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    Foreword


    by John Darrell Hall


    WHEN I SAID I WOULD write a foreword for this book I thought, as the dad of this clumsy potato, it will be easy. I mean, I know the potato well, have a lot of love and respect for her, lived with her through many of her antics and ups and downs. When I started, I first did some research on what such a voorwoord is supposed to be. Apparently I’m supposed to write an introduction that flows into the book and entices the reader to want to read it. I can tell you now that I have seen, or know almost nothing, of what the potato has written, but as I said, I was there through lots of it.


    I will speak about the potato, rather than the story she’s telling.


    In my younger years I was more into sport and related physical activities than arts and culture, and when she was born and started to grow up, with a slim, athletic build, I thought: I have a Springbok in the making in some or other sporting discipline here ... until that first day in Grade 1 when I was waiting on the athletics field in anticipation of watching her run her first ever race. It’s difficult to explain what happens to her body when she runs, so I’ll just stick to … it turns instantly from athletic to potato!


    She has always been a special, intelligent, complicated, silly, deep thinking and fiercely loyal girl, who does things in her own way – according to society’s rules or not. Sometimes looking messy and tomorrow neat, sometimes weak and tomorrow strong. That’s why this father looked at her at times, thinking, ‘How is this idiot going to achieve anything?’ I could never understand where she got her ‘talents’ from. Definitely more from mom than dad.


    I am a very private person and public displays of anything are not in my nature, so when this potato started doing stuff like singing competitions, being part of dancing groups – even on huge stages like the State Theatre in Pretoria, redenaar competitions, eisteddfods, etc, I was so nervous sitting in the audience, watching her – ag hell, I thought I was gonna die!


    I remember her first speech on stage when she was around eight years old, about what she wanted to be when she grows up – singer/actress, of course. Nervous dad in the audience and this beautiful little girl up there, I will never forget her final sentence: ‘So hou maar julle skerms dop, eendag sien julle my op TV.’


    Like with most people, life happens, and our family went through a few downs – some personal catastrophic downs, bad experiences and the more standard problems. Being in charge of our children’s upbringing and well-being make us, the parent, do and say things which we sometimes don’t really believe ourselves. However, three things I firmly believed, and always impressed on my children, were:


    1.We may not be rich moneywise, but we are rich with love.


    2.No matter what bad things happen to you, it’s never an excuse to fail in life. No excuse will fix failures!


    3.There are always people around who are worse off than you. Worry about them.


    And of course, I also always told them: Don’t worry, Dad is a ‘man van staal’.


    When she finished school she wanted to study dramatic arts at the University of Pretoria. As it turned out, I couldn’t afford it. The potato started working, doing things like waitressing, hosting, promo events, worked at a radio station, and later got involved in marketing.


    Luckily Dad’s appetite for all things entrepreneurial (you know, working long hours for a pittance) rubbed off on her. Through the grace of God, our heavenly Father, she managed without much effort from her side, to stay true to herself, while the knocks and experiences from life have made her the silly, talented, oddly weird businesswoman that she is today. And now the rest of us are left to cope with all that is Sami Hall.


    Here, in her own words, is the story of the clumsy potato …

  


  
    Preface


    WHEN I STARTED THE JOURNEY of writing this book, I wasn’t exactly sure where I wanted to go with it.


    On the one hand I wanted it to be light-hearted and funny. I wanted to share all the ridiculously funny stories from my life that made me ask ‘why do these things always happen to me?’


    On the other hand, I also wanted it to be raw and vulnerable; I wanted to share the events and experiences that made me who I am today, and let me tell you, those events weren’t always funny. I think a lot of people who naturally have the gift of making people laugh suffered traumas, and one of the reasons they enjoy making people laugh is because they know what it feels like to be sad. When I can make someone laugh and make them feel better after a shitty day, it makes me happy. Using humour as a way to cope with all of the craziness going on, on this floating rock we call earth, is the only way to survive.


    I eventually decided that I wanted to share everything: The good, the bad, the ugly and the funny … I am Sami Hall, and this is the story of my blêrie life! Well, some of it – it would be impossible to share all of it in one book. But here are the highlights, and lowlights …

  


  
    Let’s go ...


    BEFORE I CAN GO INTO where Sami came from, I should probably start with who I am today … which is always a difficult question to answer.


    I am just a small-town girl, living in a lonely world (disclaimer to avoid lawsuits … this is the opening line of Don’t stop believin’ by Journey. It definitely did not originate in my brain so all credit to Journey). The truth is though, I’m just a 31-year-old woman who still feels like a teenager sometimes, and who has no idea what she is doing. I fit no label. I am in no-one’s box. I am someone who is learning to be more comfortable in her own skin and am a recovering people pleaser.


