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    For the little me in the hospital bed,who cried his soul out and waited.I came back for you.

For my grandmother, Sarah Lekgetha,who saw greatness in me before I could see it myself.Your love is still my foundation.

For my mother,who carried me when no one else would.

For my father, Hamilton,from whom I learned both what to do and what not to do.I forgive you. I love you. I am your son.

For every child who has ever wonderedwhy Daddy didn't stay—you are enough.You have always been enough.

And for my future queen and children,that you may know a different kind of father.The cycle stops here.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "At the end of the day, your father remains your father. Whether you like it or not, you come from him. The only way to know yourself, proceed, and be powerful—your roots are important."

— Thapelo Valentine Mokone



    


When I was just a little me 

A Memoir of Healing the Inner Child

Thapelo Valentine Mokone
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Every person carries within them the ghost of the child they once were. That child whispers to us in moments of quiet, cries out in our dreams, and shapes the way we move through the world whether we acknowledge it or not. This book is not simply a memoir—it is an act of excavation, a careful digging through the layers of memory to find the boy who wore diapers, who cried for his father, who lay in a hospital bed wondering why love felt so far away.

What you hold in your hands is a testament to the power of revisiting. Thapelo Valentine Mokone has done what so many of us are afraid to do: he has gone back. He has returned to the hospital room of 1992, to the road where a car hit him, to the grandmother who loved him fiercely, to the moments of betrayal and abandonment that could have broken him. But instead of breaking, he chose to understand.

This is a story about fathers and sons—a relationship so fundamental to the human experience, yet so often fraught with silence, absence, and longing. It is a story about how a boy becomes a man when the man who should show him the way is somewhere else, doing something else, being someone else. It is a story about watching and learning, about extracting wisdom from those who would not willingly give it, about teaching yourself to become the person you needed when you were small.

But more than anything, this is a story about healing. Thapelo takes us on a journey that spans decades—from that hospital bed in Pretoria to the construction sites where he finally worked beside his father, from the prayers he whispered for his grandmother's legs to the dreams that would not let him abandon the man who had abandoned him. He shows us that forgiveness is not a single act but a process, that understanding takes time, and that the ancestors have their own plans for our connections.

In these pages, you will meet Hamilton—a brilliant, complicated, absent, present, loving, withholding man who defies easy categorization. You will meet Sarah Lekgetha, the grandmother whose love was a fortress. You will meet the boy Thapelo was and the man he became, and you will witness the moment when those two finally embraced.

This book is for anyone who has ever felt unseen by a parent. For anyone who has ever had to raise themselves. For anyone who has ever looked at their father and wondered, Do you love me? Do you see me? Will you ever come back?

The answer, as Thapelo discovers, is complicated. But the journey toward that answer is everything.

— The Publisher

—-
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PREFACE
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I am writing this from a place of completion.

Not perfection—never perfection. But completion, yes. There is a difference. Perfection suggests that everything has been resolved, that all wounds have closed, that the story has reached a tidy ending with every loose thread woven into place. That is not what this is. This is something else entirely.

This is me, at thirty-something years old, sitting down to tell you about the baby in the hospital bed, the boy who cried for his father, the teenager who watched his grandmother waste away, the young man who went three years without speaking to the man who gave him life. This is me trying to make sense of it all—not so that I can declare it finished, but so that I can understand how it all fits together.

The title came to me in a moment of clarity: When I Was Just a Little Me. Because that's how I remember him—that little me. He's still in there somewhere. He's the one who felt that first separation from his father, who cried his soul out when Hamilton said "I'm coming back," who knew even then that promises could be broken. He's the one who got hit by a car because he was so excited to finally hug his dad. He's the one who prayed for his grandmother's legs to heal. He's the one who watched his father love other children differently.

And he's the one who needed me—the grown version, the one who writes these words—to come back for him.

That's what this book really is: a going back. A revisiting. A rescue mission across time.

When I started writing, I didn't know where it would take me. I just knew that the memories were there, pressing against the inside of my skull, demanding attention. The hospital bed. The doctor with glasses. The phone calls that were only reprimands. The day my father came home with a coloured woman and her children, and everything shifted. The millions of rands that disappeared. The dreams that wouldn't stop.

The dreams.

Those dreams in 2020 changed everything. They showed me something I hadn't been able to see in all the years of distance and silence: that my father was still my father, whether I liked it or not. That the connection between us was not just physical or emotional, but spiritual. That my ancestors were calling me back to him for reasons I couldn't yet understand.

I followed those dreams. I reconnected. I forgave—not because he asked for forgiveness, but because I needed to give it. And in that forgiveness, I found something I hadn't expected: momentum. Clarity. Power.

