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For Jules Clarence


This one goes out to the one I love










Monday, 26th May 2003



Port St Johns, Transkei (Eastern Cape)


As nobody would have noticed, it’s been a decade since I kept a diary. I hadn’t planned to write another one. I never experienced the need until this year, when I was afflicted by a suspected one-third life crisis. I say ‘suspected’ because I was diagnosed by an unhinged sixty-one year old with a diploma from Grootfontein Agricultural College.


This new diary remains untitled for now. (I’m unofficially calling it the One-Third Life Crisis Diary.) Hopefully, in these pages I will establish that I’m not suffering from an existential crisis and that the fresh winds of honesty will disperse the doubts that have lingered over my scene for too long. Until that day of great fortune arrives and I can ink Spud – The Unexpected Academy Award Winner onto the front cover, I’m sticking with the life-crisis vibe. I concede it’s not the most edifying of titles, but with a readership of just one, the pressure to create mastery at every turn is negated. There’s no need to impress myself – I’m afraid that ship has already sailed and sunk. In desperate moments it feels like my entire life has been one herculean effort to impress everyone against the odds. That I’ve only really impressed my father and his dog would indicate that the promise of my youth has been punctured by the realities of my adult life.


*


As I scribbled those words into my new diary, it so happened that I was sitting cross-legged beside an empty bucket on a sandbank in the Umzimvubu River. I was waiting for my father, who had taken Woodrot (his fishing boat) on an exploratory mission upriver in search of large mullet while I worked on flexing my writing muscles and tan. Dad is sixty-one, but he still considers himself a teenager. After his nasty brush with a communist mole in his calf at the turn of the millennium, my father retired from being unemployed, cashed in his RA early, and assembled a bucket list that would have intimidated an adrenalin junkie with a face of tattoos. Naturally, my father refused to call his list a bucket list, because any sixty-one year old who’s about to turn twenty doesn’t do death. ‘I’ve survived communism before. I will survive it again!’ declared Dad to the bewildered oncologist, who, unlike my father, didn’t mix his melanomas with his Marxism.


Before we pull out the bugle for the Last Post, it must be acknowledged that Dad has bounced back from his terrifying ordeal incredibly well. Too well for Mom, as she’s never been much into marlin fishing and bungee jumping. Nevertheless, I can only admire my father’s bullish outlook even if I rarely follow the logic behind all the optimism. Of course, it isn’t as easy for Mom and myself to forget Dad’s communist mole because we can see the crater in his calf whenever we follow in his footsteps.


The pulse of a motor drew my attention upriver. Woodrot rounded the bend. My father stood steadfast and unshaven behind the wheel of his diminutive vessel, the remaining wisps of his silver hair fluttering in the breeze. It was evident from Dad’s exuberant gesticulating that he had either met with success or flattened all the beers in the cool-box.


‘Johnny!’ he shouted above the engine’s drone. ‘We’ve struck mullet gold!’


I waded out to seize Woodrot before its propeller ploughed into the sandbank.


‘There’s a shoal as long as your arm at Second Bridge!’ hollered Dad, like a feverish speculator who had arrived late for the Kimberley diamond rush.


Hopping aboard, I was relieved to escape my dismal preoccupations and leave them on the sandbank, where they would be washed out by the tide and churned into nothingness by the restless Wild Coast waves.


Woodrot doesn’t possess any technological functions outside of its accelerator lever and steering wheel, which makes it impossible to deduce the boat’s top speed. Suffice to say that with an estimated three-knot tailwind and the tide in its favour, Woodrot was swifter than the women on the riverbank carrying firewood on their heads, but was outpaced by the child in red shorts who ran ahead of Woodrot for over a kilometre asking for sweets. My father, who grew up in the old Ciskei, believes he is fluent in isiXhosa. He maintains that he spoke the language before he spoke English. Unfortunately, he learned the local lingo from Uncle Aubrey, who picked it up from his best friend Xololo, who was already an accomplished cigarette smuggler by the age of seven and may be responsible for Uncle Aubrey’s dodgy lung capacity. I’m not convinced that Xololo the entrepreneur was the best language teacher for the Milton lads because Dad’s isiXhosa seems to comprise demeaning insults about animal’s genitals. This means that precious few of my father’s interactions with the locals on this fishing trip have ended on a positive note. I sat Dad down for a chat at the B&B after the first uncomfortable encounter and gently yet firmly suggested that it might not be sensible to call someone a foot taller than him and several kilos heavier the scrotum of a dassie, even if the man was selling re-frozen chokka at inflated prices. Regrettably, Dad was having none of it. He seems to labour under the impression that his upbringing makes him a white Xhosa which, in his computations, gives him permission to operate on a different cultural level to your normal mlungu. Warming to his theme, my father reckoned there was essentially no difference between himself and Johnny Clegg, except for their tribal affiliations, that is. I didn’t interrupt to mention the many, many other ways one could separate Johnny Clegg from my father: musical ability, fame, a good crop of hair and a sizeable bank balance were just a few that came to mind. It must be stated that only one of the men clears the dancefloor every New Year’s Eve by dancing like Johnny Clegg – and it isn’t Johnny Clegg.


Ever the armchair psychologist, Dad informed the child running along the riverbank that he should stop begging for sweets and do something constructive with his life like study engineering. Then he would have enough money to buy his own sweets. The child appeared to swear at my father, something he didn’t take kindly to as an elder.


‘Masende bokwe!’ shouted Dad as Woodrot sluggishly rounded the bend in the river.


‘What did you say to him?’ I asked, looking back at the exasperated child.


‘I told him he has the balls of a goat,’ replied Dad with a disturbing measure of pride.


My father has been upset since we got here about what he refers to as the ‘rapid degradation’ of the small town of Port St Johns, never mind that he was last here in the 1980s. Ageing infrastructure, like ageing bodies, tend to show some wear and tear over the years, but Dad has other views about why the once-thriving holiday destination is so rundown. And he isn’t shy to vent his feelings about who’s responsible. There was a time when we used to have nasty political arguments, with Dad obsessing about the country’s issues while shrugging off all its achievements. Before 1994 he liked to say we already had a democracy – why did we need another one? – and tell me I was being brainwashed by communists at university. I didn’t see the point of living each day fearing there might be a riot and stockpiling bully-beef in the event thereof. Two years ago we agreed to a political ceasefire and we haven’t had an argument since.


Woodrot chugged upriver and I caught my father looking at me speculatively when I raised my eyes from the discoloured water.


‘How are things going with the one-third life crisis?’ he asked.


‘Much better in the Transkei,’ I replied.


Dad nodded like he expected as much. He didn’t ask me if I had come to a decision yet but I knew he wanted to.


‘Getting close,’ I murmured as Second Bridge loomed up ahead. ‘And by the way, Dad’ – I looked sadly about the deck – ‘I don’t think that kid was begging for sweets. He was trying to tell us we’d left our bucket on the sandbank.’


Dad grunted. ‘Bloody buckets,’ he said, and muttered something about a spare.


The Letter Bomb


I rewind the clock by a couple of months. I wasn’t keeping a diary then so I can’t be sure of the exact date. What I do remember is that it was a sweltering Durban morning sometime in March. I was at my writing desk in my granny flat at home, attempting to write a comedy sketch about two cricket commentators witnessing the Battle of Isandlwana, when Francois Pienaar’s ferocious barking alerted lower Durban North to the arrival of our postman. Dad sourced Francois Pienaar from the SPCA in 1996, after our previous dog Blacky died from a suspected suicide the previous year. All evidence suggested that Blacky had broken into the garden shed in the dead of night and devoured a five-kilogram bag of bonemeal.


‘Johnny, there’s post!’ called Mom from inside the house.


This aroused my interest. I don’t get post anymore unless it’s a warning from the bank or a postcard from Amanda. I used to receive official post when I rented a flat on the Berea but since moving back home the formal world has forgotten me.


‘Johnny!’ came the unmistakable shrieking call of Wombat from the kitchen door, followed by, ‘Hurry, boy. There’s a letter from an envelope with your mother inside.’


‘Thanks, Gran,’ I called.


Wombat soldiers on, but she really shouldn’t be living at home. I’m not sure she even knows where home is these days. She’s muddled most of the time and has developed the shocking habit of setting off the alarm, and the dangerous habit of taking herself off for long walks that never end where they begin. I can see the stress it puts Mom under by the level of her gin bottle. That’s probably not fair. The level of her gin bottle was a concern long before all of Wombat’s possessions had to be squeezed into my old bedroom and Mom, Dad and Wombat began having to jostle each other for the bathroom at three o’clock in the morning. Actually, Mom and I worry about each other more than either of us should. I fear she is carrying too much responsibility on her shoulders and no doubt she fears I’m carrying too little on mine. In another world, one where I had chosen the road more travelled, by now I would be contributing beyond my meagre monthly bit and doing something useful to change the family circumstances. That’s not a reality right now, and it’s not as if she says it out loud. But I am painfully aware that, financially speaking, we are reliant on Wombat’s British pension and Mom’s locum teaching just to keep our heads above the waterline.


