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For my father: I hope you have found peace.
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“Jailhouse Rock”
I am four years old and fast asleep. I am having a nightmare; something horrible is chasing me. I am running in slow motion. Unable to move forward, the creature is closing in. There is a crash and I wake up. My bedroom light is on. My father is lying on the floor, large thick globs of blood smeared across his chest and the handle of a knife protruding. I open my mouth and scream.
My mother comes running into the room. My father sits up and laughs.
‘It’s just tomato sauce,’ he says.
‘Are you crazy?’ my mother screams. ‘How can you do that to your child!’
‘It was just a joke, Emma.’ My father totters unsteadily out of the room, falling over on his way to the door but catching himself before hitting the ground.
‘Just a fuckin’ joke.’
'Did you hear your child screaming, Daniel? That's not funny.'
'Listen, you CUNT, these are my fucking children and I can joke if I want.'
I hear a crash as glass breaks against the kitchen floor.
'You want some real blood? How'd you like that? Is that what the WHORE wants?'
I hear a cupboard door open and close, the sound of a broom being pushed across the kitchen floor. I hear my father stumble into the living room. A few moments of silence follow. Then the house erupts …
You aint nothin' but a hound dog
Crying all the time
You aint nothin' but a hound dog
Crying all the time
Well you aint never caught a rabbit
And you aint no friend of mine
'Come dance, Darl.'
'GO TO HELL!' my mother screams.
There is another crash as he falls into furniture. I can hear his footsteps echoing down the passage in the seconds before my door swings open.
'Come on, kids! Out of bed - time to dance with the king!
I can see blood seeping from a cut on his hand. He pulls open April's door.
'Come, Fatty, get some exercise, the king is on!’
Number forty-seven said to number three:
You’re the cutest jailbird I ever did see.
I sure would be delighted with your company,
Come on and do the jailhouse rock with me.
Let’s rock, everybody, let’s rock.
'April, pull my finger!' he says, proffering his version of the olive branch. She obligingly pulls his finger. Over the music we hear a tiny fart.
'Ah, didn't have much to offer there … sorry, girls.'
His mood quickly changes.
'Okay, fuck off, go back to bed.' He sits down on the couch, his black eyes staring moodily at the blank TV screen. His dark hair needs a cut; it's falling down over his collar. He has thick sideburns curving down to his chin, just like Elvis.
A blue cloud of smoke hangs over the room. He lights a cigarette. We are unsure what to do. He is unpredictable. Tense and insecure, uncertain what is expected of us, we stand and wait. The three ashtrays dotted around the living room are overflowing. There is a dank, stale smell emanating from him, the smell of liquor and cigarettes and sweat.
'I said FUCK off! Go to bed, NOW!'
As I climb back into bed I hear him opening the kitchen door and stepping outside.
'Yoko, you stupid mutt.'
Yoko is our Alsatian, named in honour of Yoko Ono.
I hear her yelp in pain. Once, twice, three times. He is kicking her again.
'Daniel! Leave Yoko!!!' my mother shouts.
I lie awake in bed; holding my body stiff and concentrating with all my might; maybe if I stay awake and focus really hard, everything will be okay. I can still hear Elvis blaring over the speakers in the living room. Thankfully, that is all there is to hear. Against my will I drift off to sleep.
My nightmares increase.
I was born under the sign of Scorpio in 1976. I was a planned and welcomed child after the initial disappointment that I was not a boy. My sister April had been born three years earlier and, had I been a boy, the dream family would have been achieved.
My parents had met at a party in the Transkei in the late sixties. Since my dad looked a bit like Elvis my mother was smitten. At their wedding party he got embarrassingly drunk and left to go out on the town with his friends. On their honeymoon he spent all day in the hotel bar.
The first four years of my life were lived in relative prosperity; my father was doing very well at a paint company. He drank heavily on weekends and became aggressive and unpredictable; but during the week we were almost a normal family. Things went wrong when he quit his job and bought a restaurant. To finance it, he sold our only asset: our house. However, all he was really buying was goodwill and equipment. The premises themselves were rented.
My mother fell pregnant and yet again they hoped for a boy. Along came twin girls: Lacie and Lindie. We moved into a rented house across the road from the restaurant. It was small, damp and chilly, with threadbare carpets and no cupboards. My parents immediately began working very long hours, especially my mother, who was trying to juggle the demands of a new business with raising four children and running a home.
One night there was a knock at the door. My mother went to open it. Standing there with blonde, green-eyed Lacie on one hip and dark-eyed, dark-haired Lindie on the other was a very angry man.
'Are you the mother of these children?'
'Yes! Where did you find them?'
'Running in the middle of the bloody street! Have you seen how busy that intersection is? They could have been killed! Gave me the fright of my bloody life!'
The man set the twins on the ground and stomped off.
'Thank you for bringing them back,' my mother called after him. He didn't turn around.
My mother patted the twins on their heads, sat down on the couch and started to cry. It seemed once she started she couldn't stop. Her breath hitched and gasped, she couldn't seem to get enough air to sustain the violence of her crying.
'Mommy! What's the matter Mommy!' April said.
She didn't reply. She didn't seem to see us at all. April went into the kitchen and came back with some tea. She tried to put it into my mother's hands but she wouldn't take it. April put it down next to her and it sat there growing cold. Five hours later, when my father came back from the restaurant, he found my mother in the same position, the four of us huddled around her as she cried and cried.
'What's the matter with your mother?'
'I don't know, this man brought Lindie and Lacie back and then she just started crying and she won't stop, won't even drink her tea,' April said.
'Emma! Emma! Come on, Darl, what are you doing?' My father seemed as nonplussed as we were. 'Now what the fuck must I do?' he said, almost to himself. 'Okay, go to bed, kids. Off you go. Just leave your mother alone.'
The next day we left for Cape Town to stay with my uncle. My mother barely got out of bed for six weeks. When we returned it began again. April was only seven but she was often left in charge of the rest of us. When she had time to herself she found amusement in building fires. She usually built them outside, but sometimes in the dustbin in the bedroom. The house was chaotic. The twins were alternately screaming and running rampant.
My father invited all his friends for lavish dinners at the restaurant and magnanimously refused payment. His drinking had increased dramatically; running his own business meant he could drink on the job. The crunch came when the landlord issued his eviction notice. My parents' had failed to notify him of their wish to renew the lease within the requisite thirty days, giving him the option of evicting them. That was the end of the business. The remainder of the money from the sale of the house was long gone and we were left with nothing. My mother found a secretarial job, my dad a sales position and we moved to another house to be close to my grandmother so she could look after us. The crushing disappointment of his failed business venture knocked my father's drinking up another few gears.
I started school. I had developed a stutter and found it difficult to make friends. I spent a lot of time in a dream world and developed some obsessive-compulsive twitches. One of these was drawing in the air. I walked around with a dazed look on my face and my finger poised dreamily in the air. April was embarrassed and slapped my hand down.
‘People are going to think you’re retarded, you freak!’ she said.
People are going to think you’re retarded, you freak I wrote in the air.
I watched shows like “Knight Rider” and the “A-Team” and imagined myself as the heroine. Whenever I could memorise a cool line from the show I would try to repeat it at school the next day if I got involved in a game of catchers and someone caught me. I thought maybe they would think I was cool and want to be friends with me. As much as I practiced, I could never get it out right, the stutter always ruined it.
I didn't have a best friend, or anyone who was just my friend. When everyone chose a partner I would always be the one left out. I retreated into my dream world, playing out different fantasies while drawing in the air.
Money was tight; my mother didn’t earn much and my father was on commission only. He drank and missed work, so earned just enough to buy more booze. The repossession of our cars – followed by our furniture - began. I noticed the lack of money, but didn’t feel it was a big deal. I thought it was probably the same with every family. In school one day someone said her mother hadn’t given her lunch money because she was broke.
Everyone giggled, so I said, ‘My mom didn’t have a cent in her purse this morning.’
There was an awkward silence and no one said anything; they glanced at me and looked away. I felt my heart sink into my stomach as I realised this wasn't funny because it was true. I didn’t know how they knew, but they did.
The Baptist Church taught my mother about corporal punishment. Sparing the rod meant spoiling the child. Hidings always followed the same pattern. She hit me and I screamed. She kept hitting until I stopped screaming. She always won but I could hold out for quite a long time. I longed to run away. Sometimes I ran out into the night, determined to keep running, but reality always stopped me before I got very far. Where was I running? There was no home for me but this one.
Just before I turned eight my mother asked me what I wanted for my birthday. I asked for a pack of twelve pencil crayons. Everyone had them. I had always done without but I wanted to do well at school. On my birthday I woke up to find her sitting on the end of the bed. She had a little wrapped present in her hand.
'Happy Birthday, my darling child!'
'Thanks mom.'
'There's some tea and treats for you.'
I turned to the bedside table and saw to my delight that my mother had prepared a little tray. There was tea, biscuits, a bar of chocolate and a slice of cake! This was the breakfast of dreams!
'Here is your present,' she said, handing me the little package.
I ripped off the wrapping and found exactly what I had wanted; twelve pencil crayons.
'You are such a blessing of a child. Is this really all you wanted?’
'Yes! Thanks mom!'
I didn't understand why her eyes looked so big and sad.
'How can you be pregnant again? You're supposed to have that diaphragm thing!' my dad shouted angrily late one night.
'I do, but obviously it didn't work. It must be God's will.'
'God's will my ass! This place is already overrun with fucking children! You still want more?’
When she gave birth to a son my father was suddenly thrilled. Jaime was an accident prone little boy, with a lot of anger packed into his tiny body. He was gorgeous. Golden curls and chubby cheeks, big brown eyes and sturdy little teeth - the better to bite people with if they came too close.