    I have had many dreams in my life and I was always determined to be successful. That hasn’t changed, but what has changed is my perception of what successful means. A few years back, I would say having an awesome career and loads of money would qualify me as a success. My current list of criteria is a lot simpler – or more complicated – depending on how you look at it. It works on a day-to-day basis. The current qualifying questions would include things like:


    1.Did you wake up without a headache?


    2.Did you have any proper meals today? And no, potato chips on bread doesn’t qualify as a meal.


    3.Did you smile or laugh today?


    4.Did you manage to avoid yelling at, punching, or murdering someone?


    5.Did you get out of your pyjamas?


    6.Did you work out? Simply putting on your gym clothes doesn’t count though!


    7.Did you make someone smile today?


    If I answer yes to the majority of these questions by the end of the day I classify it as a successful day! This is one thing I wish I’d realised sooner. Screw other people’s ideas of success and just take it one day at a time. Stop chasing material things and chase happiness instead. Monetary success will follow eventually and, in the blink of an eye, it can disappear again. So learn to be happy with the small things in life. Be happy even when you think there is little reason to be, because there is always something to be happy and thankful for.


    It has been quite the journey to get to this point and we should probably start at the beginning …

  


  
    A bartered birth


    YOU READ THE HEADING CORRECTLY. My birth was bartered. You see, my dad was in the garden industry – he has had dozens of nurseries during his lifetime. The nice ones with plants – not the loud snot-filled ones with children. Anyway, as it turns out, the doctor that was elected to help Sami enter the world was in need of some plants, so my dad traded with him. Pull my daughter out and I will give you a skoonma se tong. I’m not sure how many and what plants exactly – but I know that it was a product for service trade deal. On the 1st of August 1991 Sami was born in Kempton Park Hospital – the very same hospital that closed a few years later and is now notorious for being haunted. Maybe that is why I am a bit of a weirdo today – I was probably haunted while I was in the womb. I’ve apparently seen some shit. That hospital today is extremely eerie and creepy – but back in the day it was apparently packed with medical professionals – one that I know for a fact had a gorgeous garden.


    When I think back to my early childhood, it plays out like a clichéd montage in a movie. We were a happy family: Mom and Dad loved each other, and they adored me. My mom was beautiful, creative and sweet. My dad was hard-working, funny and tough. I was a little drama queen and would often put on theatre shows for my parents. When I was around five or six, we welcomed my brother to the family and he was the cutest little boy in the world. Our family was complete; it was the perfect family. Or was it? (Cue the dramatic ‘dum dum’ from Law & Order.)


    [image: ]


    The happy family – Boetie, Mom, Dad and me (L to R)

  


  
    The audacity


    I WAS A DRAMATIC CHILD and just loved being the centre of attention. This is an embarrassing admission, but not nearly as embarrassing as the extreme jealousy I felt when my brother was born. He had the absolute audacity to be cute! How dare he? I mean I loved him and all that crap, but why did he have to be so adorable? I didn’t realise that I was so filled with jealousy until a few years later when I watched some home movies with my family – and saying I cringed while watching myself would be an understatement.


    There are millions of videos of shows I put on for my family (which, if I may add, I wrote, produced, and starred in) where I danced, sang, made speeches, etc, but one home video in particular made me want to crawl into a hole.


    Allow me to paint you a word picture ...


    I was around seven years old; my brother was a baby; we were on a family vacation with my parents and grandparents. My grandfather was the family camera man. He wasn’t, shall we say, very ‘selective’ about what he filmed. Whenever we went on vacation, he would spend hours and hours filming the most random things. There would be a three-hour segment where he filmed the guest house bathroom, with close-ups of the bath, shower and toilet! I shit you not (pun intended).


    On this specific day of the vacation, while my brother lay on the playmat, my grandfather filmed him. (According to the English language that just insists on being difficult, the term ‘my brother lay on the playmat’ is apparently the correct past tense way of saying it. Does it sound stupid? Absolutely, but I don’t make the rules). So, he just lay there, not doing any tricks, dances, or anything interesting for that matter. He just lay there talking gibberish, yet that apparently deserved all the screen time. The next thing you see on the home movie screen is my face popping into the frame, and very dramatically asking my grandfather when it is my turn to get filmed! Apparently seven-year-old Sami didn’t stop to think about how embarrassing this would be for teenage Sami when she watched grandpa’s VHS tapes.


    [image: ]


    Little me, the drama queen
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    Little brother and me
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    Chef in the making
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    An excellent eater
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    JD and me


    So, as I said, we were the perfect family. My dad owned a nursery and my mom was a stay at home mom. She used to paint clay figurines that were displayed and sold at the nursery. I used to love painting with my mom. That was what cultivated my creativity. Me and my mom used to enjoy dancing in the living room. From the outside and from my perspective our little family seemed happy. Then suddenly and without warning everything changed. My mom was unhappy; she was struggling with her mental health and with postpartum depression. No one knew, and it happened too quickly for anyone to see it coming.


