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			Dedication

			This memoir is dedicated to my daughter and son - my heart, my joy and my greatest gifts. You are the reason I strive, you are the river that runs through my heart, and the strength of my journey. I love you.

			To my son-in-law and daughter-in-law, thank you for your love. Your presence has enriched our lives in ways words cannot express. 

			To my grandchildren, who bring laughter, wonder, and hope to every moment - may you always know how deeply you are loved.

			To my siblings, their spouses, and their children - thank you for the bonds that have held us together through every season.

			And to my courageous mother, a true prayer warrior, whose faith and resilience have been a guiding lights - I honour you!
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			Section 1

			Cape Town, South Africa

			

			Chapter 1

			Gunshots and Daggers

			

			She lay snuggled at my breast. Her warm little body against mine. She had quickly mastered the suction technique and after three weeks did it like a pro. Using her tiny tongue and strong cheek muscles, my little cub latched until the milky liquid filled her tiny mouth. Her suction was strong and sent a weird but pleasant sensation through me. This bonding was a continuation of the connection inside my womb. While I marvelled at her tiny fingers, dainty hands and little pink lips, her beautiful dark eyes stared at me as though I was everything in her world. Mama bliss. Sheer mama bliss. While mesmerised by the little miracle of life on my chest, I had no idea an intruder had climbed through my sibling’s bedroom window. 

			We had been living in this house for about five years. Our family of five had never owned a home before. Daddy had paid an R100 deposit for the house in Mitchells Plain. We had previously lived with Ma and Pa, but Ma had died. She was diagnosed with stomach cancer and within months was gone. I had been riddled with guilt because I had stolen 50c from her purse. She was asleep when I tiptoed into the bedroom. Quietly, I opened the second drawer of the chest of drawers. It seemed to have made so much noise. Yet, she didn’t move. I quickly removed two loose coins from her purse and tiptoed out again. While playing with the neighbour’s children, I pretended to find the coins in the sand. The stolen money was used to buy sweets, but I felt so guilty that they did not taste good. Ma died and I didn’t have the opportunity to say I was sorry. At the cemetery, I stayed in the car. I didn’t want the picture of a coffin with Ma’s lifeless body being lowered into a hole to be my last memory of her! Instead, I wanted to remember Ma at the yellow melamine kitchen table. Playing solitaire. Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle. Flip, flip, pause and flip. I listened to her shuffling and flipping the cards in the silence of the night. 

			

			Pa remarried within a year. He moved to his new wife’s house and sold the house in Lansdowne. For the first time, my dad had the opportunity to purchase a house in Mitchells Plain. It was half the size of the Lansdowne one, but I had my own room and my cousins as neighbours. The house was semi-detached and my room’s wall and our bathroom connected the two houses. 

			A few weeks after we moved to the Rocklands house, I heard a commotion outside. Policemen at the back of our block of houses? How strange. I wondered if someone had lost something. Neighbours who gathered on the road said a man had been killed on a slab of concrete at the bottom of the hill. This was the hill behind our house. We had played on that precise hill and those slabs the day before. After the police left, my friends and I made our investigation. Yellow plastic ribbon lay in the sand around the grey slabs partly painted in red with the deceased’s dry blood. It sent shivers down my spine. 

			Starting at a new school in the middle of the year felt worse than knowing someone had been killed close to our house. As I walked down the school corridors, I wished I was back at Groenvlei High School. I did not know anyone and felt lost not knowing where to go. All I was told was which class I had to go to first. When I shyly asked where the next class was, I was ignored by teens who rushed to where they needed to be. Maybe they didn’t hear me because I spoke so sheepishly. I remember following a group of children speaking loudly while going up a flight of steps. They were laughing and rushing to their class. I started up the steps but stopped midway. I hated changing schools. My bladder and nerves were working against me so I rushed as quickly as I could to the toilet I had passed earlier. 

			

			It was different to the toilets at Groenvlei High School. There was no toilet paper in any of the cubicles. The walls were decorated with writing in black markers with profanity and love and hate declarations. 

			Keith loves Gairu. 

			Wange (cheeks) was here. 