My mother sank into post-natal depression and refused to go back to work. My grandmother helped with her pension and we survived. We often came home from school to find my mother still in bed, reading her bible and crying. The house was a disaster zone. Our clothes didn't get washed and Jaime was covered in bruises from falling down stairs. She woke up at six to get us off to school but we left without breakfast, as she stood in the kitchen, looking ready to kill herself. She looked terrible: her straight dark hair had gone prematurely gray and she hacked it off into a short unflattering style and stopped dyeing it. The expression in her blue eyes was one of defeat and hopelessness.
My grandmother had severe arthritis and undertook gold treatment in desperation. There was a fifty-fifty chance of success. If it didn’t work it could be fatal. It caused gangrene in her leg. As she lay in her hospital bed, her leg gradually blackening, the pain became excruciating. When she died from the infection I was devastated. I burst into such loud sobs at her funeral that my mother pleaded with me to keep it down. I felt overwhelmed with grief.
Shortly afterwards my mother came to my school during break time to speak to one of April’s teachers. She found me sitting next to the field all alone.
‘Where are all your friends?’ she said.
‘I don’t have any friends,’ I said.
'Why not?' she asked in surprise.
'I don't know.'
There was a girl I admired named Ashley. She was the teacher's favourite and always beautifully turned out with lovely hair and neat clothes; everything I wanted to be. She had short blonde hair, with beautiful feathered bangs that she flicked out of her eyes with a toss of her head.
I convinced my mother to cut my hair so I could look just like her. I had thick, curly, rebellious dark hair. A short hairstyle was not the best idea since I had never heard of gel. I rode my bicycle to school the next morning and when I arrived everyone laughed at me.
'Er…. was it a little…windy coming to school?' my teacher said and laughed.
The class couldn't wait to join in with her. I looked nothing like Ashley and my looks, such as they were, were ruined.
For my tenth birthday, a girl in our class gave me a pet rabbit. The cage door was faulty, and we had a cat - bye-bye, baby. I mistakenly admitted to this. What followed was two weeks of torture. The girl who gave me the rabbit got everyone onto her side. They hit me with their rulers and threw erasers and pens at me, calling me the evil rabbit killer.
After about two weeks I broke down - weeping and weeping on my desk, hiding my head in my folded arms as my body shook and heaved. After that the satisfied mob moved on.
“What You Gonna Tell Your Mother?”
When I was ten we moved into the city.
My mother found a part-time job as a receptionist at a holiday resort. The money was tiny but working seemed to help her state of mind. Her male boss paid her some complimentary attention and she started taking care of her appearance and was bright and chirpy on her way to work.
At a new school and desperate for friends I met Jade, a plump blonde with a malicious streak the size of the Nile. It was 1986 and Madonna’s album “True Blue” was big news. We put blue lipstick on and tied our hair in high ponytails and danced around the room singing “Papa Don’t Preach”. We stole cigarettes out of her mother’s handbag and watched ourselves in the mirror as we smoked. We felt incredibly sophisticated.
I had developed breasts already and there was a range of exciting emotions flooding through me. Far from being horrified at my breasts like some girls, I was delighted. They were getting me some attention. I thrust them out and loved my new bra. One night alone in my bedroom I opened the curtains and danced naked feeling a strange excitement that someone could be admiring me.
My father suddenly seemed to take an interest in me. We had no relationship and he ignored us unless he was drunk and wanted to swear at us. Most of the time he didn’t seem to see us at all. Now I noticed him looking at me. I was happy. I had this little nightie I had been wearing for years, worn out and far too small. It was see-through and barely covered my bum. When I wore this he seemed to be admiring me, so I strutted around feeling fabulous - look how my dad notices me.
One night I woke up with him sitting at the edge of my bed. He was drunk; the smell of spirits was powerful. He started to tell me how unhappy he was; no one understood him. I felt so privileged. He was speaking to me like an adult. He stroked my arm as he spoke. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach and a fearful foreboding but it was mixed with excitement - he was treating me like I was really mature. Bit by bit the circles of his hand moved inward until he was stroking my breast. My breath stopped, my heart stopped. I knew this was wrong. I didn’t know why he was doing it. I lay there, paralysed, until he lifted up my nightie and reached under it.
‘No, stop!’ I shouted.
He clamped a hand over my mouth.
He sat there a while. The seconds dragged. My body was tensed and ready for flight.
'Now listen, you don't tell your mother about this, you hear?'
'I won't.'
'If you tell your mother, then there's going to be all kinds of trouble, so you better not tell anyone else either, okay?'
'Okay.'
I felt numb.
After he left my brain seemed to shut down and I don’t remember any more. The moment I opened my eyes in the morning, I began sobbing hysterically and ran to April’s bedroom, throwing myself into her arms. I managed to gasp out through my sobs:
‘Dad….fiddled….with…. me…you… can’t…. tell… mom… please promise.’
April promised not to tell. When I calmed down I downplayed it; I was terrified she would tell my mom and then she would get a divorce and I would be to blame. I was also horrified at the thought of anyone else knowing. When April got to school she told her English teacher. He said she must tell my mother. My mother confronted my father, who denied it.
She came to me a few days later and said, ‘I just want you to know that I know what happened, and you don’t need to worry about it anymore because it will never happen again.’
'Okay,' I said, not looking up. I heard the door close as she left the room. Was that all she was going to say about it? Was she angry with me? Was she angry with him?
I was relieved that it had blown over so quickly and clearly there wouldn’t be a divorce, but I had strong feelings that I couldn’t discuss since the matter was now over and done with. I felt ashamed and dirty; I thought I had seduced my own father by parading in front of him. Of course I had enjoyed the attention from a father who was so distant from me, but I believed I had brought this on my own head. The sense of shame and filth upon me was overwhelming.
Everything went back to how it was, my father acting the same, except now, when he was drunk, he would call me a slut and a whore or a ‘titillating little bitch,’ reinforcing my feeling that I was to blame.
I made the fatal error of confiding it to Jade. I couldn’t talk about it at home and I wanted to tell someone. She immediately used it as a weapon. I had woefully misjudged her, though I had recognised her tendencies to be cruel. She played nasty pranks on her old and frail grandfather, stealing his money and moving his things around until he cried with frustration. It made her laugh.
At eleven I had started to grow into my looks. I was tall and thin, she was short and chubby. I had long curly dark hair while hers was short, straight and blonde and she wished it were curly. She permed it regularly but her hair was so straight it fell out in a couple of weeks. Big hair was wildly in fashion. She was jealous.
If she saw me talking to a boy she thought was cute, she would say something like: ‘Oh, what were you talking to Peter about? Were you telling him how your father molested you?’
‘Of course not! My father never molested me!’ Too late, I backtracked and told her I had made it up. Already withdrawn, I withdrew even further.
Due to a sense of shame and feeling like the dirty little slut my father so often called me, I went days without washing. The last thing anyone would notice in my crazy household was one little girl’s lack of hygiene.
One day at school, a girl a couple of years younger sat next to me.
‘I don’t mean to be ugly but you stink,’ she said loudly.
I was hurt and embarrassed and burst into tears. When I got home that day I had a bath. I was a lot more careful after that.
My friendship with Jade limped on, held together by jealousy and competition. I was eleven - it was 1987 and things had definitely moved up a notch in terms of the kinds of parties we wanted to have; birthday parties moved from innocent sleepovers to discos with slow dancing and fumbling. Kissing with tongues was known as chaffing, and none of us had done it yet. At one party we decided to make it happen with 'spin the bottle'. The rules were that if the bottle stopped, facing the same person three times, you went off into the cupboard to chaff. A fourteen-year-old boy arrived - blonde and confident - and we all fell in love. I spun the bottle, and three times it faced him, so I was first into the cupboard with him. We bashed teeth, gums and tongues together and it felt funny. I came out the cupboard very proud of myself, the first of the group to have chaffed. Chaffing became a regular thing for me after that. I was keen to do it with anyone who was keen to do it with me. A friend of my mother's had seven sons. Their family was even poorer than we were. One of the sons was a couple of years older and I soon spent all my free time hanging out with him, lying on his bed for hours, chaffing.
When April was twelve my mother said she was ‘going wild’. She sneaked out at night to hang around outside a nearby hotel, smoking cigarettes and trying to act older. She got up to no good with teenage boys and was willing to do whatever it took to be rebellious and cool. Due to April’s going wild in such an obvious manner I could do pretty much anything and escape notice. I was the good child, the one who stayed out of the way and didn’t cause any trouble. My mother didn’t have the time to look any deeper.
At sixteen, April met Jack, twenty-six. She fell wildly in love and started a secret relationship. She climbed out the bathroom window at midnight each night and walked the six blocks to his house, spent the night and came home again before six in the morning.
She was forever crying and making dramatic speeches about her love for him. I was enthralled by this grand passion. One night she came into the room and sat down next to me.
‘I’m going to see Jack tonight,’ she whispered.
‘Oh.’
‘Do you want to come with?’
‘Yes!’ I was so excited I couldn’t stand still. I made the usual motions at bedtime and when midnight came, we were off.
It was pretty scary walking along the dark silent streets with only the odd car, slowing down as it passed. April grabbed my arm and walked faster.
We arrived at Jack’s house to find that he was out. April settled herself down to wait. I met a flatmate, Henry, and a friend, Paul. Paul put some music on. INXS started singing “Need You Tonight”. I felt extremely adult.
‘So, what are you girls doing out this late? Actually, how did you get here?’ Paul asked.
‘We walked,’ April said and giggled. ‘I don’t see what the big deal is. Nothing’s ever happened to me and I’ve been walking around at night for ages.’
She didn’t say anything about us sneaking out the window. She probably wanted to maintain the illusion of adulthood.
‘So, what are you doing here? You don’t live here, do you?’ April asked Paul.
‘I’m just visiting from Port Elizabeth, staying a couple of days - business.’
‘Oh, okay…so what do you think of the place?’
‘It’s cool. There’s not much to do here though, is there?’
April burst into laughter at this, as if he had made the cleverest joke she had ever heard.