When the barking became incessant I sensed Dad approaching and I was right. Francois Pienaar pushed past my father and leapt onto the bed, which sent my just-made double-decker cheese and chutney sandwich toppling onto the floor. Dad was dressed in his gardening togs, which looked like the exact same gardening togs he’d had when I was still at school and probably were. He wiped beads of sweat from his brow with his forearm. ‘Hotter!’ He shifted his position to access the breeze from the ceiling fan, swatting at Francois Pienaar’s rump with his worn fishing hat. ‘Sorry to interrupt all your playwriting,’ he said, his eyes sweeping across the empty screen on my laptop, ‘but there’s a helluva important-looking letter waiting for you on the dining room table. Your mother and I think it could be a biggie. It just has that look about it.’


I had only received life-changing correspondence once in my life and wasn’t expecting any more any time soon. I was immediately suspicious.


‘What look about it?’ I asked. ‘Who is it from?’


Dad shrugged nonchalantly, although his expression was a tad shifty. All that he was willing to convey was that I should open the letter at once, because there was sod-all chance that Mom could wait until dinnertime without opening it herself. Why he hadn’t simply brought it out to me made me doubly suspicious and his whistled snatch of Roger Whittaker’s Durham Town made me triply suspicious.


I followed my father across the driveway to the kitchen door and we walked through to the dining room. There we found Mom, Wombat and Francois Pienaar – who, having gulped down my sandwich, was wagging his tail nervously – standing around the table, where a white envelope with red insignia had been placed in a position of prominence. They all looked at me expectantly.


‘Johnny, it’s from your school,’ Mom said in a reverential tone.


Identifying the sender wasn’t necessary. The sight of the school crest on the envelope had triggered a startled flinch, which began at the top of my spine and travelled southward.


‘So it is,’ I agreed and we all stared at the envelope.


Other than the school magazine, which arrives in see-through plastic in September, I’d lost all contact with my alma mater. To be honest my schooldays almost felt like they’d happened to somebody else. Somebody who just happened to fill four diaries about them which, for some unexplainable reason, still resided in a cardboard box on the top shelf of the cupboard in my old bedroom, squashed behind Wombat’s Coronation memorabilia scrapbook, Dad’s defunct biltong dryer and Mom’s Jane Fonda Workout videos.


‘Your mother thinks it could be a job offer,’ said Dad, his eyes darting between the envelope and my face.


Mom nodded forcefully. ‘With your master’s degree you’d be a perfect fit to head up the theatre and drama department,’ she said. ‘You could teach English too, coach cricket, even a bit of rugby . . .’


My mother doesn’t share Dad’s intense optimism about my theatrical career. She used to, but that changed when I decided against moving to Johannesburg as planned, and back home into the vacant granny flat to do my bit after Dad’s diagnosis. Initially, I thought Mom resented my sacrifice, but it wasn’t resentment, just disappointment, which has turned out to be worse. Nowadays, I believe I would have done more for my family by chasing success in The Big Smoke. Mom strikes me as a mother in desperate need of some wonderful, or at least hopeful, news from her son, if only to shake the monotony (bucket list holidays aside) that is her late middle-aged existence.


‘Is it from a girl?’ asked Wombat, brightening. Despite her attitude of rapt attention, she seemed to have missed the gist so far.


‘I wouldn’t think so,’ replied Mom, who never needed much encouragement to swerve to this topic, though her tone was bleak. ‘You need to leave the house to find girls. They don’t just send out letters.’


In addition to my stuttering career, my mother is growing increasingly despondent about her chances of ever becoming a mother-in-law and a grandmother. Late last year I had to sit her down for a stern word about her snide comments about my lack of wife and sprogs. I promised her that once my career was established, I would be more than happy to dedicate my time to finding a mate and breeding her a proud batch of grandchildren. This didn’t seem to appease her, presumably because she thinks my career will never be established.


Returning to the envelope on the table, I informed Mom that a job offer from the school was an impossibility:




1. I haven’t applied for a job at the school.


2. I’m a professional actor/writer.


3. I’d rather donate my tongue to the biology department than teach drama to a bunch of privileged delinquents who can’t see further than the end of their own penises.





I have zero teaching qualifications and plan to keep it that way. Many of my former friends and colleagues from the university drama department have gone on to become teachers and they assure me that it’s no way to live. Except that they do.


‘Are we all going back to school?’ enquired Wombat with some concern.


‘No, we’re not,’ Mom said rather sharply. She then explained to my grandmother that although the letter was from a school, and a posh one at that, it had nothing to do with her. The letter was for her grandson, the only one in the family who had attended a posh school. Wombat grew alarmed.


‘Why must Johnny go back to school? What has he done? Is it his maths?’


‘Johnny’s not going back to school, Gran,’ I said tiredly.


‘Oh dear.’ Wombat looked downcast. ‘It’s not my maths, is it?’


Mom moved swiftly to reassure her demented mother. ‘All our maths is excellent,’ she declared, despite nobody in the room having attempted the subject on higher grade for matric.


Dad had his own theory about the mysterious letter from my old school and it was even more outlandish than Mom’s. He tapped the table with his fingernail and said he’d bet his left knacker that it was a Rhodes Scholarship. My father nodded solemnly. ‘Your mother and I will miss you terribly when you’re at Oxford.’


Dad has always been my greatest champion but in this case I felt obliged to diminish his lofty expectations:




1. I haven’t applied for a Rhodes Scholarship.


2. I’m not exactly a rampant over-achiever in numerous fields. (More of an occasional achiever in one field.)


3. I’m staring thirty in the face, I’m a few hundred rand from broke, and I’m living at home with my parents and grandmother. Hardly the sort of CV that stirs Oxford University into urgent action.





‘Well, it can only be good news,’ reckoned Dad, who has developed the mental ability to frame all news, even terrible news, on a continuum of good.


A hush of anticipation descended over the dining room as I picked up the envelope. Like the school it was pristine, the red font impossibly elegant. I ran my fingers over the embossed type and fought the urge to flee. In contrast to my father, I assume all news to be terrible news. Why would the school feel the need to get in touch after such a long estrangement? (My pessimism can partly be explained by my extended run of bad or indifferent news. So long has it been that I now regard good news as a mythical creature like Bigfoot and the tokoloshe.)


‘The school’s not asking for their money back, are they?’ Wombat asked.


Dad told Wombat not to be ridiculous. Nobody pays their scholarships back, no matter how underwhelming the recipient’s career has turned out. ‘That’s the point of a scholarship. It’s a freebie,’ he said. Mom looked decidedly unsettled by the discussion of money.


‘We can’t afford to pay anything back,’ she said.


That paying back my scholarship was even a consideration demonstrated how dismal my life trajectory appeared to those who knew me best.


Whatever news the envelope contained, good or bad, one thing was for certain: after all this build-up it would be a stunning letdown. The expectations this letter appeared to have raised in the Milton household was out of all proportion. It only underscored my family’s anxiety and precarious state. Best to get it over with, I decided. I tore the envelope open and removed the single sheet of paper inside, trying not to notice that my fingers were trembling.




Dear John Milton (Salvete 1993)


You are cordially invited


to your anniversary Gaudy


and ten-year reunion weekend


27th–29th June 2003





I sat down on the chair Dad had hastily pulled out for me.


‘What is it?’ said Mom. ‘Johnny? You look as white as a sheet.’


I didn’t reply. Dad narrowed his eyes at me. Then, unable to bear the suspense any longer, he snatched the piece of paper out of my grasp and held it up to the light. His serious expression dissipated into a naughty grin.


‘Johnny, it’s an invite to your ten-year school reunion weekend and something called a Gaudy!’


‘A what?’ Mom looked a bit shocked. Then, recovering quickly, she announced, ‘Well, whatever it is, it calls for a celebration!’ and headed for the drinks cabinet.


Knowing the futility of trying to prevent the gin bottle being brought out, I explained to my family that a Gaudy dinner was a black-tie gathering of Old Boys who were celebrating a reunion to the multiple of ten. This went straight over Wombat’s head, but I could see that the phrase had re-triggered her maths anxiety. Before she could go there, I further explained that the Gaudy would consist of the year groups for: 1993, 1983, 1973, 1963, 1953, 1943 and 1933, if any of them were still alive. Gaudys sound impressive but the reality is that you only ever know people from your year and everybody else in the hall is a stranger. Quite frankly I’ve never seen the point of them but the school takes these affairs seriously.


Dad fetched the ice-tray from the kitchen and helped himself to a frostie while engaging with Wombat at high volume about world events in 1933 and Mom talking over him to tell her mother she couldn’t attend a Gaudy anyway because she didn’t have a black tie. Francois Pienaar slunk out of the back door with the envelope in his mouth. I was only dimly aware of all this because my mind was elsewhere, winding its way back along disused paths to a time and place I’d hardly given a thought to in ten years. Contradictory feelings coursed through me.


Later, during an extended bubble-bath and a gin and tonic, I identified six simultaneous emotions that I experienced when I read the contents of the letter. BTW, I believe this emotion overload did something to my brain, because I haven’t felt the same since.



Spud’s Six Simultaneous Emotions



(Warning: Do not try this at home or anywhere else)




1. Horror (at the thought of having to go back to school).


2. Irritation (at my family for being blind to the complexities that the invitation raised).


3. Annoyance (at myself for being irritated with my family about my shit).


4. Embarrassment (at the prospect of having to explain my lack of success to a bunch of millionaires whose only struggle in life is finding a decent villa on Ibiza in August).


5. Frustration and shame (because I can’t explain any of this to my family without arousing major concerns and worries about my mental fragility).


