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      To my angel Reeva

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Letter to Reeva, on your eighteenth birthday
            

          

        

      

      
        
          19.8.2001

          My dearest, darling daughter,

          I wish you up to the moon and around the world in wonders or whatever comes to mind that you wish for.

          I want to tell you now that you are a full-grown beautiful woman how proud I am of you. You were a gift from God and I have treasured every moment we have shared to date. Now is the time for you to spread your wings and fly in your own direction. I have no worries about this because you are sensible, intelligent and very clued up.

          It’s only your heart that may get you in trouble because it’s on your sleeve.

          I want to tell you how proud I am of you. You always care for others and you are not self-absorbed. You are dedicated in your future and I see not only the exterior, although it’s beautiful, but inside I see a wealth of qualities reside there.

          I love you so much and I just want the best of everything for you.

          Happy 18th Birthday Reeva,

          Love,

          Mom xxx

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Letter to June on her fifty-sixth birthday from Reeva
            

          

        

      

      
        
          26 September 2003

          A whole year has gone by again, reminding us that time waits for no one and that every passing moment is an opportunity to make life that much more sweeter.

          I’m happy that I can spend each day with you and grab new opportunities, each time they pass, with you at my side.

          I wouldn’t choose anybody else to take this journey with, and nobody else can take your place.

          Today is a day to say thanks for being a great person, a beautiful woman, a trusted friend, a devoted mother and most of all – the best you that you can be!

          I love you very much.

          Enjoy the flowers, pressie, cake and loads of kisses and love – all for you on this day – and tomorrow and the next day and the next…

          Your compadre forever

          Reeves xxxxx

          PS: Dad says ditto for all of the above [image: Letter to June on her fifty-sixth birthday from Reeva]

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              14 February 2013
            

          

        

      

      
Dromedaris Road, Seaview, Port Elizabeth

      The beginning of the nightmare.

      We are up and about before dawn as usual. Barry sets off for the short drive to the stables at Arlington Racecourse to prepare his horses for their morning exercise. I potter out to greet the overzealous dogs – Boyki and Gypsy the boerboels, Dax and Madonna the Jack Russells and little Moby Dick, Reeva’s dachshund – fighting through playful paws and swishing tails to give them their breakfast. The sun rises just before 6 a.m., promising another balmy summer day. I make tea and start getting myself ready to go to work. At my age I joke my face needs three applications of sand and three of cement. I’m preoccupied with thoughts about the day ahead, about supervising progress at the Barking Spider, a pub we’re building at the Greenbushes Hotel on the Old Cape Road, when my mobile phone rings.

      Really? At this time of the morning?

      A voice introduces himself as Detective Hilton Botha.

      ‘Hello, is that June Steenkamp?’ 

      ‘Yes.’ 

      ‘Do you have a daughter, Reeva?’ 

      ‘Yes.’ 

      ‘There has been a terrible accident.’ 

      ‘What kind of accident?’ 

      ‘Your daughter has been shot.’ 

      Pause.

      ‘You’d better tell me RIGHT NOW if she’s dead or alive.’ 

      ‘I’m sorry. I’m afraid she has passed on.’ 

      The detective is polite, concerned, saying he wants to inform me before I get in the car and hear it on the radio news. He says he thinks it looks like an ‘open-and-shut’ case. ‘There were only two people present – your daughter and Oscar with the gun.’

      I’ve heard enough.

      I’m hysterical, screaming, sobbing uncontrollably. This cannot be true. The worst thing in the world has happened – it really has – this beautiful, perfect child of mine is dead. We are, we were, mother and daughter with such a strong connection. We are the best of friends, so close we talk about everything. We even have a pact that, if one of us dies, we will let the other know with a sign that we are okay and in a good place.

      How can Reeva be dead? I can still hear her chattering away to me last night, telling me that she is arriving at her boyfriend’s house to cook him a romantic Valentine’s Day dinner, that they are planning a quiet evening, that she’s sending money for our cable TV subscription so that we can watch her in the new series of Tropika Island of Treasure, which airs this weekend, and that she loves me. Big kiss!

      I visualise the police searching for my number on the contacts list on Reeva’s phone – Mommy BlackBerry – while she… I don’t let my mind go further. Imagine answering your phone at seven o’clock in the morning and hearing that your daughter is dead from gunshot wounds. It’s just not real. It’s devastating. Our lodger David hears my anguish and comes to try and help. He says he’ll call my good friends Claire and Sam, and they are here in minutes, not knowing what to do because now I’m almost mute with shock. I manage to phone Barry and tell him he must come home immediately.

      Barry drives home from the stables thinking one of the older dogs has died. He misunderstood my hysterical sobs, because I would be upset about the dogs. When he arrives and hears the bitter truth, he goes into a truly terrifying state of shock, trembling violently, and asking over and over again how, how, can Reeva, our beautiful baby, be dead. She was our whole life, our laat lammetjie, a precious late lamb, the only child we had together, the backbone of our extended family and the glue – let’s be frank – in our relationship. In the few minutes it took the detective to communicate the news, our lives seem to have crumbled like a sandcastle knocked by a freak wave on the beach.

