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No, in the 21st century you don’t get tragedy. Only sordid stories of disgraceful behaviour leading to predictable consequences.
No, no tragedy, because tragedy is supposed to elicit pity, not disgust. This is the disgusting story of Matt Dreyer’s short life and it begins with the murder of his father.
*
Houghton, leafy suburb of Jo’burg. On Google Earth the paved driveways leading to mansion roofs set in rectangles of green are evident everywhere. Each garden is big enough to be a public park, and there are blue pools and perimeter walls and gates and guardhouses.
It was March 2007, and the evening was warm and stuffy. It felt like there was a good chance of a late summer thundershower.
“That was Claude,” said Bruce Dreyer, returning to the room. He was referring to his brother, to whom he’d been speaking on the phone. “He’s got to get back to Cape Town in a hurry. Damn it!” He drained his whisky. “Look at the bloody time. I’m going to have to go over and get him to sign some papers before he leaves. I don’t suppose you want to come for the ride?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
Dreyer went to the study to fetch his briefcase and car keys. He was a slightly built man of 52. Although he was balding, his hair still had no grey in it. He had always kept himself fit and was determined not to let himself go to seed like so many of his slobbish peers. His brown eyes were humourless, and from the hard lines of his mouth and the irritable edge to his voice it was clear he was used to getting his own way in life.
Barbara was 34. She had been living with him for a year and a half. Most people called her ‘Barbs’ or ‘Barbie’, and she did indeed have the very long legs of a Barbie doll. She also had big tits, blue eyes and long blond hair. Trudy, Bruce’s estranged wife, referred to her as ‘Bimbo’. “How’s Bimbo?” she’d ask. Or, “Bimbo still around?”
“Actually,” she said, swinging her long legs from the couch and feeling about for her shoes, “I will come with you. It’s too early for bed, and I don’t feel like watching the box on my own. I’ll just go to the loo while you get the car out.”
The car was only a few months old. It was the latest in a long line of grand saloons he had acquired and disposed of over the years. He wasn’t as obsessed with cars as his brother was, but whatever he drove, it had to be of sufficient substance to make the right statement. Large cars confer status, and Bruce Dreyer believed in status. That’s why he would never consent to Claude acquiring a vehicle superior to his own.
He eased the long, gleaming shape out of the garage and backed it up to the entrance porch. Harsh floodlighting had turned the car’s finish from midnight blue to stygian black. The V8 purred almost inaudibly, and while he waited he got the surround sound to play some Norah Jones. Nineteen speakers, the car consultant had told him. Nineteen speakers and ten airbags. And four-zone climate control with air purifier plus pollen and smog filters – it was already cooling down nicely. Although he wasn’t bothered with the technical details, he knew that these features were of paramount importance. These were the features that put a car into a certain class and bestowed high social standing upon its owner. This was one of those possessions that made other men respectful and envious.
Another of Bruce Dreyer’s enviable possessions got in beside him. As she made herself comfortable in the heated, ventilated and electronically configurable seat he let the vehicle slide down the driveway through an avenue of trees and shrubbery.
The uniformed guard at the gate hurried from his sentry box, automatic rifle over left shoulder, two-way radio in right hand.
“All clear?” Dreyer asked, not bothering to greet the man.
“I check with the outside, Sir.”
He spoke into the radio in a mixture of English and Sesotho. The radio crackled and a voice came back loud and clear.
“All is 100 percent, Sir. I open the gate.”
As the gate began to roll back, the window completed its silent ascent, sealing off the driver and passenger from the hostile environment they were about to pass through. They could relax in sumptuous security for the duration of the short journey to Parktown East.
In the dark street they passed the two guards on foot patrol. One of them waved his flashlight in a kind of salute as the car swept by. What a state of affairs, Dreyer thought to himself. What a country. All this security just to be able to drive in and out of your private residence. You had to throw more and more money at it to keep ahead of the problem. And if you didn’t, you’d end up another dumb-fucker statistic.
Yes, the dumb fuckers were the ones who were negligent, or didn’t have the bucks to keep upgrading their security arrangements. They were the ones hijacked at their entrance gates because they didn’t have armed guards in the street as well as on the property. The ones murdered by intruders because they didn’t have a properly monitored CCTV surveillance contract. Or razor wire bolted to the wall as well as electric fencing on top of it.
*
Claude had a plane to catch. He phoned his brother to find out what the hell was keeping him, and got no reply. It was 10:30. Security confirmed that the boss and missus had left at 9:15. He could wait no longer. First he instructed the agency to drive his brother’s route. Then, as was correct, he informed the police. Maybe they’d respond, and maybe they wouldn’t. Panting with exertion, Claude was the last person to board the flight to Cape Town.
A passing motorist spotted Bruce Dreyer not three kilometres from his Houghton home. He was lying in an undignified position in the gutter, like a dog knocked down at the side of the road. The motorist was too afraid to get out. He phoned the emergency 112 and waited, engine idling, hazard lights flashing, headlamps playing on the sprawled shape.