6. Mild panic (which was the overriding emotion I felt for four years at school).





‘What’s the matter, Johnny?’ Mom’s voice brought me back to the dining room table. ‘You don’t look very excited.’


‘I’m not,’ I said. ‘And there’s nothing to celebrate.’


My parents started talking at the same time, but stopped when they saw my hand up like a traffic cop. After an excruciating few moments of silence I said simply: ‘I’m not going. And that’s final.’


This time my parents just looked at me. I read disappointment in their expressions, which threatened to set the six emotions off again. I knew they desperately wanted a sign that their son hadn’t fallen out of love with life, as they feared, but I couldn’t give it to them. A high school reunion wasn’t going to restore my spirits, quite the opposite in fact. I wasn’t going anywhere – except back to my granny flat, which I did, leaving my parents and grandmother to find another reason to get sloshed. I collapsed on my bed and stared at the cracks Uncle Aubrey’s DIY renovations had left in the walls. Then I ran the bath.


Tuesday, 27th May


The Transkei weather has turned on us again. One of the reasons we decided on a coastal trip in May (aside from Dad’s belief that a ten-day fishing trip would resolve my one-third life crisis) is that it’s widely accepted as the best weather month of the year. Thus far, Dad and I have endured a flash flood on our first night, two days of howling winds and now a determined drizzle. Like everything lately, it’s been a bit of a struggle. Dad kicked off his day by raging at the SABC weather man who had predicted partly cloudy weather. This vented, he shook off his negativity and spent the morning in the drab dining room, which smelled of fried fish, drinking Irish coffee and making periodic announcements that the rain was on the verge of stopping.


‘It’s okay if we don’t get out today, Dad,’ I said, stirring sugar into my tea.


‘Of course we’re getting out,’ replied my father with the sort of zeal that separates him from most other men his age.


Dad set aside his Irish coffee and declared that this holiday would be memorable for father and son even if it pissed with rain every single day. In an intense voice he said he didn’t know how many more fishing trips he had left in him, and that he would be damned if he’d let anything get in our way. And so, in an act of defiance, the Miltons went out fishing in the rain. We got soaked, we didn’t get a bite, Woodrot partially flooded, our packed sandwiches went soggy and Dad shattered his thermos. Despite the misery, we never stopped chatting and laughing. And sometimes we struck on deeper themes too. I will say this: if I ever do make something of myself, it will be in no small part due to my father’s unshakeable belief in me. It may be founded on blind faith rather than empirical evidence, but faith is faith and who am I to judge the intangible?


Wednesday, 28th May


‘It’s just been that kind of trip,’ grumbled Dad, as he picked at his potato salad in the B&B’s dining room. The infernal drizzle continued to splatter drops on the grimy windows. ‘We’ve had some bum luck.’ He gestured upward with his fork. I thought I knew what he was angling at, but for Dad bum luck can mean anything from getting his takkies wet to cancer. In this case my father was referencing Transkei bum luck rather than Durban bum luck.


Transkei Bum Luck




1. After a week at Port St Johns we are yet to catch anything longer than a foot (a diminutive girl’s foot minus the toes, although not literally).


2. The Umzimvubu flooded the night of our arrival and the river has been discoloured all week. Dad has taken the flooding personally.


3. Due to low visibility, we couldn’t see any mullet let alone catch them in a cast net for live bait.


4. Crime/lazy cops/bad back. Dad has linked all three. Because of high rates of petty crime in the area, thanks to lazy policing, we can’t leave our motor on Woodrot overnight. This means we disconnect the motor and carry it 200 metres to lock it in the car after fishing and vice versa in the morning. This has led to Dad’s bad back, never mind that I have been the one hefting the motor.


5. All Dad’s favourite fishing spots have been washed away since he was last here. The diverse list of suspects range from Eastern Cape nut farmers, Shell, both George Bushes, God, the Basotho, and misfits who do their business in the river.


6. The unseasonal weather. Dad reckons after this experience he’ll never fall for talk of an Eastern Cape drought again.


7. The dodgy hippies that frequent our B&B. Not only were my slip-slops swiped from the veranda, but blaring folk music from the bar at all hours has resulted in Dad developing an antipathy towards Bob Dylan. After accusing Dylan of making tuneless music, he proceeded to whistle Blowing in the Wind all afternoon.


8. Woodrot now has wood rot on its port side. Usually this is a starboard problem. Like any owner of a vessel called Woodrot, Dad travels with spare wood, paint and a toolbox.


9. Transkei fishing clubs. Woodrot’s anchor doesn’t hold in strong tides/floods. Having almost been washed out to sea last Friday afternoon, Woodrot and the Miltons suffered the indignity of being towed back to the crowded jetty by a ski boat called Windgat manned by a mob of fishermen from Elliot. Adding to our embarrassment, the Elliot crew were members of a fishing club with sponsored gear and purple tracksuits. They laughed at our motor, mocked Woodrot, sniggered at our tackle and called us a pair of dooses. On the plus side they saved us from being washed out to sea in a boat that seems to be porous, helped me carry the motor to the car and offered us their leftover bait.





Today was another fishing write-off. Mainly this was because of minor repairs to Woodrot taking priority but also a drama back at home. Mom called Dad in a panic over breakfast. Wombat had found the gate clicker again and had taken herself off for a walk. Her disappearance prompted hours of frantic phone calls, and the involvement of armed response and some neighbours. To everyone’s relief but Dad’s, my grandmother was discovered alive and well in the Japanese Gardens feeding white bread to ducks with a gaggle of small children.


My father won’t hear a bad word about his beloved boat but I’m not convinced Woodrot is riverworthy. He even refuses to acknowledge that it leaks, claiming that the three inches of water sloshing about the hull is bog standard for these sorts of rigs.


‘Woodrot is made for these Transkei rivers,’ Dad enthused, hammering away at Woodrot’s port. Joni Mitchell singing Both Sides Now, the song wafting out to us from the pub’s windows, seemed only to add insult to injury. My father’s point about Transkei rivers is well taken though. Woodrot has been banned from every single water body in KZN – even Albert Falls Dam, which has notoriously low boating standards. The Transkei rivers don’t have any boating standards, which makes them a perfect fit for Woodrot.


Thursday, 29th May


02:25 The sound of my phone vibrating on the bedside table woke me. The ambient light spilling through the flimsy curtains revealed my father lying on his back and in a deep sleep. He uttered a slight snore but was otherwise peaceful. Mom and I take heart from Dad’s deep sleeps for it’s the only way his body and mind are allowed to relax, a far cry from those months after his diagnosis when he had tossed and turned over his mortality with nothing but a threadbare blanket for support. He’s been sleeping fine since we got here. I like to imagine that he’s dreaming about the pristine Transkei rivers of his youth.


I peered at my phone and saw that it was the American number again. No getting back to sleep now. I read the text.


Spud. We need to have a serious chat. Let me know when this is convenient.


I’ve come to dread these unsettling anonymous reunion messages that persist in pinging through in the middle of the night despite me never replying. They contain words like ‘honour’, ‘integrity’ and ‘responsibility’ and imply that I don’t know the meaning of any of them. They serve only to pour fuel on my smouldering self-doubt. But I refuse to engage with someone who won’t even reveal their identity. Maybe I’m imagining the darkness I perceive behind these imperious messages. It’s just that something about the tone chills me to the core; it’s like I’m receiving texts from Satan.


The phone harassment didn’t start with the American number. It began with another international number, one closer to home, and someone who revealed his identity more times than was necessary. Someone for whom a life crisis of any proportion was completely out of the question and not to be countenanced.


The Decision


I wasn’t the same person after I opened that envelope from my old school. It was obvious to my family and evident to me that something in my foundations had been disturbed. From that fateful day, sleep only visited me when I passed out from exhaustion. Up until then I had been making slow progress on the first draft of the script for Viper – a comedy sketch show that I’m creating with Glenn Fox, an actor friend from my university days. Alas, after the invite, my inspiration and work ethic withered. I would stare for hours into the middle distance with an unfocused gaze and a washing-machine brain.


Strangely enough, my ‘I’m not going and that’s final’ response in the presence of my family didn’t result in an immediate RSVP from me to say that John Milton would not be attending the reunion. I’m still not sure why but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. After a few days of trying not to think about it and changing the subject every time it came up over dinner, I couldn’t stand the hurt looks – Francois Pienaar has the hangdog expression in his genes – and the furtive exchange of worried glances between my parents.


Once I opened that door, they were vociferous. Clearly the reunion had been the topic of conversation whenever I was out of earshot. I knew this because even Wombat joined in, and since my family converse at an extraordinary volume, I wasn’t actually ever out of earshot even when I was. Mom and Dad both wanted me to go to the reunion but for different reasons and neither of them held back. Mom told me that I was checking out of life and reuniting with all the friends I’d been with at school would not only be stimulating, but an opportunity to mingle with important people. Checking out of life was fairly close to the bone, but of course I denied that this was what I was doing. Despair was part and parcel of life as a writer, I assured her. The most I was willing to acknowledge was that I wasn’t quite myself. As for mingling with important people – she meant networking – well, that was part of the problem, but I didn’t tell her that.


Dad took a more optimistic line. He reckoned I had nothing to lose by attending the reunion and everything to gain. Barring alcohol rationing, he just didn’t see how I wouldn’t have a splendid piss-up with my old school mates, celebrate the old days and catch up on ten years of the good life.