      The detective’s words echo in my head: There were only two people present – your daughter and Oscar with the gun. What terrible, terrible thing could have happened between two young people to precipitate this? They had known each other for scarcely three months. Reeva, I knew, was excited about and wary of this new relationship in equal measure. When it started, his infatuation was too much, but after a break, she told me she had decided to give her all to the relationship despite nagging doubts about their compatibility. He was hard to please. He could be moody and volatile. But she loved him, and admired him, especially for all he had overcome in life, and how he used that as a power to inspire other people. That was her dream too. She was a caring girl, a nurturer by nature. She wanted to help others. Was it as I had feared when she was eighteen: that her heart had got her into trouble? Did she suffer because her expectations of love were not met?

      Barry’s in such a state, and more friends are turning up at the house with condolences. But what can they say? They are shocked. It’s too much for all of us. People from the stables start arriving to support us, the jockeys and members of the racing community whom Barry has known for the last fifty years. Somehow I manage to phone Barry’s younger brother Michael, who is very involved in the church, a lay minister giving occasional sermons and so on. He runs a Christian drug rehabilitation centre outside Cape Town. He’s a lovely kind man and the only one who can calm Barry down. Barry, nearly seventy, is diabetic and not in the best of health. He’s a big, gentle man, but when he gets stressed – and right now he’s in torment, trying to absorb the fact that some guy he doesn’t know has murdered his beloved daughter – he goes from 0 to 300 in five seconds. We need to keep him calm for his health.

      I experience all this in a dreamlike, practically comatose state.

      Almost immediately the press are outside our little rented house in Seaview; reporters, cars, vans, cameras, cables and mushrooming satellite dishes, all set to camp outside for weeks. Flowers and notes of sympathy start arriving from all over the world. The news of our daughter’s violent death swamps national and international media, with one TV reporter saying it is arguably as big a story as the release of Nelson Mandela in 1990. Princess Charlene of Monaco sends a bouquet. It seems surreal to think that something so cataclysmic has happened to connect a royal palace in Europe with our modest suburban street in South Africa and touched someone living in a world so different from our own that they’re moved to send us flowers and heartfelt condolences. Soon the house is bursting with flowers, their scent overwhelming. Our home, which already had hundreds of photos of Reeva, resembles a shrine. People come to the gate to try and talk to us. They leave messages and food and more flowers.

      At the heart of lurid speculation gripping the world’s news sites, the established facts on the Breaking News feed are few: Reeva was shot in a toilet cubicle in the bathroom of the Paralympian athlete’s R4.5 million luxury villa in one of South Africa’s most prestigious gated communities in the early hours of 14 February. Four shots were fired through the locked toilet door. Reeva was hit three times and died of her wounds. A 9mm pistol was seized by police at the scene. The man who shot her through a locked door told his family that he thought an intruder was in his bathroom and that he shot through the door out of fear. This turns out to be the start of a process that lasts through to the end of the trial, where Barry and I pore over every snippet of information, every piece of ‘evidence’ we learn about from the media, to figure out what happened in the hours and minutes leading up to her death. We want to find some comfort from being able to think our daughter died without suffering, without any notion of what was about to happen to her, but everything points us in the opposite direction. We look at everything through the prism of knowing Reeva so well, and imagining all too clearly what she must have gone through.

      Barry looks to see if there is any personal message from the man who shot her among the tributes, but there is only a bouquet sent with an impersonal line from his management agency office.

      How I get through the rest of the day and night I don’t know. We are lucky to have such amazing friends and family. When I slip into some sort of slumber on that first night after her death, Reeva appears to me in a dream in a long white dress. She looks so beautiful. ‘Mama,’ she says. ‘I hope he doesn’t shoot me again.’ Now in my dreams she only appears as a little girl, and I feed her and nurture her. That first night is the only time she comes to me as her radiant grown-up self.

      When I see a picture in the Friday newspaper of the man who has shot her so grievously, I realise I don’t even know him. Yet he is so familiar to the world at large. Newsreaders and reporters express incredulity: how can a sporting hero of his stature, celebrated for his charity work, become a murder suspect? How can a ‘celebrity romance’ end in such a way? It’s hard to match up the story with our understanding of our daughter’s life. To the outside world, the shock is that he can be implicated in this violent crime; to us, the shock is that our beloved daughter’s life has been extinguished.

      I’ve never heard of the Blade Runner. We are country people and we didn’t sit glued to the TV for the 2012 London Games where I learn he made history by becoming the first amputee sprinter to compete at the Olympics: our TV screen is permanently tuned into Tellytrack, the channel dedicated to horse racing, the sport which has always been Barry’s life. I had never heard of him before Reeva started talking about him on the phone – and that was scarcely three months ago. She still hadn’t spoken of him to her father, which meant that she was unsure about the relationship. With Barry, she’d keep quiet about a relationship until she felt confident that it was stable. But this man whose face I’m looking at for the first time in the newspaper, this stranger, has hurt our child, shot her, not once but shot her repeatedly until she was dead, shot her in the hip and the head above her right ear and in the elbow, shot her with Black Talon bullets that ‘open up’ when they enter the body, destroying flesh, bones and internal organs.