			%@#£ Mr. Woodpecker 

			I HATE YOU &@#%$!!!!

			The blue wooden toilet doors were etched with art displaying messages or individuals claiming to have been there; making their mark like the cross erected on the South African coast by Bartholomew Diaz because he had been there. I didn’t know if the man in blue overalls I saw when I entered had cleaned the floor or if the liquid around the toilet bowl was urine from an earlier visitor. There was a weird smell like chemicals mixed with urine. I didn’t know what Jeyes fluid smelt like so it could have been that. I squatted over the rimless bowl, ensuring my legs did not touch any part of the toilet as my mother had instructed since I was little. While in the cubicle I decided not to look for my next class and rather go home. 

			

			The school experience wasn’t enough to mess with a 13-year-old’s psyche as the day held another surprise. I walked through the front door that afternoon to a ransacked house. My mother’s locket, a family heirloom she had received from her grandmother, was missing. The look on her face showed her disappointment and sadness. My brother’s bicycle was gone too. The other items taken had no sentimental value but were important to us because Daddy didn’t earn much and we didn’t have much. A radio. Clothes. Cassettes. Food had been taken out of the fridge and left on the table. The most valuable thing the thugs stole was our peace. 

			We had only been in the house for two weeks and the thieves had rummaged through everything. The house looked like a box had been picked up, shaken and turned upside down. It took a while to return everything to its place. However, that time was not nearly as bad as the next time we felt violated.

			My uncle next door installed burglar bars on the windows. Unfortunately, we could barely pay the rent. Daddy earned R64 a week and there was no spare cash for extras even if they were important things like security. 

			With the burglary, still grieving over my grandmother’s death and the difficulty adjusting to a new school midway through the year, my parents agreed I could return to Groenvlei High School. I travelled by bus and taxi; an adventure on its own. I befriended someone in Rocklands who attended the same school so we travelled together. 

			My newfound travel friend and I had to take a taxi from school to the Hanover Park bus terminus to catch transport to Mitchells Plain. The white 15-seater taxis that often carried 20 passengers drove on routes the buses didn’t take. The gaatjie1 would lean out the window or open the door to whistle at potential customers. Hanover Park is an area on the Cape Flats where the Group Areas Act forced several families to share a few floors in adjacent buildings. Residents share washing lines between the buildings and everyone knows everyone. Only those on the ground floor have backyards and often the space is used to erect wooden dwellings for family members or friends. Black wheelie bins stand crowded in the area where the cars park. Children play in the streets or under the washing lines; neighbours lean over their balconies or fences talking to each other or shouting greetings or profanities depending on their mood. Young and old bask in the sun and, if entrepreneurs do not have house shops selling basic items like bread and milk, hawkers do business at bus terminals selling fruit, chips or sweets. Over the years, poverty and unemployment in Hanover Park – as in Lavender Hill, an area in which we would end up working – and other similar ones on the Cape Flats became catalysts for crime, gangsterism and drugs. Because of this, as two 13-year-old girls, we were supposed to take a taxi and not walk. We walked anyway, supporting the hawkers with our taxi money. It had been safe to walk – except on one particular day. 

			

			Wearing our backpacks, we were about to exit the school’s front doors when suddenly we heard sounds coming from the field. 

			Bang. Bang. Bang. 

			What on earth? 

			I had not heard real gunshots before, except when Michael Landon (with whom I was hopelessly in love) was galloping around shooting the bandits threatening to harm his sister Laura in an episode of Little House on the Prairie. 

			Again, we heard shots. 

			Bang! Bang! Bang-Bang! 

