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	He calmed the raging storm


	And the waves became quiet
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	Cara for your endless sunshine


	Bruce for believing in me


	And Rory who will never be forgotten


	Matthew McCreadie for giving me the time


	Peter Calitz my editor and cover designer
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Life is hard


	 


	The sins of the fathers. Many people have heard that expression. Some even know that it comes from the Bible. Exodus 34:7 to be exact. “I lay the sins of the fathers upon their children and grandchildren.” I know first-hand exactly what this means.


	My parents were mismatched I guess they fell in love and got married because opposites do attract. My dad was a banker, 12 years older than my mom. He was quiet, conservative and introverted. My mother on the other hand was good looking, extroverted and outgoing. It was the outgoing part that turned into a problem. She would go out and expect my father to take care of my sister and me. 


	I guess poverty, alcohol and worldly distractions finally led to child welfare removing us from the care of my parents. We were institutionalised. 


	Being institutionalised isn’t what you think, or what you see in the movies. It’s absolutely devastating to a child. I’m sure that there are many wonderful people in the world who decide to work in child care institutions, but this is not always the case.


	The first place I went to was called Nazareth House. I don’t remember actually being placed there since I was only two years old. But I’m sure that for a child of that age there must have been many tears involved.


	 My home may have been filled with arguments, alcohol and an often absent mother. But it was my home! My father was there when my mother wasn’t. I had a cosy bed and my own toys. It was warm and familiar. 


	That got replaced by huge echoing corridors and dormitories with too many beds. Every cosy, personal and intimate family love gone, replaced by stone cold routine and basic needs met.


	Of course with time one learns to adapt. Nazareth House was a Catholic institution so it was filled with statues of Jesus and Mary and crucifixes everywhere. The grounds were enormous and beautiful. To this day I can still remember the smell of fresh grass and pinecones. There was a swimming pool which we were allowed to enjoy on the weekends, after doing our chores of course. Meals were served in a massive dining hall, and sometimes after dinner we would have music evenings where someone would play the piano and we would sing.


	I remember those evenings well. While we were singing I would look out of the window, out to the world of free people. A world where parents would hold their children’s hands walking down the street, walking right past my prison. I would sing so loudly, I believed that if I did my father would hear me. I missed him so much. I didn’t want to be in Nazareth House. I didn’t want to be in this room with all of these other throw-away children. I wanted to be at home with my father, snuggling on the couch. I often wondered if he even knew where I was, or if he was looking for me. 


	All the pieces of my shattered little heart were spreading throughout my body. Cutting, slicing, and hurting. Setting the foundation of the man I would one day become. The familiarity of loneliness, abandonment and survival.


	Every being has an innate instinct for survival. I knew I needed a mother and a father, or I would just keep breaking. So the statue of Jesus became my father and Mary my mother. I spent time with those statues, seeking them out. I pretended that they could feel my pain and that they cared. I would look into their faces and embrace the cold stone, imagining that they were full of warmth and love.


	What I didn’t realise back then is that God is my father and He was reciprocating my emotions. Romans 8 says that everything works out for the good for those who love Him. Sometimes we have to go through the worst of circumstances to be strengthened for future trials. And as unpleasant as that sounds it’s also necessary for victory. 


	Of course being institutionalised meant that I didn’t have very many family memories. But my uncle Johnny did occasionally fetch me for the weekend. My cousins were always in the car and on the way back to their place he would always stop for takeaway chicken. We would have a wonderful family feast. It was always hard returning to Nazareth House after having spent time in a real family again. I never thought about this back then but now, as a man, I always wonder if he fetched me because he felt bad for me. Or if he did so because my father asked him to.  I never got the chance to ask him because he passed away when I was 13 years old. 


	 




Going home


	 


	After spending four years at Nazareth House, I was told I would be going back home to live with my mother and father. I recall that I was extremely excited and extremely nervous. The cold stern faces of the nuns had become my routine. My parents, the statues of Jesus and Mary had become my source of comfort. I had adapted to this way of life and now I was going home.


	The human beings ability to adapt to his environment never ceases to amaze me. And the resilience of children is even more astounding. I loved being back home. I loved it when my mom sent me on little errands like going to the butcher to buy meat. I loved going to visit my uncle Johnny and my cousins who lived a few blocks down the road. I loved starting school. The teacher was so nice and kind. She had such an open friendly face. It was such a far cry from the nuns at Nazareth House. I had an older sister and a three year old sister which my mom had while we were in Nazareth House. And now mom was pregnant again. Another sister! I loved them all so much! 


	School was great, I had a best friend. His name was Rory. And I played sports, I was very good too. I was tall for my age so I could run really fast and I won all of the races. It made me feel confident and proud. I spent all of my free time with Rory. His parents were also poor but that didn’t stop his mom from packing lunch for me every day. Rory and I would walk home together after school. Having a best friend was new to me. And it was awesome. No cold statues. No stern penguin faces. No sad and broken children. Just good times.