The security firm’s patrol car was first to arrive, ahead of the ambulance and police van. The motorist got out and joined the two men in paramilitary uniform. In the glare of the headlights they stood looking down at the crumpled heap. One of the security men donned surgical gloves and bent over. The victim was undoubtedly dead, for the right side of his face and head was a bloody mess, all smashed in from the impact of several bullets. The man straightened up.
“This is no tramp got knocked down by a hit-and-run. This oke’s got money – check the shoes.” The almost-new black leather shoes shone with the soft lustre their designer had intended them to shine. “No, I think this could be the gent we’ve come looking for. This has got to be another hijack victim.”
*
So, in spite of all his wealth and the precautions he had taken not to become another crime statistic, Bruce Dreyer had been shot to death and dumped at the side of the road – for the sake of his grand saloon. Not that the motive mattered much: people were murdered for their cell phones. What mattered was that the criminals were able to take out such a high profile businessman. It was confirmation that law and order had broken down and that no one in the land was safe.
The press went to town with the story, giving it front-page, headline prominence and extensive coverage for more than a week. In a TV feature the crime was graphically re-enacted, and the talk shows and phone-in programmes were flooded with calls.
This was a loss to the nation. In bullshit obituaries and profiles Dreyer’s career was described in adulatory detail. From the moment he entered his father’s engineering firm he had shown hardheaded entrepreneurial flair. He had expanded the business and won lucrative orders from top mining houses. After the death of his father he and his younger brother had begun to diversify. By his mid-forties he was at the helm of an organisation with interests in mining, engineering, construction and retail. His political shrewdness was legendary, and had greatly assisted in the relentless expansion of his business interests as the country’s economy continued to grow. His dynamism and acumen would be sorely missed. South Africa could not afford to lose men of this calibre. The government must declare war on the criminals.
No mention was made of his less admirable qualities or the fact that many celebratory glasses had been raised to mark the news of his passing.
Although it was agreed that Dreyer had died at the hands of car hijackers – there was no dispute about that – there was a puzzling aspect to the crime. In the absence of broken glass or any other evidence of a violent hold-up, how had the car been brought to a halt, and why had the driver opened his window? After all, this vehicle was fitted with the latest security system. It included an anti-hijack radar device that acted as a double-layer force-field around the car. This would have automatically locked doors and closed windows and set off a siren if anyone had approached too close.
Two days elapsed and neither the car nor the female passenger had been found. A rumour began to circulate that the police were investigating the possibility that the woman might be implicated in the crime. Then on the third day she was found.
*
A man who worked as a gardener was trudging along the verge of the highway leading to his employer’s suburban enclave. The road passed through some open veld and was busy with 7am traffic. He had been feeling uncomfortable for some while, and now the need to defecate was urgent. He looked about and saw a clump of bushes some 20 metres from the road.
Buckling his belt after having relieved himself, he skirted the bush in order to rejoin the highway. It was then that he stumbled upon the naked body of a white woman.
On arriving at work he first had breakfast, prepared by the housekeeper, and only then did he request an interview with his employer. The Madam of the house let out a theatrical scream when he described what he had stumbled upon, and collapsed onto a nearby sofa. She had him relate his simple tale another three times, all the while repeating, “Oh my God, it must be Bruce Dreyer’s wife.”
She phoned the police and they promised to send someone; but they were short of transport. She kept phoning on and off throughout the morning until a battered police car arrived just before midday. The gardener repeated his story yet again, and then drove with them to the stretch of veld where the body lay.
First he led them to where he had performed his toilet, and pointed out the evidence that proved he wasn’t lying. Then he showed them the corpse.
A swarm of blowflies was hard at work. After two and a half days in the hot African sun she had lost her chief attribute, her figure. Distended with gas, she had become a bloated, middle-aged matron. And her lovely pale skin was ruined forever, having turned a blotchy grey and brown and black. It made her blond hair look white. As the primary biodegraders in the decomposition process, the blowflies were taking their job seriously and continued to lay their eggs, by the thousands. The first larvae had already hatched and were greedily consuming Barbara’s nutritious flesh.
One of the policemen went back to the car to radio for the detectives.
The blowflies were concentrated about the orifices. Mouth, ears and eyes, anus and vagina – these were the normal points of entry. Also, after having been repeatedly raped, she had been both stabbed and shot, thus providing additional access points for the industrious insects.
The gardener looked on with ghoulish fascination, and thought some heavy thoughts. Like, ‘Why such violence?’ and ‘Why such abandonment of restraint?’ And ‘Why such total surrender to the devil?’
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Trudy and Bruce had been acquainted since childhood. The fatal attraction for each other had festered for fifteen years before they decided to stand together in the presence of family and friends, an Anglican priest and Almighty God, and solemnly promise to love and cherish one another till death did them part.
As guilty victims in a benighted land neither of them had previously had the courage to talk of love or to contemplate an idealistic future. Instead they had mostly gone their separate ways, trying to fuck as many partners as they could while they were still young and ‘free’. Between them they must have acquired a whole medical textbook of STIs – everything except HIV, which was a miracle.