      This is the unbearable thing: thinking of Reeva behind that locked toilet door, waiting for God to save her. She was a strong, strong Christian and she would have been waiting behind that door, petrified, believing God would save her. Only later would I realise that God had to take her because the injuries to her head were so bad. One bullet blew the brains out of her skull. If she had survived, she would have been in a coma, and she could not live without her brilliant mind, her vibrant faculties.

      This image is the thing Barry and I agonise over. In our worst imaginings, we picture how scared she must have been to retreat behind that door, and lock it, with no one to protect her. As parents who’ve always doted on our child, there’s no escape from a wretched feeling of helplessness as we relive our daughter’s last minutes on Earth, envisioning her cowering from a shower of bullets fired by the man she loved. As her warm-hearted Xhosa language teacher Mrs Ntlangu says to me, ‘No one deserves to die by a gun, but I really hate it when someone shoots and carries on shooting a person to death, an unarmed helpless person.’

      The pain only gets worse. I don’t know how I will get through these next few days, surfacing every morning knowing I will never hear my daughter’s voice again, never see her smiling elfin face, never watch her throw back her head and laugh throatily, never send my little love fairies via SMS to make her feel better when she’s ill, never again hold her when she cries. How can I accept she has just gone? Gone for ever.

      Nothing anyone can say will help. Friends bring their children to be with me and comfort me. Claire, my friend of thirty years, comes over with her daughter Shelly. Tara Laing, a racehorse trainer, brings her son Ewan and he brings his little blanky, his soother, which he gives to me. The children sleep next to me for comfort. People don’t know how to commiserate with words in such a desperate situation, but the children’s cosy physical presence gives me some solace.

      My brother-in-law, Michael, helps us to think about the funeral. In fact he and his wife Lyn and daughters Kim and Sharon organise it for us. They’re wonderful people. Michael is under immense stress, acting as spokesman for the family. The enormity of the media frenzy is something our normal, low-key family has never experienced. We feel surrounded by chaos and it is impossible to start grieving. Michael and Kim go through the steps of organising the funeral arrangements, ticking boxes on the list of options, almost on autopilot. Do we want roses? Yes. Do we want this kind of casket? Yes.

      After an autopsy her body is flown home from Johannesburg to Dove’s Funeral Services in Port Elizabeth and we, all her family, wait one by one to see her and say our private goodbyes. Eventually it is my turn and I walk slowly into the room for what I know is the worst moment of my life. I can only see her pale face. Her body is swaddled in sheets and a white silk scarf is swathed around her head to cover her injuries. I am told not to move anything. She is waxy and lifeless, but she still looks beautiful, she is still my Reeva. I kiss her and whisper, ‘I love you so much, darling, and I’m going to miss you. We will meet again.’ Oh, how I wish that meeting is soon – and then my legs give way and I fall to the floor. People pick me up and carry me outside.

      I insist they take me back in to her. It is too hard to walk away for the last time.

       

      The funeral ceremony is held at 11 a.m. on 19 February at Victoria Park Crematorium Chapel, in Walmer, just five days after she met her death. Port Elizabeth is known as the Windy City, but the day of the funeral is unnaturally still and calm. Often, if someone has been killed, and the circumstances lead to a criminal trial, the body is not released for some time. An investigation normally delays a funeral. I remember people remarking how quickly we were allowed to reclaim her. I’m not compos mentis – I think by now I’ve been prescribed sedative medication to help me cope with my grief – so I don’t try to understand why it is happening so swiftly.

      How I sit through the funeral of my own daughter, I don’t know. I don’t remember much. I’m travelling through mist and fog. I’m not really here. I remember little snapshots. The memorial hall of the crematorium chapel jam-packed with people. Reeva’s pale wooden casket covered in St Joseph’s lilies, a symbol of purity. There’s a long red carpet down the central aisle. Friends embrace me and whisper words of comfort. We have Psalm 23, the Lord Is My Shepherd. People are invited to stand and share their memories… Strangers from her life in the bright lights of Johannesburg take their five minutes to claim Reeva as their ‘best friend’; who are they all? Others, who I know well, also feel emboldened to speak. I recall my grandson Nicholas saying such beautiful things about her and how much he loved her as they grew up together, as close in age as siblings. It is hard for him to get through his speech, but I am proud of him… I remember the bereft look on the face of my niece Kim’s teenage daughter, Gypsy, who also stands up boldly and tells how she was going down the wrong path but Reeva encouraged her not to waste her life and helped her turn herself around. Other young people to whom she made a difference express their devastation over losing her. It is all a painful blur. Reeva had a magic heart of gold and she was close to so many of them.

      A minibus full of nuns and teachers from St Dominic’s Priory School draws up outside and her former classmates line up in an arc formation around the chapel door to embrace her in death as she had them in life. That is such a beautiful tribute. Many of them wear their old school uniform, those well-worn navy-and-gold striped blazers, and these are friends who are nearly thirty! ‘Everything about her – the reception she gave everyone – was amazing. She was so vibrant,’ one of her former classmates says to me. ‘I remember she tried to be a part of us. She made the time to learn my language, Xhosa, which meant the world.’ Another young man tells me, ‘She was all love, warmth, hugs and smiles, that is how we remember her.’ It is very touching.