They carried on chatting. I noticed that April laughed a lot, tossed her hair around, and seemed to lock eyes with him frequently and then smile and toss her hair again. She was obviously flirting. She had become extremely thin; so thin that teachers were asking questions. No one would be able to call her Fatty now. I was watching the conversation, laughing when April laughed, but feeling a bit awkward. I noticed Henry looking at me and deliberately didn’t look his way; I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.
‘So, how old are you?’
It took a second or two for me to realise that he was speaking to me.
‘Oh, I’m thirteen,’ I said.
Henry smirked. I wished I’d said fifteen. He’d caught me off guard.
‘Well, how old are you?’ I asked cheekily, attempting to regain my equilibrium.
‘Twenty-Six.’
‘Oh.’
I wasn’t sure what to say next.
‘Have you got a boyfriend?’
‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘He’s seventeen.’
‘Really, so you must be quite experienced then.’
‘I suppose.’
I suddenly noticed that April was chaffing Paul. This was mighty fast, especially since she was supposed to be dying for love of Jack.
Henry had noticed too, the smirk widened.
‘Come listen to music in my room.’ He stood up and headed down the passage, expecting me to follow.
The moment I stepped into his bedroom, he pushed the door shut, grabbed me and mashed his face into mine, sticking his tongue into my mouth.
He put a hand under my top and started to stroke me over my bra. I felt extremely daring.
He moved to the bed and pulled me down on top of him, which gave me a shock. What was I supposed to do? This was out of my league. I rolled over on to my side so I was lying next to him.
‘What’s wrong?’ he said.
‘Nothing.’
He started to lift up my top. I made feeble attempts to stop him.
‘Hey, come on, I’m not going to bite.’
He pulled my top over my head exposing my white cotton bra. He unhooked it and pushed it off my shoulders. Now I was really in bad girl territory, but April was out there doing goodness knows what.
For a thirteen-year old the speed at which a fully-grown man moves things along is mind-boggling. I thought things had gone quite far enough but he was pushing for more. I did NOT want to take off my panties and it seemed he wasn’t too interested; he just took my hand and shoved it into his pants.
The fright of my life would be an understatement. An adult penis was in my hand. Like I was supposed to know what to do with it! I wanted to take my hand back and leave, but yet how could I? What if he made a big fuss? I was totally intimidated by both the man and the situation. Much less embarrassing surely just to do what he wanted. We called it blind in school. It was just too blind for words.
I gave it a squeeze. Henry groaned, that sounded promising. I squeezed again. He put his hand over mine and moved it up and down.
‘Put it in your mouth.’
I laughed, sure he must be joking.
‘I’m not joking, put it in your mouth.’
I didn’t move.
‘I thought you said you were experienced…are you telling me you’ve never done that before? Come on, try it, it’ll feel good. You’re so sexy…’
I kneeled over the upright penis. There was a vague smell of something unpleasant coming off it. I put it in my mouth.
I wasn’t prepared for the gagging.
Every movement of his hips thrust his penis deeper into my mouth and hit the back of my throat, making me gag. I was sure I wasn’t supposed to be doing this, but I couldn’t help it.
‘Suck harder,’ he demanded.
I had heard that if you weren’t careful you could accidentally bite it off, so I tucked my lips over my dangerous teeth. Sucking harder was difficult under the circumstances. He kept thrusting, and it felt like the sides of my mouth would split in protest. I felt tears pricking my eyes. No, I mustn’t cry. He would think I was such a dork.
In spite of the lack of suck action he managed to come. I felt hot liquid spurt into my throat, and gagged so hard I was sure I would vomit. Through sheer will I managed to hold it back. I was conscious of only one thing now. Just get through it. There was a salty taste in my mouth that revolted me. My mouth kept flooding with saliva and I kept forcing it back.
Without a word Henry got up to go to the bathroom. I put my bra and top back on and went to the lounge to look for April. I was praying that she would be there and we could go home. She was nowhere to be seen. Henry came into the lounge. He seemed awkward now, as if he didn’t know what to do with me.
‘Do you want to watch some TV?’ he said.
‘OK.’
He put it on. The bile kept rising in my throat. I wished he would leave.
‘I have to go to work in a few hours, so I better get some sleep.’
‘Sure.’
‘Ok, well…goodnight.’
‘Goodnight, sleep well.’
April emerged about forty-five minutes later.
‘We better go.’
On the walk home, she wanted to know what had happened with Henry.
'It was disgusting, he made me give him a blow job!'
'Oh, that's funny, so you didn't enjoy it?'
'Do you?' I asked in amazement.
'I love the power of it. You have so much power over men if you know how to use it.' In the moonlight her large green eyes glinted and sparkled mischievously. 'Anyway, welcome to adulthood, babe,' she laughed, 'and don't feel bad about it, I was doing the same thing in the next room.'
I felt instantly better. Less dirty. She’d done it too. Suddenly I felt I could recreate the memory; make it something different. We were like friends, like equals, talking about the night’s exploits. I had butterflies in my tummy and a nauseous feeling in the pit of my stomach. Thankfully the taste in my mouth had gone, so I didn’t have to fight to stop myself throwing up.
‘But I thought you loved Jack?’ I said.
‘I love him so much every bone in my body aches for him,’ she said, as dramatically fervent as I’d come to expect.
‘But then how come you can be with Paul?’
‘We have an open relationship, babe. You wouldn’t understand,’ she said with a toss of her light brown curls.
When we got home, we crawled back in through the bathroom window. I checked my watch. It was 5:00. I went to bed with the words ‘I gave someone a blow job tonight’ going round and round in my head. I felt sick and a bit dirty; yet, after my chat with April, kind of proud. But glad it was over, like I had made it through some rite of passage I hadn’t known about before.

I think I was around 4 years old in the pictures above.

I was a very fat baby.




All these pictures were taken while we were still living in relative prosperity, before our house was sold to finance the restaurant. The picture on the bottom right is me with my older sister and our beloved Alsation, Yoko
The Garden Gnome
Though my mother had hit April and me, she had started to question corporal punishment. The twins and Jaime were seldom hit. She thought it took too much out of her and didn’t really help the situation. I firmly agreed.
For April and I it was a bit late, we’d had our bottoms pummeled many a time. Also this new way of thinking didn’t seem to apply to us. We still got hidings.
She had a terrible memory that played in our favour. If she said we were grounded, a day later it was forgotten. She also didn’t delegate household chores. None of us had any chores at all. We did as we pleased. When she got home she found a house in disarray. She made supper while hungry children haggled for attention and my father drunkenly wandered the passages abusing everyone he could.
One evening she came home from work to find us playing la-di-di-la-di-da with coffee cups. Some of the handles of the cups had broken off while we were playing. The cups were all chipped and old anyway. She picked up five of the cups and threw them to the floor. Glass went flying. Bursting into tears, she proceeded to clean up the mess.
‘What is wrong with you children! You just take, take, take! Everything is always SUCH A MESS! You’ve been home all bloody afternoon and I come home to this PIGSTY! Why do I have to live like this?’
We were flabbergasted and watched her tirade in shocked silence. I felt awful. I resolved to do much more to help her.
A former Catholic and now member of the Baptist Church, my mother’s strong Christian beliefs were a large part of the reason that she wouldn’t leave my father. The many preachers she went to see frequently reinforced these beliefs. I sat on a cold hard church pew for two hours after a service had finished, while my mother wept and wept like her heart would break, crying out her misery to a minister. On the trip home she wept even harder.
'What did he say, Mommy?'
'Submit! He told me to submit!' she sobbed. 'I must submit to a DRUNK! And keep on submitting! That is what God wants!'
She was also terrified at how our life would be.
'How can it be worse than living with him?' April said one night, as we discussed it for the umpteenth time.
'I know, love, but I've thought about it from every angle. The only place we could afford to move to would be Buffalo Flats, and you know that area is the worst. It's not safe at all, there's likely more dronkies hanging about there during the day than anywhere else. The best we'd manage is a grotty two bedroom. I have to be at work all day, so your drunk father could harass you kids while I'm not at home.'
I had visions of huddling together in a cramped flat while my father broke in to kill us all.
'Your father might be out of work often, but at least when he does work it makes the difference. We still manage to live in a good area and you kids go to good schools. We just wouldn't manage that without him.'
'I don't think it's worth it, Mom!' said April. 'I hate him so much! One day I'm going to kill him - crush his skull with a frying pan or cut his throat with a bread knife - nice and slow. Or maybe electrocution would be good for him; throw a toaster into the bath while he's in there!'
'Shhh, no April! Don't say things like that. It's not his fault. It's a disease. Just pray for him and keep forgiving him.'
One night my father drove off, leaving a suicide note. My mother showed it to us.
'He's just dronk verdriet and looking for attention,' she said.
'Is his life insurance paid up?' said April.
My father was currently employed.
'As far as I know. No reason why it wouldn't be.'
'Well, then I hope he does it.'
'That's bad, April. Surely he won't,' I giggled.
'Well, if he does, we'll be sitting pretty. No Buffalo flats for us. We can buy this house, fix it up, buy a new car!'
We spent the night in guilty excitement spending the insurance money.
When we heard his car drive up the next morning, we were quite disappointed.
My father was never interested in becoming “born again”. We were sure this was the whole problem; if he could become “born again,” then God would heal his alcoholism.
One day the school phoned and said that April had been seen leaving on a number of occasions with an older man. My mother followed her and surprised her in flagrante with Jack. She reacted violently, dragging a naked April out the house, screaming that she was a useless slut.
We had a back brush in the bathroom. It was plastic and purple, thick and strong. When I got home from school the purple brush was in pieces and April was crying in her room, bruises all over her body. My mother was on the point of another nervous breakdown. My father had lost another job, and was binge drinking.