I attempted to explain to my parents that it wasn’t as simple as just rocking up and having a jol with the Crazy Eight. Aside from some rare but memorable moments, school was hardly a carefree existence. It was about respecting rigid hierarchies, taking the hits (both physically and mentally), constant striving to elevate your status, point scoring, negotiating agendas and divining the fine line between rebellion and delinquency. Yes, we may have formed a gang of sorts, but barring the odd call from Garlic in the early years after leaving school, a decade of comfortable dislocation tells me that the Crazy Eight were never friends, just an unlikely collection of social misfits tossed together like an outlandish salad. As my creative instincts took hold and I embarked on life in the real world, the Crazy Eight had drifted to the peripheries, where they resided outside of the realm of my daily thinking. As for school and all that entailed – why should I have to return with manufactured nostalgia when I’ve already been there, done that, and written the diaries?


‘What are you avoiding, Johnny?’ asked Mom rather pointedly one evening.


I fobbed off the question because I didn’t want my parents to hear my honest answer: I didn’t want to go to the reunion because I didn’t want it to be open season again on all my weaknesses. I had no desire to see my failure reflected in the eyes of the Crazy Eight. Acknowledging this in private was quite enough for now.


These fractious discussions with my parents over meals went on for weeks. They felt like battles. You could say I eventually won but it didn’t really feel like a victory, more like a surrender on their part. Mom and Dad finally accepted that the reunion might have stirred up some dark matter, but they refused to believe that my schooldays might not have been quite as rosy as they remembered them.


On Friday the 18th of April, two days before I turned twenty-eight, I phoned the Old Boys’ Society and made it official. Milton won’t be attending his ten-year reunion Gaudy or the Old Boys’ weekend.


Only Wombat was thrilled about me bailing out. The poor woman had been labouring under the impression that if I accepted the invitation then she’d be facing a tricky algebra exam in June. Her support proved little consolation.


Mom and Dad were understandably sorry about my decision. Since I struggled to convey my underlying emotions to them, I listed some parent-friendly reasons for not attending the reunion, hoping they would gain greater traction.


(Parent-friendly) reasons I’m not attending my ten-year reunion




1. I’ve lost touch with every member of the Crazy Eight.


2. This indicates that we were never genuine friends, merely dorm-mates.


3. I’ve closed that chapter of my life.


4. Thanks to my diaries, I have no need to relive my schooldays.


5. I’m no longer the naive ‘Spud’ that I once was. Although I am still called Spud, the name was accorded more respect during my varsity years and beyond thanks to the character Spud in the film Trainspotting. It’s easier to take yourself seriously as an actor when your nickname is associated with a hardened criminal, rather than striding onto the stage knowing that you’re called Spud because your pre-pubescent package reminded seventy boys of a miniature potato.


6. It’s debatable whether Bluebottle (my VW CitiGolf) would make it up to the Midlands without blowing a gasket. Due to persistent financial constraints, my car hasn’t been serviced in yonks. Dad says this isn’t a problem because I’ve only racked up nine thousand kilometres in three years. Only an inveterate optimist would see the silver lining in having six thousand kilometres in the bank before I must cough up. Anybody else might point to the fact that the driver of the car appears to have gone nowhere in three years.


7. I can’t afford a boozy weekend in the Midlands with a bunch of millionaires. This isn’t hyperbole. I have about three rounds of drinks left in my account and nearly everyone I’d be partying with has a trust fund. How humiliating if I had agreed to attend and then had to cancel because I couldn’t afford the accommodation. It’s the curse of the scholarship boy: you believe it’s your golden ticket, but it leaves you feeling like a branded goat that’s snuck into a field of thoroughbred sheep.





Two days later and it was the 20th of April and my birthday. A few of my old varsity mates got in touch and invited me to tea at the Botanical Gardens, which I read as a euphemism for the usual fourteen-hour pub crawl. An hour into the tea I realised that it would only be tea. Even Jo-Jo, the firecracker from our year group, has mellowed now that she’s a mother and a wife and has a real job in real estate. The varsity crowd don’t seem to chat much about theatre and creativity anymore. I confess that at times I found myself checking out of domestic conversations and drifting into portals of speculative thinking.


There would be no Winston, no Burn, no Bean Bag Bohemia and no 330 to usher in my twenty-eighth birthday, just a semi-orderly braai out back with the family and Francois Pienaar, who stole a lamb chop off my father’s plate and enjoyed a night swim for his troubles.


Becoming an old person takes some adjustment. This was my first birthday since I turned seventeen that I didn’t get rat-arsed. I’ll never, ever make that mistake again. Between them Mom and Wombat made short work of a bottle of JC Le Roux Mom had picked up on special at Spar. Several toasts were drunk to the ten-year reunion I wasn’t going to. After helping my grandmother to bed, on impulse I reached into the top cupboard and pulled down the box of my old school diaries, then slipped off to bed myself.


If I’d needed extra mental fortification against attending the reunion, revisiting those diaries provided it. Any lingering doubts I might have had were promptly extinguished. I spent four tumultuous years in that madhouse. No need to make that four years and a weekend. What’s done is done. It’s also the reason I titled my final school diary Exit, Pursued by a Bear rather than Back in Ten.


Still, I have some vivid memories and not all of them are bad. Some make me chortle, some wince, and others bring tears to my eyes if I allow them to, which I don’t. The bottom line is this: I have no desire to relive my youth. I already have my hands full living as a failed adult.


Considering the characters in the mix, I can’t see this reunion being anything other than a juvenile drinking binge with a mob of macho madmen who thump you on the back and shout ‘SPUDDY!’ in your face.


In Spud style I made a list, which I only just resisted sticking to the wall of my granny flat in case of wavering:


Rambo: Manipulative leader of the Crazy Eight who was already shaving in primary school and was sexually active in Grade 9. Famous for seducing Eve, our housemaster Sparerib’s wife and the hottest drama teacher/ counsellor in school history. Coerced the Crazy Eight into countless suicidal missions for little other reason than it pleased him. It would be unfair to people with dark streaks to say that Rambo has a dark streak. He has a dark personality.


Mad Dog: Wild rural farm boy who behaved more like a dog than a human. This, and Mad Dog’s utter disregard for rules and other people’s safety, got the maniac from Limpopo expelled. (Obviously Rambo was the mastermind. It was Rambo who had coerced/manipulated us into building an illegal hideaway in the bush as an up-yours to Sparerib and  the school.) Has more cousins than Iceland has people, which fuelled suspicions of in-breeding in the wider Dog family. Hobbies: killing things, destroying property, binge drinking, roaming the wilds.


Simon: Former head boy and star cricketer. Destined for success and global recognition. The most difficult member of the Crazy Eight to summarise because he and I never really had that much contact. I sensed that we both thought the other was a tad uninteresting.


Fatty: Nickname didn’t do him justice. Made his name at school for public binge eating and for getting stuck in the chapel window while returning from our first night swim. Drawn to spiritualism. By matric he counted Macarthur, the school ghost, as a personal friend.


Boggo: Sharp-witted. Always got in the last word, often fleeing while delivering it. His three greatest passions at school were belittling people, pornography and Tottenham Hotspur.


Vern: Nobody was ever sure what exactly was wrong with Vern (aka Rain Man). Operated in his own world. Pastimes: pulling out his hair, going missing, masturbating at will, chatting to his toiletries, stealing underpants.


Garlic: White woolly-haired windsurfing Malawian. Passionate (annoyingly so) about his country and never missed an opportunity to shout it from the rooftops, even when no rooftops were available. Enormously gullible.


Gecko (RIP): Small and spindly with translucent skin that peeled for no good reason. Big heart and an energised demeanour, and a loyal friend to me at a challenging time in my life. Gecko was terrified of Rambo and Mad Dog (which is why he basically moved to the sanatorium). Died – of cerebral malaria – in the last term of our first year at the school. A huge shock to me, and I still feel we would have been friends to this day if he’d lived. The astonishing irony about Gecko is that his Crazy Eight status was actually elevated by his tragic demise.


Now that I was through the blizzard and had made that definitive decision not to attend the reunion, I came to see my month-long mini-crisis as a much-needed opportunity for some spring-cleaning of the mind, albeit in late autumn. I felt a certain pride in having identified some of my fears and insecurities and being able to look them in the eye. I was empowered by the knowledge that I could exist in a dark place for some time but still find my way back towards the light. This meant that I was still the master of my own destiny, for I hadn’t yet succumbed to that miserable place where one’s only course of action is to be reactive. I felt something approaching buoyancy. I’d stood tall and seen off my one-third life crisis.


Except that I hadn’t. The euphoria was extremely short-lived. My reunion nightmare was only just kicking into stride.


The first weekend after my birthday I returned to my granny flat after dinner and discovered a missed call from an unknown number on my phone. I’m no expert on dialling codes but I could see it was an international number. My first thought was that it might be Amanda, my teenage Oliver! co-star on stage and, at night, the star in all my fantasies back then (and pretty much since). The sultry, flame-haired beauty, who seemed worldly beyond her years, turned out to be a solid friend. She’s the only person from my schooldays who occasionally enters my airspace. She lives a safe distance away – somewhere in the UK – and calls me whenever the fancy takes her. Her husky voice has got huskier over the years (we usually conduct these conversations in the bath), due to her smoking, or so she says. She is always travelling somewhere and has been known to send me ‘X marks the spot’ postcards from lesser-known destinations that Mom always reads and thoroughly disapproves of. Now I come to think of it, it’s funny that Amanda just assumes that my address hasn’t changed, while she happily gads all over the world. Then again, maybe she knows me better than I think. (I’ve always suspected this to be the case.)