      So many people come to pay their respects to Reeva. People she has reached out to in all walks of life come two hours early to make sure of a seat in the church; friends from her years growing up in Port Elizabeth, like Wayne her first love; friends from Johannesburg where she moved to pursue a career in modelling when she was twenty-two. Friends like Kristin, who studied law with Reeva in PE and also moved to Johannesburg; she comes half an hour early and finds the chapel full. Fellow mourners squeeze up on the pew to let her sit. Poor Kristin. Her former high school is right next to the crematorium and she often used to see the puffs of black smoke rising up from the chimney, never imagining she’d so soon be inside, saying farewell to a close friend in the prime of life. Francois Hougaard, the South African rugby union player and briefly a boyfriend of Reeva’s with whom she remained good friends, arrives nattily dressed in a suit and dark glasses to pay his respects. Her lovely longtime ex-boyfriend Warren Lahoud – the man we thought she’d marry – comes with his mother Cecilia. Gina Myers, a make-up artist, attends with her parents Cecil and Desi and sister Kim, the family with whom Reeva lodged for the last seven months. TV presenter Pearl Thusi and the DJs, musicians and models who starred alongside Reeva on the Tropika Island of Treasure reality programme, arrive as a group. Nelson Mandela Bay deputy mayor Nancy Sihlwayi attends the service on behalf of South African women after attending a protest against gender violence outside the Port Elizabeth High Court. Former Eastern Cape premier Nosimo Balindlela expresses her sadness with moving words: ‘This child is the daughter of Africa. She was humble and even from listening to her friends speak of her, she was just such a loving and caring girl. I am deeply saddened by this incident.’

      Quite a number sit in their cars outside. Some because they can’t fit into the building; some sit privately because it is too much for them to witness the finality of Reeva’s cremation. One friend, whose wife Reeva had sat with for many days when she was dying of cancer – talking to her, painting her nails, spending time with her – pays vigil in his car outside. He is overwhelmed.

      The Order of Service is printed with a portrait of Reeva – so young, so beautiful, only twenty-nine – next to the poignant poem, God’s Gift, A Child:

      
        
          
             

            
              ‘I’ll lend you for a little while a child of mine,’ He said.
            

            
              ‘For you to love the while she lives.
            

            
              It may be six or seven years or twenty-nine or three
            

            
              But will you till I call her back take care of her for Me?
            

            
              She’ll bring her charms to gladden you
            

            
              And should her stay be brief
               
              –
            

            
              You’ll have her lovely memories as solace for your grief.
            

            
              I cannot promise you she’ll stay
            

            
              Since all on Earth return
            

            
              But there are lessons taught down there
            

            
              I want this child to learn.
            

            
              I’ve looked the whole world over
            

            
              And in my search for teachers true
            

            
              And from the throngs that crowd life’s lane
            

            
              I have selected you!
            

            
              Now will you give her all your love
            

            
              Nor think the labour vain
            

            
              Nor hate me when I come to call, to take her back again?
            

            
              I fancied that I heard them say, ‘Dear Lord Thy Will Be Done
            

            
              For all the joy the child shall bring, the risk of grief we’ll run.
            

            
              We’ll shelter her with tenderness
               
              – we’ll love her while we may
            

            
              And for all the happiness we’ve known, forever grateful stay!
            

             

            
              And should the Angels call her, much sooner than we planned,
            

            
              We’ll brave the bitter grief that comes,
            

            
              And try to understand.’
            

          

        

      

      The funeral takes place at the same time as Oscar Pistorius – there, I’ve said his name – appears in court in Pretoria charged with her murder.

      The irony is that on any other occasion this gathering of some of South Africa’s most gifted and admired young people would be a celebration of something. Reeva would have loved the gathering together of so many of her dearest family and friends, but she is not here to see it. Her absence is why we have all come together. The reality of her death is hard to come to terms with. We’re doing what the poem urges, braving the bitter grief and trying to understand. For us, it is a debilitating family tragedy, a shocking personal loss which we have to start trying to come to terms with under the spotlight of a global audience fascinated by a looming criminal trial that will seek to determine the truth of what really happened to our daughter. The impartial words of the news bulletins that keep replaying on radio and television sound clinical and alien, impossible to relate to the fate of our bubbly, cheeky, vivacious, loving Reeva:

      
         

        We can confirm a twenty-nine-year-old woman died on the scene from gunshot wounds. A twenty-six-year-old man has been arrested and charged with murder…

        Friends of the slain model express their shock…

        Coming up: a report on the gruesome end of a tragic love match…

      

      Reeva is famous now. All over the world people express their love for her and their outrage that such a crime could be committed against an innocent, loving young woman. She is alive in the global consciousness as a vibrant personality whom people want to embrace and hold on to as a symbol of all too common a form of injustice. Her image flits across the TV screen and smiles down from shelves of magazines. But she, the Reeva who was simply our beloved child, is dead. She’s gone and never coming back. It is hard to absorb our very personal loss and the irony of the context in which her death is being discussed and debated.