It is remarkable that my father managed to get himself decent jobs; his employment record must have been terrible. He was frequently fired because of drinking. Yet, when he turned on the charm, it was powerful. He always found someone to give him a chance.
During a binge he sat in his room all day with the curtains drawn and stared at the wall. By evening his aggression had been stirred enough to rouse him to the porch, to abuse the neighbours, or into the rest of the house to abuse his wife and children. He also enjoyed standing in the garden in his little shorts, hair disheveled, and eyes bloodshot. He would stand still except for a slight drunken sway. You would almost think he was frozen in place, but then he would remember to take a deep drag of his cigarette. Someone came to visit one evening and asked us if we knew about the garden gnome.
Money was tight. The frequent loss of employment, together with the money spent on drinking, made life difficult. There was often nothing to eat. We would get home from school in the afternoons and frequently find a grocery cupboard with nothing in it. Sometimes there would be some flour and sugar and we could bake something: flour and water mixed together and fried, or sugar melted until it formed a crisp brittle. But when even that had run out, we hoped that someone from the church might have come round with some groceries, or my mother might have sold something in the under R50 column of the newspaper and managed to get some supplies. She was always looking around for something to sell. People from the church often gave us their old clothes too, and those that were totally unsuitable we could take into the street and sell to the maids working nearby for a couple of bucks to get some food. Lindie devised a genius plan and went around to neighbours pretending to be raising money for a school event. Jaime took a pack of six eggs in a time of plenty, worth a couple of Rand in total, and when the food ran out he went and sold them off one at a time to the neighbours.
'Do you want to buy an egg? The money’s for charity.'
'Sure, how much is it?'
'Ten Rand.'
He sold all six. Other times we just ate the same thing for weeks at a time, which wasn't bad at all; we saw the humour in it. Sitting at school one day April turned to me.
'So, what do you think we'll have for dinner today? Do you think it'll be cabbage and potatoes, or maybe potatoes and cabbage?'
We burst into peals of laughter, as we had eaten nothing but cabbage and potatoes for two weeks. Samp and beans was another staple that we lasted on for weeks at a time. Our car was rusting to pieces. The boot had rusted so badly that it no longer closed and bounced along jauntily as we drove. A sticker on the boot lid proclaimed, “When the going gets tough the tough get going” and was a particularly unwise choice of mine. There were holes in the floor, so you had to watch where you put your feet. The window winders no longer worked and the windows had fallen into the doors. When it rained we would tug on the windows to get them as high as they would go but the rain still poured in. It frequently broke down, especially in the rain, and many a day would see all of us behind the car, pushing with all our might, drenched.
My mother considered April’s sexual activity the ultimate betrayal of the fragile hold she had on her own sanity. She told me years later that she was in such a stressed emotional state she devised a plan of family suicide.
She planned to cut our throats in our sleep and then kill herself, but leave April with my father. She felt this to be a fitting punishment for them both; they deserved each other. In her mind the picture of this family suicide was very neat, painless and clean. Cutting our throats would be so straightforward. We would just drift peacefully up to heaven.
Thankfully, she changed her mind before she had to face the messy actuality of death.
Raise Your Hands
When friends came to stay at my house I would tell them that my father drank and that we should stay out of his way. People who appealed to me as friends usually had difficult home situations too, so it didn’t bother them.
Occasionally my father and I had a blowout. I had lost all respect for him, so was haughty and arrogant if he spoke to me, or just mumbled rude things under my breath. When he was drunk and aggressive this was not a good idea.
One night my mother and April went out. My mother was worried about leaving us alone because it was a Saturday night and my dad had been hitting it hard all day. However, she had to go and left me in charge.
Later in the evening I walked past while he ranted and raved.
'Stupid asshole,' I muttered under my breath.
'I'll fucking kill you, you little bitch,' he screamed and lunged after me. I immediately thought it expedient to run as fast as an Olympic sprinter down the passage to lock myself into the bathroom. I just made it in time as he started trying to beat the door down.
'OPEN THIS DOOR THIS MINUTE! I'm going to FUCKING KILL YOU!'
My heart was pounding as I realized I was in real danger. I climbed out the bathroom window and ran down the street. Once outside, I didn’t know what to do next.
I heard a car driving up and jumped into some bushes and watched my father drive up the road. So he knew I had gone. I had to make a quick decision. I ran down into a complex of townhouses, chose one at random and knocked. A little old lady answered the door.
'Yes?'
'I'm sorry to bother you but can I just use your phone?'
'Sure you can. What's the matter? Is everything all right at home?'
'Well, my mother went out, and I think maybe my father is sick or something; I just want to speak to my mother. I don't have her number though. Do you have a phone book?'
I was stalling for time. I had no idea how to get hold of my mother. I looked vaguely through the phonebook, while I thought of what to do. The only thing that came to me was to go back and hide until my mother got home. I certainly couldn't tell this lady anything - what would she think?
'Oh, I can't find the number. Actually, I'm sure my father is feeling better now. Don't worry at all, please. I'll just go home and I'm sure my mother will be back soon.'
'Are you sure? Are you sure you'll be okay? You can come back if there's any problem.'
'I'm sure it'll be fine. I'm sorry to have disturbed you. I'm just being silly.'
I sneaked back in as quietly as I could. The twins and Jaime greeted me with eyes as big as tractor tyres.
'What's going on Alison? Are you okay?' Lacie asked.
'Shhh, you better hide right now! Dad is coming!' Jaime said, his big brown eyes wide and his face pale with fear.
They hid me under the bed and came by to let me know any new developments. Soon three little heads popped under the bed looking at me with great trepidation.
‘The police are here! What you gonna do?’ Lindie's voice shook and she started pulling her face into strange shapes and grimaces. She had started pulling faces a few months before and now did it as compulsively as I once drew in the air. It was purely a reaction to stress. She seemed to have no control over it.
I climbed out and went into the lounge where two policemen were talking to my father. He was so drunk he couldn’t stand upright; he was falling all over himself and speaking incoherently.
'Don't worry to look for me. I'm here. I'm fine,' I said.
'Young lady, our time is extremely valuable and you have wasted it tonight. We have much more important things to take care of than some silly little girl who wants to give her parents a fright. Now I expect you to apologize to us, and to your father for this bad behavior.'
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Didn’t they see my father? Didn’t they understand how someone might need to run away from that?
'I'm sorry I wasted your time, and I'm sorry I ran away from the house.'
My father was trying his full charm mode. This was significantly harder to pull off drunk and dressed in only a pair of boxer shorts.
'Thank you…officers, I…really….'preciate….' he said, smiling, shaking their hands enthusiastically while his eyes struggled to focus.
As they left, he sat himself down proudly, crossing his skinny arms over his plentiful mid-section. He looked malnourished; skin and bone everywhere except for the protruding stomach, not surprising since he survived on primarily a liquid diet, with a steak thrown in here and there. When he had a few bucks he would buy himself a piece of steak that no one else was allowed to touch and fry it up late at night, eating it by itself, no other food groups required.
'You'd better watch out for your dad, Alison, I'll get the police' he muttered.
He suddenly seemed to forget I was there and sat in the chair, staring at the wall with bloodshot eyes.
I had known for a few years of a group of singers and performers named Exalt! - fifteen singers who traveled to churches in the area, giving performances of songs and plays. They were magnificent. Their songs were sung beautifully and with many different harmonies. I really wanted to join but was told that I would have to wait until I was in high school.
As soon as I reached high school, I went to the auditions. There was a long queue of teenagers waiting outside the church hall. Everyone looked nervous. There were only a few places available and there must have been 50 to 60 kids waiting in line. When it was my turn I went into the hall on legs that trembled and shook. It was tough. They tested voice, range and the ability to harmonise to a melody in a variety of ways. However, I was good at all that stuff, so got in without a problem. I was the youngest in the group so didn’t fit in with the others, but I didn't mind. I was used to being a bit of an outcast, and they were a bunch of goody two shoes anyway.
Rehearsals took place every Sunday and we would go away for weekends to sing in other regions. We would travel in the church mini bus and then have to stay with members of the congregation and act like perfect Christians. My primary motivation was performance and music. I didn’t worry too much about moving people to the extent that they decided to give their lives to Jesus Christ. Privately I considered the other singers self-righteous and found the piety a bit much, but then it went with the territory.
We had the most awful uniforms: pleated tent style dresses in pale purples and pinks worn with white shoes. I immediately tried to jazz it up as much as possible. In an early photograph of the group I stand out decidedly. Amongst all the neat smiling faces I'm pouting at the camera with eyes half closed, my hair big and loose and tousled, a white belt with silver chains slung low on my hips and white ankle boots. It wasn't long before the musical director took me aside.
'Alison, we just need to discuss your uniform. Your hair and accessories I think are just a little………wild for what we have in mind. We'd like you to keep your hair tied back neatly in future and maybe if you could just leave the belt…'
At every performance, aside from the singing and acting, someone in the group gave their testimony. This involved telling the assembled congregation how debased and evil they were before giving their lives to God - the juicier the story, the better.
I successfully managed to avoid testifying, though I remained in Exalt! for three years. The holy aspect seemed so contrived, as our director stood at the back of the church gesticulating frantically to get us to raise our hands. I had thought this was a spontaneous thing. Not so! Raising your hands was to let everyone know how holy you were.
We went to the SABC television studios one day to record a broadcast for TV. I was very excited as I was singing a solo, as well as the alto voice in a trio, as well as singing all the group songs, so I was going to Stand Out. For this momentous occasion I just couldn’t do something so boring as tie back my wild hair, so I compromised. Banana clips were very popular and if I put it in loosely it kind of formed a nice mid-way between tied up and loose. I wasn't disobeying the musical director after all - it was tied up. The fact that my curls went everywhere and it looked pretty wild and loose wasn't the point.
