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			Dedication


			To my wife of 35 years, Kimo, who always encouraged me to write. She believed I had a hidden gift. Thank you, my princess, for believing in me and for your unwavering support. Your faith in me has been my greatest inspiration.


			Love always, your Paul


			


			Part 1


			The Battle Within:


			A Journey of Loss and Resilience


			


			Chapter One


			I was born in 1965 in Margate, a quiet town nestled along the south coast of South Africa. My early years were filled with the salty breeze of the Indian Ocean and the vibrant colours of coastal life. However, my idyllic childhood took a sharp turn when my father, a stern and ambitious man, accepted a position as a mine manager on the West Rand.


			Our relationship was strained, to say the least. His expectations were as rigid as the steel beams that supported the mines he managed. In 1977, in a bid to instil discipline and perhaps distance himself from our constant clashes, he sent me to a Catholic boarding school in Daleside.


			Being in an all-boys school meant proving oneself through sports, academics, and the occasional fistfight. My academic performance was average, but I excelled in sports—basketball, soccer, and long-distance running. The competitive spirit of the school pushed me to my limits, and I thrived on the field and the track. By Standard 9 (Grade 11 today), I had become a prefect. Despite my achievements, my marks in Standard 9 were not good enough for my father. He insisted I repeat the year.


			Defiantly, I declared my intention to leave school. My father, ever the pragmatist, agreed—but with one strict condition. Before I made my final decision, I would have to work underground in the stopes and development ends at Kloof Gold Mine. The unspoken understanding was clear: if I couldn’t handle the gruelling conditions of the mine, I would return to school and repeat Grade 11. So, in December 1981, with fear gripping me, I descended into the depths of the mine to face the ultimate test.


			The mine was a world unto itself, a labyrinth of tunnels and shafts that seemed to stretch endlessly into the earth. The air was thick with dust and the constant hum of machinery. The darkness was oppressive, broken only by the flickering lights on our helmets. I was assigned to a team of seasoned miners who quickly made it clear that I would have to earn their respect. The work was gruelling—long hours of drilling, blasting, and hauling rock. My muscles ached, and my hands were blistered and raw. But it was the psychological toll that was the hardest to bear. The constant danger, the claustrophobia, and the isolation weighed heavily on me. Each day, I faced my fears and pushed through the exhaustion. Slowly, I began to understand the camaraderie among the miners, the unspoken bond forged in the depths of the earth. They taught me the ropes, and I learnt to respect their resilience and strength.


			


			One particular day stands out in my memory. We were deep in the mine, working on a new stope. The air was thick with the smell of explosives, and the sound of drilling echoed through the tunnels. Suddenly, there was a loud crack, and a section of the ceiling began to collapse. Panic surged through me, but the experienced miners reacted quickly, pulling me to safety. It was a stark reminder of the dangers we faced every day.


			After every shift, I would come home and speak to my mom. She was my rock, the one who always had my back. My father’s daughters were his perfect children, excelling in school and sports, while I struggled to meet his expectations. I confided in my mom about the horrors of working underground—the falling rocks, the extreme heat, the floods, and the oppressive darkness. I told her that crawling underground in the dark of the mines and returning home in the dark of night was not for me.


			My mom listened and said she would support me always. I told her I would go back to school and redo Standard 9. She said it was the best decision but warned me it would not be easy. I would be older than my classmates, and my friends would be in matric. 


			“Your true friends will support you,” she assured me. 


			So, I quit the mine job and enjoyed Christmas down at the coast with the family. In the new year, I returned to boarding school. It was a struggle, but with my mom’s support and the help of my friends Robert and Edward, we got through.


			


			Robert and Edward were always there, backing me up in all the fistfights. At the end of matric, they went to varsity at Wits. I was elected vice head boy. I trained hard, gymed hard, and focused intensely on my martial arts, eventually achieving my second dan. My days were filled with rigorous physical training. I would wake up before dawn to run long distances, pushing my endurance to new limits. Afternoons were spent in the gym, lifting weights and building strength. Evenings were dedicated to martial arts practice, honing my skills and discipline. The physical exertion was intense, but it was also a way to channel my frustrations and build resilience.


			At a school leadership camp in 1982 I saw Desiree standing with a group of girls. I made my way over to her, introduced myself, and it was love—crazy love. We sat together in the lectures. We could not wait for free time after supper to be alone from the crowds. Just before bedtime, she stood on her toes and kissed me passionately, making my toes curl. 


			“Goodnight, my beautiful Buck,” she said. 


			I had no words, just: “G-g-goodnight.” 


			From that moment, our lives were intertwined.


			***


			Desiree had an awesome figure and the personality and charm to go with it, matched with long, beautiful mouse-blonde hair and the greenest of eyes. We spent every moment together. We were so deeply in love that we agreed to marry once I completed my army service. Our love would be nurtured through countless letters and cherished photos she would send me. Despite the setback of a car accident in her matric year, which left her in a neck brace, her spirit remained unbroken. By the time I would be about six months into the army, her neck brace would come off, and we always spoke about how we would celebrate that day as if we were together: by dancing disco and sokkie, drinking beer, and feeling like true soulmates.


			She was the kind of person who lit up every room she entered, spreading her infectious laughter and warm smile. Her kindness knew no bounds; she was always ready to lend a helping hand or offer a comforting word. Her resilience was remarkable, especially evident when she faced the challenge of her car accident with unwavering strength and positivity. She had a zest for life that was contagious, making every moment spent with her feel special. Her intelligence and wit made conversations with her endlessly engaging, and her loyalty and love were the bedrock of our relationship. She was not just my girlfriend but my best friend and confidante, someone who made me feel understood and cherished every single day. She always referred to a hug as a “warm fuzzy”, and those warm fuzzies were the best comfort I could ever ask for.


			


			One of my most cherished memories with her is of her father’s farm, dancing under the night sky at our favourite spot by the dam. It was a warm summer evening, and the sky was clear, filled with twinkling stars. We had a small portable radio playing our favourite disco tunes. As we danced, her laughter echoed through the night, blending perfectly with the music. Her eyes sparkled with joy, and her smile was brighter than the moonlight reflecting on the water. We moved together effortlessly, as if we were the only two people in the world. That night, we didn’t just dance; we celebrated our love, our dreams, and the beautiful journey we were on together. It was a moment of pure magic, and one which I will always hold close to my heart.


			One evening, we decided to try our hand at baking a cake together. Neither of us had much experience in the kitchen, but we were determined to make something delicious. As we mixed the ingredients, we couldn’t stop laughing at our clumsy attempts to follow the recipe. At one point, she accidentally spilled flour all over herself, turning her into a ghostly figure. We burst into uncontrollable laughter, and in the spirit of fun, I grabbed a handful of flour and playfully tossed it at her. Soon, we were in the midst of a full-blown flour fight, leaving the kitchen looking like a winter wonderland. By the time we finally got the cake into the oven, we were covered head to toe in flour. Her father was not too happy with our behaviour, and we received a good shitting out, but our hearts were full of joy. The cake turned out to be a bit of a disaster, but the memory of that hilarious, flour-filled evening remains one of my favourites.


			


			One of the most endearing moments was when we would dance to our favourite song, I Love You Till the Day You Die. Every time it played; her face would light up with pure joy. We would sway together, lost in the music and each other. She would sing along softly, her voice blending perfectly with the melody. Those moments felt timeless, as if the world around us disappeared, leaving just the two of us wrapped in our love. Dancing to that song became our special ritual, a beautiful reminder of our deep connection and the promise we made to each other.


			One evening, we decided to take a spontaneous drive around her dad’s farm. As we slowly drove along the winding firebreak roads, the sun began to set, painting the sky with hues of orange and pink. We were chatting and laughing, enjoying the peacefulness of the moment. Suddenly, the radio station we were tuned into started playing I Love You Till the Day You Die. We both froze for a second, then looked at each other with wide smiles. Without a word, I pulled the bakkie over to the side of the road. We got out and danced right there, under the open sky as the song played from the bakkie’s speakers. It was an unexpected, magical moment that felt like the universe was reminding us of our love. The spontaneity of it made it even more special, and it’s a memory that still brings a smile to my face.


			While working in my father’s garden one sunny afternoon, Desiree’s mom dropped her off unexpectedly to join me. About a year ago, Disiree had been in a severe motor car accident that badly injured her neck, requiring her to wear a neck brace for at least three years. Despite the brace, she insisted on helping as much as she could; singing her crazy, made-up songs that always made me laugh. She had brought a picnic basket, and we spent the afternoon sitting in the garden, chatting away. She never allowed me to put my shirt back on, teasing me playfully. I was so besotted with her soul, her person, that it hurt. Her presence made everything brighter, and those moments in the garden are some of my most treasured memories. My father’s garden was a vibrant tapestry of colours and fragrances. There were rows of bright marigolds, their golden petals glowing like little suns. Delicate roses in shades of red, pink, and white added a touch of elegance, their sweet scent filling the air. Tall gladiolas that stood proudly, bringing a cheerful vibe to the garden. 


			


			There were also clusters of lavender, their purple blooms swaying gently in the breeze, releasing a calming aroma. Daisies bushes and roses dotted the garden with their simple beauty, and the lush greenery of ferns blue hydrangeas and shrubs provided a perfect backdrop for all the colourful blooms. It was a place of peace and beauty, where we could escape from the world and just be together.


			That day in the garden was filled with vivid sensory details that made it unforgettable. The warm sun gently kissed my skin, me kissing hers, creating a comforting warmth that contrasted with the cool, soft grass beneath us. The air was filled with the sweet fragrance of blooming flowers, mingling with the earthy scent of freshly turned soil. Birds chirped melodiously in the background, adding a natural soundtrack to our afternoon. The gentle rustling of leaves in the breeze provided a soothing backdrop to our laughter and conversation. Her voice, singing those whimsical songs, was like music to my ears, and the taste of the delicious treats from the picnic basket added a delightful touch to the day. Every sense was alive, making the memory of that afternoon in the garden one of pure joy and connection.


			We also shared many magical summer nights swimming naked in the dam on her father’s farm in Pretoria. The moonlight would cast a silver glow on the water, and we would laugh and splash, feeling completely free and connected to each other and the world around us. Those moonlit swims were moments of pure bliss, where nothing else mattered but our love and the beauty of the night.


			***


			


			In October 1983, just before prelims, I received my two-year compulsory military service papers. During the October break, I told my father I wanted to join the special forces. 


			He laughed and said, “You buckled in the mining; how will you make it in the army?” 


			I looked him in the eye and said, “I will show you,” and walked away.


			I could not wait for January 1984 to arrive, to get on the train and head to the Bluff.


			


			Chapter Two


			The day I longed for had finally arrived at the train station in Johannesburg, we boarded the train that would take me to the start of my military service. The reality of the moment was nothing like I had imagined; instead, it was an emotional whirlwind. The station was alive with a frenzy of activity—the sounds of announcements echoing through the air, the clatter of luggage, and the hum of countless conversations. Amidst this chaos, my heart grew heavy, weighed down by the looming farewells. 


			My mom stood beside me, my dad a distance behind her. Her eyes brimmed with tears she tried to hold back. She had always been my rock, the one who supported me through every challenge. The thought of leaving her, even temporarily, felt like a piece of my heart was being torn away. She reached out and held my hand tightly, her grip conveying a mixture of strength and sorrow.


			“Take care of yourself, my son,” she said, her voice trembling. “Remember, no matter where you are, my prayers are with you.”


			I nodded, unable to find the words to express the depth of my gratitude and love for her. I hugged her tightly, feeling the warmth and comfort that only a mother’s embrace can provide. The scent of her familiar perfume brought a rush of memories, making the moment even more poignant.


			My dad step forward and put out his hand. I shook it. “Good luck, Shorty,” he said.


			Desiree stood a few steps away, her green eyes glistening with unshed tears. She had been my constant source of joy and strength, and the thought of being apart from her was almost unbearable. She stepped forward, and we embraced, holding each other as if we could somehow freeze time and stay in that moment forever.


			


			“I’ll write to you every day,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “And I’ll be waiting for you, always.”


			I kissed her forehead, trying to memorise every detail of her face, the feel of her in my arms. “I love you, Desiree,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “I’ll come back to you; I promise.”


			***


			The first day of national service in South Africa was an intense experience for many recruits. As the buses rolled into the military base, the new conscripts were quickly introduced to the military environment: a stark contrast to their civilian lives.


			One of the first things that happened was getting a military-style haircut. This was often a significant change for many young men, symbolising the start of their transformation from civilian to soldier. The buzzing of clippers filled the air as locks of hair fell to the ground, marking the beginning of their new journey. After the haircuts, recruits were issued their military kits. This included uniforms, boots, and other essential gear needed for training and daily activities. The process was usually very organised and efficient, with each recruit receiving a standard set of items. The weight of the kit was a physical reminder of the responsibilities they were about to shoulder. The day was filled with a mix of emotions—nervousness, excitement, and a sense of the unknown. It marked the beginning of a challenging but formative period in their lives. 


			New troops in South Africa faced several common challenges during their national service. The rigorous physical training was a significant challenge. Many recruits found the intense exercise routines and long marches exhausting. The daily drills pushed their bodies to the limit, testing their endurance and resilience. Adjusting to the strict discipline and hierarchical structure of the military was mentally and emotionally taxing. The sudden shift from civilian schoolboy life to a highly regulated environment could be overwhelming. The constant pressure to perform and adhere to rules added to the stress. South Africa had a diverse population, but they only accepted White males then. Troops came from two different cultural and linguistic backgrounds: English and Afrikaans. This double diversity sometimes led to communication issues and misunderstandings among recruits. Learning to work together despite these differences was a crucial part of our training. For some, being away from family and friends for the first time in their short lives and for extended periods was difficult. The isolation and homesickness added to the emotional strain. Letters and occasional phone calls were their only connections to the outside world, making the separation even more poignant. The living conditions in military camps were often basic and could be harsh. Troops had to adapt to communal living, limited privacy, and sometimes challenging weather conditions. The barracks were a far cry from the comforts of home, adding another layer of difficulty to our adjustment. Preparing for potential combat situations was a significant source of anxiety. The training included learning to handle weapons and tactics, which could be daunting for those with no prior experience. The reality of what they were training for loomed large, adding to the overall tension.


