once his mom retired, other than the monthly deposit of her pension to her bank account until many years later, when she was assumed deceased.


    None of this was on my immature radar. I was more concerned with making the senior choir, perfecting my four square skills and remaining popular at school. Besides, this small family was only one of a few residents to live in that flatlet. For a while, my ridiculously cool young uncle, my father’s (much) younger brother and an art student at the time, Paul, lived there. He grew marijuana in our garden, which he regularly rescued from our compost heap when my mom uprooted it. He was responsible for bringing characters such as a black, dreadlocked Rastafarian into our kitchen. These cool friends had to be snuck in or out of the home under cover of nightfall. Another tenant of this flatlet was a Mormon student who didn’t go anywhere other than his classes and had giant white Y-Fronts hanging on our line. He was, perhaps, an indication that my mother was tired of marijuana on the compost heap and other colourful, illegal, suburban shenanigans.


    When I was 12, schools ‘opened’. We understood this to mean that exciting new friends were going to arrive when the new term began. They would be black, they would speak languages other than English and Afrikaans, and we were to be nice and welcoming. In our grade, we got just one new friend; a girl of Indian origin called Jerusha. She was beautiful, smarter than all of us, and taught us how to wear a Sari which we all did when the school produced a rendition of the musical, The King and I. We had no idea how long it would take for the apartheid legacy to show any signs of societal correction, or what that meant for our blindly hopeful generation.


    We holidayed with two sets of grandparents in the Eastern Cape. We did ballet, played tennis and I dabbled in drama while my sister demonstrated musical prowess. She and I walked to school in dark-green school dresses, navy-blue tights and gumboots, splashing through Cape winters at a time when rainfall was prolific. We had fish fingers, mash and peas on a Friday, and generally attended St Michael’s Catholic Church on a Sunday. In summer, we swam the weekends away, and lay on the brick paving surrounding our pool, to warm our bodies. We burned our shoulders in the sun and climbed trees to spy on the neighbours. We were paid 20 cents per bucket to pick up the fallen guavas from a tree in the garden, and neither of us have eaten guavas since.


    In that home we progressed from rented VCR machines to owning one of the first DVD players in our hood. I remember hours of lying on my belly on the cream carpet of the front lounge listening to Fleetwood Mac LPs on a record player. That gave way to producing mixed tapes featuring UB40, AC/DC and Vanilla Ice. Our first family CD was Eric Clapton’s Rush. From this home I learned to ride a bike, climb a tree, drink neat vodka, and kiss a boy.


    I recall feeling safe, free, and deeply joyful. The smell of braai, and fresh cut grass. Sunday afternoons at my Godparents in Newlands, climbing on to the roof and building forts with their son, Andrew, the closest I came to having a brother.


    When I was 15, dad took on a position with Volkswagen South Africa. He transferred from being a director at a Cape advertising agency, Ogilvy & Mather Rightford, Searle-Tripp & Makin, to sales and marketing and then communications GM at the VW Eastern Cape head office. He pretty much dragged his three girls to Port Elizabeth, where we each adapted to varying degrees. I mean, viewed through the eyes of a dramatic teenager, women were wearing tracksuit pants and high heeled shoes in the Greenacres Mall, and this brat was having none of it. I loved only one of my high school teachers – Moz Linder. I think I loved her because she genuinely believed in me, and because she taught us a drinking song that went ‘Cats on rooftops, cats on tiles. Cats with syphilis, cats with piles … cats with their arseholes wreathed in smiles, as they revelled in the joys of fornication!’


    That was in 1995, when we all naively believed in a rainbow nation, Mandela was supposedly in charge, and we won the Rugby World Cup. Ours was a fledgling democracy, and the middle class youth was high on booze appropriated from our parents’ drinks cabinets, and the possibility of a free and fair South Africa. Rebellious white girls flaunted their coloured boyfriends in a muddled, African version of the musical, Grease. We attended underground raves in rubber dresses. We wore blue nail polish and jelly baby shoes and smoked a lot of marijuana.


    We take the pressure and we throw away,


    Conventionality belongs to yesterday.


    There is a chance that we can make it so far.


    We start believing now but we can be who we are.


    Grease is the word.


    Despite enviable privilege and a solid academic record, I was pregnant when I wrote my matric finals in 1996. The dream to study journalism at Rhodes University in Grahamstown and follow a family tradition at this highly recognised place of learning met an abrupt halt. I’ve shared this story so many times, but still don’t have a solid grasp on its truth. The reason for this, I believe, is something like psychogenic fugue, which is a form of psychogenic amnesia. I was in deep denial of the pregnancy for months. Having completed my exams amid bouts of morning sickness, I turned 18 and passed my driver’s test on my first attempt. I was on the pill.


    Matriculants traditionally leave Cape Town, Johannesburg and other areas of South Africa to attend a week-long bender called Plett Rage. The picturesque coastal town of Plettenberg Bay is on the Garden Route of the Western Cape. Once a year it becomes the unlucky receptacle of wealthy teenage drunken debauchery and general youthful anarchy. Despite my fairly progressed pregnancy, I was determined to realise this rite of passage, and so one day in late October of 1996, four of us wrote our final exam at Collegiate High School for Girls and piled into my red and white Volkswagen Citi Golf. It had been my mom’s car for many years, and still had my sister’s baby straps on the back seat. For our journey to Plett, those in the back were perched atop cases of beer. Rain was pounding, my passengers became progressively inebriated, and our pale blue school dresses were thrown out of the car windows somewhere along the N2 highway. We probably had the soundtrack for the movie Reality Bites playing, or something from Alanis Morissette. Could have been The Pixies. Two of the 8 or 9 girls staying in our chalet shaved their heads that holiday. We muddled between cooking two-minute noodles and mixing giant coolers of ‘bumpies’. A combination of cheap vodka, lime cordial, sugar, water and ice. It was easy for me to fake consumption of bumpies with a glass of lime and water. We danced the nights away in wrap skirts and platforms, at a notorious nightclub called The Cave, where every kind of drama from cheating boyfriends to being bounced for puking on the dancefloor was witnessed. And then we all had to come home.


    As my family geared up to wave me off to my three-year stint at Rhodes University, the reality of my growing bump moved from my vague periphery to a more central view.
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