A girl had been chosen to testify on the big day. She began her testimony between two group songs. The rest of us stood there attempting to look serious, yet compassionate and empathetic, while she told her tale of woe. She was a very loud, large girl who loved to be the centre of attention. She proceeded to tell the nation how her father had molested her once and she had turned to food for comfort, but then had found God and was working through her issues. As we all stood facing her under the hot studio lights, the cameras zooming in for close-ups of our faces, I tried to keep my expression neutral. But I was shocked. How could she talk about something like that? On TV too! What if her Dad had just made a mistake once? Maybe it wasn't his fault. Was it right that he get shamed on national TV? Was that Christian? Everyone went to her afterwards and hugged her as she cried. I thought it was unfair. Where was her loyalty to her family?
Easy Come Easy Go
April had a friend called Jeff. He had strange ideas about religion that my mother found interesting. He said a man named Garrick had changed his life. He prayed to be covered with the Blood of the Lamb and to be allowed to stand in the gap. We weren’t sure what this was about. Although my mother was interested, she was a bit suspicious about a “new” way of interpreting the Bible and praying.
One night April went to a movie. A bit later the phone rang. April was in hospital. A car had run a red light and there had been an accident at the intersection. April had been in the back seat without a seat belt. The car spun and everyone was thrown out, except April, who was lodged between the two front seats. When they got her out they thought she was dead. Her eyes were open and blood was pouring out her nose, eyes and ears. She had massive concussion, a broken jaw and broken bones in her face. Her face swelled up like a watermelon and, when we got to the hospital, she was unrecognisable. She stayed in hospital for a week while her jaw and teeth were rewired.
During this time, Jeff visited and made a bit more of an impression on her. She took a long time to heal, and the bruising and swelling were so extensive that it was months before she began to look like herself again.
Jeff was a lifeguard on a nearby Beach. When my school holidays began I caught a lift down to the beach with him every day. There was a lifeguard working with him, a twenty-something stunner! His name was Parry. The lifeguards had a caravan in which to take breaks, keep their stuff and eat their meals. At 8am there was not much happening on the beach and most of the lifeguards were struggling with hangovers, none more so than the gorgeous Parry.
The first time I saw him I was sitting on one of the bunk beds chatting to Jeff. He stepped into the caravan wearing nothing but his little lifeguard standard issue red costume, and sunglasses. He had a spectacular body, broad shoulders, slim hips and a delicious six-pack. He rubbed his head and groaned.
‘Ohhh god, my head hurts. Last night was seriously rough!’
‘Hey Parry, how’s it going, bro,’ Jeff said, shaking Parry’s hand.
‘Jeff, cool, you’re back, how are you? Who else is working with us this year?’ Parry said.
A big smile revealing perfect white teeth shone out of a suntanned face. I was mesmerised.
‘I think Adam’s back but I’m not sure who else,’ Jeff replied.
‘By the way, Parry, this is Alison. Alison, meet Parry, the biggest male slut in town,’ Jeff said, while Parry came over to me with a naughty smile to illustrate the point and shook my hand while I giggled.
‘I had the most hectic night last night, bro … I got home at five this morning … a bottle of brandy … it was crazy, fucking crazy dude! I don’t know how I’m going to get through today.’ While he spoke he kept smiling at me, looking like he would get through just fine.
He found me alone in the caravan a couple of days later. Within minutes I was pinned under him on the lower bunk bed, while he dry humped manically. Afterwards I pranced around, looking as beautiful as I could manage to try and get his attention. I had a tiny black g-string bikini and tanned really fast, so I was looking hot.
The next day we went for a walk. He seemed distracted. He pulled me into a secluded spot and once again jumped on top of me. I was wearing a sexy mini dress over my bikini. Without any attempt to take it off, he kissed me furiously, sticking his tongue roughly into my mouth and down my throat, his hips grinding into me.
Thirty seconds later he stiffened and groaned, kissed me again - gently and almost guiltily - and then jumped up saying, 'We better go. My break’s almost over.'
It was only then that I noticed the white stuff on the front of my dress.
A week later I was off to my first summer camp. Summer camps were organised by the Baptist Church and of course Exalt! would have to go, as we would have to sing. If Exalt! hadn't sponsored my ticket I wouldn’t have been able to go. I was less than thrilled, as I wanted to stay and be close to Parry, but it was all arranged.
The bus trip took about fifteen hours but was a lot of fun and I made some new friends. On arrival we received our timetables and were ushered into the main area where over a thousand teenagers were gathering for the first of the weeks revivalist meetings. The singing was so beautiful and the lyrics of the songs so moving that, within half an hour, everyone was dancing, clapping and singing as loudly as they could. The combined sound of over a thousand voices seemed likely to lift the roof. We were near the back, so we jumped onto our chairs and danced.
There is no more responsive audience than teenagers begging for some meaning to be injected into their confused angst-ridden selves and the atmosphere of joy, celebration and emotion that these meetings engendered brought on the most amazing emotional high. After the singing and the inspired preaching came the passionate prayers for God to heal our nation, while the singers in the front sang softly and beautifully, the harmonies rising angelically:
Heal our Nation
Heal our Nation
Pour out your spirit on this land
We were moved to tears by the combination of the high we were on and the sense of an incredible energy moving around us, which we took to be God. After all, none of us had ever been to a music festival. Then the preacher started to call for people to come forward.
‘All those who are weak, all those who are weary, all those who are tired of fighting, all those who are hungry, all those whose souls are weeping, come forward, come give up your heavy load to the Lord. All those who have given their lives to him before, but have backslidden, come and repent your sins, come and give up your heavy load of guilt, and have the Lord wash away your pain.’
People trickled forward and the singers’ voices rose higher. The band that had been playing mutedly in the background kicked in; the drummer hitting the drums with renewed force, while the preacher raised his voice and prayed. Then he stood quietly with his eyes closed and both hands in the air - a powerful pose - while the voices of the singers rang out in unison:
Lord we long for you to move in power
There’s a hunger deep within our hearts
To see healing in our nation
Send your spirit to revive us
Heal our Nation
Heal our Nation
Pour out your spirit on this land
I was completely taken in. I felt enormously moved, filled up, made whole, at one with everyone in the room. I went forward and received the prayers. A number of counselors were waiting to receive the newly converted, or to counsel the backslidden. I saw a lovely counselor who prayed with me; I repented for my sins - I had backslidden most awfully - and was now determined to be the best soldier in the Lord’s army that had ever been.
The next morning we were up at 6 and off to the communal showers, and then to breakfast. Waiting in the queue for my powdered scrambled eggs on toast, I met Reuben. Tall and skinny, with bushy, sandy hair that was too long on top, a thin face and earnest blue eyes, Reuben was from Cape Town and had just finished high school. We started hanging out together.
Reuben seemed to like me, yet he never made a move. My knowledge of men so far had shown me that, if they wanted me, they left me in no doubt. I had no experience with someone like Reuben. He was a great guy and I enjoyed his company very much. He had grown up religiously and had a very sheltered childhood. I wished he would kiss me. There had been some sermons about abstaining from sex and avoiding temptation and in this environment I didn't want to be the temptress the preacher had described.
Reuben said I had enchanted eyes. Every time he looked at me his eyes widened as if he was looking at the most wonderful thing he had ever seen. This wasn't nearly obvious enough for me. I imagined he must only want me for a friend. Surely he would kiss me if he liked me.
Before I knew it, our time was up. Exalt! sang at the end of the last meeting.
Here is where the road divides
Here is where we realise
The sculpting of the father’s great design
Through times you’ve been a friend to me
But time is now the enemy
I wish we didn’t have to say goodbye
But I know the road he chose for me is not
The road he chose for you
So as we chase the dreams we’re after
Pray for me
The song's harmonies were particularly beautiful. As the soprano voices rang out with the first “pray for me” the alto voices echoed, “pray for…” Then the sopranos cut in with “pray for me” and the boys came in with the bass and tenor, “pray for me”. It was awesome, a real showstopper, we brought the house down.
And suddenly we were on the bus heading back home, after emotional goodbyes and promises to write. Reuben was quite devastated and hugged me and hugged me as if he couldn’t bear to let me go. I boarded the bus with a heavy heart, but lingering in my mind was the thought of the beach and a certain lifeguard.
Within a week of arriving home the letters started pouring in from everyone desperate to maintain some of the good feeling from camp. I got a letter from Reuben:
I’m missing you very much; I can’t bear the thought of having to wait till next year’s summer camp to see you. I am going to try and make a plan to come and visit. I am telling everyone about this truly incredible girl that I met. I haven’t stopped thinking about you for one micro second. Remember Jesus loves you just as you are. I also love you just as you are, don’t change. All my love, Reuben
If he loved me so much, why hadn’t he kissed me?
As soon as I could I went to the beach with Jeff, hoping to spend some time with Parry.
Parry had long since moved on. I was spoiled goods to him now - been there, ejaculated on that. It seemed every day he was all over some new girl. There were plenty girls available - it was holiday season, the weather was wonderful and he was a hot lifeguard. He had a lot of choices. While I was upset, I found it fun to imagine myself as the heroine in a doomed love triangle and amused myself writing sad and cheesy poetry.
Reuben continued to write and he became the boyfriend who wasn’t really a boyfriend. He was in his first year at University, studying electrical engineering. It sounded as if he was having quite an awful time. He was staying in a crappy little room near the university, and going home for weekends. He sounded lonely.
On Valentines Day he sent me three cards with lovely messages and a rose was delivered. I hadn’t sent him anything.
I was far too needy to be able to stay with someone that I had never really been with, and who I never saw. I also didn’t know how to relate to a man who didn’t seem to be dying of lust for me, or jump on top of me on the first meeting. My replies to his letters became less frequent and I dropped hints about seeing other guys. One day I got a cassette tape in the post, along with a letter. The letter contained the usual news but then the tone changed.
So how’s the new boyfriend? I’m sorry I came on a bit forceful at first but I just didn’t want to lose you, but look what happened, I lost you anyway.