Then, on entering their thirties, they had come under mounting social pressure to settle down. She was being described, first hand, as an incurable nymphomaniac, and a rumour was doing the rounds that he was more orientated towards men than women.
They had a society wedding, and when they got to the exchanging of vows bit most of the congregation found it hilarious, as did omniscient God, no doubt.
She then gave up work, and along came little Matt.
This was in 1988, a particularly vicious time in the history of South Africa. Apartheid was a stricken beast about to be torn to pieces, and everywhere there was the stench of violence.
*
When Matthew Dreyer started life as a baby he was one of those mewling and puking types: somewhat sickly and runtish. In fact, during one of their frequent, verbally abusive altercations, his father Bruce had suggested to his mother Trudy that the infant was suffering from foetal alcohol syndrome. On account of all that wine and gin and tonic she had insisted on drinking during her pregnancy, little Matt would grow up stunted in stature and intellectually subnormal. It was a foul thing to say to a mother; just a cheap gibe with little to substantiate it. It had the desired effect though, which was to cause nagging guilt, mental anguish and emotional torment.
However, after a year or so the baby began to pick up weight and become more sturdy. The paediatrician assured her that all the child’s functions were normal, and by the time he was five years old it was clear there was nothing wrong with him at all. The spectre of foetal alcohol syndrome was despatched to the contemptible depths from whence it had sprung.
The Great Trek South was under way and they decided to buy a second house in Cape Town. Predictably, they chose the posh suburb of Constantia, home to a motley crew of rich rubbish (new and old), rotten politicians (of all persuasions), and brazen mafiosi (both foreign and local).
Matt was enrolled at the best of schools. It was one of those museum institutions that should have died out as a despicable anachronism once the sun had set on the British Empire. It was based on the English Public School model, and was steeped in all sorts of bizarre and archaic traditions that one would have thought had no place in the 20th century, let alone the 21st. But the wealthy elite who prosper at the expense of the stinking masses seem determined to have their offspring educated in just such old-fashioned bastions of privilege. Certainly the Dreyers did.
On account of business (and other) commitments, Bruce was required to spend most of his time in Jo’burg. It was his younger brother, Uncle Claude, who headed up the Cape Town side of things.
Unlike Daddy, Uncle Claude got on well with Mummy – very well indeed. He often came to stay and the three of them sometimes went for a drive or a walk on the beach together.
Claude was different to Bruce in most respects. He was considerably taller and broader, had a fine head of hair, and wasn’t overly concerned about his growing paunch. He laughed easily, loved a party, and was generally more extrovert. Bruce was intense and astute while Claude was able to disarm and persuade with his oily charm.
*
The other relatives. Now Claude was married to Marion, who had a sister called Pat. When Pat married Ben Apollis in 1991 it was Bruce who spotted the gap and offered the new relation the position of Financial Director. Ben was a very bright accountant who lectured part-time at the UCT Business School. More importantly, his father was Freddy Apollis, who was a veteran of the Struggle and had been on the island with Mandela and co. This meant that Ben had all the right connections. And the fact that his skin colour was an affirmative shade of brown later opened up a whole range of BEE opportunities.
By the way, Marion and Claude were childless. They never bothered to establish who was infertile – maybe they both were. It was a sterile union in other respects too, and one day in 2004 she went to the garden shed and drank down a full 500ml bottle of pesticide. The consequences of this action were pretty horrific and they had to pull the plug on her two weeks later after most of her organs had packed up. It was all rather convenient for Claude.
Ben and Pat Apollis were reasonably happy together. They had twins: a boy and a girl. The boy was named Lawrence and the girl Ophabia. Ophabia was exceptionally pretty and near-as-dammit white, while Larry’s features were arranged in a disagreeable fashion and he had more than a touch of the tar brush in him.
Mummy and Daddy, Uncle Claude and Auntie Marion, Auntie Pat and Uncle Ben, Larry and Ophabia – this was Matt’s inner circle. Then there were the neighbours.
*
On one side was Family Sternkranz. She was a South African of German stock, very gifted, Professor of German Literature at UWC. He was a German national who had come to South Africa as a diplomat and stayed on as head of the BMW dealership in the Western Cape. They had two kids close to Matt’s age, Rose and Gilbert.
On the other side was the Horowitz family. Abe Horowitz was head of Farewell Funeral Services. Golda was a Constantia matron, heavily involved in charity work and fund-raising for the DA. Their only child was David, known to Matt as ‘Horry’. Horry Horowitz.
Up till the end of primary school he used to see quite a lot of these neighbourhood kids. Rose was slender and pretty, with long dark hair that hung in ringlets. She was a bit of a tomboy and liked to play practical jokes and shriek with uncontrolled laughter. She was often in trouble with her teachers and her parents, and there was something wild and reckless about her that alarmed Matt. Gilbert, a year and a half older than his sister, was tall, heavily built and very strong. He never laughed and liked nothing more than to beat up other boys. Horry had freckles and uncombable frizzy orange hair. He had a staggeringly high IQ and the Horowitz’s were advised that their son might one day turn out to be a genius if he applied himself. Which he didn’t.