			These were real gunshots and sounded nothing like the ones from Michael’s gun. They were more like firecrackers except the sound was louder. A car stopped on the school field over which we usually walked to reach the road. Another stopped not too far behind it. Someone jumped out of the first car and fired shots towards the second. An angry looking guy from the second car jumped out and returned fire. I hadn’t seen a shootout before. After a few shots, the first guy jumped back into his car and sped off across the field, wheels spinning in the loose sand. The person in the second car followed in hot pursuit; engine revving loudly as his wheels kicked sand behind it. Everything had a movie-like quality and I stood and stared. It all happened in split seconds. Someone had been calling for me to come back inside and I had not heard them. By the time they made their way to my position, the danger was over. Once the two cars were completely out of sight and we knew it was safe, Layla and I crossed the field. With adrenaline pumping, we left the school grounds and walked through Hanover Park to the bus terminus, but we were wary. Cautiously watchful, looking over our shoulders and being wholly suspicious, we animatedly talked about what we had witnessed. During the riots of the 1980s, the police entered the school premises and some days even the classes. At first, I stayed in class but later joined those gathered on the tarmac and chanted with the crowds. At 13 it was more about bunking a class than understanding the cause. Casspirs2 came on to the school grounds and teargas was fired to disperse the gathered youth. With a placard in one hand and a fist in the air, the chanting would get louder and louder. 

			“Amaaandla!” 

			“Free Mandela.” 

			

			The phrases were sung over and over. My parents deemed it best I stay home during the unrest after the bus on which we were travelling was stoned. When the window shattered, I leapt out my seat with fright. The shooting incident I relayed to my mom also had my parents worried. 

			I watched the movie The Burning Hell3 that also scared the living daylights out of me. This fear prompted me to be baptised to escape the fire and pain of Hell and on a dark Wednesday night in September 1979, this 13-year-old walked into the ocean at Mnandi Beach with the person who would baptise her. After being dunked, I did not care if I drowned because I had done what I had been taught would escape Hell. My full understanding of grace only came when I was much older.

			Two-and-a-half years later, as a Grade 10 15-year-old, I lost interest in school and after the mid-year exam, I received an F for history. I would rather eat the dates in a date loaf than remember the dates of historical events. I found the human body and the amoeba fascinating but struggled with biology during exam time. This too reflected an F on my report card. Despite failing biology in my youth, I still think the way our bodies work is fascinating – and I still suck at exams. My enthusiasm for school had waned and I badly wanted to work and earn money; move out of my parents’ house and into a flat by age 18. Was I the only 15-year-old with such great ambitions while having no education or money? 

			

			My parents insisted I continue school until the year-end and work the following year. By year-end my grades had improved and I passed all my subjects, regaining my momentum. I was happy to continue my schooling, but we struggled financially. Daddy secured me a holiday job and the little I earned helped marginally.

			While my teenage friends spent the December holidays on the beach, I spent it in a factory cutting threads from garments mass produced for retail outlets. I was 15, thus below the legal working age, but the extra money assisted with the family’s basic needs. Hence, it was decided I continue working and not return to school. After a few months, I secured a better position as a merchandiser and earned R263 a month. Today, that salary would cover a meal for two at Mug ‘n Bean or Burger King. 

			My entry into the working world began with referrals from my dad and a friend. It was especially exciting when I successfully landed a job. I had to walk from the train station and remember getting lost en route to the interview at the Central News Agency (CNA) head office in the Epping Industrial area. I’m giggling as I type this because I still get lost, even with Google Maps. 

			Over the years getting lost has often taken me down roads and places I would not have otherwise seen. I was still in time for the interview and super excited to be earning a whopping R300 a month. I remember travelling in trains overflowing with human bodies. Some were friendly; some threatening and some just focused on getting to their destination. People hung out of the doors as the train departed each platform. Groups squeezed in and then pushed past others to get out. My wages went straight to the family financial accountant and my mom then gave me pocket money to buy toiletries or clothes. I didn’t question it, but realised how continuing my education would have benefitted my earning potential, so at 16 I attempted an Intec correspondence course to complete Grades 11 and 12. That proved disastrous as my focus was elsewhere. Money was wasted and Mom was not impressed. I was not disciplined enough to study on my own. Working, being involved with youth and doing my share of household chores were my excuses for not having time. Why could my mother not understand how busy my 16-year-old life was? 