      There is a constant feeling of surveillance as the press continue to follow the story of how a beautiful model in the prime of her life and career could meet such a violent end at the hands of a national hero. To be honest, I hardly notice the presence of the cameras. I am just trying to get through each day, but every so often I have to endure the low antics of some member of the press and that makes our life so much more difficult. We have enough to deal with, trying to bear our loss, and then you have these other things: reporters sneaking through your front gate and into your home to join the grieving families that are here, and going so far as to pretend that they knew Reeva and they were her friend. We hear of social network sites set up by fans of the man who killed her to ‘take his side’: Team Oscar. There are rumours that he has reached out and made contact with us. Whose business is that but ours? It is true his representatives proposed a meeting, but it is too early. I don’t want to speak to him. What could I possibly say to him? I don’t even want to look at him, you know? He’s taken the most precious thing that we had away from us.

      Our landlady came to the funeral and then ‘heard’ via a news agency that we had no money and we wouldn’t be able to pay our rent. Soon after the funeral we receive a letter from her giving us two months’ notice to leave. Don’t worry, we’ll be out in one month, I tell her. Who wants to stay where you’re not welcome? We start packing up all our belongings and move to a small house out in the Greenbushes, next to our dear friend Claire – so it was meant to be, probably, and we appreciate the peace and quiet here now. Some media follow us here too. Barry often goes out of the house to smoke and then the press will print a story asking how Barry can afford to smoke if we don’t have any money. It’s a terrible intrusion.

      Horror, disbelief, grief come in waves. I find it difficult to eat properly. I feel no appetite. Weight starts to fall off me. Eating is about sustaining yourself, and you don’t have the will to look after yourself when your most precious loved one is dead. Days, weeks, months mean nothing to me now. I am not engaged in the real world. For a long time I can’t go out, go anywhere. How can I when my daughter’s face is everywhere – on TV, newspapers, magazines. To think how I used to rush out to buy magazines and publications whenever Reeva told me she was appearing in one. And now I’m avoiding them. There is no escaping the brutal truth. I am too much of a wreck. I can’t believe she’s just disappeared from our lives. She gave us lots of love, lots of attention. She was a wonderful daughter. If I think now that I’d like to phone her, I can’t. I can’t contact her. I can’t see her. As mother and daughter we were so close a unit even after she’d moved to Johannesburg that whenever I’d bump into friends in the shopping mall or somewhere, they’d never say ‘Hello, June’, they’d just say ‘How’s Reeva?’ Our bond was so strong that long after she moved away to pursue her modelling career, she still needed me. I lived for her. I was so proud of her. We talked about anything and everything. I miss her terribly, every moment of every day.

      I find an old letter Reeva wrote to me when she was seventeen. She used to come and help me at the spaza shop, an informal convenience store I ran for fifteen years up at the racecourse where Barry had his horses. On this occasion a friend ‘needed’ her and she felt bad about leaving me to work alone in the shop. Remember the day I went to Cinderella – I cried and I cried because you weren’t there and you were all I ever depended on + it’s scary, even now, as an adult, to walk alone, she wrote back in May 2001. OK, maybe I’m a “mommy’s girl” like dad always says, but SO WHAT!!! – I like it + I like you… love you. There’s nothing wrong with that, right? Neh, I don’t think so! I just know, deep down inside, that without you, I would be nothing + no one – NO ONE – would be there to pick up the pieces… I love you with all my life and my entire being… Reeves.

      Ever since the events of 14 February 2013, I wake up every night at 3 a.m. with my head full of her and vivid snatches of dreams about her. Barry and I both wake up crying. It’s hard, you know. As soon as you stir from sleep, your brain goes in that direction. It’s set in my body clock now. Three o’clock, I wake up. I wonder, is that because that’s the time it happened? I hear Barry sitting outside on the porch. I know he’s smoking and that tears are streaming down his cheeks. We speak in the depths of night – because we both get down from it, experiencing different moods at different times, and that’s not easy on a relationship either – and I ask Barry, What is the worst part for you? He says he keeps going over those minutes she was locked behind the toilet door. He imagines her begging for her life. He agonises over what was going through her mind: Where is anyone? Who is going to save me? She never in her life would be thinking he’s going to kill her. She wouldn’t be thinking of guns and violence aimed at her by her own boyfriend, the man she called her Boo.

       

      That’s our nightmare. Both of us are haunted by the same nightmare. The vision of Reeva suffering this terrible trauma. Her terror and helplessness. Her yells for help piercing the silent night air. From the day she was born we protected her, but from this we couldn’t protect her. Why couldn’t I have warned her that this person could be capable of such hideous violence? Because he shot her not just once, but bang, bang, bang, bang with 9mm bullets, until she was dead. How could she, who was so alert to the ill treatment of innocent women, end up with a person who could aim a gun towards another human being and shoot her dead?

      Oscar’s story I don’t believe. It seems to me he did not look for her when he says he thought he heard intruders. Not one of his actions suggests he felt protective towards her. A lot of people have guns in South Africa and everyone knows, bottom line, you never ever shoot if you have not checked where your own people are: never, ever, ever. I work out in my own mind what I think happened. They had a fight, a horrible argument, and she fled to the bathroom with her mobile and locked the door. It was 3 a.m. She was dressed in shorts and a top. Her clothes were packed, ready to leave. I think he may have shot once and then he had to go on and kill her because she would have been able to tell the world what really happened, what he’s really like. Why did he point a gun at a locked door? Why did he have so many guns in the first place? It’s a simple fact, if he didn’t have a gun, she’d be alive today. You know how many of the neighbours heard the screams – blood-curdling screams, one lady said, blood-curdling screams for help, and her window was open, her balcony door was open, and she was a neighbour living close by.