Mom is of the opinion that Amanda plays power games with me. I don’t disagree but nor do I mind. Mom also believes that I’m secretly in love with Amanda and that’s what’s inhibiting my love life. This is not true. I am perfectly capable of inhibiting my love life myself, such as it is (well, isn’t). I still find Amanda immensely attractive – even though we haven’t actually met in person for ten years – but I’m hardly besotted with her, although I might admit to using her as a barometer to measure other potential girlfriends. Suffice to say that after nearly three decades of life I’m yet to meet another woman who possesses Amanda’s intoxicating qualities of beauty, intelligence, style, flair and an utterly sordid mind.


As I was considering the foreign missed call, my phone vibrated in my hand and the same international number flashed across the screen. I decided to answer.


‘Hello, John Milton speaking.’ There was a crackle of static. ‘Hello?’ I repeated.


‘Is that SPUD?’ boomed a distorted voice.


My shoulders slumped. A male voice. So, not Amanda then, calling from a bubble-bath in Reykjavik. It was somebody from school. I could tell by the way he said my name with hard-hitting consonants.


‘Who is this?’ I asked with due caution.


‘SPUD?’ the caller shouted over a sudden cacophony of voices in the background. ‘Is this really Spud? You sound much older.’


‘I am much older,’ I replied sharply, then repeated: ‘Who is this?’


‘It’s me!’ the caller bellowed like it ought to be obvious, then broke away to holler at somebody else. I thought I heard some fierce haggling over what sounded like bream fillets. Just as I was about to hang up the caller returned. The voice was just as obnoxiously loud and distorted, but this time beset with a woeful edge. ‘Simon says you’re not coming to the reunion. That’s a full-on tragedy.’


‘Simon?’ I was about to demand Who is this? again, but recognised that I was beginning to sound like Wombat and instead said dumbly, ‘How does Simon know?’


To my frustration the caller broke away again. I realised that my body was frozen in a spasm. The bile of the last month had been stirred up again. I could taste trouble in my mouth. By now I had my suspicions but the connection was too poor to be sure. What was evident was that I was dealing with someone from my youth, someone who wasn’t the brightest spark. Several minutes into this frustrating conversation all that I had been able to establish was the going rate for bream fillets and that Simon, our former head boy and cricket captain and (unlike me) no doubt an all-round success story, had got to know about my reunion decision.


‘I’m not continuing with this call unless you identify yourself,’ I added.


‘It’s me!’ the voice yelled. ‘Your best bud from school!’


I informed the caller that I didn’t have any best buds from school – otherwise I would be attending the reunion.


‘Of course you do! You must remember Garth? Garth Garlic, from Malawi? We were inseparable!’


I’d worked it out behind the scenes and static and I wasn’t surprised. I’d followed the mathematical formula. Shouting plus bream equals Garlic. Even Wombat could have worked that out. Nevertheless, confirmation that I was speaking to Garth Garlic came as a disappointment.


‘Hi, Garth,’ I said flatly.


‘Spuddy!’ shouted Garlic. ‘Your voice sounds much deeper. Have your balls finally dropped?’ Much ribald laughter followed which, naturally, I ignored. ‘Hey, Spud . . .’ Now that I knew who I was talking to the background sounds that intruded were more obvious – this time it was a motor boat followed by more static and then the sound of the boat’s wake splashing against the shore. ‘What’s your email address?’


‘I’m not on email,’ I lied. There was no way in hell that I would be opening Pandora’s Box in a different medium. And anyway, I wasn’t about to describe Dad’s antiquated dial-up modem affair, which is about as dependable as twelve cats pulling an ox wagon through a marsh.


‘That’s very weird,’ said Garlic. Then, lowering his voice, which meant that it was only a shout, not his normal bellow, he asked: ‘Are you still poor?’


‘Desperately,’ I said. Thinking on my feet, I went on to explain that this was the reason I couldn’t attend the reunion. That would settle it.


A long silence followed, interrupted by the sound of children bickering and what might have been some slaps. Taking advantage of the gap, and exaggerating my poverty for dramatic effect, I informed Garlic that I hardly had enough petrol money to reach Cato Ridge, let alone the Midlands. Garlic said he’d never heard of Cato Ridge, but if the ridge had a flat top he could arrange to have me picked up in a helicopter. Then he offered to pay for me – for everything, the whole shebang. ‘Now will you come?’ he said.


I realised to my horror that I had just been jammed by Garlic. My bright idea – to lead with poverty – had been a blunder. Money was never going to be an obstacle to one of the richest families in Africa, and worse still, now that I had pleaded poverty, any other excuse I offered would be construed as, well, an excuse for my poverty.


Garth Garlic may be generous and well-meaning but he’s the closest person I’ve ever met to a traditional village idiot. He shouldn’t be jamming anyone let alone a former scholarship boy. This says much about my sorry mental state. Although it was a demeaning acknowledgement – that I had been outwitted by a man who had never attempted higher grade on any subject – my jamming had produced a narrow window of opportunity. I knew that Garth had cornered me but there was no way that he would have registered that yet. Leaning on my professional instincts, I performed a creditable impersonation of a man steadily losing phone signal. Finally, I stepped into my cramped kitchenette, where there is no signal, and the line went dead. I switched off my Nokia. Job done.


Later that evening – I was still applauding myself for my nifty escape from a tight spot – I heard the landline ringing inside the house. Nobody calls after 9 pm – not unless it’s dreadfully bad news. ‘Please God, don’t be Garlic,’ I said, without really praying.


‘Johnny!’ came Mom’s excited call from the kitchen door. ‘It’s Garth – your best friend from school!’ She then asked me if Garth was the demented boy who pulled his hair out and stole my underpants.


‘No. Garth is way more problematic,’ I hissed from the window. ‘He’s the one who’s obsessed with Lake Malawi.’


‘Of course,’ beamed Mom as the memory returned. ‘He’s the lovely white-headed boy who hosted your school trip.’


‘His dad owns half of East Africa,’ I muttered bitterly. ‘He can afford to host things.’


I instructed my mother to inform Garlic that I no longer lived at home and to tell him that she had no idea where I was. Mom demonstrated visible reluctance to pass on such a message. For one thing, Garth had already heard her calling me to the phone; for another (I instantly knew) she was hoping that he might twist my arm into changing my mind about attending the reunion. She pointed out the first reason to me, adding, ‘I really wouldn’t want influential people in East Africa thinking I’ve gone potty like my mother.’


Time was passing. I dashed across the drive to the kitchen door, where Mom was dithering. Swiftly I reassured her that Garlic had no influence over anything. ‘He’s not the sharpest tool in the shed,’ I said, as if that explained it. In fact when it came to tools, Garlic could be the bluntest in shed history. In a fierce whisper, I instructed Mom to fob Garlic off. And the same went for any other disaffected members of the Crazy Eight who might decide to ring up the house at all hours demanding to speak to me. Credit to my mother. She was alive to the danger; she gave me a thoughtful look but promised to send the Malawian packing. ‘Can I at least give Garth your cell number?’ she asked.


‘With pleasure,’ I replied. I sniggered my way back to my granny flat. It’s comforting to know that as one ages, one can still derive enormous pleasure from outwitting village idiots.


By the following morning you could say I was being stalked by Garth Garlic. According to my phone’s log I had received seven missed calls from the Malawian since hanging up on him the previous day. I refused to allow a woolly-haired bream-eater to drag me back into the abyss of a one-third life crisis, so I deleted Garlic’s voicemails without listening to them. If I wanted to engage with somebody who spoke nonsense and shouted over the phone, I would rather call Wombat. At least she could give me an entertaining update on World War 2.


What I am willing to concede about Garth Garlic, and I remember this from school, is his tenacity when it comes to pestering people. If he wasn’t the heir to a vast mining, manufacturing and agricultural empire, Garth would have made a top-drawer call-centre salesman. According to Crazy Eight legend, Garlic invited Rambo to Malawi over two hundred times before Rambo finally relented. (We later learned that Rambo charged Garlic an appearance fee for joining the Crazy Eight trip.)


Garlic must have realised somewhere along the line that his calls were being ignored, and he resorted to sending me poorly spelled texts instead:


Why ARU not coming Spud, Why??????


The Oaks are furious with u !!!!!!!


Even Maddogg is coming and he was expelled


Boggo saw a pic of you wearing tights in the Sunday Times. He said you wrote a play about a Greek oke who marries his mum? Hectic!


When R U coming up to Lake M to visit myself, Clemmy, and my kids – Garth Jnr, Maclear and little Blantyre. How many kids have you got Spud?


Hey!!!!! You could even do one of your plays up hear. (Just maybe not the one about the Greek guy who marries his old lady. That stuff doesnit happen much in Malawi – we have a tinny Greek community and Moms usually marry dads up hear anyway.


After an unexplained silence more text harassment ensued that afternoon:


The reunion is goin to be a Mega drunking binge delux! CRZ8 goin bosvark!