Now I work beside him. I learn his trades. I take his small payments and count them as tuition. I watch his brilliant mind solve problems that seem unsolvable. I extract what I need and leave the rest. And slowly, slowly, I am becoming the man that little me always wanted to become.

This book is my offering to anyone who needs to hear that it's possible. Possible to go back. Possible to forgive. Possible to learn from people who don't know they're teaching. Possible to heal the child who still lives inside you, waiting for someone to come back.

I came back.

Now let me tell you how.

— Thapelo Valentine Mokone

Mamelodi, Pretoria

2024

—-
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INTRODUCTION
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The Boy in the Hospital Bed

There is a moment that exists outside of time.

It lives in the space between memory and dream, between what actually happened and what the mind has reshaped over decades of remembering. I have returned to this moment so many times that I can no longer say with certainty which details are accurate and which are the inventions of a child's brain trying to make sense of something incomprehensible.

But the feeling—the feeling I remember perfectly.

I am small. So small that the world towers above me in ways that I cannot yet measure. I am wearing a diaper, which tells me that I am probably not yet walking, or if I am walking, I am doing so unsteadily, with the wobble of newly discovered legs. I am in a hospital bed—one of those beds they put babies in, with high sides like a cage designed to keep us from tumbling out into a world we don't yet understand.

The sheets are white. The room is bright. There are sounds—the murmur of voices, the beep of machines, the squeak of shoes on polished floors—but they are muffled, as though I am hearing them from underwater. Or perhaps that's just how babies hear. Perhaps the world is always muffled when you are small enough to still wear diapers, when your understanding of language is still forming, when you know the meaning of words before you know the words themselves.

And then—my father.

He appears in the doorway, and the room changes. The light shifts. The air thickens. He is tall, taller than anyone has a right to be, and he fills the space in a way that makes everything else fall away. He is wearing something—a uniform, perhaps, though I cannot be sure. He is in the Navy, so it might be a uniform. But what I remember most is his face.

His face, looking at me.

He comes to the bed. He leans over the rails. He speaks to me, though I cannot remember the words. I remember the sound—deep, warm, the voice of someone who is supposed to protect you from everything. He touches me, perhaps. Checks on me, as I would later understand. Makes sure that I am okay.

And then he says the words that would echo through the rest of my life:

"I'm coming back."

Even then, even as a baby who could not yet form sentences, who could not yet understand the concept of time or distance or absence, I knew. I knew that he wouldn't. I knew that those words were a promise that could not be kept. I cried. I cried my soul out, as I would later describe it. I cried because I understood something that babies should not have to understand: that people leave, and sometimes they don't come back.

He left anyway. Of course he left. He had to. The Navy was calling, Cape Town was waiting, and babies in hospital beds cannot compete with the demands of the world.

And after he left, a white male doctor came through. I remember his glasses—thick, perhaps, or maybe just noticeable because they were the only thing I could focus on through my tears. He started examining me. There was an injection. Little by little, the crying stopped. Little by little, the world faded. And then I slept.

That is my first memory. Not my first memory of my father—that would come later, in fragments and flashes—but my first memory of anything. The hospital bed. The promise. The doctor with glasses. The sleep that came like a mercy.

For years, I carried this memory like a secret. I didn't tell anyone because I didn't know if it was real. Can babies really remember things from before they were one year old? Can the mind hold onto moments from a time when language hadn't yet given us the tools to label and categorize? I didn't know. I still don't know. But the memory was there, vivid and insistent, playing itself over and over like a film loop in the cinema of my mind.

When I was in primary school—grade five, I think—I finally asked my mother about it. I told her what I remembered: the hospital, the bed, my father's visit, his promise, his leaving, the doctor with glasses. I asked her why I had been there. What was wrong with me? Why was I sleeping in that bed?

She told me that when I was a baby, I cried all the time. Especially at night. I cried so much, so hard, that my tongue would roll backward in my throat and choke me. That's why I was in the hospital. That's why they were watching me. That's why my father came to check on me.

I cried so much that my tongue tried to kill me.

When she told me this, something clicked into place. The memory wasn't just a random fragment—it was connected to something real, something physical, something that explained why that moment had carved itself so deeply into my consciousness. I was a baby who cried. I was a baby who couldn't stop crying. And in that hospital bed, I had cried myself to exhaustion, cried until my father came, cried when he left, cried until the doctor's injection finally silenced me.

But the crying never really stopped. It just changed forms.

That's what this book is about, ultimately. It's about the crying that never stops—the crying that becomes silence, becomes distance, becomes the three years when I didn't speak to my father, becomes the observation instead of the conversation, becomes the extraction instead of the teaching. It's about the baby who cried for his father and the man who finally learned why.

I am that baby. I am that man. And this is my story.