      Now it’s a matter of trying to live without her. We both try and immerse ourselves in things we know she loved and things we know she would love to see us doing. She was in the middle of reading The Book Thief by Markus Zusak when she died and we both read that to feel close to her. I have all her books in my bedroom. I have her white linen on the bed. It’s a comfort to know she once slept in it and that somehow her essence must still be there. I wear her clothes and jewellery – the little jacket with a furry hood, the embellished denim jacket, her guinea-fowl feather earrings, the little leather cuff with a horsehead clasp – and I spray myself with her Narciso Rodriguez perfume to drink in her presence. She had quite a collection of scents: more than forty perfumes, beautiful bottles of eau de toilette and lots of aromatic candles. She loved to create a calm and serene atmosphere in her room. We have her cook books – Nigella Lawson’s How to Be a Domestic Goddess and Mary Berry’s Great British Bake Off. She loved making banana bread once a week to take in to her friends in the model agency. And she loved Barry’s way with horses, so it’s wonderful he is now back working with horses at his new place in Fairview. She used to ride often before she fell from a horse and broke her back when she was twenty. After the accident, it was still natural for her to go and help at the stables, feeding horses, mucking out, pushing the wheelbarrow. She was a country girl at heart. As a young girl, if she knew Barry was going to have a winner, she’d go to lead his horses into the ring. She shared his excitement and kept cuttings of his victories. She was very proud of him.

      I find myself thinking of her all the time, hearing her warm voice, her chatter, her mock admonishments. I wish I could see her throw back her head and laugh again. Whenever I do my hair, I hear her saying, ‘Don’t forget the back, Mama!’ because whenever I iron my hair straight I tend to miss out the back section, leaving little squiggles, and she was always so polished. I open the fridge and think how horrified she’d be by the state of it. The first thing she did whenever she visited us was go straight to the fridge and clear out all the things that had been hanging around in it for months. I usually wait until things walk out themselves. A song keeps playing on the radio and makes me cry. When I first hear the lyrics sung by Labrinth and Emeli Sandé – Would you let me see beneath you’re beautiful? Would you let me see beneath you’re perfect? – it reminds me so much of Reeva. I talk to Powder, her blue-point Siamese cat, and say ‘It’s Reeva’ and he cries. He’s fourteen now.

      Barry and I gradually identify objects that we will treasure as mementos that Reeva gave us throughout her twenty-nine years. We take a second look at two paintings we’d had up for years on the kitchen wall. Reeva used to paint a lot in her early teens and when your child gives you some lovely coloured images on canvas you keep them, don’t you? We never understood these paintings. Now we see that they’re spooky. They seem prophetic. In the first one, she painted a man under a tree, holding his gun like a prized possession, and close to him is a beautiful dark-haired young girl in a white dress with angel wings, and a ladder going up to heaven. This is Reeva. She was naturally a wavy-haired brunette, just like the figure she painted. And the girl’s hands are over her mouth. She’s expressing horror, shock. She’s petrified.

      Can you believe it? It’s almost as if she had a premonition.

      The second painting comprises two canvases. The left-hand side one shows a figure crouched in fear in a small space, as Reeva may have been in the toilet cubicle when she was shot. Shortly after her death, there was an identical sketch of her in this position in the South African Sunday Times. The figure she painted even has marks on her legs where the bullets in real life grazed her and she has depicted one broken arm as well. How strange is that? Oscar’s first bullet went into her hip, a Black Talon bullet which exploded inside her. His second bullet went through her fingers and shattered her elbow, so her arm was completely lame. And the right-hand canvas, which she mounted next to the crouching figure as if they had to be interpreted together, is painted solid, blank, blood red – oblivion.

      It is weird. Twice over, I think she had a premonition. They were painted for a reason. We’ve had the paintings around for years because of the cheery strong colours, but these are now gory and macabre for us. We never stopped to analyse the expression on the figure’s face, but now I see it’s Reeva, shocked, afraid, and utterly bewildered.

       

      On 14 April 2013, Oscar is back in the news for getting bail set at one million rand. He is required to live at an undisclosed address, hand in his two South African passports and report twice a week to a police station in Pretoria.

      We see pictures of Oscar partying. He’s drinking, flirting, photographed with an FHM model, he doesn’t seem like someone who has lost the love of his life. I have forgiven him. I have to – that’s my religion. It’s not healthy to carry evil thoughts about him because it will only destroy me, eat me up. But I can’t forget what he’s done. I hate what he’s done to my child, the girl I gave birth to, a child who never gave us any trouble, who worked hard at school and earned thirteen distinctions during her law studies at Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University in Port Elizabeth. She studied conscientiously for her Bachelor of Laws degree, then moved to Johannesburg and focused on her modelling as part of her strategy to become a person with a profile, so that she could return to a career in law as someone with a voice to speak out against violence against women in South Africa. Inside that beautiful girl was a heart of gold. She lit up a room. She loved people. I try hard to live up to the quotes that Reeva held dear. The last few thoughts she tweeted before her death give an indication of her loving, generous outlook:

      
         

        Before you lift your pen or raise your voice to criticise, acknowledge peoples’ circumstances. You don’t know their strengths, their journey. 