FY! I’m covering everything for everywon for the hole weekend. Planning lots of stuff but keeping it a lose arrangement.


Maddogg bakky bringing his of from is beer load Limpopopo!!!! (I read that one backwards and it made more sense.)


Garlic’s texts only reinforced what a sage decision I had made. Even with the cringe of money off the table, the reunion weekend didn’t sound like me or anything I would ever choose to do willingly. All that was left was to ride out the guilt of letting my former dorm-mates down without cracking.


The day after I fobbed off Garlic I received missed calls from two international numbers and another from a Johannesburg number. (They weren’t really missed calls but rejected calls because on each occasion I watched the phone ring out in my hand; this required mental fortitude and willpower.)


But not taking calls, any calls, presented a problem: thanks to Amanda’s sexualised communication with me over the years, I have grown accustomed to answering all international calls immediately. A quick sift through the telephone book Mom uses as a doorstop for the front door when she wants a free flow of breeze on a hot Durban day gave me a list of international codes. This way I discovered that the first missed call was from California in the USA and the second from Indonesia. Regarding the Johannesburg number, my agent’s office is in Joburg, but I doubted it could be her because she’s only called me once since I signed up in 1999, and that was to ask for the number of another Durban actor, Michael Gritten. I knew Michael quite well but pretended I didn’t.


*


The problem with evasion and avoidance is that at best it’s only a stop-gap measure. In the short term it can be very effective but in the medium to long term it only inflames the emotions of the missed callers. That night I received a passive-aggressive text from the American number:


Spud. I address you on behalf of the Crazy 8. You ARE coming to the reunion. Like school, this isn’t optional. Everybody has made the sacrifice except you. Does that sit well? We ask you to consider the greater good and not just yourself. June 27–29. Save the date dipshit. Your holier than thou attitude hasn’t gone down well with the boys. Perhaps time for a rethink? If not, you’ll be receiving many more calls and messages from us.


This Yank had an unsettling bedside manner. It’s little surprise the Americans have proved so riotously unpopular in Iraq.


In the middle of the night things took a sinister turn. At 1 am I received another missed call from the Indonesian number. Then at 2:35 am the Johannesburg number called. (At least this confirmed that it wasn’t my agent.) If this wasn’t harassment enough an unknown 082 number sent me a pithy text at 5:35 am that read:


Penis.


I had a fair idea about the identity of the caller from the US but Indonesia was perplexing. Who could possibly be calling me from there? I ran through the usual Crazy Eight suspects three times, but I couldn’t imagine any of them based in South East Asia.


Simon was too responsible and ambitious. Besides, there’s no cricket in Indonesia, and it’s highly unlikely that a former head boy would be bumming around Bali with a backpack at twenty-eight. Boggo doesn’t strike me as an adventurer. I knew it wasn’t Garlic – and anyway he would regard living in a foreign country as a betrayal to his beloved Malawi. Rambo I had discounted because I heavily suspected he was the American number. Vern? Really? Ditto Mad Dog. It’s difficult to imagine Mad Dog outside of his indigenous bushveld habitat. That left Fatty, but Fatty in a sarong and shades downing arak shooters didn’t match with the Fatty I knew, who would be more at home scarfing hot-dogs and downing a litre of Coke while timing it on his stopwatch.


The harassment continued day in day out. To counter the aggravation I kept my phone off, which is hardly ideal for an unemployed actor. Even when there weren’t abusive messages, the stress of anticipating a new one was grinding me down. Nevertheless I was determined to stand firm. If the Crazy Eight wanted to dwell in the past, well, good for them, but they weren’t going to drag me back into it. Spud Milton looked in one direction only: forward.


For a while it seemed that turning my back on modern technology was working. My phone was always off except for those moments when I hastily switched it on to check for work messages and non-Crazy Eight missed calls. Mom batted away landline callers. Perhaps realising the febrile nature of my former dorm-mates, my parents backed off with all reunion talk and the ground beneath me ceased spinning. The missed calls thinned out and then stopped altogether. I came to believe that I had convinced the Crazy Eight that I genuinely wasn’t interested in reuniting. Perhaps Garlic had passed on the news that I was broke, down on my luck, and wrestling with a personal crisis of sorts. Maybe the Crazy Eight, or some of them, have matured into men who could view the world reasonably, even empathetically. I persuaded myself that they had sensed my distress about the matter and decided against pushing me any further in case I did something everyone regretted.


Unfortunately, and typically, my optimistic assumptions about the personal growth of the Crazy Eight were well wide of the mark. Before long, there was another chilling development: the Crazy Eight accessed my email address. How this was possible I have no idea. The sinister nom de email of the first sender – Darkstar@yahoo.com – only added to my already rattled state of mind, but the message was even stranger:




Spud


You need to see the light, bud. This may not be your thing but this reunion isn’t about you, it’s about something greater than all of us. Something potentially massive is brewing. I’m not returning for the school but for the Crazy 8. I have no interest in indulging the past, only challenging the present to answer big questions about our futures. I wouldn’t be flying out from LA if I didn’t think this weekend would be a seminal moment in ALL our lives, even life changing. Trust me on this.





The sender was Rambo. I was sure of it. Nobody else could have written something so unsettling. After reading it three times I returned to my granny flat, where I stood motionless in the dark for some time. A dog howling in the distance made me shiver.


Once it was clear that Rambo was behind what felt like a plot to derail me, I did what any sensible person would do – I panicked. Honestly, I would rather have been stalked by Jack the Ripper. At least Jack would have got it over with quickly.


Here’s the thing. For years at school Rambo was an enigma, but somewhere in my senior years I began to understand that he was a charismatic narcissist with a God complex, although I didn’t have the terminology down pat at that stage. (I say God complex but in reality, Rambo thought he was much greater than any creator of any universe.) Rambo’s greatest strength and greatest weakness was that he was a compulsive manipulator. This means he manipulates first and doesn’t ask any questions later. More disturbing was my dawning realisation that Rambo’s manipulating megalomania wasn’t just an adolescent phase. He is still manipulating people in the next millennium.


Another reason I would have preferred to have been stalked by Jack the Ripper instead of Rambo is that Jack the Ripper didn’t know my weak points. On a vaguely positive note, Rambo only knew the weak points I possessed as a schoolboy. Since then I’ve discovered countless other weaknesses that he’s clueless about. (Yes, it’s true. A drowning man clutches at straws.)


One of my major historical weaknesses, as Rambo knows, is guilt. At times in my life I have found it a debilitating handicap. My ability to be truthful to others in difficult circumstances is woefully lacking. I don’t enjoy hurting people or letting them down but giving them the brutal truth is never an option for me. I prefer to let them down with half-truths,  quarter-truths or outright lies.


My personality deficiencies aside, critical questions remained unanswered. Were Rambo’s exhortations genuine or was he manipulating me? Was his desire for the Crazy Eight to reconnect specifically at the reunion motivated by something bigger, as he’d suggested, than all of us? Heartfelt and real was not a tone I’d ever have imagined coming from Rambo and yet . . .


I stopped myself from going in that direction. In ramping up the pressure and touching on the Spud guilt button, it was much more likely that His Royal Slyness was simply up to his old dictatorial tricks. I have an intimate knowledge of the inner workings of dictators. I once played Stalin to chilling effect in a university production. (Regrettably, the design team didn’t quite rise to the same level of authenticity with Joseph’s sausage moustache and homemade fat suit.) A dictator’s lust for power can be subdued only by murder or syphilis.


If I did go back to school, I’m betting it will be just the same as it was before. Rambo will have his own plans and those plans will become our plans whether we approve of them or not. Show the slightest sense of misgiving or doubt and he’ll fire up the charm. Charm was a special technique of his, brought out in a flash to suit the occasion, and returned to its box just as swiftly once he’d got his way.


Dictators do it all the time. Rambo used charm to convince people that he wasn’t manipulating them when he so obviously was. This led me to ask myself the logical question: if, as I believed was the case, Rambo is still manipulative, why would I willingly subject myself to a weekend of his tricks when I don’t have to? The right to choose what you’re going to do on a weekend is the whole point of being an adult; otherwise who would bother?


There was one final obstacle that was holding me back from emancipating myself from this vicious downward spiral. For an out-of-work actor clutching at invisible straws, the words ‘life-changing’ can give one pause. But then again, what did Rambo mean by this? What was his agenda? And who was Rambo to say that any of our lives needed changing in the first place? Even if it was true (which in my case it was, but he couldn’t know that), it’s breathtakingly presumptuous.


The set-up teased at me. Something wasn’t right. What could have prompted Rambo to become obsessed with this reunion? If you think I have a complicated relationship with my alma mater, Rambo was willing to die for the school on the rugby field on Saturdays, but spent every waking hour from Sunday to Friday plotting the institution’s downfall.


April slouched into May. Days and weeks melted away. Mom and Dad were giving me space and I drifted about the house without ever being present. Solitary confinement. I was hiding from my peers, my life, my family and even myself, in a diminished world without contact. At the time I thought I was winning.