They played with each other’s expensive toys, swam in each other’s pools, and ran about in each other’s extensive gardens. Sometimes the three boys, Matt, Gilbert and Horry, would climb up into Matt’s tree house and indulge in pubescent behaviour not usually spoken about by the adults. Rose would spy on them with her father’s telescope.
The pattern of life changed when they went into high school. Horry was sent to Herzlia, and Rose and Gilbert went off to the German School. Matt moved up a rung in the Museum Institution and saw less and less of his former playmates.
*
On the rare occasions Bruce paid them a visit, the encounter invariably ended with shouting, screaming and swearing, and Matt would shut himself in his room with the TV turned up loud. So most of the time it was just mother and son occupying the big house. So what if Prudence the housekeeper was there in the day, as well as that lazy devil Simon the gardener? It was supposed to be home but it felt unlived-in and cheerless.
Uncle Claude began to visit more frequently. One afternoon when he was about eleven or twelve, Matt walked quietly down the passage to the big master bedroom. Why was it called the ‘master’ bedroom? The door stood half open and he looked in. They were at it, copulating like dogs, Uncle Claude’s belly resting on the small of his mother’s back.
He withdrew his head and stood listening to the bestial grunting.
“Trudy?” he called out.
There was an abrupt cessation of activity within. (For a year he had been calling her Trudy, because it wasn’t fashionable to call her Mummy, Mommy, Mother, Mum, Mom or Ma.)
“Not right now, Matt.” His mother’s voice sounded very loud and penetrating. “Uncle Claude’s just giving me a hand with something.”
For a time after this incident he laboured under the false impression that to give someone a hand was adult code for having sexual intercourse. Hey, did you know that my uncle comes round twice a week regularly and gives my mother a hand in the master bedroom? While the master’s giving somebody else a hand in Johannesburg?
There was something repugnant about it, this image of them mating like animals. And it was adultery. Thou shalt not commit adultery. Even worse, it was incest.
When he told Horry about it (remember it was in the pre-high school era and they still hung out together), his friend was adamant: this was a heinous crime.
“In the Bible,” he said, “it states quite plainly, in the Book of Leviticus, that this is an unclean act and an abomination in the eyes of the Lord. If they were living in Biblical times your mother and your uncle would both be put to death.”
Matt already doubted his father’s love. Now he began to doubt his mother’s too. And the resentment and dislike he was beginning to feel towards his uncle was set to develop into a deep loathing.
Little surprise then that, when he moved up to high school, he elected to become a boarder. This was in spite of knowing that he would have to undergo all sorts of bruising and demeaning ordeals at the hands of the senior boys.
He didn’t realise it, but what he was looking for was a substitute for his own family. The rigid structure of the boarding school, with its strict hierarchy and sets of rules and regulations would replace the anarchy of his home life. He would willingly acquiesce to the authoritarian structure, enthusiastically participate in the rituals, ceremonies, traditions and customs, and determinedly seek out some real people he could look up to as role models.
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Trudy’s feelings were only slightly injured when Matt said he wanted to be a boarder when he started high school at the end of the holidays. It was perfectly normal for a boy without siblings to want the comradeship of his schoolfellows. Over a G & T or two she thought about it and her maternal instinct was momentarily stirred to life. How could she help to protect him from the dangers that lurked in that pitiless environment? If he were unfortunate enough to be branded a sissy, a wimp, a suction or a traitor, the boys, the masters, the very system itself would conspire to destroy him.
Late one morning she threw a little cocktail party for half a dozen mothers whose sons had survived the first year or more. Drinkies were served out on the patio and there was an abundance of snacks, both sweet and savoury. In a convivial atmosphere the ladies put their heads together and produced some practical ideas and sound advice.
Trudy was mildly shocked at what they told her – clearly circumstances had changed radically since she had been at school – but she quickly resolved to follow their counsel. A training programme for the boy was drawn up there and then.
In the afternoon she went off to make some purchases. There was plenty of booze in the house – that was no problem. But she didn’t smoke anymore and neither did Claude. At Pick ‘n Pay she bought several packets of cigarettes of the stronger kind like Gauloise and Camel.
At the pharmacy she selected a range of condoms and got some KGB, which was good for hangovers. Then she drove to her friend Vicky in Southern Cross Drive. Vicky’s husband was a senior advocate who dealt in sex accessories. It was a lucrative sideline, unrelated to his profession. She came away with two dildos (one realistic, the other outlandish with batteries stored in the fake testicles), a vibrator, and a blow-up Britney.
At dinner that evening, with her at one end of the big table and he at the other, she told him what she had in store for him over the next few weeks.
“You see, darling,” she said, “it’s most important not to appear weak in any way.”
“Like how?” Matt wanted to know.
“Well, for example, they’ll offer you a cigarette and closely watch your response. If you refuse, or start coughing and spluttering, or don’t know how to inhale, you’ll be an object of ridicule. I’m afraid they’ll see it as a chink in your armour, my dear. Then they’ll look for other ways to test you and before you know it you’ll be a laughing stock and fair game for the bullies.”