    One day, out of nowhere, my parents, who almost never fought, who loved each other so dearly, announced that they were getting a divorce. I was in shock! How could this be happening to my family? I think this was the first life event that left me permanently scarred. I mean, I know that in this day and age divorce isn’t really a shock anymore and has become sort of ‘normal’, but for me this changed everything. If my parents, who loved each other and looked so happy, couldn’t make it, then who can? I am pretty sure that this (and a few other traumas that we will cover later) is one of the reasons why I’m 31 and single with absolutely no interest in being in a relationship.

  


  
    The brief history of Sami, the athlete!


    THE FIRST TIME I SHOWCASED my athletic abilities (or rather lack thereof) was a massive shock and disappointment to me and my dad. You see, I looked athletic. I was thin and tall and had actual calf muscles, but alas, I was a metaphorical train wreck. My appearance gave the illusion that I would be following in my dad’s sporty footsteps … but boy were we sorely mistaken.


    It was Grade 1 and, as is customary, our school year started out with athletics. My dad came to the first day of try-outs, and as we prepared to do the 100m race he stood at the finish line full of anticipation. He looked over to one of the dads standing next to him and pointed at me at the start line and proudly said: ‘That is my daughter.’ He would later regret that admission!


    Ready, set, go … It is difficult to describe what happens to my body when I start running, it’s like my whole being is suddenly and violently possessed by an epileptic pigeon. I finally stumbled over the finish line and my dad, who was still pointing at me from his earlier attempt at bragging, slowly moved his finger to the left and said to the other dad, ‘I meant the one next to her.’


    My dad’s face was pale and he struggled to hide the expression of shock and horror after what he’d just witnessed. The most ridiculous part is that after that display, and after what the school had observed, they still required me to try out EVERY YEAR! The smart thing would have been for me to just try without trying – you know, just walk the 100 metres – but along with my incredible lack of athletic ability I was still EXTREMELY competitive. So I really tried, and the harder I tried, the more I came across as possessed.


    Needless to say, this entire chapter of my life was extremely traumatic and I still wake up screaming from nightmares where I can clearly see myself trying to lunge my body over a hurdle and falling flat on my face. I had to eventually accept the fact that the only running I am good at is running away from my problems, or running towards red flags. I also have a tendency to run my mouth, but that is about as far as it goes.

  


  
    The blêrie divorce


    SO, THERE IT WAS. MY mom and dad got divorced. There were no custody battles or disputes (thank God), and they just agreed that it would be best for me and my brother to stay with my dad. My mom moved back to my grandparents, desperate to find herself and fix whatever had broken inside her.


    Sadly, she turned to those vices that make you feel better in the moment, but ruin your life in the long run; alcohol and prescription drugs that were pushed on her by doctors, or as I like to call them, ‘legal drug dealers’, because it’s always easiest to throw pills at the problem. To this day I have such a fear of medication, even though I know and understand that it is sometimes necessary. I know for a fact that they are prescribed too easily and I have seen way too many lives ruined because of legal drugs.

  


  
    The pregnancy scare


    IN PRIMARY SCHOOL WE HAD those massive backpacks that almost broke your back (and then we wonder why we have constant back pain by the age of 28) and in class we had to put our bags neatly next to our desks. This did not seem to be a problem for literally ANYONE, but clearly I’m not everyone. My bag didn’t want to stay upright; it kept falling over and no amount of Pythagoras equations helped me to figure out why. At first it was just a slight inconvenience, but it soon turned into a nightmare when my very pregnant teacher tripped over my bag, that was at this point taking up the whole bloody walkway between the desks. I was absolutely mortified! Almost in slow motion, I saw my teacher’s foot finding my schoolbag, her hurtling forward, rounded tummy fast approaching the floor, like Newton’s apple … I couldn’t bring myself to watch the rest.


    Luckily both my teacher and her baby were fine, but this did lead to a phone call to my dad to explain how my level of disorganisation was starting to affect the well-being of unborn children. I don’t mean to be so blêrie disorganised, in fact I really try to have my shit together! It just seems that chaos finds me. To be fair, the teacher should probably have looked where she was going, so all the blame can’t be on me. Can it?

  


  
    A broken home


    MY DAD WAS AMAZING DURING this time. He wanted to make the transition to a broken home as easy as possible. He was determined that I, as the older child and only woman in the house, didn’t feel like I had to become the ‘mom’ of the home. So my dad packed lunches, took us to school, made dinner, did laundry, and ran a business that was open seven days a week – and never complained.


    I will never forget the first time my dad did my hair for school. He created a new hairstyle that morning that I dubbed the ‘deconstructed ponytail’. My mom always had this gift of tying my hair in a way that not even hand-to-hand combat could unravel – that shit was tight. My dad did get better and definitely improved at hairstyling though.