      

      On 9 February, four days before she drove to Pretoria that last fateful time, she had tweeted:

      
         

        I woke up this morning in a safe home. Not everyone did. Speak out about the rape of individuals in South Africa. RIP Annie Booysen #rape #crime #sayNO.

      

      Reeva, like everyone in South Africa, had been deeply troubled by the barbaric rape and murder of teenager Anene Booysen ten days previously in Bredasdorp in the Western Cape. The seventeen-year-old, known as Annie, had been enjoying a happy evening out with friends. Walking home with a twenty-two-year-old man she had a crush on, she ended up being gang-raped, grotesquely disembowelled and left for dead at a construction site. It seems incomprehensible now that Reeva and Annie Booysen are twinned by fate in the public consciousness, two beautiful big-hearted young women killed by men they admired, two names jointly remembered in protests about violence against innocent women.

      On 13 February, Reeva asked her 40,000 or so followers:

      
         

        What do you have up your sleeve for your love tomorrow??? #getexcited #Valentine’sDay. 

      

      She loved making an occasion of Valentine’s Day. In 2012 she was staying in Cape Town with her cousin Kim. As usual, she wanted to make a big fuss of the day and went to a lot of trouble to make the table look nice, scattering tiny hearts on it. She was very thrifty; she could create a special atmosphere with very little, baking a cake or decorating lots of cupcakes. She insisted on inviting Kim’s parents, Mike and Lyn, Kim’s sister Sharon and Charlene, a friend of Kim’s whose husband was away. She couldn’t bear the idea of Charlene being alone. She loved gathering family and friends around her, organising everything. She always wanted people to be having a good time.

      Also on 13 February 2013, she retweeted this plea from Lindiwe Suttle –

      
         

        WEAR BLACK THIS FRIDAY IN SUPPORT AGAINST #RAPE AND WOMAN ABUSE #BLACK FRIDAY. 

      

      For three months I sleep with Reeva’s ashes in my bedroom cupboard. They are in a long wooden box with a sliding lid marked with a simple handwritten label: REEVA REBECCA STEENKAMP 19/02/2013. I want to feel she’s safe at home, close to us. I put Humphrey, her knitted doll, on top of the box of ashes because he was so important to her. She used to take him everywhere with her. One of Barry’s aunts made the little jacket that matched his cute dungarees and bow tie. He’s Humphrey Steenkamp. I remember the first time she went on an aeroplane alone, to Cape Town to stay with my parents, and I watched her board with Humphrey hanging out of the bag. Oh my word, I had tears in my eyes! I was just as apprehensive as she was because I didn’t understand how the plane stays up there by itself and then this most precious thing of mine was climbing up the steps to board the plane with her doll… I kept Humphrey. When Reeva had a baby I was going to give the baby Humphrey. Powder has chewed his feet a bit, but I know she’d find that amusing. He’s a cat that eats jerseys. She chose Powder from the litter because he was showing off to her, doing backward somersaults and funny manoeuvres, anything to grab her attention.

      At 9.45 a.m. on Monday 20 May 2013, we hold the Ashes Ceremony on Summerstrand Beach, officiated by Anglican minister Reverend Eddie Daniels. It is time to let her go. Let her go – that is a difficult thought to come to terms with during the half hour or so it takes to drive the twenty-five kilometres from our new house to the beach that Reeva loved. We have so many photos of her on the sand. This spot is where she posed for a fashion shoot for her first modelling pictures – kicking her heels aged fifteen in a beautiful white wedding dress, which remains Barry’s most treasured image of her. It’s a place where we’re be able to visit her on her birthday and whenever we feel the need, now she’s part of the sea. It is a beautiful, serene occasion. We have prayed for a fine day, and it is lovely, right from daybreak. The sea is also gentle and soothing. Accompanying Barry and I are Reeva’s half-siblings from our previous marriages, my daughter Simone who is eighteen years her senior, and Barry’s son Adam who is thirty-six; Barry’s brother Michael, his wife Lyn and their daughter Kim; our great friend Jenny Strydom; Warren Lahoud, Reeva’s former long-term boyfriend from Johannesburg, a wonderful, wonderful man; and several other close family members all join us to take leave of Reeva.