			


			Despite the many challenges, a strong sense of camaraderie quickly developed among the recruits. The shared hardships and daily routines fostered deep bonds. They learnt to rely on each other for support, whether it was helping a fellow troop through a tough drill or sharing a laugh during a rare moment of downtime. In the evenings, after the day’s gruelling activities, we as troops would gather in our barracks, swapping stories and writing letters. These moments of connection were vital, providing a sense of solidarity and belonging. The friendships formed in these early days were built on mutual respect and a shared commitment to their new roles.


			A chap from the Karoo named Mac stood out to me. He was as Afrikaans as they came, with a thick accent and a hearty laugh that could lighten even the toughest days. Despite our different backgrounds, Mac and I quickly became friends. His stories of life in the Karoo, filled with vast open spaces and a slower pace of life, were a stark contrast to the regimented world we now inhabited. Yet, it was these differences that enriched our bond.


			


			Mac’s unwavering optimism and resilience were infectious. He had a knack for finding humour in the most challenging situations, and his presence was a constant reminder that we were all in this together. Whether it was sharing a meal, helping each other with kit inspections, or getting into a fist fight or simply talking about our dreams and fears, the bond we built was a lifeline. As the army term would be, it’s ‘befok’.


			The drill corporal/sergeants played a crucial role in building our bonds. Their influence extended beyond mere instruction; they were instrumental in moulding our character, discipline, and resilience. Through challenging physical and mental exercises (abusive language and name calling) they pushed us to work together to overcome obstacles and achieve common goals. The drill corporal/sergeants employed various tactics to instil a sense of teamwork and unity to create a killing machine. They emphasised the importance of precision and accountability, teaching us that every action, no matter how small, carried weight. This approach ensured that we understood the significance of doing things correctly and thoroughly, fostering a united mindset so we moved together without thinking. Their tough, no-nonsense demeanour was balanced with moments of mentorship and encouragement. They knew when to push us harder and when to offer a word of support. This balance helped us to respect and trust them, further strengthening the bonds within our platoon. The drill corporal/sergeants’ efforts were pivotal in transforming a group of individuals from diverse backgrounds into a cohesive, disciplined unemotional fighting machines, ready to face any challenge together. And that’s why they never joined us on the border. After enduring their brutal treatment and manipulation, we resented them deeply. If they had joined us, our hatred would have driven us to turn on them, leaving them dead. Their bodies, unidentifiable, would have been returned in unmarked body bags, a stark reflection of the animosity and chaos created.


			***


			As I lay in my bunk one night, the day’s events replayed in my mind. The exhaustion from the physical exertion was physical, but so was a sense of accomplishment. I thought about Mac and the other recruits, each of us from different walks of life, now united by a common purpose. The bond that was beginning to form felt like a lifeline in this new, harsh environment. A bond that would keep us alive


			


			I remembered the drill sergeant’s words during the day’s toughest drill: “You are only as strong as your weakest link, you motherfucker.” It struck me how true that was. We had to rely on each other, support each other, and push each other to be better. Our sergeant’s tough exterior hid a deeper wisdom, one that was slowly becoming clear to me. His relentless demands were not just about building physical strength, but about forging a bond that would make us resilient and unbreakable as a platoon.


			Lying there, I felt a mix of emotions—pride, fear, and a growing sense of belonging and an achievement my father thought I would fail at. The challenges were daunting, but I knew I wasn’t facing them alone. The friendships we were building, the shared laughter and struggles, were the foundation of something much larger. It was the beginning of a brotherhood of mean motherfuckers that would carry us through the toughest times ahead.


			One particular moment stood out to me. It was during a gruelling endurance drill, the kind that tested not just our physical limits but our mental fortitude. We were halfway through a long march, the sun beating down on us mercilessly as mean as our mothers-in-law on a good day. The weight of our packs seemed to grow heavier with each step. We just continued repeating, “Vasbyt, lekker nou… vasbyt, lekker nou…” 1


			Suddenly, one of the recruits, a quiet guy named Mike, stumbled and fell. His face was etched with pain and exhaustion. Without hesitation, Mac and I rushed to his side. 


			


			“Come on, Mike, you can do this,” Mac said, his voice firm but encouraging. 


			We helped the recruit to his feet, each of us taking some of the weight from his pack and we passed him on through the platoon to help him make the end. The rest of the unit slowed down. No one complained about the delay; instead, they offered words of encouragement. 


			“We’ve got this!” someone shouted. “Together!” 


			…Even as the corporal shouted abuse at Mike and us for helping.


			With all the platoon’s support, Mike managed to keep going. The drill sergeant watched from a distance, a rare smile playing on his lips. It was a small victory, but it felt monumental. In that moment, we weren’t just individuals struggling through a tough drill; we were a team, a brotherhood. The bonds we forged in those moments of shared struggle and support were unbreakable, and they would carry us through the rest of our training and beyond.


			We hadn’t been assigned specific leadership roles yet and held no rank, but we naturally stood out through our actions and attitude. Over time, the platoon began to see us as natural leaders, and our efforts started to speak louder than words. The way the other recruits reacted to Mac’s and my leadership was heartening. Initially, there was a mix of scepticism and curiosity. Many were unsure if we could handle the pressure or if we were just trying to stand out. But as the days went by, our actions spoke louder than words.


			When Mike stumbled, and we stepped in to help, it was a turning point. The troops saw that our leadership wasn’t about authority or recognition; it was about genuine support and teamwork. This act of support resonated deeply with them. They began to trust us more, looking to us for guidance and reassurance during tough times.


			Our willingness to step up and support each other inspired others to do the same. The atmosphere in the barracks shifted from one of individual struggle to collective effort. Recruits who had been more reserved started to open up, sharing their own stories and offering help where needed. The sense of unity grew stronger with each passing day. The drill sergeants noticed this change, too. They began to give us more responsibilities, knowing that we could handle the pressure and lead by example. This recognition further solidified our roles within the platoon. The bond that developed was not just a result of shared hardship, but also of mutual respect and the understanding that we were all in this shithole together.


			


			In the end, the leadership we displayed wasn’t about being the best or the strongest; it was about being there for each other, lifting each other up, and facing challenges as a united front. This spirit of camaraderie and support became the foundation of our strength, carrying us through the toughest times and forging bonds that would last a lifetime.


			


			Chapter Three


			The sun had barely risen over the horizon when Mac and I, along with 50 others from C-Coy, lined up for the start of our 10-day PT course at 1 Parachute Battalion. The air was crisp, filled with the anticipation of the challenges ahead. We were determined to earn our wings—but first, we had to prove ourselves by getting through the gruelling training that lay ahead.


			Day 1: The Beginning


			The first day set the tone for what was to come. We started with a long-distance run, our boots pounding the dirt in unison. Mac, always the motivator, kept our spirits high with his jokes, even as we struggled to keep pace. The obstacle course followed, a series of walls, ropes, and tunnels that tested our agility and strength. By the end of the day, our muscles ached, but our resolve was stronger than ever.


			Days 2-5: Building Strength and Endurance


			Each day began before dawn with a series of strength exercises. We lifted car tires, carried heavy logs,45kg blocks of cement and performed countless push-ups and sit-ups. The endurance runs grew longer, sometimes stretching up to 20 kilometres. Mac and I often found ourselves at the front of the pack, pushing each other to keep going. The camaraderie within C-Coy was palpable; we were becoming a family, united by our shared struggle. And my determination to prove my dad wrong


			


			Days 6-9: Teamwork and Resilience


			The training intensified as we moved into team exercises. We carried each other through buddy PT, simulating the evacuation of wounded comrades. The weight of a fellow soldier on our backs was a constant reminder of the responsibility we bore. Mac and I worked seamlessly together, our trust in each other growing with every challenge. The instructors pushed us to our limits, but we refused to break. “Meanest motherfuckers in the whole wide world” was our motto.


			Day 10: The Final Push


			The last day of the PT course was the toughest. We faced a series of gruelling tests designed to push our physical and mental limits. By the end of the day, we were exhausted—but the sense of accomplishment was overwhelming. We had made it through the PT course, but our journey was far from over.


			Next came the hangar training prepare us for the skies, where we learnt the intricacies of parachuting. Inside the vast hangar, we practised jumps from mock aircraft setups, perfecting our form and movements. Mac and I spent hours packing and repacking our parachutes, ensuring every fold was precise. The instructors drilled us on emergency procedures, simulating parachute malfunctions and teaching us how to react.


			We practised our landing techniques, performing the Parachute Landing Fall (PLF) over and over until it became second nature. The hangar echoed with the sounds of our drills; a constant reminder of the precision required in airborne operations.


			Finally, the day came for our first real jump. As we boarded the aircraft, the weight of our training settled on our shoulders. Mac gave me a reassuring nod, and I knew we were ready. The roar of the engines of the C130 filled the cabin, and before we knew it, we were standing at the door, the ground far below us.


			


			“Go! Go! Go!” the instructor shouted, and we leapt into the void. The rush of air was exhilarating, and as our parachutes deployed, a sense of calm washed over us. We floated down, the ground rising up fast to meet us. Our training kicked in, and we executed perfect landings.


			As we gathered on the drop zone, the realisation hit us: we had done it. We had earned our wings. Mac and I embraced, our faces beaming with pride. The journey had been tough, but it had forged us into paratroopers, ready to take on any challenge.


			***


			Mac, whose full name was Malcolm ‘Mac’ McKenzie, had been a bit of a legend even before he joined 1 Parachute Battalion. Growing up as a tough farmer’s son, Mac learnt early on how to stand his ground. His father, a former commander, had instilled in him a sense of discipline and resilience. Mac’s childhood was marked by a series of challenges, but he faced each one head-on, developing a reputation for his unyielding spirit and quick wit.


			Mac’s early years were spent in the Karoo, on a sheep farm. His father, a veteran South African commander, often shared stories of bravery and camaraderie. These tales ignited a spark in young Mac. Despite being a rough farmer’s son, Mac excelled in school, particularly in sports. He was a natural athlete, always leading his team to victory in rugby and athletics.


			After finishing high school, Mac joined the special forces. He wanted to make the army his life. After the bluff training, he decided to join me by enlisting at 1 Parachute Battalion, known for its rigorous training and elite status. Mac’s determination and physical prowess quickly set him apart from his peers. He was always the first to volunteer for the toughest tasks, earning the respect of both his instructors and fellow trainees.


			Mac’s time at 1 Parachute Battalion was marked by intense training and personal growth. He thrived in the demanding environment, pushing himself to new limits every day. The 10-day PT course was a significant challenge, but Mac’s background in sports gave him an edge. He often led the pack during endurance runs and was a source of motivation for the rest of C-Coy.


			


			During hangar training, Mac’s meticulous nature shone through. He was always the first to perfect his parachute packing and landing techniques, often helping others who struggled. His leadership qualities were evident, and he quickly became a trusted figure within the unit.


			The culmination of Mac’s training was the day of the jump. As he stood at the door of the aircraft, ready to leap into the unknown, he felt a mix of excitement and pride. The jump went flawlessly, and as he landed, he knew he had achieved something significant. Earning his wings was not just a personal victory but a testament to his hard work and dedication.


			Mac’s journey through 1 Parachute Battalion was just the beginning. He went on to serve with distinction in various operations, always embodying the values of courage, resilience, and camaraderie. His story became an inspiration for new recruits: a reminder of what could be achieved with determination and heart.


			


			Chapter Four 


			The sun was just beginning to rise, casting a golden hue over the parade ground. Today was Glamour Day, the culmination of weeks of gruelling training. As I stood in formation, dressed in my full ceremonial uniform, I felt a mix of pride and nervousness. The air was filled with anticipation, the kind that made your heart beat a little faster.


			The parade began with a formal inspection. Senior officers walked down the lines, their eyes sharp and discerning. As they approached, I straightened my posture, feeling the weight of their gaze. This was a moment to showcase the discipline and skills we had acquired. The drill sergeant (who had been both our toughest critic and greatest supporter) gave a nod of approval as he passed by. It was a small gesture, but it meant the world to me.


			The highlight of the day was receiving our parachute wings. One by one, we stepped forward for a senior officer to pin our wings to our uniforms. When my turn came, I felt a surge of emotion. As the wings were pinned to my chest, I stood a little taller, knowing that I had earned this moment through hard work and perseverance.


			The presence of family and friends added a personal and emotional dimension to the event. I scanned the crowd and spotted my parents, my mother’s face beaming with pride. My father was expressionless. Seeing my mother there, sharing in my achievement, made the moment even more special. It was a celebration of not just my efforts, but also the support and sacrifices she had made to support me and believe in me along the way.


			 The ceremony included demonstrations of the skills we had learned. We performed a parachute jump display, showcasing the precision and coordination we had developed. The crowd watched in awe as we executed tactical manoeuvres, highlighting our capabilities as airborne soldiers. Senior officers and special guests gave speeches, acknowledging our efforts and the significance of our achievement. They spoke of courage, teamwork, and dedication—values that had been instilled in us throughout our training. Their words resonated deeply, reinforcing the importance of the journey we had undertaken.


			


			 After the formalities, it was time to celebrate. We gathered with our families and fellow soldiers, enjoying a meal and music. The atmosphere was filled with laughter and joy—a stark contrast to the intensity of the past weeks. It was a chance to unwind and reflect on our journey; to appreciate how far we had come.


			 As the day drew to a close, I found a quiet moment to reflect. Training had been tough, filled with challenges and moments of doubt. But standing there, with my wings pinned proudly on my chest and my family by my side, I felt an overwhelming sense of accomplishment. Glamour Day was not just a ceremony; it was a testament my resilience and determination. It marked the end of one chapter and the beginning of another, as a fully-qualified paratrooper who was ready to serve, come what may.


			Despite the meticulous planning, the day was not without unexpected challenges.