			Daddy didn’t cook but loved to braai4 chicken in the backyard. Most Fridays he brought home wood and made a fire. The chicken could only be seasoned with salt and pepper as he loved the flavour of the rooikrans5 wood cooked into the chicken. The smoky aroma travelling through the house from the backyard was tantalising, but the one thing that frustrated everyone was he would take forever when braaing. For him, it was a ritual. He would chop the wood into smaller pieces; start the fire; open a beer and sip on it while waiting for the wood to turn into coal. When it was just right, he would yell for someone to bring the chicken and open another beer. He would pack the chicken thighs, legs and wings on the grill in a particular order so it would cook evenly and then spread the red-hot coal so the chicken pieces would be cooked at the same time. He took another sip on his beer while exercising his greatest patience with the next part of this cooking venture. While watching the meat cook to a perfect golden colour, he turned the braai grid several times until it was time to open another beer. He loved it. Often my mom would go to the yard more than once and, in a frustrated voice, ask, “How long are you still going to be?”

			

			“Goodness! Don’t rush me!” was his stock response.

			He could take anywhere from an hour to two hours depending on the number of beers he had. Yet, no matter how long it took him to braai, the chicken was cooked to perfection. If my dad did not braai chicken, he would bring home a whole snoek during snoek season. This was purchased from the back of the vendors’ bakkies6 along the road. Snoek is a long slender silver marine fish caught off the southern coast of Africa. The flesh has a distinctive taste and plenty of bones. Again, Mom was only allowed to use salt and pepper when she fried it so the flavour could be savoured. And boy! We enjoyed being crowded around the small kitchen table waiting for it to emerge from the pan. In the Swiss Road kitchen, we had a yellow eight-seater melamine table; the same one on which Ma used to play solitaire. In Coral Road, we did not have a yellow table; instead, we had a peculiar yellow 10-seater Toyota HiAce in the driveway. It often stalled and, when it did, the teenagers who filled the back seats would ask, “Should we push it, Uncle?”

			

			My dad would respond with, “No, don’t worry. There’s no problem.”

			He was not bothered by having to jump out at every light or stop sign; fiddle under the vehicle to put it in first gear and be on his way. That was the only way this yellow transporting machine could move. While it was funny, we were happy to get to youth or church, so it did not matter much. Daddy did not attend church with us but was willing to take us and give others a ride. 

			I married while living in Coral Road. My husband and I lived with my parents and had our first baby there. Our beautiful baby girl was born at the Peninsula Hospital at the top of Roland Street in Cape Town. When I went into labour, I listened to a woman moan and groan and then scream loudly as she gave birth. I repeated The Lord’s Prayer a few times to calm my nerves and take my mind off her screaming. 

			

			It was astounding hearing my baby’s strong heartbeat when hooked up to the heart machine. I was at a provincial hospital and since there were many babies born that night and not enough beds, I slept on a gurney. I tore while trying to bring my baby girl into the world and had eight stitches. The temporary pain experienced after her birth was dulled by the joy our daughter brought me. Holding her against my chest was one of the most satisfying feelings I had experienced. I would stare at her, marvelling at her tiny fingers and dainty toes. Our family was delighted at this addition to our clan. She was my little blessing and I was privileged to be her mom. 

			One morning, after changing her nappy,7 she lay in my arms nursing contentedly. The house was silent and the sun streamed through the window. Suddenly, a shrilling scream broke the silence. 

			“Mommy?” I called out in a wavering voice afraid to hear what had happened.

			Silence screamed from the other side of the door. The few seconds that passed felt like an eternity. In a flash, my door opened and Mom darted in and slammed it behind her – but it did not close with the first attempt. Someone gripping a dagger had reached out after her and his wrist was stuck in the door. She shoved the door against his wrist with the strength of a lioness protecting her cubs. It must have hurt because, while still holding the dagger, he also pushed before pulling away his hand. Mom hurriedly closed and locked the door. 

			

			“There’s someone in the house!” 

			I opened my mouth but could only emit a sound of fear from deep within me. My baby girl was in my arms. I needed to protect her. 

			My hands ached as I banged on the wall adjoining my uncle’s house; praying they would hear. It was in vain as they were not home. Mom yelled out the window and another neighbour heard her and alerted some men working in the road. They arrived with shovels and picks to investigate, but unfortunately, it had not taken the burglar long to escape into the bushes behind the house. 