    More than anything, family has always been my dad’s priority. I don’t think I realised how hard he worked until I was older, but I am an intuitive person and an empath, so even though my dad tried to hide it from us kids, I knew he was going through a hard time – he missed my mom. In his eyes their marriage was amazing and the divorce and my mom’s unhappiness came as just as much of a shock to him as for us. I’m going to be honest, at this point I was so angry with my mom for abandoning us (although my dad would never allow us to speak ill of her). How could she leave us? How could she hurt my dad like that? I had so many questions, and no answers.


    It’s only in recent years that I’ve started to understand the massive effect that one’s mental health can have on your life. She was struggling and didn’t have the right tools to get through it. Depression and anxiety don’t discriminate. It doesn’t care how great your life is, how much money you have or how blessed you are. It can affect anyone. And given the fact that I am currently in a better place than I’ve ever been in my adult life, and simultaneously starting to struggle with anxiety in ways I’ve never struggled before, is proof that you can’t control if or when your mental health will go off track.


    I also know that given how much I have been blessed this year, and how absolutely grateful I am, I feel so angry and embarrassed when I say that I’m battling; even if I just say it to myself. As a society we are starting to talk more openly about mental health, although the stigma is still there, but back when my mom was in difficulty, it wasn’t talked about at all. There was no awareness of the signs to look out for, and no social media content from others grappling with similar issues. I am only now beginning to understand how difficult it must have been for her and I just wish she had turned to the right people and coping mechanisms.

  


  
    The pinkie abrasion


    I WENT TO AN AFTERSCHOOL crèche-type place for a very long time. My dad worked and he didn’t want me to be home alone, so by the time I was in Grade 6/7 I was still going to this horrid place filled with snot-nosed children. I was the oldest kid at afterschool, and I was mostly annoyed and bored. One fateful day at the afterschool centre, sitting on the floor in the hall chatting to some kids closest to my age, but still much younger, I was leaning back, my hands flat on the floor. A bunch of children were playing around us and a few boys were kicking a rugby ball around when one of them came running past and ran right over my hand, stomping his filthy bare foot right on top of my fingers. He continued to run, and I yelled after him that he should look where he’s going and should stop running inside.


    I turned back to my young friends, but a weird and warm feeling in my hand made me look down and I saw blood everywhere. The bone in my pinkie was sticking out and the tip of the finger was hanging on for dear life. Up until this point I didn’t realise that I was in extreme pain, but as soon as I saw all the blood, my brain registered the pain and I started crying uncontrollably, while simultaneously swearing that boy right back into his mother.


    The teachers were even more hysterical than me, and one teacher rushed off to call my dad. The school employees had an expression on their faces that I did not recognise at the time, but that I have since learned to be the universal ‘fear of getting sued’ expression. My dad took me to the hospital, where I needed surgery (not really surprising considering that my finger bones were no longer inside my finger where they were supposed to be). As I sat at the hospital I thought to myself, only I can manage to get massively injured whilst literally sitting and doing nothing. To this day my odd-looking pinkie finger makes me raise the question, why do these things always happen to me?

  


  
    The new normal


    WE VISITED MY MOM EVERY second weekend and I could see she was heading down the wrong path, but I was too young to properly express feelings into words. I couldn’t even understand them myself. On the one hand I enjoyed visiting her, we went out a lot and my social life was booming. There weren’t as many rules as at dad’s house and I was enjoying the freedom. But, on the other hand, I hated it. I despised seeing my mom drunk, and my grandparents always made snarky comments as ‘passing conversation’ about my dad, which infuriated me because my dad and his family never said a bad word about my mom or her family.


    The changes at home also affected my school life: I was so angry; I didn’t fit in at school; kids made fun of me, and where I used to be confident enough in myself to ignore the haters, I became self-conscious, and hated going to school. It was difficult for me to understand and navigate my own personality – I’ve always been this drama queen. I wanted to entertain people and be a famous actress; I was loud and out there, and anyone who really knew me would have classified me as an extrovert. But in reality I never saw myself that way. I’m comfortable around certain close people and I don’t have an issue with being on stage in front of a sea of strangers – but in real life, social situations make me uncomfortable. I never know what to say and am actually quite shy. I feel drained by too many people, and I am most at peace when I am alone in my bedroom, with no one speaking to me. This is still a difficulty to this day. People are often confused by the fact that I have all this confidence and that I am so outgoing and outspoken in my videos, but in reality I can come across as quite antisocial.


    While I was attempting to cope I think my brother was struggling more. The divorce, my mom leaving, all happened during his formative years. My first few years on this planet were in a world where both my parents were present and happy, whereas my brother was basically born into the chaos. The effect it had on his mental health was tremendous. I’ve always felt a strong need to protect my brother; it was clear from the beginning that he was different.
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