			Just before the parade, I noticed a tear in my ceremonial uniform. Panic set in as I realised there was no time to get it fixed. Mac, ever resourceful, quickly found a needle and thread and helped me patch it up. It wasn’t perfect, but it held together, and I was able to stand tall during the inspection.


			During the parachute jump display, nerves got the better of me. As I prepared to jump, my hands trembled slightly. The thought of making a mistake in front of my dad and the senior officers was daunting. But as I leapt from the plane, the training kicked in. I focused on my breathing and the techniques we had practised countless times. The jump went smoothly, and the landing was perfect—much to my relief.


			Seeing my parents in the crowd brought a wave of unexpected emotion. As I stepped forward to receive my wings, the pride in mom’s eyes was overwhelming. It was a powerful reminder of why I had pushed myself so hard. I had to take a deep breath to steady myself, ensuring I didn’t break down in front of everyone. 


			


			During the speeches, one of the senior officers called me out by name, asking me to share a few words about my experience. I hadn’t prepared for this and felt a surge of anxiety. Standing in front of the crowd, I stumbled over my words at first, but then I spoke from the heart about the camaraderie and the journey we had all shared. The applause that followed was both surprising and gratifying.


			These unexpected challenges tested my adaptability, but they also made the day even more memorable. Overcoming these hurdles, with the support of my fellow troops and the encouragement of mom, reinforced the bonds we had built and the strength we had developed.


			For Mac, Glamour Day was a whirlwind of emotions and unexpected challenges. As the sun rose over the parade ground, he felt a mix of pride and anxiety. The weeks of intense training had led to this moment, and he was determined to make his family proud.


			Standing in formation, Mac felt the weight of the occasion. The senior officers’ inspection was thorough, and he could feel their eyes on him, assessing his every move. When the drill sergeant gave him a nod of approval, Mac felt a surge of pride. It was a small gesture, but it validated all the hard work he had put in.


			The moment he had been waiting for arrived. As Mac stepped forward to receive his wings, he felt a lump in his throat. The senior officer pinned the wings onto his uniform, and Mac stood a little taller, knowing he had earned this honour. The applause from his fellow paratroopers and the crowd was a moment he would never forget.


			Mac’s family had travelled from deep in the Karoo to be there. Seeing their faces in the crowd, beaming with pride, brought tears to his eyes. His father’s firm handshake and his mother’s warm embrace were the highlights of his day. Their presence made the achievement even more meaningful.


			


			During the parachute jump display, Mac felt a rush of adrenaline. The jump was flawless, and the landing was smooth. The crowd’s cheers were a testament to the hard work and dedication that had gone into their training. Mac felt a deep sense of accomplishment.


			When the senior officers gave their speeches, Mac listened intently. Their words about courage, teamwork, and dedication resonated deeply with him. He felt a renewed sense of purpose and commitment to his role as a paratrooper. The celebration that followed was a great occasion. Mac enjoyed the meal and music with his family and newly fellow paratroopers. The atmosphere was filled with laughter and bond of brotherhood: an absolutely contrast to the intensity of the past weeks. It was a chance to unwind and reflect on our journey.


			


			Chapter Five 


			After the intense weeks of training and the emotional high of Glamour Day, Mac and I were more than ready for our seven-day pass. 


			The night before my seven-day pass, I was filled with anticipation and excitement. I had been looking forward to this moment for months, counting down the days until I could see Desiree again. The thought of celebrating her new life without the brace, dancing together, and simply being in each other’s presence filled me with joy.


			I waited in line for the use of the phone a five-minute call allowed. I dialled her number, my heart racing as I waited for her to pick up. When she answered, her voice was soft and familiar, but there was an undertone that I couldn’t quite place.


			“Desiree my love, our pass has been approved!” I said, unable to contain my excitement. “I’ll be coming directly to you. I can’t wait to hold you in my arms.”


			There was a brief silence on the other end, and then she spoke, her voice tinged with sadness. “Buck, something came up… I won’t be around.”


			Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. I felt the air leave my lungs, and a cold wave of disappointment washed over me. “What do you mean?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.


			“I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice breaking. “I really wanted to see you, but I have to go away with my dad. It’s important.”


			I tried to process what she was saying, but all I could feel was the sharp sting of disappointment and hurt. “I understand,” I managed to say, though my heart was aching. “I guess we’ll have to celebrate another time.”


			


			“Yes, we will,” she replied, trying to sound hopeful. “I promise.”


			We exchanged a few more words, but the conversation felt hollow. I ended the call, feeling a deep sense of loss. The excitement and joy I had felt just moments before were replaced by a heavy sadness. I had been looking forward to this reunion, to holding her in my arms and seeing her smile. Now, that moment was taken away.


			I sat there for a while, having a smoke and playing the conversation over in my mind, trying to make sense of my emotions. The disappointment was overwhelming, and I felt a lump in my throat. I had been through so much, and this pass was supposed to be a beacon of hope, a chance to reconnect with the person who meant the world to me.


			As I lay in my bunk that night, I couldn’t shake the feeling of sadness. The anticipation of seeing Desiree had been the light at the end of a long tunnel, and now that light had dimmed. I knew I had to stay strong, but the hurt was real, and it weighed heavily on my heart.


			The next day, as I boarded the train for my pass, I tried to focus on the positives. I would still see my family, and I knew Desiree and I would find a way to celebrate eventually. But the disappointment lingered… a reminder of how much she meant to me, and how deeply I felt her absence. 


			The removal of Desiree’s brace was a significant milestone in her recovery, and it brought a renewed sense of freedom and joy to her life. During my previous short pass, everything had seemed perfect. We celebrated her progress, and her letters continued to be filled with love and encouragement, just as they always had been. However, as time went on, I began to notice subtle changes. While her letters remained beautiful and supportive, there was an underlying tone that hinted at something deeper. Desiree’s resilience and positivity were still there, but the experience of her accident and recovery had inevitably changed her. She had grown stronger and more independent. This transformation was inspiring, but it also meant that she was navigating new emotions and situations that sometimes made her feel distant. When I called her the night before my seven-day pass, her sadness and the unexpected change in plans were a stark reminder of how much she had been through. The brace had been a physical and emotional burden, and its removal marked a new chapter in her life. She was adjusting to this newfound freedom, and it was natural for her to have moments of uncertainty and sadness.


			


			Despite these changes, our love remained strong. Her letters continued to be a source of comfort and motivation for me, and I cherished every word she wrote. The disappointment of not being able to see her during my pass was painful, but I understood that she was dealing with her own journey of healing and growth.


			Desiree’s strength and spirit were unwavering, and I knew that we would find a way to celebrate together eventually. The bond we shared was built on a foundation of love, trust, and mutual support, and I was determined to be there for her, just as she had always been there for me.


			***


			On train, Mac said, “Buck, what the fuck? What’s up?” 


			I explained to him. 


			“Fuck this!” he said in his thick English. “At the next train station, we get off and hike to the coast. We can call our parents from the station. And tell them the change of plan, they will understand.”


			We decided to head down to the coast, eager to leave the regimented life of the barracks and heartache behind and embrace the freedom of the open sea and vibrant nightlife.


			We arrived at the coast just as the sun was setting, casting a warm glow over the sandy beaches. The salty breeze was a welcome change from the dry air of the training grounds. We checked into a small, cosy beachside hotel, the kind with creaky wooden floors and a view of the ocean from every window. That evening we strolled along the beach, the waves lapping at our feet, and made plans for the week ahead.


			


			The next morning, we rented surfboards and hit the waves. Mac, with his natural athleticism, took to surfing like a pro. I, on the other hand, spent more time wiping out than riding the waves. But the thrill of catching that perfect wave, even for a few seconds, was exhilarating. We spent hours in the water, laughing and cheering each other on. By the end of the day we were sunburned and exhausted, but it was worth every moment.


			On the third day, we decided to explore the local town. The streets were lined with colourful shops and bustling cafes. We met a group of local girls who were intrigued by our stories of military training. Mac, with his easy charm and hearty laugh, quickly became the centre of attention. We spent the afternoon flirting and sharing stories over ice-cold beers. The girls invited us to a beach braai and dance that night, and we eagerly accepted.


			The beach braai was a night to remember. The fire crackled and popped, casting a warm glow on the faces around it. We drank beer, sang along to someone strumming a guitar, and danced barefoot on the sand. The stars were bright overhead, and the sound of the waves provided a soothing backdrop. Mac and I felt a sense of unity with our new friends, a reminder that even in unfamiliar places, connections could be made.


			By the fifth day, we were ready to experience the nightlife. We found a lively disco club, the kind with flashing lights and a pulsating beat that made it impossible to sit still. We danced for hours, losing ourselves in the music and the energy of the crowd. Mac, ever the social butterfly, made friends with everyone he met. I found myself caught up in the excitement, dancing with strangers who quickly became friends.


			The sixth day started off relaxed. We spent the afternoon at a local pub, enjoying a few beers and watching the sunset. But as the night wore on, the atmosphere grew more charged. A misunderstanding with a group of locals quickly escalated into a fistfight. Mac and I held our own, our military training kicking in. The fight was over as quickly as it started, and we found ourselves nursing bruises and laughing about the absurdity of it all. It was a reminder that even in moments of conflict, we had each other’s backs.


			


			Our final day at the coast was bittersweet. We spent the morning surfing one last time, savouring the feel of the waves beneath our boards. In the afternoon, we took a long walk along the beach, reflecting on the week. The freedom and fun had been a welcome break, but we knew it was time to return to our duties. That evening, we packed our bags and said goodbye to the coast, grateful for the memories we had made.


			During the break, we had spent much of our time hitchhiking from place to place, enjoying the freedom it afforded us. Back then, without cars of our own, hitchhiking was our go-to mode of travel, and as soldiers in the army, South African citizens were always willing to give us lifts as a way of showing their appreciation for our service and protection of the country. We made sure to visit our families during this time. 


			As our seven-day pass came to an end, it was time to say goodbye to our families and head back to the base. The farewell was emotional. My father, ever stoic, remained unemotional about my achievements. He gave me a firm handshake and a curt nod. It was his way of showing pride, I suppose, without words. My mother on the other hand was a mix of emotions. She hugged me tightly, tears streaming down her face. “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered, her voice choked with emotion. “Stay safe and come back to us.”


			Mac’s family was equally emotional. His father clapped him on the back, a proud smile on his face. His mother held him close, whispering words of encouragement. The goodbyes were hard, but we knew we had to focus on the next phase of our training.


			***


			Back at the base, we were quickly thrust into bush training to prepare for our first border trip to Angola. The training was intense, designed to simulate the harsh conditions we would face in the field. We learnt survival skills, navigation, and combat tactics, honing our abilities to operate in the challenging terrain.


			


			The friendship we had deepened during our seven-day pass and the constant support of our families gave us the strength to push through the tough training. We knew that the bonds we had formed and the skills we had acquired would be crucial in the days ahead.


			


			Chapter Six


			After saying our emotional goodbyes to our families, Mac and I returned to the base, ready to face the next phase of our journey. We were headed to DeBrug Training Camp, a place known for its rigorous preparation for soldiers about to be deployed to the border. The camp was nestled deep in the bush, surrounded by dense bush and rugged terrain—an ideal setting for the intense training we were about to undergo.


			DeBrug Army battleground, located outside Bloemfontein, was a mock battlefield where military units trained intensively before heading to the border. It served as a shared training ground for various divisions, including Pantser (the South African armoured car and tank brigade), Bats (the parabats/paratroopers), and 1 S.A.I. (the South African infantry unit). Here, we gathered to practise joint operation manoeuvres through mock border ambushes and contact exercises, preparing ourselves for the challenges ahead.


			The full-kit march of some 20km to DeBrug was long and hard—especially with the amount of food and beer we had consumed on our seven-day pass. As we arrived, the camp’s unwelcoming reality hit us. The facilities were basic, with rows of tents and makeshift barracks. The air was thick with the scent of earth and sweat, and the sounds of nature were punctuated by the shouts of sergeant majors and sergeants, and the rhythmic thud of boots on the ground.


			Our days began before dawn, with gruelling physical conditioning sessions we called “op-fok”. We ran through the dense veld up koppies and down koppies, navigating obstacles and Corporals pushing us to our limits, so we would be sweating the civvies life of beer and girls out of us. We’d thought we were tough, now that we had been on pass and had earned our wings. The terrain was unforgiving, with steep hills and muddy paths that tested our endurance and strength. The staff sergeant and corporals were relentless, pushing us harder with each passing day. Mac, with his natural athleticism, thrived in this environment, often leading the squad during our runs.


			


			Combat training was the core of our preparation. We spent hours on the firing range, refining our marksmanship skills. The sound of gunfire became a constant backdrop to our days. We practised with various weapons, learning to handle them with precision and confidence. The training also included hand-to-hand combat, where we learned techniques to disarm and neutralise opponents. The sessions were intense, often leaving us bruised and exhausted, but they were crucial for our survival on the border.


			Survival training was another critical component. We learnt to navigate using maps and compasses, to find our way through the dense bush even in the dead of night. We practised building shelters, starting fires, and finding food and camouflage. These skills were essential for operating in the harsh conditions we would face in Angola. The training was tough, but it instilled in us a sense of self-reliance and resilience.


			Team exercises were designed to build a bond of trust among us. We participated in simulated operations, where we had to work together to achieve objectives. These exercises evaluated our ability to communicate, strategise, and support each other under pressure. Mac and I often found ourselves leading these operation, our bond and mutual respect making us effective leaders.


			***


			One of the highlights of our time at DeBrug was Mac’s promotion to lance corporal. His leadership skills and unwavering determination had not gone unnoticed. The ceremony was brief but significant. As the staff sergeant pinned the stripes onto Mac’s uniform, I could see the pride in his eyes. 


			“You’ve earned this, Mac,” the sergeant said, clapping him on the shoulder. 


			Mac’s promotion was a testament to his hard work and natural leadership.


			


			Shortly after Mac’s promotion, I received my own recognition. The staff sergeant called me forward during a morning assembly. 


			“Soutie, step up,” he barked. 


			I stood at attention, my heart pounding. 


