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Editor’s Note

In this book, Obert is known by three names (Obert, Vincent and Allan). Obert is a child refugee from Zimbabwe. 

He was born on 24 December 1998 in the city of Kadoma at Golden Valley mining township. His father leaves his mother and abducts Allan who is barely 5 years old. Allan is taken to Sanyati village in the North of Zimbabwe, a mining town, where he experiences terrifying life-threatening abuse at the hands of his stepfamily. His instinctual drive to survive helps him to muster courage and run away. After many failed attempts, Allan finally succeeds and crosses the border at Beit Bridge into South Africa. 

His journey to Cape Town and the life he faces as a small homeless child on the run could have turned out differently. Life on the road is full of unexpected blessings and also terrifying risks. Allan’s escape from Zimbabwe to South Africa as a 6-year-old boy is an epic tale of a small child’s last attempt to choose life over death. 

The collaboration between adult strangers from the organization’s in two African countries help him achieve the impossible question “Who am I?” A South African-based charity organization - The Homestead in District Six, plays a pivotal role in Allan's rehabilitation and recovery. 

The South African Department of Social Development and the individual social workers who make up this commendable team are skilled, dedicated, and persistent in their communication with Zimbabwe consular officials. 

The Education Program, (academic and life skills) at the Homestead, and all the schools Obert attends, miraculously change this little boy's attitude, and time tells of the Homestead’s success in the life of Allan. 

Three institutions have a direct influence in the life of this child refugee: the South African Department of Social Development, The Homestead (District Six), and the Zimbabwe consular officials all help him in his quest to complete matric and find his identity. 
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In each minute, of each day, 

I do the best I can.

I know we all feel it, the struggle to find meaning in each day. My life found me and I followed its path hoping to find peace in each minute of breath I took. I looked for joy along the way and at some point, running from misery paid off unexpectedly. I completed matric, I made friends along the way, and I am not a beggar living on the street. 

Although it scared me, I overcame my fears and after twelve years I returned to the country that broke me. Children do not deserve to live in the terrifying chaos of Zimbabwe during 1998-2005. I chose to flee across the border to a foreign country. I took a dangerous path to save my life. Later, I took those same risks to go back to that country and apply for my birth certificate. I needed my identity stamp to get a matric certificate. Now, I have a passport and an identity document. I am no longer stateless or an invisible person. This is my story.
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The world sees a smiling face

The pain I carry lives inside me,

So many ears crave a story.

But can they feel it?

I write to remember but the far away memories flood my eyes as they fill with tears. I must write to find out who I am, and where I come from. Some parts of the story are too painful to be told, and I have left out those parts.

The emotions cloud my timeline and I mix up traumatic events. Often the interviewers and government officials at the children’s home did not understand my story, as the emotional burden of remembering details weighed me down. When I was little, my inability to explain a proper timeline created confusion and doubt in the minds of adults, and the results they had hoped for were unclear. Perhaps they thought I was lying. 

Few social workers could make sense of my story while I was still a child. That is why the policewoman at Milnerton gave up asking questions and sent my friend and I to The Homestead as a last resort. 

Over the years while I lived there, skillful social workers helped me recall my childhood experiences, and eventually I remembered the past. I went through a process of unlocking certain memories which were a secret; I never wanted to tell anyone about it. Talking and writing my memories released me from this burden and it helped me to discover my identity.

Many tears are locked in these words, but my face is dry when I speak in public. Making light of something hurtful was a trick I learned as a small child. I pretended to laugh when my brother beat me, and later I cried when I was alone so I could ease the pain. I hope my story will help other children avoid these situations. I do apologize that, there are still some that are going through the same experience and I believe that there is an end that. 

Writing reminded me of bad things, but anger management helped me Telling my story made me feel vulnerable because I had to be truthful. I struggled to trust adults and had no way of judging the character of an adult person. This habit of mistrust was formed in childhood, because trusting adults could lead to serious harm. Liezl (Social worker) took us to Hope House for Anger Management Counseling and here the process of healing began. 

