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To my beautiful family.  Sorry it took so long to see.
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“Then the Lord will create over all of Mount Zion and over those who assemble there a cloud o smoke by day and a glow flaming fire by night;  over everything the glory will be a canopy. It will be a shelter and shade  from the heat of the day, and a refuge and hiding place from the storm and rain”  

Isaiah 3:5-6
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A Quick Love Letter to the Highveld of Mpumalanga
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If you’ve never lived or visited the Highveld of Mpumalanga, let me paint it for you in ten barefoot sentences so you can feel every word of this book in your bones.

The altitude is 1 600–1 900 m. The sky sits on your shoulder, and the clouds feel close enough to touch.

Summer storms arrive like YHWH clearing His throat: black wall in the west, lightning that writes His Name across the sky, rain that smells like forgiveness.

The soil is blood-red and iron-rich; when you stand barefoot it literally pulls the inflammation out of your body.

Winter nights drop to -8 °C, but the stars are so bright you can read your Bible by them.

Maize fields stretch farther than hope, sunflowers turn their faces to the Sun, and cosmos flowers paint the roads pink and white every autumn.

You can hear thunder rolling twenty kilometers away like a shofar warming up.

The wind never stops; it is the Ruach, the breath of God, moving across the grass.

One good rain can save a farm and a soul in the same afternoon.

This is resurrection country: everything dies loud and comes back louder.

Every miracle in this book happened on this red dirt, under this bruised sky, inside this wild weather.

The same land that grew the maize grew me.

The same storms that drowned the crops watered my dead places.

If you only ever visit one place in South Africa, come stand barefoot on a Mpumalanga Highveld stoep at 4:47 a.m.

You will feel the exact spot where my storm broke...

and where yours is already cracking open.

The Highveld is waiting to heal you too.

To the Reader – Before You Step Barefoot Into My Storm

I know this book may be difficult to read.

Some pages will feel like walking over broken glass.

Some chapters will make you want to close the book and phone your pastor.

Some parts are depressing – raw, ugly, wine-stained, tear-soaked.

Bare with me.

Each of us carries different obstacles, different worries, different graves we’ve had to dig with our bare hands.

Your storm might be quieter than mine.

Or louder.

Some have it easier in money, easier in marriage, easier in health.

Some suffer more, bleed longer, wait seventeen years like I did.

Each journey different. Each overcoming unique.

At the end of the day, it is us who must learn something from the trials.

Not the preacher.

Not the therapist.

Not the pills.

Us.

I feel the breakthrough took its sweet time with me – seventeen years of debt, depression, dead farms, a mother lost at forty-seven, a marriage on life support – just so I could discover everything written in these pages.

Now, when I look back at every single tear, I see beauty in all of it.

All of it – holy.

The slack of writing this is a come-for-sure.

Afrikaans sentences bleeding into English.

Grammar that sometimes limps.

Stories that don’t always end tidy.

I don’t mind.

This is exactly how it happened.

No filter.

No church polish.

No therapist notes.

Just red-dirt truth from a Highveld woman who stopped waiting and started breathing.

So take off your shoes.

Leave them at the door.

Step onto my stoep with me.

The storm is coming.

But so is the breath that breaks it.

You don’t have to agree with everything.

You don’t have to try the toffee or the mushroom.

You just have to walk with me until the last page.

Because by then, your storm will look different too.

I promise.

Welcome to my stoep.

The kettle is on.

The wine is breathing.

The kingdom is under your bare feet.

Let’s begin.

YHWH.

The Breath is already in your lungs.

The Storm is already broken.

Turn the page,

Laugh. Cry. Breathe.

This woman won.

Now it’s your turn. 

1 Where it all Began...

––––––––
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Kempton Park never pretended to be gentle.

Nineteen-nineties kid.

Rough around every edge.

A naught-teen who thought rebellion was a personality and mistakes were souvenirs.

I collected plenty.

Sex, rock ’n roll and alcohol weren’t a phase; they were the postcode.

I finished matric in 2001 with a big dream and a report card that read “has potential if she applies herself.”

I never applied myself. I applied eyeliner, tequila, and boyfriends instead.

By 2002 I was pregnant.

Nineteen years old, still sleeping in my childhood bedroom with the same Backstreet Boys poster peeling off the wall, and now there was a heartbeat inside me that wasn’t mine.

I remember standing in the bathroom at our home, staring at the little white stick like it had personally betrayed me. I wanted to flush it, flush myself, flush the whole year down the toilet and keep partying until the world ended or I did; whichever came first.