			“For your exemplary performance and leadership, you are hereby promoted to full corporal.” 


			As he pinned the stripes onto my uniform, I felt a surge of pride and responsibility. The journey had been tough, but this moment made it all worthwhile.


			***


			One of the most challenging training exercises we faced at DeBrug was the night ambush simulation. The exercise was designed to test our ability to operate under extreme stress and in complete darkness, relying solely on our training and instincts. The exercise began at dusk. We were briefed on the operation: our squad was to navigate through the dense terrain of veld and koppies to a designated point, set up an ambush, and wait for SWAPO (a simulated enemy squad). The catch was that we had to do this without any artificial light, using only the moonlight and our night vision equipment.


			As night fell, we moved out. The veld was a maze of shadows and sounds, every rustle of a leaf and snap of a twig heightening our senses. Mac took the lead, his confidence and natural navigation skills guiding us through the underbrush. I followed closely, keeping an eye on our rear and ensuring the squad stayed together. The terrain was treacherous, with hidden rocks and uneven ground threatening to trip us up. We moved slowly, every step deliberate and cautious. The darkness was disorienting, and the tension was palpable. We had to rely on our training to stay focused and maintain our formation.


			After what felt like hours, we reached the designated point. We quickly and quietly set up our positions, using the natural cover of the forest to conceal ourselves. The staff sergeants had taught us the importance of patience and silence, and now those lessons were put to the test. We lay in wait, our breaths shallow, listening for any sign of the enemy patrol.


			


			The simulated SWAPO squad arrived, made up of ou manne who had few years of border operations behind them. Their movements were barely audible in the stillness of the night. I signalled to the squad, and we moved into action. The ambush was swift and precise, our training kicking in as we executed the manoeuvre flawlessly. The simulated gunfire and shouts echoed through the veld and trees, adding to the realism of the exercise.


			Just as we thought the exercise was over, an unexpected twist was thrown our way. The captain and staff sergeants had planned a counter-ambush, testing our ability to adapt and respond under pressure. Suddenly, we were the ones being ambushed. The DeBrug erupted in chaos as we scrambled to regroup and defend ourselves.


			One of our squad mates, a trooper named Andre, struggled during the counter-ambush. Andre had always been a bit quieter and more reserved, but he was a solid soldier. However, the sudden chaos and darkness seemed to overwhelm him. He hesitated, unsure of where to move or how to respond to the unexpected attack. Seeing Andre struggling, Mac and I quickly moved to support him. 


			“Andre, on me!” I shouted, trying to cut through the confusion. 


			Mac covered our flank, providing suppressive fire to give Andre a chance to regroup. Andre’s eyes were wide with fear, but he nodded and followed my lead.


			We found cover behind a fallen tree, and I took a moment to steady Andre. “Focus on your training,” I said, my voice firm but encouraging. “You’ve got this.” 


			Andre took a deep breath, his hands still shaking slightly, but he nodded again, determination replacing the fear in his eyes.


			


			With Mac providing cover, we regrouped with the rest of the squad. Andre’s confidence grew as he followed our lead, and we successfully defended against the counter-ambush. The exercise pushed us all to our limits, but it also reinforced the importance of teamwork and support.


			When the exercise finally ended, we were exhausted but exhilarated. The captain debriefed us, highlighting our strengths and areas for improvement. The night ambush had been a true test of our abilities, and we had risen to the challenge. Mac and I felt a renewed sense of confidence in our leadership and our squad’s capabilities, and Andre had gained valuable experience and confidence from the ordeal.


			***


			Another anticipated and challenging part of our training was the first night jump with full kit. This exercise was designed to simulate a real combat drop, testing our ability to land safely and establish a secure perimeter under the cover of darkness.


			We gathered in the briefing tent, tension all around us. The staff sergeant outlined the mission: we would be jumping from a C-130 Hercules at 800 feet, fully equipped with our combat gear. I was assigned to be the first in the string, carrying the LMG machine gun to land first and secure the landing zone. Mac was third in the string, carrying the LMG plate and additional ammunition.


			As we boarded the plane, the roar of the engines filled the air. The interior was dimly lit, and the atmosphere was charged with a mix of excitement and nerves. We checked our gear one last time, ensuring everything was secure. The plane took off, and we ascended into the night sky.


			The red light above the door turned green, signalling it was time to jump. My heart pounded as I stepped to the edge, the wind whipping around me. I took a deep breath and leaped into the darkness. The rush of the shortfall was exhilarating, and my parachute quickly deployed the mushroom canopy opening with a jolt, and I began my descent.


			


			The ground approached rapidly, and I focused on my landing. I hit the ground hard, rolling to absorb the impact. Quickly, I unhooked my parachute and grabbed my LMG, scanning the area for any threats. The landing zone was clear, and I signalled the all-clear to the others.


			Mac landed smoothly a few moments later, his silhouette barely visible in the moonlight. He quickly joined me, setting up the LMG plate and distributing the additional ammunition. We worked efficiently, our training guiding our actions. The rest of the squad landed and assembled, and we established a secure perimeter.


			With the landing zone secured, we moved to our designated positions, setting up defensive points and preparing for any potential threats. The night was eerily quiet, the only sounds being the rustle of leaves and the distant calls of nocturnal animals.


			


			Chapter Seven


			After the intense training at DeBrug and the anticipation of our deployment to the Angola border, we were granted a seven-day pass. Mac and I decided to spend this precious time with our families and girlfriends, savouring the moments of normalcy before heading into the unknown.


			The first day of our pass was filled with joy and relief as we reunited with our families. The hugs were tight, and the smiles were wide. My mother, still emotional from our last goodbye, held me close, her tears a mix of pride and worry. My father, ever stoic, gave me a firm handshake and a nod, his way of showing his support. Mac’s family welcomed him with open arms, their pride evident in their eyes. We each spent the day sharing stories from our training, enjoying home-cooked meals and simply being together. It was a much-needed respite from the rigors of military life.


			The next day, I decided to call my friend Robert to let him know I was on pass and planned to visit Desiree. Robert, however, had other plans. 


			“Buck, you need to come to my place first. I have something to show you,” he insisted. 


			The more I argued, the more persistent he became. Finally, I agreed to meet him in Walkerville.


			Late in the afternoon, I arrived at Robert’s house. We had something to eat, and I changed into civilian clothes. Robert seemed unusually eager as we headed out. 


			“Where are we going?” I asked. 


			“You’ll see,” he replied with that cryptic kak smile of his.


			


			We drove to a club called Q’s in Hillbrow, in Johannesburg city. The place was buzzing with energy, the music loud and the lights flashing. Robert insisted we go upstairs and have a beer or two. We sat at the bar, and I tried to relax, but something felt off. 


			After my second beer, Robert looked at me and said, “It’s time.”


			He led me downstairs to the dance floor. My heart sank as I saw Desiree sitting on some fucking dipshit wanker’s lap, kissing him. The shock and betrayal hit me like a punch to the gut. But somehow, I managed to stay calm. I walked over, put my hand on her shoulder, and extended my hand to the little motherfucker. 


			“Congrats,” I said in a steady voice. “Desiree, I hope you have found happiness.”


			Desiree’s eyes widened in shock and guilt. She tried to say something, but I turned and walked away, my heart heavy but my head held high. Robert was fast on my heels, almost running to catch up. 


			In the car he said, “Don’t go do something stupid.” 


			“My stupid is I am going to get drunk and find my way home,” I said.


			The next few days were a blur of emotions. Desiree called my mom repeatedly, leaving messages apologising for her mistake and begging for forgiveness. Each call was a painful reminder of the betrayal, but I knew I had to move on. I spent time with my family, finding solace in their support and love.


			***


			When I told Mac about what had happened with Desiree, he was furious on my behalf. 


			“What a low move!” he said with many descriptive words that followed, shaking his head. “You deserve better than that, Buck.” His support was unwavering, and he made sure to keep my spirits up. “Let’s focus on the good stuff,” he said. “We’ve got our families, our friends, and each other. That’s what matters.”


			


			Mac’s loyalty and friendship were a source of strength for me. He refused to let me dwell on the betrayal, instead encouraging me to look forward and stay positive. His optimism was irresistible, and it helped me to see the situation in a new light.


			One evening, as we sat on the porch of my parents’ house, Mac shared a personal story of heartbreak. “You know, Buck,” he began, staring out at the setting sun, “I went through something similar a few years ago.”


			He told me about a girl named Annelie, whom he had dated for almost two years. They had been inseparable, and Mac had thought she was the one. But one day, he found out she had been seeing someone else behind his back. 


			“It felt like my world was falling apart,” he admitted, his voice tinged with the pain of the memory.


			Mac explained how he had confronted Annelie, much like I had with Desiree. He had tried to stay calm, but the betrayal had cut deep. “It took me a long time to get over it,” he said. “But I realised that holding onto the anger and hurt was only hurting me more.”


			Mac shared how he eventually moved on from his heartbreak. “The first thing I did was focus on myself,” he said. “I threw myself into my hobbies and passions. Farming, hiking, running… anything that made me feel alive and connected to the world.” He also leaned heavily on his family. “They were my rock,” he said. “I talked to them about what I was going through, and they listened without judgement. It helped to know I wasn’t alone.” Mac also made a conscious effort to let go of the past. “I realised that holding onto the pain was like carrying a heavy backpack everywhere I went,” he explained. “So, I decided to forgive Annelie—not for her sake, but for mine. It was a way to free myself from the burden.” Finally, Mac opened himself up to new experiences and people. “I met new friends, went on new adventures, and slowly, I started to feel whole again,” he said. “It wasn’t easy, but it was worth it.”


			


			As our pass came to an end, I felt a mix of sadness and resolve. Desiree’s betrayal had hurt, but it had also made me stronger. I was ready to face whatever lay ahead, knowing that I had the support of my mom and Mac.


			Mac and I packed our bags, said our goodbyes, and headed back to the base. The time with our families had been a precious gift, and we were determined to carry that strength with us as we prepared for our deployment to Angola.


			


			Chapter Eight


			After six months on the border doing all that we were trained to do, the time finally came for a well-deserved pass. Fourteen days of heaven awaited us. We spent the first few days with our families, savouring the comforts of home. The warmth of home, the familiar smells of home-cooked meals, and the laughter of loved ones and lots hugs from my mom… these were an absolute contrast to the harsh realities of border military life. It was a time to recharge, to remember what we were fighting for.


			Then, it was off to the South Coast for a brief escape. The beaches were a welcome change, with their golden sands and the soothing sound of waves crashing against the shore. We flirted with the local girls, broke their hearts, enjoying the fleeting romances that came with the territory. It was a time to let loose, to love and leave without getting too attached. Both Mac and I had been hurt before, and neither of us were eager to let anyone into that sweet spot again.


			All too soon, our pass came to an end. Our parents dropped us off on the highway. As Mac’s mom prepared to leave, she wrapped her arms around my neck and held me tight. 


			“Please bring Mac back to me safely,” she whispered, her voice filled with a mother’s worry. 


			I looked her in the eyes and promised, “He is safe with me. I promise I will take care of him.” 


			Little did I know that those words would haunt me.


			***


			Mac and I began the hike back to the battalion in the sweltering heat. The sun beat down on us, and the road seemed to stretch endlessly ahead. His mother’s words played on my mind.


			


			Our next operation was one of the most dangerous we had faced. We were tasked with infiltrating a heavily fortified SWAPO position. On 28 June, insurgents entered South West Africa, damaging a bridge between Epali and Ondangwa, sabotaging 20 telephone poles, mortaring the Eenhana SADF base, and detonating a bomb at the Ongwediva Teachers Training College.  No one was injured in these attacks. 


			On 29 June 1985, the South West Africa Territory Force’s mechanised reaction teams set off in a hot pursuit, following the tracks. Brigadier Joep Joubert’s orders were to follow the insurgents, even if they crossed back into Angola.  Bases were attacked up to 40km inside Angola. As we moved through hostile territory, the tension was palpable. Every rustle of leaves, every distant sound, set our nerves on edge. Mac was right beside me, as always, his presence a constant source of strength.


			The ambush happened so fast. One moment we were advancing, the next—chaos erupted around us. Gunfire filled the air, and the ground seemed to explode beneath our feet. In the midst of the firefight, Mac was hit. I saw him fall, clutching his side, and my heart sank. I rushed to his side, bullets still flying around us. Mac was bleeding heavily, his face pale but his eyes sharp.


			“Damn! Fuck! Stay with me, Mac!” I urged, trying to stop the bleeding. 


			He managed a weak smile, his hand gripping mine tightly. “Remember our promise,” he whispered, his voice barely audible over the din of battle. “Take care of the others.”


			I held him close, trying to shield him from the chaos around us. Mac’s breathing grew shallow, his grip on my hand weakening. “You’re going to be okay,” I said, though I knew the truth. 


			He nodded slightly, his eyes never leaving mine. In his final moments, Mac’s gaze softened. A peace settled over him, a quiet acceptance. He squeezed my hand one last time before his eyes closed. His body fell still.


			


			Returning to the battalion without Mac was the hardest thing I had ever done. His mother’s words echoed in my mind, a constant reminder of the promise I couldn’t keep. He had been more than a friend; he was a brother, and his memory would forever be a part of me and the squad.


			***


			The loss of Mac hit the squad hard. He had been a pillar of strength and a source of motivation for all of us. His absence left a void that was felt deeply by everyone in the battalion. The days following his death were sombre, filled with a mix of grief and hate for the SWAPO and determination to honour his memory.


			We each dealt with the loss of Mac in our own way. Some of us found solace in sharing stories about him, remembering his quick wit and unwavering courage. Others threw themselves into their duties, using the routine of border life to keep their minds occupied. We all spent extra time in the base pub on our days off, as Mac always wanted to empty the pub supply of beer before our service to South Africa was over. So, we drank two beers at a time. The bond within squad grew even stronger as we leaned on each other for support.


			Despite the emotional toll, we knew we had to continue our operation. The war didn’t stop, and neither could we. Each patrol and operation carried a new weight; a reminder of the sacrifices that came with our duty. We were more vigilant, more determined to succeed, knowing that Mac would have wanted us to carry on—and to kill more and more of the enemy in revenge.