      We make a little altar with an easel embedded in white rose petals and candles to display a black-and-white portrait of her as a model with a huge bouquet of roses. We are shielded from the big breaking waves by a barrier of rocks; occasional flecks of foam shower us and the roar of the ocean challenges the minister’s voice as he tells us death is no more than sleep, a temporary absence until the resurrection. I say to the minister, who has all his flowing gowns on, ‘Are we going into the water?’ And he says reassuringly, ‘It won’t be that deep.’ But even knee-deep, Barry can hardly stand up because of the pounding of the waves. We cling to each other. In the numbness of our grief, we feel the life force of the sea and that is strangely comforting. We all take ashes in our hands and spread the ashes into the water to send her off to the dolphins. We scatter rose petals as well and as we recite the words of the Lord’s Prayer the waves come in and gently carry her away. At the end we release a white dove to symbolise the release of her soul and then one hundred more white doves are released from crates along the beach. The minister concludes with the words – ‘Go forth into the world in peace, be of good courage, fight the good fight of faith, that you may finish your course with joy.’ I am overcome with emotion. Throughout the service the minister says words I know Reeva would have responded to. I feel her presence. The doves don’t go away. They fly out with the ashes and then they swoop around in a circle and come back to us. That’s magical. I take it as a sign that she will stay with us, that I will be able to sense her and talk to her all the time.

      Reeva was very close to her grandfather, Barry’s stepfather, who also had his ashes scattered in the Indian Ocean – at Bloubergstrand in Cape Town with Table Mountain in the background. She had his name tattooed inside her left wrist: Alec Luigi Serra. When she came back from filming the reality programme Tropika Island of Treasure in Jamaica, she told me that swimming with dolphins had been the best experience of her life. So I’m sure this is what she would have wanted, to be free and at peace with the dolphins. Pods of dolphins swim close to the shore at this beach and are often seen leaping through the waves. I know she would have wanted to be with them. She’s out there with them now. I love thinking of her swimming with them, letting them kiss her, pulling her along, with a smile of pure pleasure breaking across her face. Whenever she used to snuggle up in bed with me I always thought she smelt of the sea.

      I feel the ceremony is one tiny, tiny step towards… not closure – I’m not sure we will ever have that – but towards a point where we can consider moving forward with our lives. I treasure a stone picked up from the beach which Barry’s niece Kim had inscribed for me with Reeva’s name and the date.

       

      On the night Reeva died an owl flew very slowly in front of my friend Jennifer as she drove back home from her restaurant, Peppa Joe’s, just after 3 a.m. She’s lived in the country for a long time and she’s never witnessed an owl cross her path. The sight startled her; as she went to bed, she wondered if it was a sign and what it might mean, because in many cultures owls are associated with the other world and spiritual truth. Jenny and Reeva were very close – Reeva was like a daughter to her – and when she heard the news the next morning she realised what the owl had come to tell her.

      Reeva was a beautiful spirit, always smiling and laughing. Kim, too, told me of a vision she had of Reeva with their grandfather, as if they were in heaven together, a good year before Valentine’s Day 2013. Reeva was very close to her grandpa. They adored each other and she wrote him letters long after most people had given up the post for texts and emails. He had tried to call her two days before he passed on, and Reeva had not had time to return his call. When he died, she felt terribly guilty and upset that she had let him down and had not managed to contact him after that last call. She was never one to show that she was unhappy, but her distress about this overflowed in her cousin’s presence. Kim reassured her that Grandpa would understand she had a busy life and that he would never hold a missed telephone call against the girl he loved so much. Later, Kim was at a retreat called Temenos in McGregor, near Robertson in the Western Cape. She was sitting in the serene spiral garden when there was a slight breeze in the trees and she looked up and saw Reeva and her grandfather walking hand in hand in the sky. Kim rang her in Johannesburg and said, ‘I want you to know, I’ve had this vision of you and Grandpa walking happily with linked arms,’ and Reeva replied, ‘What are you telling me? Kimmy, are you mad?’ And Kim told her it was her way of saying Grandpa was fine.

      Now, she wonders, did the vision mean something else?

      We are all asking these sorts of questions. You try to find some meaning in a situation that doesn’t seem to make sense. You try and work out what life means and how it works. We need answers. What happened? Why? Was it somehow part of Reeva’s destiny?

      Reeva meant the world to me. People don’t know what to say to me because, in truth, nothing can bring a happy ending. I’ve learnt not to look for answers from other people. Only God knows my deep-seated pain. My parents gave me my religion and to me that is the most important thing. Although, with everything we’re going through, I can’t pretend it hasn’t made a difference to the connection. I can’t understand why this has happened to Reeva. I ask anguished questions. I drift away from my previous assumed beliefs, because it’s hard to understand why something like this must happen to such a good child who has done no wrong and was a much-loved person. I’m not fond of going to church now, but that’s not because I’ve lost my faith, it’s because I feel uncomfortable seeking solace in the company of lots of people who recognise me. I’ve become a bit of a recluse due to the curiosity and scrutiny. But, deep down, I still believe in God. I’m just trying to puzzle out his mysterious ways.

      Reeva and I had sat down and discussed what would happen if one of us died. We promised each other that whoever died first would send signs to the other to let them know they were okay. After Reeva died I went almost every day to spend time with Jennifer at Peppa Joe’s. She and I would sit with a cup of coffee next to the fireplace which is used as an indoor braai or barbecue. Soon after Reeva died, things started dropping down the chimney. Objects dropped down at home as well, and I take it as a sign. Reeva had a thing about feathers; she loved their delicacy and beauty. I started to notice little white feathers and I’d think: She’s here. I’m sure there are lots of things you cling to in grief as signs that the person you have lost has not really gone away, and it makes me feel better to believe that her spirit is still with us, that there is some sort of communication and that she is telling me she is all right.
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