While I wrote this book, my friends were too scared to come and ask me what we should have for dinner. They saw how focused I was writing my story, and how intense my concentration was so that I could not be interrupted by normal stuff like cooking supper or any other house chores. 

The training I received with the Anger Management Counselor, helped me to control my violent impulses and if someone taunted me, I was able to stay calm instead of reactive. I chose nonviolence over violence and followed the teacher's example. I am so grateful to the Homestead organization for the help I received. I chose to make a positive difference to myself and to the lives of others.
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Understanding my father 

My father is an adult,

I feel older than him.

I longed to understand my father, it shadowed my every thought and caused a lifetime of questioning. He was a man who could be understood one day, but without warning, would change his mind the next day. 

His inconsistent behavior was unpredictable, and this led to much suffering. We were all beaten and the constant beatings almost destroyed my spirit. I witnessed him my stepmother, my half brothers and sisters many times, for no apparent reason.

On these gruesome days, I suspected his bad behavior was caused by drinking alcohol, although I never saw him drinking. You see, he was against alcohol. He always gave the impression that he was a very holy person and saw himself as beyond reproach. We had to obey his every command or face dire consequences. He belonged to a church where he and his family were “Apostles”. Our whole family had to attend church and all the church conferences. None of us had a choice. My father thought he was a Prophet. This confused me because I often wondered how a holy prophet could inflict such terrible beatings on his wife and children. He never showed any remorse when we all cried. He never showed us love. Was thesebeatings as the force of submition?

The church allowed a man like him to have more than one wife. I saw most of these polygamous husbands beat their wives and kids daily. They justified their actions by saying: “The holy spirit told us to do it”. The beating was considered a positive discipline by churchgoers in Zimbabwe. Later I realized it was a complete misinterpretation of the biblical scriptures. Grievous bodily harm is not sanctioned in the bible. 

My trust was shattered and I became suspicious of pastors who I saw rape and beat women and children. Their high-pitched voices on the radio would fill my ears with fear.

Church meant unchallenged obedience and I fought against this notion. There was no way I could tell my father to his face about all these misgivings as so many questions overwhelmed me. Tears came out of nowhere when I played with other children, and they would just stare. When the time came to return home, the fear was so strong, that I imagined I was a criminal about to get the death. I questioned my father’s morality, and we lived like enemies. 

Sleepwalker

You lit the furnace of cruelty, 

And with it burns my child’s heart.

I began to sleepwalk while my father was still alive. I was not aware of it. My siblings woke me in the middle of the night and complained that I was not sleeping in my bed. They were fed up with me, and sometimes, they smacked me when I woke up in the morning to punish me. I felt annoyed and guilty when my siblings told me I was up at night. My father prayed for me thinking that I was demon-possessed, but nothing worked and I kept sleepwalking. 

Church members arrived to discuss my condition and they prayed for me. Their prayers did not work so they sided with my family and accused me of being demon-possessed. I had no choice but to take their word for it. In their culture, they believed if they prayed and threw water over me, it would rid me of demons. How could they believe that prayer and cold water would stop sleepwalking? I am a Christian and ofcourse according to my belives now the prayers could rid of the demons if only you’re a deep believer. Back then i was too young to understand. Everything they said made me feel bad. I kept my anger inside as I knew there was nothing I could do about it. Being blamed for something you are not conscious of, is the worst thing ever.

If I went to bed angry about a beating, I would sleepwalk. “Why won’t the demons go away,” I asked. The answer was blank, no one could explain why. I knew they were frauds and when they ran out of ideas, beat me. First violence, then prayer - that was their way of dealing with something beyond their control. It still continues today, despite the consequences.

I feel hurt that my father did not take care of me or of our family. His temper was dangerous, and all his family and community feared him. I looked around and saw fear in the eyes of the village people who saw him. 

He was a terrible bully and I felt helpless when he was around. I even considered suicide to end the pain. I thought of jumping off a large hill but something made me stop. Perhaps I lacked courage. I knew that a lot of people killed themselves and I stopped myself by playing with clay and creating small animals. 