			Explaining the loss of Mac to his family was one of the most difficult moments of my life. Even with officers offering their condolences, I stood before his mother, the weight of my promise heavy on my shoulders. Her eyes, once filled with hope, now brimmed with sorrow and anger and hate.


			“I’m so sorry,” I began, my voice trembling. “We did everything we could, but…”


			


			Her face hardened, and she turned away, unable to look at me. “You promised,” she said, her voice breaking. “You promised to bring him back.”


			“I know,” I whispered, tears streaming down my face. “I failed him. I failed you.”


			For years to come, Mac’s mother harboured a deep resentment towards me. Every time I saw her, the pain in her eyes was a stark reminder of the promise I couldn’t keep. It was a burden I carried with me, a constant reminder of the cost of war and the lives it shattered.


			Despite the pain and the guilt, I knew I had to keep going. I had to honour Mac’s memory by being the best soldier I could be, by taking care of the others just as he had asked. The bond within the squad grew even stronger, forged in the fires of loss and the determination to carry on.


			Mac’s legacy lived on in each of us, a testament to the courage and camaraderie that defined our unit. We faced each new challenge with the same determination and bravery he had shown, knowing that he was with us in spirit, guiding us through the toughest times.


			***


			Mac’s absence had a significant impact on the team dynamics during our operations. He had been a natural leader, someone who could rally the squad and keep spirits high even in the toughest situations. Without him, there was a noticeable void in our leadership structure. We all felt the loss deeply, and it took time for us to adjust. The morale was initially low, as everyone grappled with the grief and the reality of moving forward without him. Many said Mac was the glue that held us together. After his death, we had to work harder to maintain that bond. Trust was still there, but it was tinged with the fear of losing another comrade. We became more protective of each other, always mindful of the risks we faced.


			On a tactical level, Mac’s absence meant we had to adapt our strategies. He had been particularly skilled in reconnaissance and gathering intelligence, roles that were crucial for our operations. We had to redistribute these responsibilities, and it took time for others to step into those roles effectively. The learning curve was steep, but we managed by relying on each other’s strengths and supporting one another.


			


			Emotionally, Mac’s death was a constant reminder of the stakes involved in our operations. It made us more resilient, but also more cautious. We were determined to honour his memory by giving our best, but the weight of his loss was always there. It pushed us to be better, to ensure that his sacrifice was not in vain.


			Mac’s memory became a source of strength. In difficult situations, we often found ourselves asking, “What would Mac do?” His legacy guided our actions and decisions, helping us navigate the challenges we faced. It was a way to keep him with us, to draw on his courage and determination even in his absence.


			Over time, we adapted to the new dynamics. New leaders emerged, and the team found a new rhythm. The bond within the squad grew even stronger as we leaned on each other for support. 


			


			Chapter Nine


			By September 8th, 1985, our South African equipment had finally arrived. By the 11th, the SADF units were in position, ready to support UNITA (the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola, the second-largest political party in Angola, founded in 1966) and launch an attack on the FAPLA brigades. FAPLA was originally the armed wing of the People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA,) but later (from 1975 to 1991) became Angola’s official armed forces when the MPLA took control of the government.


			The early morning of September 12th saw the roar of the Valkiri multiple-rocket launchers as they began their assault on the FAPLA 8 and 13 Brigades, which had paused to resupply. The attack continued until daybreak, with the Angolan Air Force scouring the skies for our positions during daylight hours. Despite our efforts, the MRL attack failed to slow the Angolan brigades, and they resumed their relentless advance.


			By September 15th, all four FAPLA brigades had converged south of the Lomba River, 30 kilometres northwest of Mavinga. Our combined efforts with UNITA had not been enough to halt their progress. On September 19th, as FAPLA took the town far to the north, UNITA forces were forced to retreat south from Cazombo. Over several nights, the SAAF evacuated at least a thousand UNITA soldiers from the region, flying them and their equipment into Mavinga. Our reconnaissance units around the Cuito Cuanavale airfield reported that the Angolan brigades were being supplied by helicopter. In response, SAAF Atlas Impalas were dispatched to intercept these Mil Mi-17 and Mil Mi-25 helicopters whenever their movements were detected.


			My squad had been tasked with sweeping from behind the lines to prevent any FAPLA escape and to conduct reconnaissance on their movements. As their troops advanced, our rendezvous was delayed. With minimal rations or water, we pressed on. The promise I made to Mac to keep the squad safe played over and over in my mind. I gave the little water and rations I had to the squad, determined to see them through.


			


			Eventually, the helicopters radioed in with our new rendezvous coordinates, which were not far. The helicopter evacuation was a whirlwind of intense emotions. As the chopper descended, seeing our extraction point filled me with hope. The sound of the rotors slicing the air was like a promise of safety after days of relentless combat and uncertainty. Seeing the helicopter land and my squad safely loaded—all alive after what should have been two days turned into five days in harsh heat conditions and haphazard combat and patrols—was a moment of immense relief. As we boarded, there was a mix of exhaustion and elation among the squad. The weight of the past five days, with no rations or water, and the constant threat of enemy engagement, seemed to lift slightly. I felt a deep sense of responsibility and pride, knowing that my efforts to keep the squad safe had paid off. However, there was also a lingering anxiety… the fear that something could still go wrong until we were airborne and out of danger was palpable. Once we were in the air, the reality of our ordeal began to sink in. The adrenaline started to fade, replaced by a profound exhaustion. I felt a mix of relief and disbelief that we had made it through. The silent understanding between the squad members was powerful; we had faced the worst together and survived. In those moments, I also felt a deep connection to my family, especially my mom. Her face, filled with tears of relief, flashed in my mind.


			***


			I opened my eyes to see my mom crying. “Where am I?” I asked.


			“Oh, my son,” she cried, kissing my hand vigorously. “You’re in the hospital. You’ve been in a coma for ten days,” she said through her tears. “We thought we’d lost you. The military phoned and told us we needed to come say our goodbyes… but praise the Lord, He heard my prayers. Let me call the doctor.” The doctor arrived, but before he could explain, my mom said, “Please wait for his father.” 


			


			He eventually arrived, and the doctor explained. 


			“You suffered severe heatstroke on your last border operation. Heatstroke is a serious condition that requires immediate medical attention, which you were unable to receive, but the medics tried their best to treat the key symptoms of high body temperature. They say your temp was so high your fucking blood almost boiled—my apologies, Mrs Gericke, for the language,” he said quickly to my mother. “The condition altered your mental state and behaviour. It also caused severe sweating, vomiting, flushed skin, rapid breathing, racing heartrate, and headache. The severity of the heatstroke led you to pass out. I’m afraid this will leave you with long-term complications such as memory loss and impaired ability to function properly. The extreme heat caused damage to the brain and other vital organs.” He continued, “You will need therapy to recover. This will include physical therapy to help regain strength and coordination, occupational therapy to assist with daily activities and improve functional abilities, speech therapy if there are issues with communication or swallowing, and cognitive rehabilitation to address memory loss and other cognitive impairments. Recovery will take time, and the extent of recovery will be a long process due to the severity of the heatstroke and the time it took to administer treatment. Any questions, feel free to ask or phone me anytime. Corporal Paul will be here for a while and then be discharged to your care.” The doctor turned to my parents, “The major has said his discharge from the hospital will be his uitklaar from his national service. He will be reclassified from G1K1 to G4K4, basically unfit for duty. The troops refer to it as G4K fucked up.” 


			The shock on my mom’s face caused the doctor to apologise for his language again. He turned and left.


			“Well, so his dream to be a beach bum has come true,” my father said to my mom. “Need to get back to work.”


			“Okay,” my mom said. “We will visit as much as we can. I would love to stay, but you’re still in the army… Just remember your prayers and know I love you, my son.” 


			


			My dad added, “See you, Shorty.”


			As I lay there, absorbing the gravity of the situation, I felt a profound sense of gratitude for my survival and the support of my family, especially my mom. The road to recovery would be long, but I was ready to face it, one step at a time. The thought of seeing my mom again gave me strength and a sense of purpose. Despite the physical and emotional toll, there was a renewed determination to recover and honour the sacrifices we had all made.


			


			Part 2


			The Heart’s Rebirth:


			Buck’s Journey to Eternal Love


			


			Chapter One


			On September 25, 1985, my intense therapy and physiotherapy journey began. The doctors and nurses were kind but ruthless, pushing me to my limits. Each day was a battle against my own body, a struggle to reclaim what I had lost. The frustration was overwhelming at times, as my memory and anger issues stubbornly refused to improve.


			The therapy sessions were gruelling, a challenging yet essential part of my recovery process. The pain was a constant presence, stemming from multiple sources. After being immobile for ten days, my muscles had weakened and my joints stiffened, making physical therapy exercises to regain strength and flexibility both uncomfortable and exhausting. The effects of heatstroke had also damaged my brain, causing muscle coordination issues and nerve pain that made retraining my body an arduous, mentally taxing effort. On top of this, I battled fatigue, my body was drained from the stress of recovery, and I faced the emotional strain of slow progress, frustration, and the mental toll of my condition. Despite these difficulties, each session brought me closer to healing, and the pain began to lessen over time as my body adapted and regained strength, mobility, and independence.


			 As I lay on the therapy table, muscles screaming in protest, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would ever feel normal again. The pain was a constant reminder of how far I had to go, but each small victory, each movement regained, was a step closer to reclaiming my life.


			By mid-November, I had made significant progress in my healing programme. My physical strength was returning, and I could see the results of my hard work. Yet, my memory and anger issues still lagged behind, casting a shadow over my achievements. The frustration gnawed at me, but I clung to the small victories, knowing they were steps toward a larger goal.


			


			Mom visited me on the weekends, offering support and encouragement. Her presence was a beacon of hope during those challenging times. She believed in me, even when I struggled to believe in myself. Her words of encouragement and her loving support were the fuel that kept me going. The scent of her perfume, the warmth of her hugs, and her reassuring voice were my anchors in the storm.


			The physiotherapy sessions were the most intense. Each movement, each exercise, was a test of my willpower. The therapists pushed me hard, knowing that only through intense effort could I achieve true recovery. The pain was excruciating, but with each session, I grew stronger. The tears and sweat were a testament to my resolve. I could feel my muscles protesting, but I pushed through, driven by the desire to reclaim my life.


			On December 1, 1985, the major visited and signed my discharge papers. I was finally home free, though my memory and anger still needed time to heal. The journey was far from over, but I had taken the first crucial steps towards reclaiming my life. The sense of relief was overwhelming, and I felt a glimmer of hope for the future.


			Holding my discharge papers, I felt a mix of relief and apprehension. Freedom at last, but what did that really mean? My journey was far from over. I still had mountains to climb, but at least now I could face them on my own terms.


			At home, Mom continued to assist me with my memory exercises. Her dedication was unwavering, and together we faced the challenges head-on. Mom’s encouragement was a constant. Together, we faced each day with a mix of concern and hope, knowing that each step forward was a victory in and of itself. Christmas came, bringing warmth and hope, and a sense of normalcy that I had longed for. These moments, though simple, were profound. They were reminders of what I was fighting for, the life I was determined to reclaim. The scent of holiday meals and the sound of laughter filled the house. 


			


			The new year 1986 dawned, and with it came a renewed determination to climb the hill of recovery. Each day brought small victories, and slowly but surely, we made progress. The journey was arduous, but with mom’s support and my own determination, we continued to improve and move forward.


			Mid-January came, and I was to meet my squad—my bat buddies—for beer and a braai, the first since the incident. Mom was worried, but Andre reassured her that he would take care of me and have me home by ten—and sober. As we were about to leave, my two sisters, Gail and Karin, appeared in the lounge. Gail, the eldest, and Karin, my baby sister, were my dad’s “two blue-eyed angels”. My bond with my sisters was not particularly strong, having spent much of my time at boarding school and then in the army. We may have spent time in the pool or watching TV together, but that was about it. Despite the distance, their presence was a reminder of family ties and the support that surrounded me.


			When we got to the car, Andre said, “Hey Buck, why didn’t you tell us about your sisters? They are damn beautiful.”


			“Damn, Andre, close your mouth and clear your thoughts,” I replied. “If I told you guys, you’d be around like flies.”


			Arriving at Mike’s place in Roodepoort, we shook hands and embraced each other. Mike’s mom became emotional as she watched us. The first beer was dedicated to Mac, the first steak to Mac. The second beer already started to take its toll on me, so I switched to water. Although the guys understood, they still teased me about it.


			“Come on, Buck, can’t handle your beer anymore?” one of them joked.


			“Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. I’m just pacing myself,” I replied with a grin.


			We caught up on our lives and promised to meet monthly, to catch up and have a few beers. Andre told the guys about my sisters, and the teasing started again.


			


			“Seriously, Buck, how could you keep them a secret?” Mike said, shaking his head.


			“Trust me, it’s for your own good,” I laughed.


			Mike’s mom popped her head into the room and said, “Andre, Buck, it’s eight o’clock. You two better be on your way, otherwise Buck’s mom will start to worry.”


			“Thanks, ma’am,” we replied. 


			We said our goodbyes, and as I was about to walk out of the room, I stopped and said, “Guys, I am still your corporal. Great to see you all, and thanks for the support, you shitheads.”


			


			Chapter Two


			At the end of July, my health had significantly improved, and the doctors were pleased with my progress. During dinner, my dad said, “The doctors are happy. It’s time for you to get a job.”


			I replied, “Dad, I want to be a horticulturist. I spoke to Father Gore, and he mentioned that his family works at the Meyerton Municipality. Vic Kleynhans, the head of horticulture, wants to interview me tomorrow at eight.”


			My dad looked unamused. “But I am underground! Your mother will need to take you.”


			The whole way to the interview, I prayed silently, hoping I wouldn’t forget my knowledge about flowers. The car’s engine hummed softly, and the scent of mom’s lavender fragrance filled the car. 