Matt had stopped eating and was looking anxious.
“But don’t you worry, my darling,” she went on. “We’re going to give you lots of training over the next month. And it’s not that complicated, really. You’ve just got to be able to smoke, hold your liquor, and do drugs. Also you must know about sex.”
So, at the age of 13 he was given a crash course designed to equip him for the first stage of his steep journey through adolescence to manhood.
He learnt how to talk with a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, the smoke drifting into his screwed-up, smarting eyes. He inhaled deeply and held his breath despite the searing pain in his throat and the fire in his lungs. And gradually he became accustomed to the beneficial side-effects of the nicotine.
Soon after eleven every morning he would open his first beer. Most nights he went to bed drunk and woke feeling terrible. In the first two weeks he did a lot of vomiting. Beer, wine, whisky, brandy, gin, vodka, rum – anything and everything. She showed him how to down Tequilas. He developed tolerance and judgement, and by the end of the third week his hangover was little more than a headache.
They shared a joint together and sat on the couch dreamily listening to Michael Learns To Rock. She got him to pop some ecstasy pills and urged him to dance on the spot while she played very loud rave music. But he soon lay down in a corner, groaning and clutching his stomach. They experimented with tik, and that was more successful, even fun, sniffing the fumes with a straw dipped into a doctored light bulb that they were heating over a candle. Finally, just before the holidays ended, she let him try a snort of her precious supply of coke. He declared the effect to be superior to any of the other substances.
Right, so the smoke, booze and drugs side of things was dealt with over the four-week period and went rather well. On the other hand his sex education comprised only one lesson of about two hours duration. She found it strangely exciting while Matt suffered agonising, and almost nauseating, embarrassment.
With great emphasis she stressed the importance of using a condom. The girls he was likely to socialise with at parties were notoriously sluttish (this was rich, coming from her), and he was at risk of picking up syphilis, gonorrhoea, herpes, you name it. Even HIV! If ever he were tempted or pressurised into having sex with one of them, then he must, must, must protect himself.
She got him to hold the dildo, the realistic one, not the outlandish one, and showed him how to open the packaging and recognise inside from out.
“Try to put it on outside-in, and it’s a total disaster,” she warned him.
With consummate expertise she placed it atop the artificial organ and, while he tried to hold it steady, she rolled the latex down, one, two, three – as easy as that!
“There we are, darling. Now it’s your turn.”
She took the dildo, unsheathed it, and held it up for him to try.
“Matt,” she exclaimed, “you’re so red in the face! And look at your hands. You’re trembling like a leaf. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” Damn the pervy little monster. She raised her voice in anger: “I’m your mother, for Christ’s sake!”
It was a pathetic first attempt and he could only roll it halfway down the shaft.
“Oh, for God’s sake!” she said, flinging the fake phallus on the floor. “Try again just now, alright? And later, when you’ve calmed down, you can go to the bathroom and… You know what I mean? Now take a ten minute break and make yourself a brandy and coke.”
She poured herself another glass of Chardonnay and unpacked the cardboard box. Sipping her wine she read the instructions.
“Okay, Matt,” she called. “Come and help me here.”
He was on the patio, morosely staring out at the garden, cigarette in one hand, drink in the other.
They inflated the doll and marvelled at how realistic she was. Then Trudy began her lecture, explaining with the aid of the vibrator and the dildo (the outlandish one) how girls excite themselves and how they like to be aroused and what it meant to have an orgasm. Then, by pulling, lifting, contorting and manoeuvring the acquiescent victim she went about demonstrating the act of intercourse in conventional positions as well as more imaginative ones.
Matt observed his mother in silence, his face grey, his eyes filled with terror. When the performance was over and she had given him his ‘homework’, he went to his room and lay face down on the bed until dinnertime.
*
Uncle Claude was also able to help, for he and his brother had attended Matt’s school some decades earlier. The authoritarian structure that nurtured a culture of sadistic violence and intimidation, and enforced a strict pecking order hadn’t changed in a hundred years.
Claude said he would need to be ready for verbal abuse on a big scale. To toughen the boy up he would subject him to some unpleasant tongue-lashing. Just so he’d be ready for the type of thing coming his way.
“What did you say to me, you little cunt?” Uncle Claude’s nose was an inch from Matt’s. “What the fuck did you say to me, you fucking little shit?” And he gave him a sudden shove in the chest. The boy staggered back, his heel caught on the rug and he sat down heavily.
“Oh, for God’s sake, Matt!” his mother shrieked. “You’ve got to learn to keep your balance, or they’ll rip you to pieces.”
Matt soon learned to be on his guard whenever Uncle Claude was around. Extreme subservience and quick obedience and never answer back or try to be facetious. And stay well out of reach if he didn’t want an unexpected shove or thump.
It was also Claude’s idea that he walk about the house dressed only in his underpants. Even at mealtimes he should be in his underpants. At boarding school there’s no such thing as privacy for a new boy. There’s no room for modesty, shyness or diffidence. He must prepare himself for the communal showers and all sorts of other indignities.