	 I guess I could sense that Rory wasn’t broken on the inside, and his stability rubbed off on me. 


	One day we were walking home from school as usual. We crossed a very big busy road and a car hit Rory. And just like that, I didn’t have a best friend any more.


	The impact of Rory’s death stayed with me for a little under a decade. The funeral flooded my mind with vivid and devastating images. Images that left me stuttering and stammering till late into my teens. The image of his open polystyrene coffin. My best friends lifeless face. My father offered to pay for a real coffin but Rory’s dad declined. Part of the reason must have been pride but I think the true reason must have been that he wanted to bury his beloved child himself, without the help of anyone else. 


	The image of the sand landing on the flowers on top of the coffin. The image of the polystyrene lid cracking under the weight of that sand. This was all too much for my six year old brain to take in. 


	Proverbs 3 tells us “lean not on your own understanding but trust the Lord with all your heart.” 


	When Job was being tested with tragedy after tragedy he asked, ‘Why Lord why’ and the Lord answered him with “Who are you to question your maker.” 


	All I know is that I find great comfort in the knowledge that Rory grew up in paradise with his heavenly Father.


	Life is for the living, so life went on. I think that when we go through such traumatic events as children, the impact dissolves into our souls and becomes a profound character trait.


	Two years passed by, in that time Uncle Johnny’s wife also died. It was a very sad time for the family. I don’t know why she died; she was only 36 years old. 


	I didn’t quite understand the implications, but I knew that my cousins had lost their mother. I was without mine for a while but at least I had her now and she wasn’t just gone. Or so I thought!


	I remember coming out of school one day and a Child Services lady was waiting for me. She saw me and asked my name. I knew exactly who she was and I ran away. I ran so fast, all the way home.


	What I found there is a memory I wish I didn’t have. I have a lot of those kinds of memories, but this one just hurt so much.


	 


	April 1978.


	I burst into the front door gasping for breath and terrified. One look at my mother told me that she was very drunk.


	“Your father is giving you back to the welfare.” She was hysterical.


	“Mommy, I don’t want to go back, I want to stay with you.” I could feel the tears streaming down my face.


	“Come” she said grabbing the car keys.


	I followed her and jumped into the car. We sped off like two bank robbers in a getaway car. I was very scared, at one point I realised the welfare was actually chasing us. It felt like we were in the car for a very long time and then all of a sudden we stopped.


	I recognised that we were at my aunty June’s house. I ran into the house into the bedroom and crawled under the bed. The welfare was already there; they came into the bedroom and tried to get me to come out from under the bed. Then they physically picked the bed up. I was clinging to the springs under the bed.


	“I’m not going!” I screamed.


	Then my father came in. He firmly pulled my clenched fingers from the springs and picked me up. I clung to him with every bit of strength my eight year old body could muster.


	“It’s going to be okay Brett, settle down now. Look I made you some tea.” That was my aunty June. I was exhausted and grateful that I could stop fighting for my life. I took the tea and drank it. Little did I know she had slipped a sleeping pill into it.


	 





St Michael’s Children’s Home The early years



	 


	When I woke up I didn’t know where I was. It was still dark and I could smell moth balls. I realised that the smell was coming from my pyjamas. Well they weren’t my pyjamas but I was wearing them. Someone else’s smelly pyjamas. I could see that there were other beds in the room, and there were boys sleeping in them. I really needed to go to the toilet. But I was scared and I didn’t know where to go. So I just let my bladder go and wet the whole bed. 


	A short while later a lady came in to wake the boys for school. After cleaning me up she explained to me that I was in St Michael’s Children’s Home. She said I could see my sisters later on that day. Then she introduced me to all of the boys. There were 16 in total. Some were younger than me and others were quite a lot older. They all seemed to be comfortable about being here, just a bunch of boys getting up to start the day. I was still scared and overwhelmed. I obviously realised that I had been institutionalised again. The biggest question on my mind was how long I would have to be here till I could go home again.


	Breakfast served recollections of institution life. Large dining halls, too many people, too many plates and too many sounds of cutlery scraping on plates.


	 Oh how I longed to be back home with mommy in the kitchen preparing breakfast for myself and my sisters. Having a family is such an intimate thing.


	 It’s so comforting knowing you have a place where you fit. It’s like having a protective shield all around your body and nothing can get to you from any side. 


	No family feels like that shield is ripped away and every possible point of access is exposed. Of course even as I was sitting there walls were being built, walls that cemented me in and locked everyone else out.