			Mom squeezed my hand reassuringly as we pulled up outside the Garden and Roads municipality offices. “You’ve got this, son,” she said with a warm smile.


			We arrived at the municipality offices, and my heart raced. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. As I stepped out of the car, the smell of freshly cut grass and blooming flowers was almost overwhelming. Mom’s encouraging words echoed in my mind. “You’ve got this, son.” 


			A huge man with a full beard emerged from the rondavel office. He extended a large, calloused hand and introduced himself. “Paul, I’m Vic Kleynhans.”


			Vic’s face was framed by a thick, bushy beard that was a mix of dark brown hair and streaks of grey, giving him a rugged yet distinguished look. His hair, equally thick and slightly tousled, hinted at a life spent outdoors. He wore a well-worn flannel shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal muscular forearms, and sturdy work boots that had clearly seen many days in the field. His eyes, a piercing blue, were sharp and observant, taking in every detail. Despite his rough exterior, his handshake was firm but not overpowering, and his smile was genuine, crinkling the corners of his eyes.


			


			As I walked into the office, the scent of wood polish and earth filled my nostrils. Vic Kleynhans motioned for me to sit down. His movements were deliberate and confident, exuding a sense of calm authority. He leaned back in his chair, his eyes studying me intently, but not unkindly.


			“Paul, it’s good to meet you,” he said, his voice deep and steady. There was a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth, which made me feel slightly more at ease. “I’ve heard good things about you from Father Gore and Maria van Rooyen, your Afrikaans teacher.”


			Throughout the interview, Vic maintained a relaxed posture, occasionally nodding as I spoke. He asked thoughtful questions, his tone always respectful and encouraging. When I stumbled over a response, he didn’t rush me. Instead, he waited patiently, his expression one of genuine interest.


			At one point, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “Tell me more about your experience with horticulture,” he prompted, his eyes lighting up with curiosity. It was clear he was passionate about the subject, and his enthusiasm was infectious. “Can you give me an example of a project you’ve worked on?” 


			I took a deep breath, trying to steady my shaking hands. “I’ve always been passionate about plants,” I started, but my mind went blank. What if I couldn’t remember the names of the flowers? What if I messed up? I swallowed hard, my throat dry. “Yes, I… I worked on a community garden project,” I stammered. I could feel the sweat forming on my brow. What if he thought I was inexperienced?


			He nodded slowly, his expression unreadable. “And what challenges did you face?” he continued, his voice calm but insistent.


			I fumbled for words, my mind racing. “There were issues with soil quality,” I managed to say. “But I researched and found solutions.”


			


			Vic’s silence was deafening. He leant back, crossing his arms, and I couldn’t tell if he was impressed or disappointed. I felt like I was walking a tight rope. The clock on the wall, seemed to tick louder with each passing second.


			“Alright, Paul,” Vic said, finally breaking the silence. “One last question. How would you handle a situation where a project is falling behind schedule?”


			My heart raced even faster. I knew I had to answer quickly and convincingly. “I would assess the reasons for the delay, prioritise tasks, and allocate resources efficiently to get back on track,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t betray my nerves.


			Vic glanced at his watch again, then back at me. “Thank you, Paul. We’ll be in touch,” he said, standing up and extending his hand.


			As I left the office, I couldn’t shake the feeling that every second had counted. The time constraint had added an extra layer of pressure, making the interview feel like a race against the clock.


			As mom and I drove home, I gave her a quick overview. 


			“Well, let’s see. Put it in God’s hands, Paul,” Mom said. 


			The rest of the journey was in silence, both of us lost in our thoughts. I was sure we prayed all the way home too. As we walked into the house, I thanked her for changing all her plans to take me.


			“It’s a pleasure, Paul,” she said. 


			“Mom, can I make us a pot of tea?” I asked.


			“Yes, son, that we need,” she replied.


			As the kettle boiled, the phone rang. We gazed at each other, and mom answered. 


			“Mrs Gericke? Vic here. Please can I speak to Paul?”


			


			“Afternoon, Vic. Just a moment.” Mom passed me the phone. “It’s Vic,” she whispered.


			“Afternoon, Vic.”


			“Afternoon Paul, just some quick feedback,” Vic said.


			I held my breath.


			“The job’s yours. Please be at my office at 8am on the 15th of August. The pay is R400 per month plus seven days leave, with municipality pension and medical. Ah, one more thing—we need to work on you getting your driver’s license. I also spoke to my mother-in-law; she has a flat on the second floor within walking distance to the office. It’s R125 a month, water and lights included. She’ll meet you there on Friday. Till the 15th then. Well, done, Paul.” 


			“Thank you, you for getting back to me, Vic. Till the 15th then. Cheers.” 


			Before I could say “much appreciated”, the phone clicked and the dialling tone buzzed in my ear. I put down the phone. 


			Mom looked at me strangely. “What? What?” she asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


			“Vic is a strange one,” I said. Then added, “I got the job.” My voice trembled with excitement. “I start on the 15th of August. Mac’s birthday.”


			Her face lit up with a mixture of pride and relief. “That’s wonderful news, Paul! I’m so proud of you.”


			“And Mom, Vic organised me a bachelor flat near work for R125 per month, all included. And he said we will work on getting my driver’s license. Eish, Dad said I’m only mature enough after 21 to get my license.”


			“Don’t worry,” said Mom. “Let’s go on Friday and get it all sorted, and I will talk to him. Do you still have money?”


			“Yes, Mom, plenty of army money. Do you need some?”


			


			“No, silly. Use it to furnish your flat.”


			“God is good… all the time,” I replied to Mom’s words.


			***


			On Friday, we met Vic’s mother-in-law, Mrs Elsie van der Merwe. She was a petite woman in her late 60s with a warm, welcoming demeanour. Her silver hair was always neatly styled, and she had a penchant for wearing floral dresses that matched her vibrant personality. Her eyes, a soft hazel, sparkled with kindness and a hint of mischief, making everyone feel instantly at ease in her presence.


			The flat she offered was located on the second floor of a charming, old building within walking distance of the municipality office. As we entered, the first thing that struck me was the potential of the space. It was totally unfurnished, except for a stove and cupboards in the kitchen, a few built-in cupboards in the bedroom, and a small bathroom with a shower and toilet. The living room was a blank canvas, ready to be transformed into a cosy home. A small balcony overlooked a quaint garden below, offering a peaceful view to enjoy each morning.


			We signed for the flat and got the keys. As Elsie left, I turned to Mom. “What now?”


			“We make it home,” she said, smiling.


			We drove to the nearest shopping centre, a bustling place filled with people going about their day. The first stop was a furniture store. As we walked in, the smell of new wood and upholstery greeted us. We wandered through the aisles, examining various pieces of furniture.


			“Let’s start with the basics,” mom suggested. “You’ll need a bed, a table, and some chairs.”


			We found a simple, sturdy bedframe and a comfortable mattress. I tested it out, lying down and bouncing a little to make sure it was just right. Next, we picked out a small dining table with two chairs, perfect for the open-plan lounge-cum-dining room. Mom insisted on getting a cozy Lazy Boy armchair for the living room, saying, “You’ll need a place to relax after a long day at work. We will give you the old TV.”


			


			With the larger items selected, we moved on to the home goods section. We picked out bedding, curtains, including a set of soft sheets and a warm duvet. In the kitchen aisle, we grabbed pots, pans, and a set of dishes. Mom made sure we didn’t forget the little things, like utensils, a kettle, and some basic cleaning supplies.


			As we loaded everything into the car, I felt a mix of excitement and nervousness. This was really happening. I was setting up my own place.


			Our next stop was a home decor store. Mom had a keen eye for making a space feel like home. We picked out a few picture frames, some throw pillows, and a small rug for the living room. She found a couple of potted plants, saying, “These will add some life to the place.”


			Finally, we stopped at a grocery store to stock up on essentials. We filled the trolly with non-perishable items, fresh produce, and a few treats. Mom made sure I had everything I needed to cook simple meals.


			By the time we got back to the flat, the car was packed to the brim. We spent the rest of the day unloading and setting everything up. Mom showed me how to arrange the furniture to make the most of the space. We set up the kitchen and added the finishing touches with the decor items.


			As we stood back and looked at the finished result, I felt a sense of pride and accomplishment. The flat was starting to feel like home.


			“Thank you, Mom,” I said, giving her a hug. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”


			She smiled, her eyes shining with pride. “You’re welcome, Paul. I’m so proud of you. You’re going to do great.”


			That afternoon, as the sun was still warm out and the flat was bathed in the soft light, Mom and I sat at the small round dining room table, enjoying a simple late lunch we had prepared together. The flat was quiet, the only sounds being the occasional creak of the building settling and the distant hum of traffic.


			


			After lunch, mom helped me make the bed with the new sheets and duvet. The mattress felt firm but comfortable, and the duvet was warm and inviting. We sat on the edge of the bed, talking about the day and the exciting changes ahead. She looked at the time and said, “I better go before it gets dark.”


			As we walked to her car, she asked, “Are you nervous about starting the job?” her voice gentle.


			“A little,” I admitted. “But I’m also excited. It feels like a fresh start.” 


			She nodded, squeezing my hand. “You’ll do great, Paul. Just be yourself and work hard.” She gave me a long hug at the car door. “See you tomorrow evening with Dad and Karin.”


			“Eish, Ma… okay.”


			After she left, I took a moment to walk through the flat, taking in the quiet, and the sense of independence. I brushed my teeth in the small bathroom, enjoying the cool tile under my feet, taking in the newness of this place.


			Finally, I climbed into bed, the sheets cool and crisp against my skin. I lay there for a while, listening to the sounds of the night and thinking about the future. Despite the nerves, I felt a deep sense of contentment. This was my space, my new beginning.


			As I drifted off to sleep, I whispered a quiet prayer of thanks. “God is good… all the time.”


			***


			The next day, late afternoon, my dad came to see the flat for the first time. As he walked through the door, he looked around, taking in the space. For a moment, I was nervous about what he would think. But then, to my surprise, he smiled. 


			


			“Val, you pulled it off,” he said to mom, his voice filled with admiration.


			Mom beamed with pride. “We did it together,” she said, giving me a knowing look.


			


			Chapter Three


			Monday morning, the 15th of August, arrived at last. My sleep had been restless, my thoughts racing with what lay ahead for me as a trainee horticulturist. By 4am, I had given up on trying to sleep. I made myself some coffee and spent time in morning prayers and Bible readings, finding solace and strength in these quiet moments of reflection. With my heart a mix of nerves and excitement, I couldn’t help but wonder what the day would bring.


			Determined to make the most of this new beginning, I envisioned the opportunities and challenges that awaited me. It was Mac’s birthday, a sign that this day held promise. By 6:30am, I locked my flat and stepped into the fresh morning air, my mind silent and focused, careful not to create any false hopes but ready to embrace whatever came my way.


			When I got to work, I found Vic’s office closed. So, I made my way to the Roads foreman’s office. As I stepped in, I was greeted by the sight of four big Afrikaner men laughing, joking, and smoking. The room was thick with the haze of their cigarettes, and the air was filled with their hearty laughter. The eldest chap behind the desk was lounging in his office chair, looking completely at ease in his domain. The office itself was a small, cluttered space, with walls adorned with faded maps and old photographs of the town’s early days. A large, wooden desk dominated the room, its surface barely visible under piles of paperwork, coffee mugs, and a few scattered tools. The smell of tobacco smoke mingled with the scent of strong coffee, creating an atmosphere that was both welcoming and slightly overwhelming.


			“Morning, I’m Paul Gericke. I’m starting today as the trainee horticulturist,” I said, introducing myself. 


			


			The room fell silent for a moment. The men sized me up, before the eldest gave a nod of acknowledgment. 


			The man behind the desk stood up. “Vic told us about you, a soutie in an Afrikaans world. Boere and one Brit.” The men laughed. “I’m Koos,” he said, extending a massive hand. I shook his hand, feeling the strength in his grip. “This is Mike, Piet, Tokkie,” he continued. 


			We shook hands all around, their grips firm and unwavering. These men were tough, well-tanned, and the sun’s beating had left its mark on their faces. The stern handshakes were a sign of mutual respect in this rugged environment. Their laughter and joking resumed soon after, now including me in their good-natured banter. It was clear that this was a place of hard work, but also of strong bonds and a shared sense of humour. It felt like a welcoming, if slightly intimidating, start to my new journey.


			The siren rang sharply at 7am, jolting everyone into action. 


			“Ready, come on, you lazy bastards. Go to work, and no kak today. Your hangovers are your own problems.” Koos bellowed. “Go wash your cups before you go; I am not your bladdy mother.”


			“Ja, ja, Koos,” the men all bellowed back, but not without a few grumbles under their breath. 


			“Every morning, same old speech,” one muttered. 


			“Like we don’t know the drill,” another added, shaking his head with a smirk. 


			Despite their complaints, there was a rhythm and understanding in their routine, a camaraderie built on shared experiences and mutual respect.


			Once the men left, Koos focused his attention on me, offering me another mug of coffee. “Tomorrow, bring your own mug. These bastards will moan about the cups being used,” he said with a chuckle.


			“Sure thing, Koos,” I replied, feeling a bit more at ease with his friendly demeanour.


			


			Koos then asked me about my background. I gave him a brief overview of my schooling and training, mentioning only a little about my army service in the Parachute Battalion in Bloemfontein. He listened intently, then shared some of his own story. Koos had spent his life in Meyerton, starting at the municipality as an artisan and working his way up to senior foreman. With 35 years under his belt, he had seen the town change and grow, his work literally shaping the roads and infrastructure. He was just five years away from retirement, looking back on a career filled with hard work and pride. His journey spoke of dedication and resilience, qualities I hoped to embody in my own path.


			As Koos spoke, I found myself admiring his dedication and the pride he took in his work. It was inspiring to hear about someone who had devoted their life to their community, and it made me even more determined to prove myself worthy of this opportunity.