			When the police came, my brave mother relayed how she had been sitting in the living room reading her Bible in preparation for a Bible study class. Her lift usually picked her up at 10am, so she had answered the knock on the door.

			“Morning. Does John live here?” the Afrikaans-speaking man asked. 

			“No, there is no one here by that name,” she said.

			“Oh okay.” 

			He walked down the cement pathway kicking out towards our yapping little black dog Trixy who usually played in the front. Mom had closed the door and resumed reading. A few minutes later she heard a noise that sounded like the wind or a curtain blowing against the window so she wasn’t bothered by it. Concluding her reading, she rose to go to the bathroom and prepare for her lift. The bathroom was opposite my room and both doors were closed. As Mom passed my sibling’s room, reaching the T-junction in the mini-passage, someone had grabbed her from behind and held a dagger to her throat. Startled, she screamed. In an instant and harnessing every ounce of her strength, my courageous mother elbowed the intruder in his stomach. The dagger scratched her face as the startled intruder lowered his hand and was forced to back away, but was still threateningly pointing his dagger. 

			

			“Be quiet,” he said in Afrikaans. 

			They were facing each other and his balaclava revealed only his eyes and mouth, but Mom recognised the blue pants and beige jacket as the person who had knocked at the door a few minutes earlier. 

			Against the wall with the closed bathroom door on her right and my closed room door on her left, she had to choose which door to open. It was a risk as my door could have been locked. Yet, knowing if it was not locked, my baby and I could be hurt if she made it into the bathroom. She darted into my room with a speed I don’t think she even knew she possessed. All I saw was the blade protruding from a hand stuck in the door. My mom marginally released the door because she couldn’t push it any longer and he had pulled out his hand. She forced the door closed and locked it before we yelled for help. 

			

			If the intruder had broken in after my mom had left for her meeting, the baby and I would have been alone in the house. If my mom had not reacted instinctively, we may have all been harmed. I am appreciative of my brave mother. 

			This incident left me with a lingering fear that surfaced every time I moved into a new place. Sounds freaked me out. I would only settle after I could identify the noises. The neighbour’s garage door; the wind in the tree blowing the branches against the wall; the electric fence across the road; the dog; the fridge – each one were indelibly inked into my memory bank. I tried thinking like a thief and insisted measures be in place to deter any potential intruders. 

			Mom had to choose the door to open. 

			I constantly contemplate which doors to open and which to leave shut. Some of the doors I open are lifesaving; some have trash scrawled behind them like the blue high school toilet door. I only see what’s written on the back when I open it, but when I do, I can choose to leave the space and close the door behind me. The choice lies with me. 

			My husband and I were grateful for being able to walk through my parents’ door and live there while our little one was a baby. However, we knew we needed to walk through our door, so when she turned two, we launched our search.

			

			Chapter 2

			Entertaining Strangers 

			

			Excitement had been building for weeks. After sharing a single room at my parents’ house for two years, our family of three was ecstatic about renting a house with three bedrooms. For the first time, I had my kitchen! My handy, jack-of-all-trades husband furnished it with white melamine cupboards, yellow door handles and sunflower decorations that made the space feel warm and welcoming. 

			The house was also in Mitchells Plain, just a 20-minute walk from my parents’ home. Our Sunday morning walk to attend church at Westridge High School took about 45 minutes, but it was a pleasant journey. Our little one had a room with a charming wooden-framed bed made by her daddy. She loved drawing pictures and her creativity was evident in all kinds of art. Her colourful artwork adorned the fridge and the walls of her room. Naturally talented and with an incredible sense of colour and design, she eventually studied graphic design and married a graphic designer too. 

			The third room in our new home became an office or study, providing a quiet space for work or reflection. 

			While living on Viscount Road, I looked after a one-year-old toddler. One day, he was playing in the living room while I rushed to fetch something from the bedroom. On my way back, he was toddling down the passage clutching a raw egg in each hand, his face one big smile. 

			“Bor! Bor!’’ he shouted, his version of ball. 