But life had other plans.

On a rainy April morning in 2003, after twelve hours of labour, they placed him on my chest.

A furious, red, perfect boy.

Eight pounds of pure intervention.

The moment his tiny fist closed around my finger, something in me that had been revving toward self-destruct downshifted into silence.

I looked at him and heard a voice I didn’t know I still had whisper:

Not today. Not anymore. Not with him watching.

He saved my life before he could even say “Mama.” 

Kempton Park didn’t change. The same sirens still sang every weekend, the same friends still phoned to ask if I was coming to the next rave.

But I had a new address now: wherever he was.

We grew up together.

I learned to change nappies while he learned to walk.

I learned that love could be louder than any sound system at Club Strobe, and he learned that the safest place in the world was the curve of my neck when the thunderstorms came.

People said, “Shame, you’re so young.”

I heard, “You’re ruined.”

Andre heard none of it. He just looked at me with those brand-new eyes and chose me anyway.

God sent me a blue-eyed boy to stop me from hurting myself.

Kempton Park tried to raise a wild one.

Instead, it gave me a reason to become a woman.

This is where it all began:

with a screaming baby and a second chance I never earned but got anyway.

Andre turned twenty-two this year.

I turned forty-two.

We’re still growing up together.

And every time I smell baby powder, even now, I’m nineteen again; holding my lifeline, whispering the first true prayer I ever meant:

Thank you for not letting me miss this.

Then came Jacques—quiet, steady, the kind of man who fixes things instead of breaking them.  He fixed me and gave me two beautiful girls I love to the moon and back.

Love was easy.

Life was not.

Not yet.
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2 The Farm That Broke Us Open
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On the 22 March 2008, we weren’t in Kempton Park.

We were on a farm in North-Natal, where the mist rolled off the hills like Godprayer smoke and the Nguni cattle watched us say “I do” under Acacia trees.

We had R23 000 for the wedding.

Beautifull and unique dress made.

Jacques’ suit hired from Mr. Suit in Kempton.

A spit-braai with lamb donated by a neighbor, a big white tent full of dreams for our perfect life together, and a playlist on an old iPod and speaker.  We had so much fun!

We danced barefoot on a lawn that smelled of fresh earth and jasmine.

The view stretched so far you could almost see tomorrow.

We thought tomorrow would be kind.

It wasn’t.

We moved into the farmhouse two weeks after the wedding.

Jacques had big plans: chickens, crops, a small herd.

I had smaller plans: babies, Sunday roasts, a life that finally worked out.

The land had other ideas.

First the borehole collapsed.

Then the chickens got Newcastle disease.

Then the crops drowned in a freak storm.

Then the bakkie broke an axle on a road that wasn’t even on the map.

One disaster after another, like the universe was playing dominoes with our dreams.

We started fighting about money we didn’t have.

About God we weren’t sure existed.

About whether love was enough when the bank balance was R187 and the payments were three months behind.

One night Jacques threw a spade across the lands and screamed at the stars:

“If You’re real, why are You doing this to us?”

I didn’t have an answer.

I just sat on the stoep and cried into a cup of coffee gone cold.

That was the night the negative thinking took root.

Nothing works for us.

We’re cursed.

God has forgotten our address.

Two years later we admitted defeat.

Sold what little we had left, packed the Corolla to the roof, and drove north to Limpopo.

Jacques’ stepfather offered him a job on his farm near Musina.

We thought it was rescue.

It was refinement by fire.

The man was a tyrant in khaki shorts.

He demanded praise like a king, criticized like a curse, and paid little as possible for work so long and hard it will break the strongest of men.

We lived in a two-room flat behind the packhouse.

Andre Seven, Mieke was two, Lisa still a bump under my ribs.

Every morning, I woke to the smell of diesel and despair.

But something shifted in that furnace.

One Sunday, too broke for petrol to church, I dusted off the Bible I’d carried since matric.

It fell open to Psalm 23.

I read it aloud while the kids coloured on the floor with broken crayons.

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”

I laughed—bitter, sharp.

“Really? Because we want everything.”

Then I turned the page and saw the margin note I’d written at sixteen:

One day at a time, Chantelle.

I grabbed a school exercise book and a pen with no lid.

Page one:

Day 1 – Still breathing. That’s enough.

I didn’t know it then, but the storm we thought we were in was only the breeze before the hurricane.

That night I found an old Florence Scovel Shinn book.

She said:

“Your word is your wand.”

I wrote it down.

Underlined it.

Didn’t believe it.

But I was desperate enough to try.
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