Looking back, I may not have escaped this emotional chasm were it not for two unrelated events that scythed into my life around this time. The first discovery came as a terrible shock to my system. I couldn’t write anymore – not even a sketch. I just stared into an empty Word document and allowed the restless cursor to intimidate me for hours. I couldn’t even write a title or a scene heading or even ‘written by John Milton’. It was like there was an impenetrable buffer zone between my fingers and the keyboard and I grew convinced that I was suffering from an extremely virulent strain of writer’s block. (Back then I hadn’t come to accept that my writer’s block was yet another symptom of my one-third life crisis.) To be clear: the reunion wasn’t the crisis, although it certainly sparked it, but it became a useful scapegoat to explain away my failure to be a success.


Then in the middle of this crisis something extraordinary happened. Finally, I received a missed call and a message from somebody who wasn’t in the Crazy Eight. It was a job opportunity. To everyone’s astonishment I was offered a convincing amount of money for a three-month performing contract beginning on Monday, 2 June. Had this been the Playhouse Company offering me the role of Hamlet, it’s quite possible that I would have crushed my personal crisis right there on the spot. Alas, the offer was from a marketing company who wanted me to play a mute clown and hand out biscuits at the Hypermarket by the Sea as part of a nationwide rebranding launch.


The offer hit me at a low. In my feeble state I took it as an insult. My ego, ravaged by weeks of navel gazing, was dented beyond repair. Had this offer arrived at a more acceptable juncture in my life, such as when I was carefree and twenty-two, it would have been received with the delight it deserved. In the dark subterranean world I currently inhabited it sounded like a death knell for my career. I couldn’t hide from the reality that we had all sacrificed so much for me to reach this point and now, at twenty-eight, I would suffer the indignity of biscuits, face paint, a red nose and extremely large shoes.


*


Now, as I write this from the Transkei, I realise that this had to be my lowest point. At the time it felt more of the same, like a vacuous lull had replaced my oxygen. In hindsight, it’s rather obvious that I had hit emotional rock bottom because I took the extreme measure of seeking out the advice of Mom, Dad and Wombat.


I stumbled from my granny flat like an exhausted waif sleepwalking. The family was watching rugby. The local Sharks were up against a New Zealand side, which meant things weren’t going well.


‘Ref, you’re a pigdog!’ blasted my father, Francois Pienaar (the dog, that is) barking gruffly in support. I hovered in the driveway for some seconds listening to the urgent commentary of Hugh Bladen.


‘I’m telling you, it’s a grand conspiracy!’ continued my father after Hugh announced that there would be another penalty to the visitors. My father has always been a bit of a shocker when it comes to conspiracies. He fell hook, line and sinker for Y2K mania. We still have several cases of expired baked beans and tinned bully-beef stashed in the roof of our garage. Dad believed that my school cricket coaches were united in a conspiratorial vendetta against my leg spin bowling. For clarity, my father isn’t like those real nutters who believe that 9/11 was a conspiracy, or that there’s no such thing as AIDS, but he is convinced that Australian officialdom has it in for South Africans on the sports fields.


I lingered at the back door waiting for an opportune moment to intrude. There followed a brief cessation to hostilities but soon my indignant father was back on his feet. ‘No, come on, ref, that scrum feed was about as straight as my prick!’


‘Must have been horribly skew,’ sniggered Mom from the couch, where she was quaffing wine and browsing through a Getaway magazine with her spectacles perched on the tip of her nose. Fortunately, the crooked Australian ref blew for half time and I loped in.


‘What’s the score?’ I asked.


‘Australian ref – 13, Sharks – 10,’ grumbled my father. He muted the television but continued to glare at the screen while a car rental advert played.


‘I was wondering if I could speak to you about where I am right now?’ I said.


Everyone looked at me, stunned. Even Francois Pienaar stared at me like I’d lost it.


‘You’re in Durban North,’ said Wombat, giving me the encouraging nod of one who, not infrequently, encounters similar challenges.


Mom topped up her wine glass and patted the seat next to her on the couch. ‘Sit, Johnny,’ she said. Francois Pienaar sat, then gave a hopeful wag of his tail, which no one responded to. I sat down beside Mom and Dad swivelled his chair to face us.


I know my parents live to be proud of me but suddenly I just didn’t have the strength to continue the charade. I flung open the washing-machine door of my mind and let all my manky stuff tumble out. Mom and Dad listened, for once without interrupting. Wombat thought we were gossiping about somebody else and kept repeating, ‘No,’ like what I was revealing was morally scandalous.


I will say this about parents in general – they may cause aggravation, inflame temperatures, misconstrue your actions and embarrass you terribly when you’re a teenager, but parents have an innate ability to uncomplicate matters. I put this down to their age rather than their experience, although experience is how they prefer to think they accrued such a strength. People of my parents’ age are called Baby Boomers because they are the result of a giant shagathon during and after World War 2. You won’t find any mention of this in the history books because the parents of Baby Boomers were Victorian about sex and kept things on the lowdown. This is why all Baby Boomers believe they are the divine consequence of a mass outbreak of immaculate conceptions between 1940 and 1949.


I didn’t honestly expect my parents (or Wombat) to offer up any solutions, but their simple, sympathetic Baby Boomer approach helped nevertheless. I couldn’t disagree with them that I carry too much on my shoulders, that my expectations are too high, that I’m my own worst enemy, that I’m more successful than I feel right now and that I don’t laugh as much as I used to. Mom became emotional when she shared her fears that I had quit on my career when I abandoned my move to Johannesburg. I told her what I always tell her: if I’m good enough, I’ll make it anywhere, even in Richard’s Bay.


Our discussion turned to the reunion. I admitted that receiving the invitation had been something of a catalyst. The thought of returning to school had brought up a lot that, I realised, I hadn’t properly digested.


‘Boarding school food,’ said Wombat, who has never been to boarding school. ‘It’s very indigestible. I for one am very glad we’re not going back.’


Everyone ignored her but no one seemed to know what to say next.


‘I know what will sort you out!’ cried Dad, lurching out of his armchair. ‘A Transkei fishing trip!’


I must say I was mightily relieved to hear this because I was worried he was about to suggest a psychologist. Dad reckoned some father and son quality time on the boat would drag me out of my rut. My father has been known to de-power life’s horrors with less offensive names, but I was heartened to hear that Dad had downgraded the mess in my head from a one-third life crisis to a mere rut. Further proof of the simplistic power of the Baby Boomer. I agreed to the fishing trip but with two stipulations:




• I had to return by 1 June to commence my biscuit clowning commitments.


• Our destination must have zero cellphone signal.





I don’t know if my father heard me. He already had a feverish look in his eye, which I recognised all too well when rivers and fish were involved.


‘Port St Johns!’ he declared, then went on to describe, in vivid images, the splendour of the mighty Umzimvubu River. ‘Uncle Aubrey knows the perfect spot for us to stay.’


There and then he charged down the passage to call his brother. Mention of Uncle Aubrey saw Mom release an exasperated sigh and pour herself another glass of wine. She is yet to forgive her brother-in-law for the raging foul-up he made with the renovations, which left the new granny flat uninhabitable for grannies and the prospect of rental income as out of reach as the light switch for the loo.


As I inevitably discovered, Port St Johns does have cellphone signal. Probably just as well, in the case of the minor Wombat crisis, but not so much on the Crazy Eight harassment front.


Intentionally missed calls aside, the healing process began that week as Dad and I prepared for our trip. With a three-month contract ahead, I felt entitled not to have to work, although I suspect that nothing would have emerged anyway. Days fussing over fishing tackle with Dad in the garage, stripping reels of old line and giving each other simulated bites to find our fishing feel again were a delight. This was partly because they involved very little thinking. Being busy keeps you in the moment and that must be an upside to most jobs, no matter how inane they are. Writing demands critical distance. You immerse yourself in the moment but that moment you’re writing is never the moment you’re in. This encourages overthinking and, I would imagine, schizophrenia.


Friday, 30th May


Port St Johns Jetty


06:15 The dawn was magnificent. Strobes of pearly light glimmered off the ocean and the river reflected silver as the incoming tide pushed through the mouth. As I staggered along the pier under the weight of Woodrot’s motor, Dad spotted shoals of mullet almost dancing on the surface around the structure.


It never takes much to propel Dad from keen to feverish. We’d hardly fastened the motor to the boat before he was off down the jetty at a trot, the cast net draped over his left shoulder. Such was Dad’s enthusiasm and the stiffness of his back on a chilly morning that his first cast went horribly awry. From my position on the boat at the end of the pier it looked like Dad attempted to abort his first cast midway through his action. (I know from years of spin bowling that this sort of cretin attack inevitably has embarrassing consequences.) There was nobody else around, which was fortunate, as Dad’s dodgy first throw saw the cast net snag on the side of the jetty. This was due to the barnacles he said had been allowed to fester on the structure due to a combination of high salinity and slack management.


The roar of a ski boat caught us off guard. I had been observing the crest of the burning orange sun rising over the sea and was slow to spot Windgat and the Elliot fishermen bearing down on us from upriver. By the looks of things they had been fishing all night but they were still sharp enough to spot my father’s cast net failure. Dad was never going to acknowledge his blunder, not in front of such ardent fishermen. His casual mention of the sensibleness of drying one’s cast net on the sides of the jetty in the early morning sun drew a snort or two, but nobody outright laughed. I think by now they consider my father mad.