I put the tape in the cassette player and the mournful lyrics to “Strangers Again” rang out:
I’d be a fool if I couldn’t see
How things have changed
Between you and me
Maybe we tried just a little too hard
And now we are strangers again
Oh baby it's hard to believe
That there in your eyes a stranger I see
And that the only song we’ve got left to play
Are the memories of yesterday
I’d be a fool…
I was sorry about Reuben and tried to get him back by sending some letters, but the love affair that never happened had ended. For the next few years, the men who would have the most chance with me were the ones who treated me the worst.
Cigarettes and Soul Ties
My mother could sew well and occasionally made dresses for clients. One day a client, Faye, was at the house for a fitting. When I walked into the lounge she greeted me with astonishment.
'Oh my God, this child is going to be the next Miss South Africa,' she said.
She told my mother that I was so beautiful I had to get into modeling. In fact, there was a modeling competition that she was going to be the MC at that I should enter. Although I was only fourteen and the competition was strictly for seventeen and over, she took me along.
I was wearing my favourite polka dot dress that my mother had made and thought I looked as good as I possibly could. The dress was tight over the bust and waist and then flared at the hip into a very short ra-ra skirt. Entering the competition involved talking to the judges and walking up and down on the ramp. When the time came for the finalists to be announced, my name was called! I was so excited. I was going to be a model.
The woman who was running the competition, Amanda, had been a top international model previously and had returned in order to start up a modeling agency and school. She made an exception regarding my age as she said I had so much potential. Rehearsals were going to be intensive, as the competition would take place in the form of a three-hour show.
Jeff and April were still hanging around together; they were “just friends” though. April’s bruising had gone and she was looking good again, although she still had a lot of scars. Jeff took her to Durban to meet Garrick, the man of God, and she came back professing to be a changed woman, born again and quite militant about it. She said that, through prayer, her virginity had been restored and she would now save herself for marriage. She gave me a firm lecture about turning away from my evil ways. I retorted that she mustn’t preach to me when she was way worse than me, and besides, whether she had changed or not remained to be seen. She was very angry and didn’t speak to me for a bit. My mother was very inspired by the new “born again” fervent April and began to plan a trip for the whole family to visit Garrick in Durban. The trip clashed with my rehearsals for Top Model, so it was decided that I would have to stay behind with my father.
April had an old banged-up scooter that she had bought with waitressing money. I didn’t have a license, but my mother reckoned God would protect me and I could use the scooter to get to rehearsals and back while they were gone. While I was apprehensive about time alone with my father, I thought I could handle him. Having a scooter meant I could leave whenever I wanted. Three weeks without my mother would also mean three weeks where I could do whatever I liked.
At a school disco I had made some new friends: Toby, Marty and Nola. Nola was a black guy from America who had just arrived at the school. It was 1991 and apartheid was breathing its last, so schools were gradually opening up to black pupils. However, not just any black pupils. Nola was very wealthy and from America, don’t forget. The average black person still couldn’t get a look in at this school. The four of us became best friends and started smoking cigarettes - and later marijuana - together. They came to my house after school and we cruised the streets, going under bridges and into bushes to smoke. I spent a lot of time at their houses and even slept over regularly. We had a wonderful time together. We jumped over the school walls at night to go swimming; gate crashed parties and snuck in anywhere that promised us a few hours of fun. I found a job in a video store and began working weekends. I was paid minimum wage but it paid for my new cigarette habit at least. I could also bribe the twins and Jaime to do pretty much anything for me: make coffee for my friends or go to the shop to buy us cigarettes. They were so desperate for a couple of bucks for sweets that if I called they'd come running, practically frothing at the mouth.
I realised that keeping my new friends involved more than in a same sex friendship. I flirted a lot; flashed my underwear, and was always very sexy when I was around them, even showing them my boobs one night. There was always a lot of sexual banter and physical games and it seemed that this was what kept the friendship alive.
Rehearsals began for Top Model. My mom dropped me off and I went into the hall where Amanda was handing out forms and welcoming everyone in a manically energetic way. She introduced everyone and started telling us how impossibly hard we were going to work over the next couple of months to put together a show of note.
I looked around the room. The girls seemed snooty; there didn’t seem to be anyone with whom I would get along. The guys ranged in age from twenty-one to twenty-eight. I was a lot more used to hanging out with older guys and they all seemed friendly.
The following week my family left for Durban. My father took it as an immediate opportunity to get as drunk as possible and stay that way, so I tried to keep out of the house as much as I could. It was school holidays and every morning I woke up, showered, got dressed and left for Marty’s place. Nola and Toby would arrive soon after and we would hang out all day. I only left when Marty went to bed at about midnight. Marty’s mom was happy to let me come and go as I pleased. We went to a mall up the road in the evenings when it was deserted, and sat and smoked and had deep meaningful conversations about God and death and sex and love.
One day we heard there was a big surfing competition on. I didn’t think I was dressed sexily enough for such an occasion, so I rushed home to get changed before meeting back at Marty’s place so his mom could take us to the beach. When I got home I changed into a tight white tank top and leopard print micro mini skirt that I had borrowed from April, who had borrowed it from someone else. Both April and I had a very trashy way of dressing; if it was tight and showed off a lot of flesh we were keen to wear it. Neither of us ever got new clothes except what my mother sewed. Usually this was on the cheap and wouldn’t look good for long. There was never money for clothes and what we had was either homemade or hand-me-down coming from the church. Most of it was out of date. It's no surprise we looked like eighties girls way into the nineties.
I would often just stand in front of my cupboard in despair, wondering how I could make myself look decent with what I had to work with. I borrowed clothes from friends at school and so did April, and we made do, affecting our slightly outrageous, definitely ostentatious, trashy style so it would look deliberate. I would have loved to “fit in” and wear what everyone else was wearing but that wasn’t possible. Since I was going to stand out anyway, I went all out and put together outfits that flaunted.
My father stopped me on the way out. He was drunk, as he had been constantly since my mother left. A difference in my relationship with my father since the experience a few years before was that now I could interpret his lustful leering when he was drunk. He also made disgusting sexual references. His word for vagina was ‘cut’. If I was wearing something revealing, I might hear ‘I can see your cut, you whore’. Though he never touched me again, the abuse continued covertly.
‘Where do you think you’re going looking like that?’ he said and tottered from side to side. Vacant eyes peered out of an unshaven face. There was something terrifying in the blankness of his eyes. It was like the person was gone. Something evil had taken its place.
‘I’m visiting my friends, dad. Leave me alone,’ I said, as I tried to move past him.
He grabbed my arm roughly and held me. ‘You look more like you’re going to a whorehouse,’ he spat at me, looking me up and down and leering.
I pulled my arm away and started running for the scooter.
‘You slut, come back here!’ He rushed after me, catching up as I got on the bike and started it.
‘Titillating whore! Bitch! You’re a fucking little bitch!’ he shouted while he held on to the bike with both hands.
I managed to push the bike past him and nearly knocked him off his feet as I drove off. I was shaking from the confrontation. I had hoped that I could avoid any contact with him.
By the time I arrived at Marty’s I had calmed down a bit but didn’t think I should go home that night. I stayed over at Marty’s but the next night when I returned home my father left me alone.
When my mother came back she professed to have seen the light. She said everything made perfect sense to her now, and if I hadn’t really understood fanatical Christianity before, I was in for a full education.
Garrick had left the church. He believed the threat of demons and Satan to be more prevalent than the church acknowledged. Angels had to be called upon to surround and protect us and we had to ask for the Blood of the Lamb to cover us each time we prayed in order to safeguard against evil. “Standing in the gap” for someone, meant repenting on their behalf so that Satan could not hurt them. The idea was that sin opened the door for Satan; Satan could not attack without sin. When you were covered with the Blood of the Lamb, then your sins were forgiven and you were protected. We could open doors for Satan without even realising it. Things like books and music were minefields ready to explode on a world of unimaginable horror, against which brandishing crucifixes, bibles and the name of Jesus Christ would have no effect. The danger of sex before marriage was that each time you had sex a soul tie was formed and your soul was forever tied to that person. Each time you slept with someone else another tie was formed. Eventually you would have no soul left and be unable to get to God.
April had been prayed for and released from her ties so she was now a virgin once again. I was quite resistant at first, but in the end I succumbed. I hero-worshipped my mother and she could convince me of anything. I didn’t count my sexual experiences as worthy of soul ties, as I had never had full penetrative sex, so I thought I was in the clear. Another belief was that the end was near, the anti-Christ and 666 would gain control through the financial systems. The only way to avoid the mark of the beast was to be completely removed from the financial economy when the time came. Garrick planned to start a farm commune, which would be fully self-sufficient. There, God’s faithful could gather and await the end of the world.
This was just what my mother needed to hear. Why worry about anything if the world was just going to end in a few years?
As the Top Model rehearsals progressed I went over and bummed a cigarette from one of the guys. He was friendly, so I sat down and chatted and joked and started having a wonderful time. All the guys smoked and gave me cigarettes. Barely a week before the final show, Amanda took me aside after everyone had left. She seemed cold and brusque.
'Do you know you're making a total fool out of yourself?'
'No….' I was confused.
'Hanging on to all the men, trying to act older than you are, smoking cigarettes. You look ridiculous, everyone is laughing at you behind your back.'
'Why would they be laughing at me?' I started crying.
'Because you've got too big for your boots: I thought you had a lot of potential but I'm realizing you're too immature to be a model.' She patted me patronizingly on the shoulder. 'It's okay; don't cry. You just need to stop throwing yourself at the men and then everything will be fine.'
My self-esteem plummeted through the floorboards beneath me. I had thought the guys liked having me around; they invited me to sit with them most of the time after all. Were they actually laughing at me? It didn't make any sense. Could it be possible that she was just jealous?