			

			Before I could reach him, he lifted his arms and excitedly threw the eggs towards me. Splat! The bors landed on the brown carpet. The smile on his face was priceless – he was so happy he had found these balls. On the other hand, I had to clean up slimy albumen and yellow yolks mixed with pieces of cracked shells before they soaked into the carpet. 

			These were actually bors numbers five and six as four other bors lay on the kitchen floor awaiting my attention. We laughed about those bors for a long time after that but made sure to install a makeshift safety catch on the kitchen cupboards. 

			An open field bordered this house, making it easy for anyone to peek over the fence and into the yard. The sound of gunshots was not uncommon and I was grateful for the burglar bars on the windows. 

			A ladies group spent their days sitting on blankets in the field, offering ornaments and plasticware in exchange for used items. A driver dropped them off with their wares in the morning and fetched them late afternoon. One day they were there later than usual and around 9pm, there was a knock on our door. Two sturdy ladies stood outside looking concerned. The bolder one explained their lift had not arrived and, stranded, they needed a place to stay and asked if their group of five could sleep in our yard.

			We agreed, but offered for them to sleep in the living room and use the bathroom to wash up. They were so appreciative and their wares were stored in the yard. Somehow, we fitted all five in the small living room. They washed up and, in the morning, asked if they could make something to eat before they left. One of them had gone to the shop early and returned with a raw chicken and a bag of maize meal. 

			Our appreciative guests presented us with a plant stand as a gift and left us with two chicken wings and two mountainous heaps of pap.8 Even in the 1980s, one had to be careful about whom you had knocking on your door, but in this case I guess we entertained angels unaware. 

			I fell ill during our second year in the Viscount Road house. Nothing stayed down and I was weak. I thought it might have been something I ate, but a doctor’s visit revealed we were expecting our second child. The first four months of this pregnancy were tough; nothing I ate stayed down and the doctor eventually said if it continued, they would admit me into hospital. Thankfully, things changed in the fifth month and my food stayed down. 

			At the end of my second trimester, I took my driver’s licence test for the third time and finally passed. I’m unsure if the traffic officer felt sorry for me with my enormous swollen tummy or if I really did nail the parallel parking. The previous two tests had been disasters – I nearly caused an accident and freaked out one of the officers. 

			Around the same time we learnt about our second child, we applied for a housing loan. Reading the words “Your loan application has been successful” made us as joyful as the cow jumping over the moon in the nursery rhyme Hey Diddle Diddle! We were ready to close this door and walk through a new one. 

			

			Chapter 3

			Embarrassed

			

			South Africa held its last general election under the apartheid system in 1989. There were significant political moves happening within the country. This was the same year we moved to the northern suburbs and the area and the house felt worlds apart from the ones in the southern suburbs, especially compared to Mitchells Plain. It was brand new and we were the first occupants. All the houses were white and built in a similar style; each with mock garages that led to the yard.

			The neighbourhood bordered Kleinvlei, an area primarily constituting low-cost, government-subsidised homes. While I loved the natural light flooding into our new home, the burglary incident in Mitchells Plain left me anxious because there were no burglar bars on the windows or a security gate at the door.

			In the second week after we had moved in, our neighbour knocked on the door; her face as white as a sheet. Someone had tried to break into her house while she was inside. That was all I needed to hear to trigger my fear. As soon as we could, we installed burglar bars on the windows and security gates on the doors. This provided a measure of security that eased my anxiety.

			Sometimes I embarrass myself. I can laugh afterwards but when it is happening, I feel terrible. Take this one incident. 

			We had a problem with the car and it needed a kickstart. Confidently, I climbed into the driver’s seat, knowing precisely how to get this done. Our house was on a corner and the road had a slight downhill slope; perfect for giving the car some momentum. My husband, bless his heart, got behind the car to push. 

			

			When it was motoring at its fastest, I dramatically let out the clutch and stomped on the accelerator, expecting the car to roar to life. It didn’t. Instead, it rolled to a halt. Now we had to push it back up the little hill. So, we huffed and puffed to ready for another go.

			Round two: the car gained speed downhill and I attempted another kickstart. Still nothing. Back up the hill we went; my patient husband looking a bit less enthusiastic. Determined to get it right, I was asked if I was “doing the right thing”. 