			Koos and I spoke about many things in general, but mostly about Meyerton. He shared stories of the town’s growth and the changes he had witnessed over the years, painting a vivid picture of the community of which I was now a part. I could almost see the bustling streets lined with jacaranda trees in full bloom, their purple flowers carpeting the ground; almost smell the scent of freshly cut grass and blooming flowers mingling with the soil’s earthy aroma; almost hear the children playing in the parks, the distant hum of traffic, and the occasional chirping of birds.


			Time flew, and before we knew it, it was about 7:45am. We heard the boom of Vic’s voice, “Morning, morning!” 


			We stood up as he entered, extending his hand to greet us. 


			“Koos, ask that lazy tea girl to bring Paul and I coffee; he must enjoy it, it’s his last for the day,” he said with a grin. 


			They both laughed, leaving me wondering what that meant.


			


			Vic had an imposing presence, his voice commanding attention and respect. He was a man who had seen it all and expected nothing but the best from his team. 


			“Paul and I will have a chat, and I’ll explain to him what’s expected of him. Then you can do some work, instead of sitting around as if you retired,” Vic added, a hint of sternness in his tone.


			“Ja, Meneer,” Koos said, nodding, and motioned for me to follow Vic.


			As we walked to his office, Vic shared some insights about the job and the team. “This is a tough place, Paul. We work hard, and we don’t tolerate slackers. You’ll need to prove yourself, show that you’re not just a soutie, but someone who can handle the grit and grind of this work. Here, you will get a weekly schedule on cutting grass, pruning street trees, and keeping the gardens, sports grounds, and parks in tip-top shape. Remember, if I kak you out, it will only be because of complaints from the residents. They are proud of this town, and you will have to keep it to their standards. These gardens aren’t just about plants; they’re a source of pride and joy for the people who live here. Keeping them well-maintained, shows respect for their hard work and the community spirit.” He paused, then added, “You’ll have a team of ten aliens working with you. Yes, Bantu; you can’t use the term ‘Black’ publicly, otherwise the labour union will be on your back. Now, about your license. Can you drive?”


			“Yes, I have a military license, a code 14,” I replied.


			“Okay, good. You’ll get a bakkie. Get Koos to let you drive around and get the feel of it. He’ll take you to the testing ground tomorrow. Would you be ready to do your license by Wednesday morning at eight?” Vic asked. I was about to answer when he said, “Settled, it’s as easy as shitting, hey,” he chuckled. “Now Paul, we must go get the paperwork done,” Vic said, breaking the brief silence.


			I nodded, following him out of his office.


			


			The day was moving at a rapid pace, and it seemed like there was no time to catch a breath.


			As we walked, Vic continued, “We’ll head over to the main office first, then I’ll introduce you to the HR manager Oom Piet. He’s been around for ages, knows every nook and cranny of this place.”


			The sun was relentless outside, casting a bright glare on everything in sight. It felt like the day was just getting started, and there was already so much to take in. We walked to Vic’s bakkie; the hot metal almost too bright to look at under the midday sun. As we got in, I could feel the seat radiating heat.


			We arrived at the municipality’s main office, the gardens immaculate. 


			“Part of your job. The mayor wants a water feature to run the lengths of the building with waterfalls and a fountain—one of your challenges.” 


			We walked briskly to the building. Vic opened the door, headed for the stairs, and quickened his pace up to the second floor. Luckily I was a bit fitter than a few months back; running a few kilometres a day helped. 


			As we entered the second floor, the receptionist said, “Morning, Oom Piet is waiting for you. Morning, Paul,” she called as we passed. “I’m Nikki.”


			“Morning,” I said. 


			As we walked through the offices, the staff all greeted Vic. 


			“Morning, morning. Môre, office jonnies,” he bellowed back. 


			They all laughed.


			At the door of Oom Piet’s office, Vic stopped and knocked lightly. The old, grey-haired man behind the desk was mid-sentence on the phone. His office was a sea of papers, a few framed certificates hanging skew on the wall, and an ancient fan whirring lazily in the corner. Oom Piet glanced over his glasses, raising a hand for us to wait a moment while he completed his call. His eyes sparkled with a hint of mischief as he ended the conversation and waved us in.


			


			“Morning, Oom Piet,” said Vic, stepping forward and shaking his hand.


			Oom Piet turned to me with a broad smile, “You must be Paul. Welcome, sit. I have heard a lot of good kak about you. Before we go on, coffee?”


			“Yes, black coffee for both,” said Vic.


			Oom Piet picked up his phone and ordered coffee from Nikki.


			“Enough general chit-chat,” Oom Piet said, leaning back. “Paul, before we go through the paperwork, know this: Vic is a bastard to work for, but those who stay never look back.”


			Vic is a breeze compared to some of the military officers and sergeant majors I went through in the army, I thought, but didn’t say.


			All the papers were filled in already; I just needed to sign here and there. As I skimmed through the documents before signing, Vic and Oom Piet engaged in general conversation.


			As I finished signing, Nikki came in with the coffee. 


			“Paul, if you need anything, please see Nikki. No dating though; her boyfriend is in the army doing his military training,” said Oom Piet. 


			Nikki blushed as she put the coffees down.


			Hmm, possible revenge on women here, I thought. “Noted, Oom Piet,” I chuckled.


			As we drank our coffee, Oom Piet explained policies on leave, medical aid, pension, and more. “Any questions?”


			“Sounds all good,” I replied.


			“Nikki will give Paul an envelope with all the necessary information we discussed,” said Oom Piet. “Will Paul have a two-way radio by tomorrow?” 


			


			“Yes, Oom Piet, I should get it tomorrow.” 


			“Mooi,” said Oom Piet. “That’s it then, Nikki will call you on the radio tomorrow to pick up a copy of your docs.”


			Vic stood and I followed, shaking hands with Oom Piet and thanking him for his time. 


			“All good,” Oom Piet said. 


			We turned and raced down the stairs, Nikki shouting her goodbyes as we descended.


			Once at the car, Vic looked at his watch. “Three-thirty. This day has seen its ass. I’ll drop you off at home. Go process all the shit of today,” he said. We drove off in silence. A few minutes later, we were at my flat.


			“Thanks, Vic.”


			“Sure, I will arrange with Koos for the rest of the week. We will meet again on Friday at seven-thirty.”


			Getting out of the car and closing the door, before I could turn, Vic took off. What a Dutchman, I thought. This is gonna be interesting. 


			I ran up the stairs to my flat.


			


			Chapter Four


			Turning from Vic’s car, I trotted to the flat building and briskly ran up the two flights of stairs, thinking how lucky I was that the doctor had cleared me for light exercise and running, as long as I stayed hydrated. I reached my flat door, flat number one. As I opened the door and entered the cool flat, I thought about mom—I needed to find a tikkie box and give her a call. 


			As I entered the flat, I looked around at my sparse furnishings. They spoke of practicality rather than comfort. I changed into my running clothes, grabbed some water, and heard mom’s voice in my head: “You haven’t had much to drink today, get a bottle or something.” Locking up and descending the stairs, I wondered where I could find a phone. Then I remembered the post office next to the furniture shop.


			The run couldn’t have been more than 2km, but the hot afternoon sun made every step feel heavier. The sun beat down relentlessly and sweat trickled down my back. At the post office, I saw a tikkie box, picked up the receiver, and it seemed to work. I went into the post office to get small change and then went back to the phone. 


			“Aah, shit, can’t remember mom’s phone number. Hmm, 752… uh...” 


			I looked around and saw a Yellow Pages under the next phone.


			Frustration bubbled up inside me. How could I forget something so simple? I felt a wave of irritation wash over me, my mind racing to piece together the digits. It was as if the heat of the day had melted my brain. I flipped through the yellow pages to ‘G’, found the Gerickes, and ran my finger down the page. There—752 2610. What a disaster averted. I dialled. 


			The phone rang, and a soft voice answered, “Val Gericke?”


			“Hi, Mom.”


			


			“Hello, my love. This is a surprise! How was your day?”


			“Damn, Mom, it was crazy. Met a lot of people, signed papers, drank coffee,” I said, giving her all the details. 


			She listened in silence, gently saying “Yes” every now and then. 


			“I nearly forgot. Tomorrow I’m going to drive around with the foreman in the morning, then head to the testing ground for a few runs, then Wednesday my license. Vic said with my military license, it should be a breeze.”


			“Sounds exciting. Just be careful,” she replied, her voice filled with both pride and concern.


			“Yes, Mom. I will call you on Wednesday.”


			“Maybe it’s time to mention this to Dad,” Mom said. “Maybe he’ll give me the Datsun Pulsar to use. Since your dad gave me the green BMW last week, now the Datsun Pulsar is just sitting there unused. Maybe he’ll let me use it.”


			“That would be nice, Mom. Okay, Mom, I must say bye. This is the last of my money. Take care, love you. Thanks for everything, Mom.”


			“Okay then. Take care, my love,” she said, her soft voice unmistakably shaky.


			“Mom, are you crying?”


			“Just a little; they’re happy tears. Next time do a reverse charge to save your money.” 


			“Okay, Mom. Will dad not have a fit?”


			“Yes, but if the call is made, he can only moan… Bye Paul, love you.”


			“Bye, Mom, love you too.”


			Click. Disconnected. 


			Damn, I’m feeling somewhat homesick. The run home should clear my mind.


			


			The late afternoon light cast long shadows as I jogged back, the rhythmic pounding of my feet on the pavement becoming almost meditative. I thought about my new job, my parents, and how much my life had changed in such a short time. By the time I reached my flat, the sky was tinged with the pink and orange hues of sunset, and I felt a little more settled, ready to face whatever came next.


			I was starving. I washed my face and hands, opened the balcony door to let in some fresh air, then headed to the kitchen to make a quick meal as Mom had shown me. The evening breeze carried the distant sounds of the city settling into the night. I sat in silence, eating briskly. After dinner, I did the few dishes, made a nice cup of tea, and sat in my Lazy Boy, sipping my tea and reflecting on the day.


			Tea was done. Feeling drowsy, I quickly went to shower and got into bed. 


			Hmmm, 7:30pm and already in bed, I thought, amused at how early it was. I quickly fell asleep. The next thing I knew, the alarm blared. I could not believe it was morning already.


			


			Chapter Five


			Quickly I got up, made coffee, and went through my normal morning routine. The flat was quiet, the only sounds being the hum of the refrigerator and the occasional chirping of birds outside. The smell of fresh coffee mingled with the faint scent of morning air. I had breakfast at 6am, drank some water, packed my lunch, and grabbed a water bottle—my dad’s, which he used for his underground visits. 


			He’ll would probably have a real fit when he can’t find it, I thought. 


			“Hehe,” I chuckled. “Sorry, Dad.”


			I double-checked everything to make sure I had all I needed for the day. As I stood by the door, ready to leave, I took a deep breath. The morning air was crisp and cool, a gentle breeze rustling the leaves outside. It was going to be another busy day, but I felt ready to take it on.


			By 6:30am, I walked into Koos’ office. The room was filled with the smell of coffee and the sound of chatter. 


			“Morning all,” I greeted. 


			“Morning, Engelsman,” they replied with a grin. 


			I took out my coffee mug and went to the coffee station. 


			“You’re a clever Englishman to bring your own mug,” someone joked.


			“Haha,” they all laughed, continuing to banter and tease each other. 


			It felt good to be part of this team.


			Koos glanced up from his paperwork, nodding in acknowledgment. “Paul, ready for your big day?”


			“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied, filling my mug with the steaming brew.


			


			“We’ll start with a quick tour of the area, then head to the testing ground,” Koos explained.


			I nodded, sipping my coffee, feeling the caffeine kick in. This was going to be an interesting day. The office buzzed with activity as the team gathered their gear and prepared for the day’s tasks.


			***


			As we stepped outside, the early morning sun cast long shadows over the manicured lawns and well-tended gardens. The air was fresh, with a hint of cut grass and blooming flowers. Koos pointed out different areas, explaining the tasks and responsibilities that came with maintaining each section. The pride he took in his work was evident, and it was contagious.


			Koos then threw me the keys to a bakkie. “You’ll drive me around so you can get to know the area and get the feel of the bakkie before we head to the testing ground,” he said.


			I caught the keys and started the engine, feeling the rumble of the vehicle beneath me. The steering wheel was firm in my hands, and the bakkie responded smoothly as I eased it onto the dirt path. The landscape was a mix of green lawns, colourful flowerbeds, and neatly trimmed hedges. This was my first real test, and I was determined to prove myself.


			By 11:30am, we arrived at the testing ground. It was a dusty, open area with various obstacles set up for the driving test, including cones, narrow paths, and a small hill. The ground was rough, and the bakkie’s tyres crunched over the gravel. Koos got out and beckoned, showing me the tasks I needed to perform. 


			“Not bad,” he said after my first attempt. “One more time and you’ll be okay.” 


			I went through the course again, this time more confidently. “Well done, tomorrow will be a formality. Just remember the tricks I showed you as we drove around. These damn speed cops always want you to fail at least twice, the bastards. Okay, to the sports club, Soutie.” 


			


			As we drove to the sports club, I felt more at ease behind the wheel. Koos’s encouragement had bolstered my confidence. The crew was working on the bowling fields as there was a competition on Saturday. The fields were lush and green, with the crew meticulously tending to every detail. The crew members, dressed in work overalls and some with hats to shield them from the sun, greeted us with nods and smiles, their hands busy with their tasks.


			After a bit of a walk around, Koos organised a cold Coke and some slap chips from the lady who managed the kitchen at the club. 


			“Good connection to have,” he said with a wink. “Nothing a chocolate now and then won’t get you—a meal slipped your way.”


			We hung around at club, ensuring all was going to plan. 


			“Let’s go,” Koos said. “Enough of these bastards.” 


			We got back to Koos’s office at 3:45pm. 


			“What a bastard of a day,” he said, “the time waits for nobody.” 


			I parked the bakkie and returned the keys. We walked to the office, and Koos showed me how to clock out.


			“Till tomorrow, Engelsman,” Koos said.


			“Till tomorrow,” I replied.