Test Shoots and Black Granny’s
Top Model 1991 was upon us. We had wonderful outfits to wear. All our sequences involved dancers, rappers and singers and it was well choreographed. Our first outfits were black-and-white checked leggings, thigh high boots and halter neck tops with our hair done up in chignons. Next were short sixties dresses with beehives, on to swimwear and then, the showstoppers: our designer outfits.
Each model had been assigned a designer. My dress was the most stunning. My designer was the owner of a bridal boutique and after the show I did some modeling for her. The dress was cream with a tight off-the-shoulder bodice covered in embroidered roses. It came to just above the knee and had a long train at the back, also covered in roses.
I had a fabulous time; I wasn’t nervous at all and during the dance sequences I shook what my mama gave me as energetically as I could. During the questioning by the judges I was confident and loving it. It helped that Faye was the MC and gave me extra kudos wherever she could, mentioning that I was the youngest contestant, with such a promising future. When the show drew to a close and the winners were called I was on a huge high. I came third.
April came with me to the after party and I danced the night away with the male finalists and had a fine old time. One of the judges was a big shot Johannesburg booker, Lysandra, and another an Italian photographer, Bruno. Lysandra came to speak to me at the after party.
‘Congratulations!’ she said.
‘Thank you so much.’
‘I want you to do a test shoot for me before I leave.’
‘That would be wonderful, but I can’t afford to pay for pictures,’ I said.
‘Okay…um…well, I’ll see what I can do and give you a call tomorrow. Give me your number,’ she said.
Faye was so excited, telling me that, out of everyone in the show, Lysandra was only interested in me. She was even saying she wanted to send me to Milan! My spirits were soaring.
The next day, as promised, Lysandra phoned. She said it was all sorted out: the test shoot would be sponsored. I was to go to their hotel with my mother, so they could speak to her about my future. When we got to the hotel the make-up artist took me aside and did my hair and make-up. Then Bruno and I went to the beach for photographs, leaving Lysandra and my mom to have a chat. I heard later that Lysandra said she wanted me to go back to Johannesburg with her and possibly overseas.
‘Absolutely not! She’s only fourteen! Are you crazy?’ my mother said.
She was very firm and would not be swayed. I was too young and that was the end of it. By the time I returned from my photo shoot full of dreams of supermodel stardom, they had already been cruelly dashed. My only consolation was that Lysandra said I should go to Johannesburg to model when I was a bit older.
A side effect of my mother’s visit to Garrick was that my father became increasingly ostracised from the family. While my parents had been occupying separate bedrooms for a while, the visit to Garrick strengthened my mother’s resolve to cut him off if he refused to change. He was excluded from the activities of the family and we continued life around him, ignoring him almost completely.
This ostracism made him declare himself ready for change. He was therefore subjected to plenty of prayer involving the impassioned casting out of the demons of alcoholism and destruction that had taken hold of his soul. For a few weeks he managed to stay away from the evil spirits but then he succumbed once again.
Most of the time I felt indifferent to him, I had built up a strong wall around my emotions as far as he was concerned. As long as he stayed out of my way, I could pretend he wasn’t even there. One night, nearing the end of one of his three-day binges, he came and sat at the kitchen table. He wasn’t aggressive, for a change, and seemed lucid. He started to tell a story about his early days at school. As he began the story tears started to pour down his face. He appeared not to notice. There was no other sign of his distress, just tears that flowed in a constant stream.
'I sat in the class and drew up this beautiful page of ones. I was so proud of them. I took it up to the teacher and she said where's the two's and three's? When all the other kids went out to play I stole their pencil cases and went home.'
'Dan, that was so long ago. Don't get upset about it now.' My mother's voice was soft and sympathetic and her eyes were full of pity.
'No, Emma, I'm not upset.' The tears continued to flow as he sat in silence, rubbing his one hand over the other closed fist. His fingernails no longer existed. They had been bitten so badly that purple calluses had grown right over the ends of his fingers. He had been picking at them and they were specked with blood. A few moments later he got up and left the kitchen.
'What's wrong with dad?' I asked my mother.
'He's had a hard life. That's why you can't blame him too much for the things he has done. He's dyslexic. He reads now of course. But have you ever watched him write?'
'No…don't think so. Why, how does he write?'
'Well, he presses so hard on the paper it breaks right through the page. He grasps the pen in a fist, bites his tongue as he concentrates. He takes about half an hour to write a couple of lines, and it's incredibly difficult for him. You know, your father is a very clever man, but he had to go to a special school, and back in the day they didn't know anything about dyslexia, so he was in school with all the mentally disabled, drooling kids - all just thrown together. Your uncles say dad is the cleverest in the family, but he's the one who couldn't even get a high school education, let alone a doctorate and professorship like your uncle.'
'So is that why he had such a hard life?'
'Amongst other things…. alcoholism is a sickness passed on in families. His father was an alcoholic too, a violent one. Granny was a nurse. She worked the night shift and slept all day. Your dad and his brother were left to fend for themselves - a four-year old looking after a two-year old. He adored his older brother but one day he just disappeared and didn't come back for five years. No one bothered to tell your dad he had been sent off to board with another family and go to school in a different city. That scar on your dad's lip is from when he was attacked by a dog. Another time he sewed his fingers in the sewing machine. When their father was around he wasn't bothered with them. Took them to the pub and left them sitting in the car for hours. So they didn't get the love and attention they needed and your dad craved his father's approval. The other sons left but dad stayed behind and got a job with his father in the paint business.'
'Oh, did his father also work at the paint company?'
'Yes, worked there all his life, so your dad joined him, but he was only interested in the other sons; he wasn't interested in your father. Up until he died he never gave him a hint of approval and that was all he ever wanted, and now we live with the result of that. Every failure in his life just proves to him that his father was right. That he is just worthless. He's a very sad, damaged person. You know, at the Al Anon meetings, they tell you how important it is to separate the person from the sickness. Your father can't help the things he's done - he has a sickness.'
'I know.'
For the first time I realized my father was a complex human being in his own right, with parents of his own who had messed him up. He was more than my father; he was a fallible human being, deeply hurt and damaged who saw no way out of being who he was.
My mother’s eighty-eight year old mother became seriously ill. She lived in Umtata in the Transkei. During Apartheid the Transkei was one of the homelands: an area ‘given’ to black people to govern. My grandmother was sent to a hospital near us. My mother wanted her to stay with us when she was released, so she could look after her. She took April and I aside: ‘you know your granny is sick. She is coming out of the hospital in a couple of weeks. What would you think if she came to stay with us for a while? How would you feel about that?'
'Fine with me…. where would she sleep?'
'Fine by me too.'
My mother had this strange look on her face and said, ‘what about your friends? What are you going to tell them?’
'I won't tell them anything. I don't care what they think,' April said.
I seemed to have missed a step. Seeing my confusion, my mother elaborated: ‘what are you going to tell them when they ask why your grandmother is coloured?’
‘But she’s dark because she was a farmer all her life!’ I said. My mother had told me this story when I was little.
She started laughing. ‘Did you really still think that? What about your cousins and aunties? What did you think about them?’
I had never thought anything. She was amazed. She had imagined we knew since we were old enough to notice. April had clued in but I had been oblivious.
Under Apartheid law non-white people were classified into two categories, either Black or Coloured. The category of Coloured was then further subdivided into categories such as Indian, Malay, Chinese, etc. A group may, at times, be treated as distinct and, at other times, would be included under the rubric of Coloured. The people who defined themselves as Coloured, and not as part of another distinct group, were mixed race people, usually claiming white ancestry. For a few years after democracy in South Africa, the word “Coloured” stopped being used, as it was felt to be a category wrongfully imposed. However, for the Coloured community with their own distinct identity, separate from any other group, this was tantamount to destroying that identity. So the word “Coloured” was reclaimed and is no longer considered a negative term.
My grandmother was the offspring of a black mother and white father. Her father had been shipwrecked off the wild coast in the Transkei and he hooked up with her mother, but took off before she was born. She was raised within the black community until her mother’s death when she was fourteen. She went to work in a hotel as a sous chef to support her younger siblings and, while there, met my grandfather, a builder from Germany. They fell in love, got married and had children, but due to the increasing horror of 1920’s segregationist legislation went into a life of hiding.
When my mother was born in 1950 Apartheid was in full swing. The Population Registration Act of 1950 enforced classifications according to colour, and The Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act of 1949 and Immorality Amendment Act of 1950 gave the state power to separate any mixed marriage couple and forcibly remove the children. As a result my mother was brought up in an atmosphere of fear. A nun who befriended the family decided which schools the children would go to and organised their enrolment. The lighter skinned children went to white schools and the darker children went to coloured schools. My mother was fair skinned with blue eyes so she qualified for white school. She went away to board at a convent. At first she was happy. She was a brilliant achiever, top of her class and shone in swimming, hockey and tennis. When a nun spilled the story of her coloured roots to the other kids she found that she had become 'nothing but a bloody coloured.'
When she was eighteen she went to court to apply for an identity document change from the classification of Coloured to White, provided she “passed” the tests set by the court. These tests involved examining her gums, fingernails and hair, the absurd and, of course, completely discredited “markers” of race. She needed to be reclassified if she was to be anything other than a tea girl or cleaner.
The court case was the most humiliating experience of her life but she got a new classification - proving the arbitrariness of the system - and she was now white. After the court case she married my father. Her mother could not attend the wedding, and neither could her darker siblings. My father was aware of it but had never been concerned. However, his brothers tried to stop the wedding from going ahead due to the worry that a dark child would pop out. I don't think she ever forgave them for that.
My mother and her siblings were brought up to be “white” citizens and to embrace “white” culture. Their mother denied all traces of the culture with which she had grown up. Though her first language was Xhosa, she never imparted this to her children. She was horrified when four of my mother’s brothers married coloured women and settled in Umtata. They preferred to remove themselves from the colour issue by living as coloured citizens in the Transkei homeland. My mother and two of her siblings married white partners and lived within Apartheid society. However, having internalised the ideology of the state, they struggled with feelings of inferiority and fear of exposure.