			“Of course!” I declared. “I’ve successfully kickstarted other cars before! The car was in gear; handbrake off and my feet doing exactly what they should. I couldn’t fathom why it was not starting, but we would give it one last try. 

			Again, the car didn’t start and I was now flustered. Then came the embarrassing realisation – I had done everything except turn on the ignition. Yep, the key wasn’t even in the right position. Oh, the horror!

			Consider the energy we had expended repeatedly pushing the car downhill and then back up. Sheepishly, I turned the key and for the fifth time, we pushed the car down the hill. This time, it started. 

			

			Lesson learnt: even the most seasoned kick-starters can overlook the simplest details. I still can’t believe I forgot to turn the key!

			Our son was born in the first two months of our move and it was comforting to be in our own place. We had been visiting my parents in Mitchells Plain when my waters broke and the drive to our house and then to Tygerberg Hospital felt like an eternity. 

			“It feels like the baby wants to come!” I exclaimed as I felt my body prepare to bring our son into the world. 

			“I have my hazards on and am driving as quickly as I can,” my husband reassured me.

			Travelling in the hospital lift, the contractions were strong and fast. I breathed deeply with each wave as the books had instructed. When they examined me, I was already four centimetres dilated and was sent straight to the maternity ward. Within 45 minutes of reaching Tygerberg Hospital, our son was born weighing 3.6kg. 

			After cutting the umbilical cord, the medical team gently laid him on my tummy. He stared at me with a furrowed brow, as if pondering the wonders of the new world he had just entered. From that moment, he displayed the inquisitive nature that would define his life. Questioning, exploring, travelling and teaching himself new skills. He ended up pursuing a civil engineering degree only to pivot into data analytics; driven by his unquenchable thirst for knowledge. 

			

			Despite being in a provincial hospital, I was grateful to sleep comfortably in my own room before being discharged the next day. Our little boy was a bundle of energy from the start. One day, we found him at the top of the burglar bars, beaming with pride at his daring climb. Another day I discovered him under the bed, determined to retrieve a tennis ball. Books and balls were two of his favourite things. He loved throwing, kicking and running after any ball – be it a soccer ball, volleyball, table tennis ball or the cheap ones that quickly lost air. 

			The family of the little boy who called eggs “bors” also lived in the area. One day, his mom and I went to the Ottery Hypermarket for groceries. She drove a bright yellow mini and brought along her little ones when she arrived to pick up my son and me. Her two boys sat in the back and my son, who was not yet a year old, was on my lap in the front. I admit it was irresponsible and cannot remember why we travelled that way. 

			The roads department was working on the R300 road linking the national road N1 to its counterpart N2; the route we required. White concrete-filled drums marked the construction areas and somehow, along the winding road, we hit one of them on the driver’s side. 

			The impact was sudden and the car flipped in an instant. My son and I were buckled in, but the world tilted. The seatbelt held me in place. When I looked up, my friend was above me. The windscreen cracked. I screamed, holding my son tightly, but my friend, who remained calm, urged me not to scream. 

			

			The car slid on its side across the road. It felt like an eternity, but was only a few seconds. It slid over the island to the other side, then miraculously flipped back on to its wheels. Thankfully, the oncoming traffic avoided us. Cars pulled over and several drivers rushed to check if we were okay. My thigh hurt from hitting the window winder, but no one was injured. The passenger side was scraped and the fender was dented.

			Despite the cracked windscreen, the car was drivable and we were safe. Someone suggested calling an ambulance, but we assured them we were unhurt and thanked everyone. Remarkably, we climbed back into the car and continued to the hypermarket to do our shopping. 

			Divine protection was with us that day and we were grateful. A quick call from the public phone booth at the supermarket informed our spouses about the accident. They were waiting at home worried and dumbstruck that we had continued with the shopping after such a harrowing experience. 

			At one point, our church met in our living room and the bedrooms served as classrooms. As our numbers swelled, we required a larger space and discovered a house with a large structure in the yard – akin to a house without interior walls. It had a kitchen and toilet making it an ideal place for the church to gather. 