Suicidal thoughts became a habit and so did playing with clay. Recently i had watched a video on TikTok where a small boy tried to kill himself by jumping up and down on the ashes while naked. Despite the context of the video saying that the boy didn’t want to attend school that still brought bad memories of my painful past. I felt that maybe there was something that they failed to understand from the little boy as they watched him recording and laughing. What if he was being bullied at school, I still believe that there are always other solutions to solve problem.

Discovering my body shape

What happened to me?

I was only a baby, 

You broke my back!

I did not know about my back until I looked in the mirror when I took off my shirt. I looked in the mirror to try and understand my body. I imagined a video of how I would look, although it was never very clear. Then I saw it. I had a humpback. My spinal cord vertebrae were injured and are permanently curved. I frowned and the mirror frowned back “I don’t want to carry this hump for the rest of my life!” I wept.

Nobody told me how this hump had appeared on my back. Instead, all I heard about were my mother's stupid mistakes. Was my father guilty? He accused me of being the same as my mother. “Did she look like me? “I was confused. I did not want to be blamed for being like her, even though I was her son. Every time my family blamed me for being like my mother, I knew it was time to go, it was time to walk away never to return. But where could I go?

Today I am still scared to T-shirt in public because it would show the hump on the back and fear of judgements and questions of what happen or what is that weighs me.

Name change

My name is written in sand

My father holds the pen.

Where is the paper?

Show me the ink?

My mother named me Vincent when I was born. Both families knew me by this name and liked it. I was glad to be called Vincent because I thought my parents cared and it gave me purpose. The whole family and all my uncles shortened it and called me Vini when I was a toddler.

One day, my father claimed me from my mother. He spoke to one of the high-ranking prophets to visit our family when he’s not with church. The prophet came after few days, and he had a private prayer with father inside the house. I remember playing outside the kitchen where he and the prophet came to sit. The prophet prayed over me and gave me a new name: Obert. My name was no longer Vincent, and my siblings had to call me by my new name or face the wrath of my father if they forgot. I felt insecure and confused. Who was I now? At the time I did not realize that my father wasn’t changing my name for the sake of baptism, but because he didn’t want me to have anything to do with my mother. He thought he could erase my mother from my memory and prevent her from finding me. 

This was his mistake; I could never forget my mother. I knew she was out there somewhere, waiting for me, and I did not accept my stepmother as my mother just because of a name change. How they tried to brainwash me using the church prophet, but the only thing they could control was to keep me silent and forbid me to speak about my mother. They forced me to call my stepmother “mom” as this was considered a form of respect to an elder person. I tried to remember my mom but could not. How did she look? I don’t know. I hoped she would find me. I could not silence my heart; I could not accept a lie. I had a real mother but now, I was forced to accept a stepmother and her children.

My father kept up the pressure, forcing me to accept my stepmother as my biological mother. Over time I asked him about my own mother, and he reacted angrily and blamed me for looking for trouble. I knew that even thinking about my own mother was forbidden, but I kept it inside and hid my thoughts from his cruel gaze. I had to deal with it and keep quiet. If my father set a rule, he was someone you didn’t want to mess with as disobeying him would be like disobeying God himself.

It is a nature to love someone that gave birth to you but today my mind is finding it difficult to sustain that love. I try every day to and i know that deep down I do miss my old man because I came from him. I want to learn a lot from him if he were to be around to witness me growing despite the past.

Where do I belong?

Love lies spattered 

On the rocks of hatred.

I long for rain,

To wash away their sins.

In a family of six, I was the only child who was left without a ‘real’ mother. My siblings taunted me daily. “Our mom is not your mom,” they would say. The constant rejection and disownment repeated themselves in my head. Every time I did something wrong, my stepmother would beat me and say with a harsh voice “I am not your mother”. The arguments were caused by my little half-brother who took pleasure in making trouble between me and my stepmother. He was very small, and she would believe him because he was her biological child. Whatever I said to speak up for myself, didn’t matter. He’s a baby she would say but what i failed to understand about these words was when she would take it serious mocking my mother because of my behavior.
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