So Matt had to get used to walking about half naked and carrying it off with a swagger to show that it meant nothing to him.
When the holidays ended and it was time to go to school he looked a wreck. He had a dry cough, his breath stank and he had developed a facial tic in the form of a spasmodic grimace and twitching of the left eyelid. There was a shiftiness to his eyes and the expression in them was akin to what one would expect to see in the eyes of a 28s gangmember: crafty, vicious and fearful.
Trudy commented on it but Claude assured her that in a year or two the lad would be able to look at you with steady confidence, smiling broadly, jaw thrust forward, shoulders back. Even if inside there was an apprentice criminal, a budding sexual pervert, a nascent murderer, or just a quivering jelly – you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.
“That’s what the school’s good at, Trudes,” he said, splashing Scotch onto the rocks until they floated and became icebergs. “They’ll convert him into a gentleman with all the social skills to make his way in life.”
*
The day arrived, school began, and Matt Dreyer walked through the gates of hell with dread in his heart.
Yes, it was bad, it was tough. But not that bad. By the end of the first term the worst was over. He’d survived; he’d be alright. With some bitterness he realised that he had been able to withstand the onslaught and win through only because of the coaching he’d received. Grudgingly he admitted his indebtedness to his mother and his uncle. But he never forgave them.
He scored a little above average in academic ability and achievement. English and History were his favourite subjects, he was indifferent towards Economics and Accounting, and he struggled with Maths and Science. All in all, he was an unenthusiastic but competent student.
On the other hand, he was passionate about sport, especially rugby. ‘A healthy mind in a healthy body’ was a motto, or mantra, he heard every day of his school career, and it was used to justify the emphasis placed on physically competitive games. The adulation and glory bestowed on those with sporting prowess quickly seduced him. He wasn’t a ‘natural’, but when he discovered he was good enough to make the B team, and sometimes the A when they were beset with injuries, his eyes were opened to a new self-image – he could be an individual of some value.
*
The first four years of high school were relatively happy ones. He bonded with his mates and even entertained sentimental illusions that involved things like friendship, loyalty, honesty, purpose, meaning and fulfilment.
He learnt about physical courage and the joy of battle. He trained hard and became a feared tackler. Tackle to kill, he was exhorted. In Grade 9 the coach said he was on the light side and needed to bulk up. They put him on a course of steroids (don’t talk about it) and gave him a bucket of high-protein food supplement. Three to four times a week he did an hour and a half of weight training, and on alternate days he ate a double breakfast. The transformation was astonishing.
After 3 months he’d put on 8 kilos of muscle and after a year he was barely recognisable. Now he was one of the iron men and the respect and admiration, not to mention fear, that he saw in the eyes of the other guys gave him a sense of omnipotence and calm euphoria.
He liked nothing more than to stand naked before a full-length mirror and admire his muscles as he slowly masturbated. When he ejaculated against the glass it seemed so comical he would laugh with genuine affection and feel deeply satisfied.
Not that it was all plain sailing. In Grade 8 he broke his nose. In Grade 9, a broken collarbone and two ribs. Grade 10, a broken arm and then his neck in a brace for 6 weeks. In Grade 11 the season was brought to an abrupt end with a knee op. And not to mention any amount of concussion, cuts and contusions.
He was a battle-scarred hero, man amongst men, walking tall, shoulder to shoulder with the other warriors in the macho brigade.
Then, towards the end of Grade 11, 2005, a seed of doubt was sown in his mind and began to grow with alarming vigour, as if it too was on steroids and double breakfasts.
4
The main honcho from the Sports Science Academy was coming to give them bereavement counselling. Bereavement counselling? You may well raise your eyebrows and ask what the fuck’s bereavement got to do with rugby. Matt did.
All was made clear when the learned doctor addressed the boys assembled in the hall. Because it was so important to win, be it in sport or any other endeavour, it was understandable that a great deal of energy and passionate devotion was invested in achieving the ultimate prize. It was also recognized that if, after making a supreme effort, one was to suffer the ignominy of losing, the effect could be devastating. The psychological and emotional trauma inflicted by defeat was equivalent to the suffering associated with bereavement. This was the logic.
To help the boys cope with failure on the field the sports psychologist would lead them through a process of healing similar to that which took place after the death of a close family member. If they worked through the stages of denial and isolation, anger, depression, and then acceptance, their recovery would be quicker, and mental scarring would be minimized. They’d be able to hope again.
At the time, Matt felt faintly puzzled but didn’t think about it much. He didn’t think about much at all. It wasn’t an environment that encouraged introspection. In fact it actively discouraged critical analysis and other forms of independent thought. But after a week or so the vague sense of bafflement revisited him and he began to wonder about it.
He took rugby seriously and loved winning and hated losing, yet the disappointment of defeat rarely remained with him for more than a few hours. And the other guys? They all got pissed after the game, anyway, whatever the outcome. Where did this arsehole come with ‘bereavement’?