	St Michael’s had five sections. Each section had roughly 20 to 30 children. The children were separated into these sections according to sex and age. The staff were generally nice and I’m sure that they felt they were contributing to society in some way by working there. The problem was that the staff turnover was so high none of the children ever got the chance to bond with any of these parental figures. I was clean, I was fed, I was getting educated and medical needs were taken care of. But children go through so many developmental phases and they need role models in order for development to progress into stable adulthood.


	In Jeremiah 1 the Lord says “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you.” And Isaiah 49 says “a nursing mother could possibly forget her child but I will not forget you.”


	As a child I did not know it but God was true to His Word. He never forgot me. He gave me the strength to go through unimaginable things and still rise up to fight another day.


	My older sister, my youngest sister and I were all in separate sections. Life at St Michael’s was pretty much the same routine day after day.


	 We were woken in the morning; we each had assigned chores to do. These chores included things like laundry duty, scullery duty or shoe polishing duty.


	We had school uniforms so all the shoes had to shine. Polishing up to 20 pairs of shoes in the morning before breakfast is quite a task. Laundry duty basically meant the clothes had to be separated into piles of underwear, socks, shirts etc. And scullery duty was clearing tables and washing dishes. Even though there was a huge amount of dishes to wash I liked scullery duty the most. The ladies in the kitchen were very kind and often gave me gifts like cooking chocolate or dessert.


	After breakfast it was off to school. I liked school, my sisters were there and children that didn’t come from institutions. The fact that it was a normal public school made it embarrassing when people found out that I was the only one in the class from a children’s home. But it was also nice to spend time with normal stable children. Sometimes it was hard living in such close proximity with so many damaged and broken children. I never knew when someone was about to explode or break down or lash out in anger. 


	After school we would change out of our uniforms and have lunch. Then it was free time. This was always wonderful. The grounds were enormous and we could mix with the children from all the other sections. Behind one of the sections there was a plantation of fig trees, we often climbed them and ate the figs. At the back of the grounds there were small grass dunes, this was a great place for cowboys and Indians.


	 There was also a swimming pool which we enjoyed at supervised times. Of course this free playing time was also a time when a lot of fights would happen.


	 With the bigger children beating up the smaller children. Violence and aggression was a language we all understood.


	After free play time was homework. Homework was a strict affair, which I guess is a good thing. We sat in silence doing our work and then it would be checked by the adult in charge at the time.


	Then after homework was dinner, followed by bath time. I don’t recall anyone ever checking if we bathed or not. Some of the boys smelled really bad. And the end of the day would be T.V. time.


	The weekends were pretty much doing what you wanted. We got pocket money; it was something like 20c each Saturday. In order to receive that, our cupboards had to be spotless.


	On Sunday mornings we would go to church. It was a Catholic Church. I never actually went into the church building; I would slip into the gardens. There were statues of Jesus and of Mary. I would spend time with them. Telling them about my week, or about my concerns. They were so quiet and unassuming and understanding.


	 Now I know why they brought me so much comfort. I was praying without knowing it. And God was with me.


	 




Host parents


	 


	Many of the children at St Michael’s had host parents. These were people who would come to the children’s home and choose a child to take home for the weekend. The child would then visit these host parents once a month for the weekend. 


	This sounds like a wonderful concept. These poor children, all removed from broken homes now have stand-in parents for one weekend a month. The trouble was that somehow these people were not being screened or monitored. I’m sure they did go through some kind of screening process but it can’t have been a very good one.


	Doors were opened wide with welcome mats rolled out for abuse. The children never spoke of the dirty things that happened behind closed doors. Those shameful secrets were buried deep within.


	Once I saw a little girl screaming and fighting one of the staff. She was being dragged to the car of her host parents. She was completely wild and out of control, grabbing on to things trying desperately to hold on to them so she wouldn’t have to go in that car. She was only about 5 years old.


	I wonder why she didn’t want to go to her host parents for the weekend. I mean what kid would prefer to spend the weekend in a children’s home right? Why didn’t any one ask that child why she so badly didn’t want to spend the weekend with these people?


	 


	A lady once came and took four children for the day, at the end of the day she decided which one she wanted as a host child. The others were rejected. 


	I guess the sad truth is that if your own parents couldn’t or wouldn’t look after you, you pretty much are just another throw away child. 


	Don’t get me wrong, this system worked well for a lot of children. Well intended adults giving a poor lost child some direction and stability. It’s not the lucky ones that break my heart. It’s the ones that slipped through the cracks.


	Revelations 21 says,’ He will wipe every tear from their eyes and there will be no more pain or crying.’ It doesn’t matter what anyone has been through in their lives. It doesn’t matter how old you are now. God will always be our Father and we will always be His children. As long as you call out to Him, He will wipe the tears from your eyes.


	 




Dad’s visits


	 


	 I didn’t have host parents. My dad would usually come and visit at the end of each month. When he did come it was wonderful.
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