—-
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CHAPTER 1
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Echoes of 1992
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Part I: The World Before Memory
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Before the hospital bed, before the promise, before the doctor with glasses, there was simply... nothing. Or rather, there was the vast darkness that precedes all memory, the time before the mind learns to hold onto moments and string them into the narrative we call our life. I exist, of course, in photographs and in the stories my mother tells, but that version of me—the one who existed before memory—is a stranger. I know his face, but I don't know his thoughts. I know what happened to him, but I don't know what he felt.

This is the strangeness of being human: we are all preceded by a version of ourselves that we will never truly know.

My mother, Sarah Lekgetha's daughter—though my mother has her own name, her own story, her own place in this narrative that will unfold in later chapters—tells me that I was a wanted child. Not planned, perhaps, but wanted. My parents were together, whatever that meant in the early 1990s in Mamelodi, Pretoria. My father was already in the Navy, already dividing his time between Cape Town and home, already learning to be absent before I was even born.

She tells me that I came quickly. That I was eager to enter the world. That I had a full head of hair and lungs that announced my arrival with appropriate authority. She tells me that my grandmother—her mother, or perhaps my father's mother? The details blur in the telling—held me first and declared me perfect. She tells me that my father was there for the birth, though I don't know if this is true or if it's one of those stories we tell ourselves to make the past more palatable.

I was born Thapelo Valentine Mokone. Thapelo—prayer. A name that would prove prophetic in ways no one could have anticipated. A name that would send me to my grandmother's bedside with friends who called themselves prayer warriors, begging God to heal her legs. A name that would connect me to something larger than myself, something spiritual that I am only now beginning to understand.

But in 1992, I was just a baby. A baby who cried.
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Part II: The Crying
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My mother says I never stopped crying.

This is not an exaggeration, though it may be the amplification that comes with memory. She says that from the moment I was born, I cried. I cried during the day and I cried at night. I cried when I was hungry and I cried when I was full. I cried when I was held and I cried when I was put down. I cried so much that she began to worry that something was wrong with me, something beyond the normal fussiness of infants.

The crying was worst at night. As soon as the sun went down, I would begin. Not the gentle fussing of a tired baby, but full-throated wailing that could be heard throughout the house, throughout the neighborhood, perhaps throughout all of Mamelodi. My mother would walk with me, rock me, sing to me, feed me, change me—nothing worked. I cried and cried and cried.

And then, one night, something terrifying happened.

I was crying, as usual, when suddenly the crying stopped. Not because I had calmed down, but because I couldn't breathe. My mother rushed to my crib and found me turning blue, my tiny body convulsing as it fought for air. She grabbed me, turned me over, patted my back—and finally, with a gasp, I started breathing again. But the crying resumed immediately, as though nothing had happened.

It happened again. And again. And again.

The doctors would later explain it to her: when I cried, I cried with such force that my tongue would roll backward in my throat, blocking my airway. It was a mechanical problem, not a spiritual one—my tongue was simply too large for my mouth, or my throat was too narrow, or my crying was too intense. Whatever the cause, the effect was terrifying: my own body was trying to kill me every time I expressed my emotions.

This is rich with metaphor, isn't it? A baby who cries so hard that his tongue chokes him. A child whose very expression of need becomes a threat to his survival. Even then, even before I had words, I was learning that my feelings were dangerous. That letting them out could hurt me. That the safest thing to do was to stop—to sleep, to quiet, to disappear into the oblivion that the doctor's injection would eventually provide.

But I didn't know that yet. In 1992, I was just a baby who cried. And my parents, like parents everywhere, were trying to figure out what to do about it.
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Part III: The Hospital
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The hospital was in Pretoria—not Mamelodi, which had its own clinics and facilities, but the city itself, where the bigger hospitals were. Someone made the decision that my crying and choking required more attention than the local clinic could provide. Perhaps it was my mother, desperate and exhausted. Perhaps it was my grandmother, who had seen too many babies die from things that could have been prevented. Perhaps it was a doctor who recognized that this wasn't normal colic, but something more serious.

I don't know who made the decision. I only know that I ended up in that bed.

The beds they put babies in—I've seen them since, in hospitals and in photographs. They're like cribs, really, but with more medical equipment attached. Tubes and wires and monitors that beep. Rails that go up high so that babies can't climb out, as if babies in hospital have any desire to climb anywhere. They're designed to keep us safe, contained, observable. They're designed to turn us into patients rather than children.

I don't know how long I was there. Days, probably. Perhaps weeks. Time moves differently when you're a baby, when each moment is eternal and each separation is forever. My mother would have visited, I'm sure. My grandmother too. But the memory that stuck, the memory that carved itself into my consciousness and refused to fade, was the memory of my father.
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