			As I walked home, I couldn’t believe how quickly my army license would get me my civilian license. The day had been long and challenging, but I felt a sense of accomplishment and was ready for whatever came next. The late afternoon sunbathed the town in a warm glow. The streets were quiet, with only the occasional car passing by. The scent of blooming flowers and the distant sound of children playing added to the tranquil atmosphere. I felt a sense of peace and anticipation for the days ahead.


			


			Chapter Six


			I got home and did the daily chores maintaining a home. It was a bit too hot for a run, so I sat in my Lazy Boy. 


			“What a great buy, Mom,” I said aloud, though only the walls and the universe could hear. I sat there in my shorts, enjoying the relief of the breeze from the balcony.


			The clouds were building, promising evening showers. I hoped a storm would cool things down. I got myself an ice-cold beer from the fridge, returned to my chair, and sipped it slowly out of the bottle. 


			I heard Mac in my head saying, “Ja, Buck, no glass needed hey, it’s already in a glass.” 


			I chuckled. “Cheers, Mac.” 


			As I sipped my beer, I reflected on the day.


			It had been long and eventful. Meeting new colleagues, familiarising myself with the area, and driving the bakkie had all been significant steps in this new chapter of my life. It felt good to be settling in, even if it was just the beginning.


			The wind picked up slightly, bringing with it the scent of rain. I leant back in my chair, letting the cool air wash over me. I thought about the people I had met today, their friendly banter and welcoming attitudes. It felt like I was starting to belong here, even if I still had a lot to learn.


			My thoughts drifted to the upcoming days and the tasks ahead. Tomorrow, I would be taking the driving test, a formality according to Koos, but still something I needed to get through. I reminded myself of the tips Koos had given me, determined to pass with flying colours.


			


			As the first drops of rain began to fall, I finished my beer and stood up, feeling a sense of calm and readiness for whatever lay ahead. The evening showers had arrived, just as I had hoped, bringing a fresh start to the next day.


			Despite having had lunch, hunger struck again. I made a quick meal and sat at the dining table, devouring it with gusto. I let out a long, satisfied burp. 


			“Oops, sorry Mom, but it’s what men do,” I said to the empty room.


			I quickly did the few dishes and decided to go have a quick shower. After getting ready for bed, I downed two glasses of water. Got to keep hydrated, I thought. I got into bed, listening to the thunder and lightning and the rain playing its music on the windows and roof. I soon fell into a restless sleep, dreaming of the operation on the border that got Mac killed.


			In my dream, I was back on the border. The sounds of gunfire and explosions echoed around us. Mac was beside me, his usual confident self, cracking jokes to keep our spirits up. We were moving through the dense bush, the weight of our gear pressing down on us. Suddenly, there was a flash and a deafening bang. Mac was down. I tried to reach him, but the chaos around us made it impossible. The dream shifted, scenes flickering between the battlefield and the hospital where they told me he didn’t make it. I felt helpless, reliving the moments I wished I could change.


			I woke up in a sweat, the vivid images still fresh in my mind. I got up, downed a glass of water and washed my face. Damn, why this now? I thought. The clock next to my bed read 2am. 


			“Got to get to sleep, two hours before I need to get up…” I muttered to myself. I lay back down, trying to push the nightmare from my mind, but it clung to me like a shadow.


			***


			Suddenly, my alarm was screaming. “Shit, four already,” I groaned. I got up and did my morning ritual of pray, shit, shave, and shampoo. I made breakfast, prepared lunch, and was out the door by 6:15am.


			


			Reaching the office at 6:30am, I greeted all my colleagues in Koos’ office and made my coffee, standing quietly and listening to all the bullshit and teasing going on. In no time, the 7am siren blasted to start work. 


			“Lekker dag, manne,” I said as they left the office.


			“Lekker dag, Soutie, and good luck today,” they replied.


			“Paul, you’re quiet today… worried?” Koos asked.


			“Ja, Koos. Just don’t want to stuff this up,” I replied.


			“Well, let’s go drive around to some of the parks and check that the workers are not lazing around. You must keep the pressure on the teams,” Koos advised. All looked good as Koos barked a few orders.


			 At 8am on the dot, we stopped at the testing ground. As we stopped, Koos got out, and I saw a giant of a man dressed in his traffic cop uniform. He was massive, with a bulging belly that strained against the buttons of his shirt. His face was rough and weathered, a permanent scowl etched into his features. Not even his sunglasses could hide the intimidating glare in his eyes.


			Bliksem! I thought.


			“Môre,” Koos greeted, walking to him with an extended hand. They shook hands vigorously. 


			“I hear there’s a soutie I need to break today,” the traffic cop said with a grin.


			No way, Dutchman. Not this soutie, I said to myself, determined to prove him wrong. Motherfucker.


			I got out of the bakkie and extended my hand. “Paul Gericke, ” I said.


			“I am Inspector Attie,” he replied, shaking my hand with a firm but sweaty grip. “Get in.” 


			We closed the doors. Inspector Attie barked, “Do your checks.” 


			“Good,” he said after I completed them. 


			


			“Okay, now go through the testing ground and do all the necessary manoeuvres.” Inspector Attie got out and barked, “Start!” before going to stand next to Koos.


			I said a small prayer as I pulled off. It seemed like a lifetime, but I eventually completed the course and parked in a spot near where Inspector Attie and Koos stood. He climbed back into the bakkie.


			“Drive,” he barked. “Turn left, second right.”


			Damn, this is the way Koos took me the past two days. Could it be? I thought. Koos, you’re the man…


			We drove for about 20 minutes, Inspector Attie barking orders, pulling up the handbrake and telling me to turn up one-way streets. But I was focused, in military mode.


			 Eventually, we returned to the testing grounds where Koos waited.


			“This is a good soutie, he passed. No shit here,” Inspector Attie announced. “Let’s go to the office and sign the pass.”


			What a wanker! I thought.


			Koos was beaming from ear to ear, patting me on the back. As we left the inspector’s office, I turned to him. “Koos, I so am damn hungry.” 


			“Fok! Me too, Soutie. I am too old for this kak.”


			“The test made me burn energy. I could do with greasy salt and vinegar chips and a Coke.” 


			“Don’t be a soutie, add a Russian, the boere way,” Koos added with a grin. We both chuckled. “Let’s pop in at the club and see if the auntie will give us a breakfast,” Koos said.


			Koos worked his charm. Yip it worked. In no time we sat outside the club and ate in silence, 


			


			“Kak, I forgot. Nikki wants you to pop in at the office; she has papers for you. Take your license so she can make a copy. Then Oom Piet, the old fart, can relax.”


			We finished eating in silence, got back in the bakkie, and went straight to the main office. “Koos, are you coming up?” I asked.


			“No, seen enough of those bastards for the day, I’ll sit here and have a smoke,” he replied.


			“Sure,” I said, taking a quick jog up the stairs. 


			There sat Nikki, long red hair hanging loose, typing away. She had a unique beauty, with striking green eyes that seemed to sparkle with intelligence and a hint of mischief. Her desk was neat and organised, with a small potted plant adding a touch of greenery. She wore a simple yet elegant blouse, and her fingers moved deftly over the keyboard. Nikki was the receptionist and Oom Piet’s PA, always keeping things running smoothly.


			“Morning, Nikki,” I greeted, trying to sound casual.


			“Morning, Paul,” she replied, looking up with a warm smile. “I hear congrats are in order!” 


			“How did you hear so quickly?” I asked, surprised. 


			Nikki chuckled and explained, “I called Oom Koos over the two-way radio about something, and he told me you had passed your driver’s test. That’s why I wanted to see you—I need a copy of your driver’s license for your file.”


			“Thanks, Nikki. Koos also mentioned you have some papers for me?”


			“Ah yes, copies of your contract and copies of the forms to fill out when you’re here. Please can I get your driver’s license to make a copy?” she handed me the envelope of papers. “How was the test?”


			“Challenging, but I got through it,” I said, feeling a sense of pride.


			


			“That’s great to hear. You’re fitting in well here,” she said, her eyes meeting mine.


			“Thanks, I’m trying my best,” I replied, feeling a bit more at ease.


			As Nikki turned to go make a copy of my licence, I couldn’t help but notice the way her hair caught the light, creating a halo effect around her head. She was focused on her work, but there was an air of calm and confidence about her, that was reassuring. Yet teasing…


			


			Chapter Seven


			Nikki returned from copying my newly acquired driver’s license and filing it in my file at Oom Piet’s office. She smiled at me. “All done. Oh, here is a copy of all the study bursary documents and the tutorial on the studies we will pay for next year. You will sign everything closer to the time, as things change quickly here,” she said with a serious look.


			“Oh, okay,” was all I could manage to say. 


			I turned to leave, but as I was about to open the door, Nikki called out, “Paul?”


			I turned to face her. She seemed nervous and had a slight blush glowing on her cheeks. 


			“Yes, Nikki?”


			“Uh… never mind,” she said.


			“Okay…” I responded, and turned again.


			Just as I was about to open the door, she bolted out, “You’re new in town. Join me and Samantha for drinks at the local bar at the club. Here, take my address. You can drive with me, then it won’t be so awkward going into a bar full of strangers.”


			I walked back to her desk to get her address, which she quickly wrote on a piece of paper. She stared deep into my eyes with her green, mischievous gaze.


			“Till Friday,” I said, and hit the stairs with a jog, heading back to Oom Koos in the bakkie.


			***


			


			Koos was leaning against the bakkie. Seeing me, he tossed his cigarette. “Sorted, Soutie?”


			“Yip, sorted,” I replied as we climbed into the bakkie.


			“What now, Koos?”


			“Let’s drive through all the sites and see what’s happening. See how much was done since this morning.” 


			As we drove, Koos told me about the plan for tomorrow. “And then on Friday, we will draw up our weekly report for Vic. We run through it with him. It takes about thirty minutes, depending on his questions.” 


			“Okay, sounds good.” I replied.


			Koos offered to drop me off at home. I asked if he would drop me at the post office instead. He agreed.


			“Till tomorrow,” he barked as I closed the door, and drove off at his normal high speed.


			I walked briskly to the tikkie box and dialled the reverse charge number. “Hi, Val speaking.”


			“Hi, Mom,” I said.


			“How are you? Stop with the formalities, tell me… tell me…”


			“Mom…”


			“Yes, son?” 


			Dead silence… it angered her when I teased her. 


			“Paul stop it, and tell me.”


			“I passed, got my license. Going to Home Affairs tomorrow to get it put in my ID.”


			


			“Aah, my son, my son… I am so proud. I will come fetch you Saturday morning. Bring your washing. Spend the night and you can leave Sunday after lunch. Okay? These calls are expensive, and you know your dad.”


			“Yes, Mom. Bye, Mom, love you.”


			“Bye, son, love you too. Be safe. Bye-bye.”


			***


			Thursday flew by, then it was Friday. At 2pm, we went to Vic’s office for our report feedback. 


			He listened, nodded, and said, “Good. So, Monday, you’re good to go, hey Paul? Here are your schedules and tasks for the week to follow. Ah, nearly forgot, here are the keys for your bakkie. And gents, before the rumours start, just to let you know, I have resigned. I’ll be leaving at the end of August. We have appointed a lady horticulturist. Hope she fits in with the manne,” Vic announced.


			Koos asked, “Where are you going, Vic?”


			“Full-time into farming,” Vic replied with a smile. “Cheers, manne.” We got up and left, puzzled by Vic’s announcement.


			***


			When I got home, I showered and had a sandwich. Can’t go out on an empty stomach.


			I got ready and drove to Nikki’s address. As I parked my car, I saw her running down the stairs of her flat.


			“Everything okay?” I asked. 


			“Yes Paul, I am just excited. It’s been a long time since I’ve been out. Nothing exciting. Anton being in the army, he has all the family keeping an eye on me. Grrrrr! I am a big girl. Why imprison me?” Nikki vented.


			


			We got into her car and drove for about ten minutes in silence. I wondered what this night would bring. Could I let my guard down?


			“We’re here,” she said. “Let’s get a drink and dance. You do dance and drink, right?” she asked, laughing.


			“Sure do, Nikki,” I replied with a smile, though my heart was pounding. It had been a long time since I let myself enjoy something like this.


			We walked into the bar; it was crowded. From a corner, we heard a voice. 


			“Nikki, Nikki, over here!” 


			Nikki took my hand, and that little redhead barged through the crowd toward the calling voice.


			“Hi, Samantha,” Nikki said, hugging her tightly. “This is Paul, his nickname is Buck.”


			“How do you know?” Samantha giggled. “Hi, Buck.” 


			As we sat, two beers were delivered. 


			“So good to get out and about. Teaching has been hectic with these varsity students, and Mike is away overseas for six more months. Hope he freezes his balls for leaving me alone, the shithead,” Samantha said.


			We had snacks and another beer as we chatted, and the girls interrogated me. I felt a bit like I was under a spotlight, but their friendly demeanour made it easier. 


			Eventually, Nikki said, “Let’s dance.”


			“I need to go,” Samantha said. “Oom Piet is waiting for me to help him with something tomorrow, and I’m sleeping over there tonight.”


			“Bye-bye. Behave, you two,” Samantha said, flicking her long black hair and disappearing into the crowd.


			“Oom Piet…?” I gaped. “What the…?” 


			


			“He’s her father-in-law.”


			“Shit!” was all I had in reply.


			The disco lights flashed in vibrant colours, casting an energetic glow over the dance floor. Nikki grabbed my hand, pulling me towards the centre where the music was pulsating through the speakers. We moved to the beat, the lively rhythm of disco music guiding our steps. The atmosphere was electric, filled with people lost in the joy of the moment. Nikki’s laughter was contagious, and I found myself getting caught up in the fun. Her moves were fluid and confident, and she seemed to be having the time of her life. I matched her energy, letting go of my reservations and enjoying the dance. For a moment, I forgot about the walls I had built around my heart.


			After a few upbeat songs, the tempo slowed down, and a soft, romantic melody filled the air. Nikki looked at me with a playful glint in her eye and said, “Let’s have this slow dance. Please.”


			I nodded, and we moved closer, swaying gently to the music. The world seemed to blur around us as we moved in sync, the warmth of the moment wrapping around us like a comforting embrace. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this at ease.
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