			

			My parents, husband and I discussed the possibility of acquiring this property and them moving to the Dennemere house. Although still undecided, they were excited about the prospect and immediately sold their Mitchells Plain property. Thankfully we acquired the property, closing the Blackheath chapter and opening the page on a new one not too far away.

			We had no idea what awaited us behind the next door we walked through.

			

			Chapter 4

			Bloody Truths

			

			The name Forest Park might conjure up images of a tranquil, green paradise with birds serenading you from the treetops and inviting green patches of grass perfect for picnicking. Yet, Forest Park was anything but that. The place had more sand and pavement patches between houses than trees and it buzzed with activity day and night. 

			When we viewed the house we intended to purchase, a group of men sat out front with their beer bottles. One of them triumphantly slammed down his last domino. Judging by his demeanour, he had won that round. He lifted his bottle in high celebration and took a hearty gulp. Beer trickled down his beard on to his shirt. 

			The house was on a corner plot with no fence. Children played in the street – some with runny noses; others wearing clothes telling stories about either a fun day or troubled home. Initially, I felt a twinge of apprehension, but the burglar bars reassured me. At least there would be a place for the church to meet; better than our cramped living room in Dennemere. 

			The area also had several shebeens9 serving not only the local community with alcohol but also the policemen supposedly keeping everything in check. It was a lively, unpredictable neighbourhood and I wondered how it would shape our future.

			

			We had interesting neighbours. Across the road to the right of our house, facing part of our backyard, stood a peculiar structure. It was a small, old brick building the size of a single garage with an extra makeshift addition made of corrugated iron sheets. This humble abode was home to nine people, adults and children alike – and five dogs. Among the residents were Rodrigo and his wife; one of the couples who added to the neighbourhood’s charm. 

			At about 11am on a sunny Saturday morning, the peace was shattered by loud shouting. Rodrigo and Mrs Rodrigo were having one of their infamous squabbles. They had had too much to drink and could barely stay on their feet. Through their slurred words, it was evident Mrs Rodrigo was upset. 

			I couldn’t help but be intrigued; peeking through the netted lace curtain at my window. Mrs Rodrigo, in a dramatic fashion, grabbed Rodrigo by his arms and yanked him towards her, yelling all the while. They both lost their balance and, in a comedic tumble, Rodrigo toppled over her, landing flat on his back. 

			The two lay there momentarily, then, in a display of teamwork, slowly helped each other up, swaying unsteadily as they wandered towards their quirky little home. It was a scene straight out of a slapstick comedy; reminding me how vibrant and unpredictable life in Forest Park could be.

			

			I continued with my chores, letting the earlier scene drift from my mind. But roughly two hours later, a knock reignited the drama. Rodrigo stood there, looking slightly more sober but with an arm hidden behind the door frame over the grassy section I couldn’t see. 

			“Mrs D. Please come see my arm,” he said, his voice laced with unexpected calm.

			Curiosity piqued and a little cautious, I leant out to see what he was pointing to – Rodrigo’s arm had blood oozing from a nasty long slit. 

			“What happened, Rodrigo?” I asked, trying to mask my alarm.

			“My wife stabbed me, Mrs D,” he replied; his bloodshot eyes remnants of the morning’s chaos. 

			The wound was deep and required hospital attention. The transport vehicle needed someone to clean the blood on the seats and floors. It was a sobering reminder of the unpredictable lives some of our neighbours led and provided a stark contrast to our otherwise lively, albeit chaotic, new community.

			As I resumed my chores, I couldn’t help but shake my head at the wild turn of events; reflecting on the colourful cast of characters among whom we lived. I never met or caught a glimpse of the neighbour to the left and I wondered if the house was perhaps owned by cats. Unlike our unfenced house, there was a low fence with a gate and the house itself was tucked away at the back of the property. Trees and grass occupied the space between the house and fence; making it a perfect cat haven. Various cats lived there: ginger, black, grey, white and black, brown, sand brown and pure white. They roamed outside and on the stoep10 as if they owned the place. I was allergic to cats and had been scratched by a cat at my aunt’s house as a child. 
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