Bereavement, as he understood it, was in a totally different league. If your mother or father died suddenly you’d be bereaved. You’d experience shock and grief and intense sadness. He didn’t feel anything like that after his team had lost an important game. Anger, disappointment and humiliation, yes. But not grief and bereavement. Christ, did anybody really believe this crap? The coach seemed to, and none of the other boys made any comment. Were they all brain dead? This was a form of indoctrination; brainwashing to make you try harder, take the sport even more seriously. This had to be an Australian idea. Not even the Americans would sink to such delusional depths.
Then he began to think about genuine bereavement and it occurred to him that he was probably incapable of it. He hardly ever saw his father and when he did, there was never any display of affection. There was no emotional bond between them, so there’d be no sense of loss if Bruce was to kick the bucket. And Trudy?
His feelings for his mother were more complex. He knew she was a typical rich bitch, through and through – loud, domineering, incredibly rude to domestic staff and shop assistants, dishonest in word and deed, foul-mouthed, lazy, quick to complain, callous, sexually promiscuous, badly educated, opinionated, bigoted, pompous, pretentious and, above all, supercilious. In short: a real Constantia matron.
And yet she was his mother, and he was her only child. Did she love him in her own degenerate way? Was she capable of it? And did he not love her regardless of her many flaws? Wasn’t he obliged to love her? The way the little prince was required to love his flower, not in spite of her weakness but because of it?
He pondered on this for a while and then snorted in disgust. He didn’t believe in sentimental fairy tales. His mother was a self-centred cow and if she died tomorrow he’d feel some bitter anguish and confused regret but no serious grief. Nothing a two-week holiday with a few of his mates wouldn’t sort out. Somewhere like Croatia or the Seychelles would do.
Accepting that he was unloved and loved no one, it followed that he must be a withered freak living in an emotional desert. He began to critically examine his other relationships – with relatives, friends, schoolmates, teachers – and found them all to be hollow. And suddenly he could see through the insincerity, the hypocrisy and the humbug that masked his world. Behind the mask lay a fetid-smelling emptiness.
He lost the fierce concentration that inter-school rugby demanded and promptly stuffed up his knee good and proper. Surgery, two weeks in hospital, five weeks on crutches – that marked the end of rugby for Matt Dreyer.
*
He stood naked in front of the full-length mirror and looked at what had become of his body. The extravagantly sculpted pectoral muscles had lost their tone and now sagged like flabby breasts. The square shoulders were rounded, his arms dangled heavily, their rippling contours flattened and blurred. No trace remained of his famous six-pack, and where there’d been a flat expanse of iron belly a misshapen tyre of fat had been deposited. Below it, his thing hung limp and despondent, contemplating the carpet in one-eyed apathy.
He was finished with sport. This consuming obsession with games, especially rugby, and the fanatical pursuit of victory were just too absurd. All that energy, for what? The backslapping bravado, the belligerent heroics now struck him as puerile and entirely ludicrous. As did all the other mindless rituals that went to make up the school’s proud tradition.
He felt revulsion for the image before him. He also felt ashamed of the person he had been, the willing participant in this authoritarian system. A model of conformity, he had accepted the necessity for cruel discipline and sadistic punishment. How often had he stood here before the mirror, cock in hand, and dreamed of the time when he would wield power as a senior? He’d have his revenge, not on the system but on the ranks below him.
His favourite fantasy had involved an imagined fag, snivelling with fear and humiliation. He’d shout abuse at him, slap him, shove him about like Uncle Claude had done. He’d make him perform demeaning tasks and tricks and then, finally, he’d have him strip off and he’d sodomize the succulent little swine with his steel-reinforced, seven-inch erection. (Strange how erections haven’t gone metric.)
What a joke! Now that he was nearing the end of Grade 11 and about to inherit the power he had craved, he no longer had the stomach for it, figuratively speaking. It was all just a stupid farce and he wanted no further part in it.
*
The end-of-year exams drew dangerously close. If he didn’t make a move he’d fail and have to repeat the year. The prospect of extending his stay in purgatory galvanised him into action. With the aid of a crate of Red Bull and handfuls of Lert he crammed late into the night, night after night.
The final examination was behind him and he was satisfied with his performance. The period of intensive study had paid off and he was confident he was through. But instead of joining his classmates in noisy, drunken celebration, and then collapsing into bed for sixteen unbroken hours of delicious sleep, he began to pace.
There was something inside him that was being stretched and tightened, stretched and tightened. The moment he lay down the ratchet began to turn and he could almost hear the clicks. He had to keep moving.
Only at 5 in the morning did he finally lie down and sleep fitfully for two hours. When Trudy arrived to fetch him she was shocked at his appearance.
“Darling!” she shouted. “You look like a bloody ghost! What’s the matter with you, my poor little lambkin?”
The matter with him was this: he was having a nervous breakdown. At home she gave him two Stilnox, and two Zopimed for good measure and packed him off to bed. That evening she looked in on him and he was still asleep.
By 9 the next morning she decided he’d had more than enough sleep and it was time to get up. She put her head round the door and called his name. No response. Irritated, she strode into the room and yanked open the curtains. He was lying on his side staring at the wall.