Dad’s attitude towards the Elliot fishermen shifted markedly when the largest and most ruddy member of the crew lifted an enormous Cape salmon from the deck and laid it out on the pier. My father whimpered, then swore bitterly under his breath. Too shamed to front up, he insisted that I engage the Elliot crew in conversation and find out where they had caught this beauty, what time and on what bait. The Elliot fishermen spoke broken English but I spoke shattered Afrikaans, so we stuck to English. To my father’s delight I was able to ascertain that they had caught the Cape salmon on live mullet in the early hours of the morning. Like any wise fishermen, they were evasive about their spot; they wouldn’t have wanted us muscling in on them that evening.


Dad wasn’t planning to wait that long, however, and his enthusiasm was infectious. He galvanised us into action. This was just the sort of unlikely mission the Miltons had been craving for nine days. I experienced a surge of adrenalin, which I believe may have been my first of the year. I relished everything: the morning, the excitement, the memorable light, the oozing river, even the somnolent feeling of Port St Johns. Dad’s Transkei medicine was taking effect. I basked in the knowledge that I needed to be nowhere else but on this fishing boat with my father on this day.


Dad wasn’t as sanguine about matters as his son. The sight of a fifty-pound fish (Dad’s estimate) stoked up his freneticism. His mania centred around two aspects: catching mullet in his cast net, which by now was becoming an obsession, and figuring out the exact spot where the Elliot boys had caught the giant salmon without burning up litres of fuel, which we didn’t have and couldn’t afford.


Dad was caught in a contradiction. He so desperately wanted to land a Cape salmon that he became appalled at the notion of not catching one. When his first exploratory throws of the cast net yielded nothing, and our initial search for the fishing spot didn’t establish anything conclusive, my father lost his rag.


‘We’re bloody cursed,’ he announced, as he untangled a ball of fishing line that he had pulled in with his previous throw of the cast net. Matters having escalated from bum luck to being under a curse, my father was prompted to appeal directly to the Fishing Gods, although from his decidedly aggressive tone I doubt you could call it an appeal. Dad reckoned our easy, easy, catchee monkey approach had backfired, and the time had arrived to play hardball with the Fishing Gods, who were so obviously and egregiously playing hardball with us. He began with ‘All right, you malicious buggers,’ and then launched into a threatening prayer which concluded with a furious ‘AMEN!’


I nodded along to Dad’s long litany of fishing woes, not because I believe in supernatural paranoia but because I recognised something in my father’s temperament that is inherent in mine. When we’re up against it the Milton males look elsewhere to explain their misfortune. It may be too late for Dad, but I vow that this undesirable trait won’t be encouraged or passed on to another generation. The flipside to Dad’s victimhood was his combustible excitement about landing a giant salmon before our fishing trip came to an end on Sunday morning.


Initially, it seemed that the Fishing Gods might have changed their tune when Dad caught eleven mullet with one throw of the cast net off the nose of the boat. More optimism followed when my father grew convinced that we had located the exact spot where Team Elliot had landed the fish last night. Dad was able to ascertain with his oar that we had discovered one of the deepest holes of the river. The fishing conditions were perfect. For some hours we believed that Dad’s forthright prayer had shifted the dial.


We didn’t have a bite all morning.


The Fishing Sheep


One of the few upsides to being working-class fishermen in a boat called Woodrot is that you’re granted more leeway when it comes to antisocial behaviour than, say, a Josh with a Jeep from Westcliff. In the afternoon, Dad’s zeal for a large salmon morphed into an unhealthy determination to stick it to the Fishing Gods. Casting aside good form, fishing etiquette and whatever was left of our dignity, we stooped to the low of staking out the jetty and shadowing Windgat upriver.


Woodrot had no price against Windgat’s impressive Yamaha motors, so at least I didn’t have to suffer the embarrassment of driving in the fishermen’s wake as my father had hoped. Dad’s ignoble plan was to head upriver (fuel permitting) until we ‘chanced upon’ Windgat anchored in its secret salmon spot. Then we would muscle in on the fishing team, anchoring close and cast our baits near theirs. Any experienced angler will tell you that this is wretched form, but wretched form is what us Miltons are famous for so we harassed them without any shame.


Our plan worked perfectly. We discovered the spot and skulked in on Windgat and anchored no more than fifty metres from them. We could hear unhappy Afrikaans murmurings across the short stretch of water that separated our boats. The Fishing Gods must have been offended because neither boat had a bite all evening.


Saturday, 31st May


Our final full day of the fishing trip saw Dad taking his seat at breakfast with renewed optimism. ‘Last day is always the day,’ he declared, his mouth swimming with tinned guava. Although last night has been framed as a victory for the Fishing Gods, Dad felt that we had achieved some important moral victories that set us up for a great victory this evening:


Moral victories




1. Sourcing mullet was no longer a problem.


2. We know the spot.


3. Team Elliot has gone home, leaving the river at our mercy. (We joyfully observed them winching their vessel out of the water and packing up all their gear.)





I didn’t want to deflate the atmosphere nor Dad’s verve about catching a big fish but I felt like I needed to head off looming disappointment before there were more histrionics. With the Fishing Gods firmly in command, announcing to all and sundry at breakfast that we were going to reel in a monster this evening was surely an invitation for more bum luck. There was something else that concerned me. It seemed a shame for Dad and me to define our ten days together by our fishing haul when something more vital had been recaptured and I told him so. My honesty seemed to take Dad by surprise and he grew tearful when I told him that our bonding time had already made this trip special and that his spirit and optimism had inspired my revival.


‘You’re bloody right,’ he said, dabbing his eyes with his napkin before tossing it onto the floor. ‘Bugger the Fishing Gods, bugger Port St Johns, bugger the salmon and bugger Elliot!’


Dad said he was proud of me for fighting off my doubts and defeating my one-third life crisis. ‘We’ll celebrate in style!’ he announced, startling the waiter who had snuck in to remove my yoghurt bowl.


Dad’s celebratory plan was for us to spend all night partying and fishing on the boat, never mind that we faced a six-hour drive home in the morning. He dismissed any concerns about driver fatigue. We would share the load, and there was a healthy stash of Lert tablets (three dozen) hidden inside his sunglasses case in the cubbyhole. Further to his increasingly elaborate plan, Dad decided we would fire up his skottelbraai on board so that we could enjoy boerie rolls out on the water while we toasted the tenacity of the Miltons. ‘We will conclude this mission in grand style,’ he declared. He thrust a final spoon of tinned guava into his mouth and wiped his lips on the tablecloth.


The fly-ridden butchery in town proved a revolting spectacle. The hunt for edible boerewors saw us undertake a lengthy drive out of Port St Johns to locate a butchery with less offensive fare. Some distance out of town, at a confluence of unmarked dust roads, we discovered an old trading store that moonlit as a butchery, bakery, bottle store, hardware store, pharmacy, bar and grill, succulents nursery, bait shop and a limited one-armed bandit casino. Dad struck up a rowdy rapport with Raymond, the man in charge, who impressed my father because he was already knocking back double rums and Coke in the mid-morning. Inevitably, the conversation turned to large salmon that frequented the river.


‘The river is full of goliaths after heavy rains,’ Raymond said sagely.


‘Goliaths?’ Dad asked, accepting a rum and Coke, sliding a note across the counter and lighting Raymond’s cigarette, all in one smooth movement.


Raymond nodded. He blew a stream of smoke into the airless store. Gazing out above our heads he told us that salmon officially reach goliath proportions at eighty pounds.


‘And you’re saying—?’


‘Yes. After heavy rains.’


Fishing time! Raymond couldn’t ring up our purchases quick enough for Dad. We screamed back to Port St Johns, the rattling Toyota Venture kicking up a tube of dust behind us. Wedged into the cool-box were a dozen rolls, several kilograms of boerewors, sachets of tomato sauce and mustard and many bottles of brandy, which Dad reckoned he’d snapped up at 1990s prices.


*


By the early afternoon we were chugging upriver towards Second Bridge. The tide was against us and Woodrot struggled against the current.


‘This is the life, hey, Johnny?’ sighed Dad. He gestured to our rods and then to the forested cliffs that towered over the river.


I grinned and nodded. There can’t be many people of my age who still go away with their fathers on fishing trips. I’m not sure what that says about me or Dad, but it certainly says something about us.


‘Viva!’ screamed my father, punching the air, and we both cackled with laughter without really knowing why.


To appropriate the poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti, my father lives his life on the high wire constantly risking absurdity and death. Yet he remains unrestrained, even if his body is beginning to tell him otherwise. Through his actions, Dad has taught me that human happiness is entwined with risk, and that safely shuttered windows in conservative culs-de-sac are nothing but graveyards for the living. Avoid risk and you’re failure’s slave. You may never fail but the fear of it will shorten the stride of every step you take.


Once we had anchored in Windgat’s old spot and cast out our lines, we cracked open beers and sat bare-chested and basking in the afternoon sun. I grinned at my father and gestured to the sky with open palms. ‘Thanks for bringing me back, Dad,’ I said, as a feeling of rapture overcame me. I told my father that I loved him dearly, and that I wouldn’t have reached this realm of clarity without him. ‘I need to dive into life like you do, regardless of the consequences,’ I said, almost smiling at my father’s earnest expression. ‘I’m done with avoiding the world. I’m going to the reunion.’


Sunday, 1st June


Transkei Reflections




1. I arrived an insecure wreck and left a man ready to embrace risk and face his fears. We didn’t land anything of consequence, but this may be the most consequential trip I’ve ever taken.
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