Dr Sarah Bellum, another of Trudy’s friends, said it was too soon to make a definitive diagnosis but she prescribed anti-depressants, a mood stabiliser, and something for anxiety. It might take a couple of weeks before the drugs began to take effect, though.
“Oh my God, no!” Trudy cupped her face in both hands, her eyes large with horror. “Sarah, I just can’t can’t can’t bear the thought of having him staring into space like a zombie for two weeks. I just couldn’t stand it.”
So it was decided to take him down the road to the clinic, attach some electrodes to his skull and treat him to a series of shocks. It was called ECT, which stood for electro convulsive therapy. As it turned out, these electrical convulsions proved most therapeutic and, when he came home after a week, a glimmer of light could be discerned in the dark depths of his eyes.
He made a rapid recovery. Dr Bellum said this was on account of the ECT and the drugs she’d prescribed. She would say that, wouldn’t she? Still reluctant to put a name to his problem, she warned that his condition would need close monitoring. At R750 an hour. Not bad, hey? No wonder all psychiatrists take an oath of allegiance to the profession, swearing never to permit a patient to escape the lucrative medication trap. They have a cynical little motto that goes like this: ‘Once a nut, always a nut.’
*
He recuperated through the school holidays and in that time he had some visitors. Very few of them were his school friends – most of them were away on exotic vacations to trendy destinations; and anyway, they wouldn’t have wanted to waste their time in the company of such a loser. He couldn’t even play rugby anymore.
Rose and Gilbert called in. He was sitting in the lounge with the TV on but not watching it – it was all a lot of shit and he had given up hope of finding something worth staying with. The endless zapping exhausted him.
“Hi, Matt. Remember us?” Rose said, leading the way into the room.
He hadn’t seen her for nearly a year and she had changed. She’d always been pretty, but now she really was something to look at. Now that her body was mature. Her laugh was the same – just short of hysterical – and she smoked and swore a lot. She was also going into Matric: what a fucking bore!
Gilbert was bigger than ever and Matt thought he looked like a bouncer, with his barrel chest, cropped hair and grim expression. He’d been out of school a year now, and was starting his own Internet company, something to do with camera phones.
They didn’t stay long.
By contrast, Horry Horowitz was there for over two hours. He’d grown tall and scrawny, and his frizzy orange hair looked more wildly outrageous than Matt remembered it.
“Hey, man,” he said, throwing himself into an easy chair and stretching out his legs. He examined the patient’s appearance with intense curiosity. “So the mother-fucking system got you, did it?” He was a Kevin Smith fan and at times assumed a phoney American accent and the conversational style of Jay (Silent Bob’s partner). “Fucked you in the head, did they? Now your brain knows what the concubine’s cunt felt like after the Benjamite mob had finished with her.” This biblical reference (Judges Ch 19) alluded to the nauseatingly atrocious behaviour of some of God’s chosen people living in the city of Gibeah. It was lost on Matt but he kind of got the drift.
“Jesus fucking Christ!” Horry went on. “The psychological terrorism us post-postmoderns are being subjected to! Fascist indoctrination accompanied by electrocution and toxic chemicals to further numb the mind. This is war, man!”
One Sunday the Apollis family came to a lunchtime braai. Well, actually, not the whole family. Auntie Pat wasn’t feeling well, ostensibly because her new medication didn’t agree with her. Anti-depressants are funny things: for some people it’s dead easy, for others it’s a never-ending battle to find some sort of equilibrium. This was her excuse for not joining them, but the real explanation was that she still bore Claude a grudge, for some strange reason. After all, it was more than a year since her sister Marion had swallowed the pesticide. Surely in today’s world you don’t need more than twelve months to get over anything?
It was a nice day and they were out on the patio overlooking the pool. While Claude did the Kebabs and sausage on the gas, Ben kept him company, beer in hand, and they talked business. That’s about all they ever talked: business, cars and sport.
Trudy bustled between the kitchen and the patio, for it was Prudence’s day off. She also replenished snacks and drinks, especially her own. And as usual her phone was forever ringing.
The youngsters sat in the sun at the poolside. Larry had grown tall and his features had rearranged themselves into an almost flawless symmetry. His dress sense, his choice of jewellery, indicated a case of chronic narcissism. Was he gay? Was he metro? What the fuck, he was a moron. He had plugged his head into his MP3 player and every now and then the rhythm would cause him to raise his hands and wave them in the air. And now for Ophabia.
Fuuuuck: Christ, man! And he thought Rose had turned into a beaut? Obviously the onset of puberty had been early, because at 15 she was fully developed. From her builder’s boots her lovely legs rose a long way and ended under the shortest of black leather skirts. She wore a loose white T-shirt. Printed in discrete grey lettering on the back was the slogan I LOVE DONKEYS. On the chest (Oh what a chest! What a pair of pomegranates!) was a donkey’s head. He sported sunglasses and a toothy grin. When she sat down and opened her legs he could see she was wearing the yellow Beetle panties Trudy had given her for Christmas. He even caught a glimpse of the VW emblem. For the first time in months he felt himself stirring and he had to sit forward on the edge of his lounger.
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