Now that I knew the story a lot of things made sense. My mother had always discouraged us from tanning too much in summer and looked particularly worried when we returned from a day at the beach looking hale, hearty and brown. I was close to my cousins in Umtata and now that I knew they were coloured I wondered how I had ever missed it. They were very dark-skinned and tanned almost black during summer. The horrors of Apartheid going on around me had passed me by. I lived in my white suburb with my own concerns and had never thought much beyond them. Nevertheless, I immediately understood the significance of our coloured blood and why it was not something to advertise. My mother didn’t need to explain. We had been well indoctrinated into the policies of our country without having been aware of it.
When I was about five years old I was on the beach with my mother. She pointed to some black children looking at us from the street.
‘Ag shame, look at those poor children, they want to come to the beach,’ she said.
‘Why don’t they come?’
‘This is a beach for white people.’
‘Oh.’
I looked at the children and felt sad for them, but accepted this without further comment. I thought that, if this was a white beach, then there must surely be a black beach for them.
My mother’s upbringing and the culture of fear surrounding her ancestry meant that the decision to bring her mother into her home was one she sweated blood over. She dreaded and feared exposure. In contrast to her children, she had seen some extreme ruthlessness in operation. Whilst Apartheid as legislation was on the fast track out, the attitude of a large proportion of the white community remained one of profound racism.
On the day my grandmother was scheduled to leave the hospital and come and live with us, and just moments before my mother arrived at the hospital to collect her, she collapsed and, resisting all efforts of hospital staff to revive her, she died. When my mother got to the hospital she was handed her beloved mother's neatly packed suitcase instead.
My first model test shoot – 14 years old. Photograph by Bruno Galetti 1991
Blow Jobs & Blabbermouths
There were big developments in the April and Jeff camp. The relationship had developed from platonic to forbidden fruit and in order to square this with the religious fanaticism of the moment they decided to get engaged immediately and married soon after. Everyone was thrilled, except Jeff’s family. He was only 23 and still studying. April had just finished high school and was a fresh-faced 18. However, they thought they couldn’t be more mature or sure of their decision. My mother thought it was wonderful. My father was fond of Jeff: he called him Buggalugs and was almost pleasant to him.
At school I met Leila; the victim of a bad dye job resulting in orange hair with black roots. Tall and thin, she was flat chested and immature in body shape with high cheekbones and a pretty face marred by acne. We started hanging out together. During breaks at school we walked far out onto the sports field and smoked cigarettes. Our theory was that, by doing it in the open, no one would suspect we could have the cheek, and, provided there was a slight breeze, the smoke would blow away. It worked! We did it the entire year and no one suspected anything, though we did start a trend as other smokers wised up, moving out of the toilets to join us in the sunshine.
I met Galvin at a beach party. He was crazy about me instantly. I had a mole above my upper lip, so he thought I looked like Cindy Crawford. He took my number and said he would call the next day. Every day after school for the next week he came over. He didn’t stay for long. His visits assumed a distinct pattern. He arrived, kissed me, made small talk, briefly pretended to be interested, took my hand and stuck it into his pants presenting me with a meaty hard-on. Hand job complete, he kissed me, said he loved me but had to run, and took off on his motorbike. Hand jobs became blowjobs and he was just the happiest chappie.
He asked if he could take a couple of photos of me from Top Model to show his friends at school. The next day when he visited he seemed troubled. He said he had showed my photo around school.
‘One of my friends said I shouldn’t go out with you because you go out with black guys,’ he said.
‘What are you talking about? I don’t go out with black guys. I only know one black guy and that’s Nola. So that’s crap, but anyway, so what if I did go out with him?’
‘My friend said he saw you kissing Nola. Did you kiss him? That’s really gross,’ he said, his face screwed up to indicate the grossness.
‘Nola’s my friend. I’ve kissed him hello or goodbye or whatever, not properly but who the fuck cares anyway?’
He looked relieved and tried to give me a hug.
‘Oh, okay, I was just worried that you, you know, pulled into him or something, cos that would be totally siff, you know, a black guy.’
The weekend arrived and I went with Galvin to another beach party. Thayer was there. I had had a crush on him since Primary School. He was a couple of years older and had already left school. He was long, lean and hard, with brown hair lightened by the sun and startlingly blue eyes. His skin was brown and smooth and he was absolutely stunning.
Galvin disappeared, leaving me alone with Thayer.
'Listen, I don't think you should be going out with Galvin,' he said.
'Why not?'
'Well, the things he says about you behind your back are hectic.'
'What does he say?' I demanded.
'He calls you the blowjob queen and says he is only using you for sex. He says you slept with him the first night he met you.'
'What a fucking liar! That is totally not true. I've never even had sex with him!' I denied vehemently. Okay, some of this was true, but I was hardly going to admit that now!
Whatever happened to Galvin the rest of that night I don’t know; he certainly didn’t come looking for me and I didn't mind one bit. I spent the night with Thayer on the veranda steps of a little shop just before the turn-off to the beach. We talked and talked. It seemed we could talk forever.
‘My mother’s gone away for the weekend. It’s 4 am - maybe we should get going. Do you want to come to my place?’
‘Sure.’
I hopped on the back of his bike and off we went. When we got to his place we climbed into bed and he rubbed my back and stroked my hair until I fell asleep. He seemed very sincere. When I woke up a few hours later, he was sitting next to me.
‘I’ve been watching you sleep all night. You look so beautiful.’
He leaned over and kissed me, pushing me gently back down on to the bed. He took my breath away.
When I left he kissed me goodbye and promised to call.
We spent hours on the phone discussing what we wanted from each other. I was in ecstasy when he said he wanted a long relationship. This was exactly what I was longing for. Maybe my dreams had come true. I described him at length to the twins, telling them about his striking blue eyes. They found it hilarious that I was so love struck.
‘Yes, we know, Alison, his eyes are – like - blue, they jump out at you… even if you’re on the other side of the room and he looks up, it feels like his eyes just struck you like a bolt of lightning’ and then they collapsed into giggles.
‘But it’s true!!! They are the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen; he is so gorgeous I just can’t explain it!’
We arranged to meet at the Valentines Ball and I borrowed a skintight micro mini dress from Leila. It was black, cut very low at the back and barely covered the essentials. I scrunched my hair until it was a mass of curls falling all the way to the middle of my back, tied a black lace scarf into a headband, put on some black eyeliner and mascara and some red lipstick, and thought I looked hot.
When I got to the dance I stood outside chatting to some people and waiting for him to arrive. A guy in my class at school, Cliff, came over and we were laughing and joking around together when Thayer arrived.
'Hello,' I said. He ignored me.
'Hey, Thayer,' I tried again. He looked through me. I was startled. I couldn’t imagine why he was being so rude. He greeted some other people and went over and spoke to them, as if I didn’t exist.
I persisted and grabbed his arm.
‘What’s the matter?’
‘Alison, leave me alone.’ His voice was icier than the Arctic.
‘What’s going on, Thayer?’
He picked my hand up, looked at it like it was something disgusting and flung it off with a look of distaste.
I was bewildered. Why was he suddenly treating me like his worst enemy? I couldn’t fathom it. However, I wasn’t about to leave with my tail between my legs. The mixture of misery and humiliation made me behave with more abandon than usual and I hit the dance-floor as if I was having the time of my life.
When Bailey, a friend of his came over and danced with me, I thought maybe Thayer had sent him. Maybe he'd come to explain what was happening. Thayer had said he wanted a long-term relationship. He said he was stoked on me. What could possibly have gone wrong? A slow song came on and Bailey pulled me closer. I thought this was a little forward, since I was Thayer's girl, but maybe he was going to tell me something. When he leaned in and kissed me I just let it happen. It was nice for a second. I felt so bereft inside that it was momentarily comforting but I quickly recovered my senses and pulled away.
Oh God, I’ve certainly blown it forever now, I thought. My stomach was a painful knot of anxiety. But didn’t Thayer blow it first? How was it my fault? I just didn’t understand. I had done nothing to deserve the way he treated me.
I went outside to clear my head and think about what to do. Cliff followed me out. His breath smelled strongly of alcohol. He had sneaked in some spirits in a cool drink bottle and was now thoroughly drunk. He grabbed me and pushed me against the wall thrusting his tongue deep into my mouth and grinding his hips against me. I was pushed flat against the wall and couldn’t move for the life of me. My lip had split from the impact and I could taste blood, not that he seemed to mind. When he adjusted his position to grab my breasts I got my hands between us and pushed him violently away, stumbling back to the main area.
He followed.
‘Whassha matter, donsh you like me?’
‘Of course I like you. I just want to go inside and find my friends. Just let me go, please.’
The moment I got inside I called home.
‘Mom, please can you come and fetch me?’
‘Oh Alison, for heaven’s sake, I’m already in bed. I thought you were finding your own way home.’
‘I know, but I want to go now and I don’t want to leave by myself. No one else wants to leave now.’ I started to cry.
‘I don’t have any petrol. You children. Really. If you want to go out, then you must sort yourselves out. What’s the matter now, are you crying? Okay….’ she sighed. ‘I’m coming.’
The next morning I called Thayer.
‘Oh, hi Alison.’ He sounded a bit friendlier, but in an offhand way, like I was some casual acquaintance. Still, at least he was speaking to me so maybe there was hope.
‘What happened last night?’ I asked.
‘It doesn’t matter now, really.’
‘Yes it does. Why were you so angry?’
‘You were all over Cliff when I got there. I just saw red. Lots of people have warned me about you, so I guess I was thinking they were right.’
‘He’s in my class. I was just talking to him, that’s all. I was waiting for you!’
‘Yeah, well, I probably would have cooled down and pulled into you anyway if you hadn’t gone and pulled into Bailey. Look, I’m not angry with you anymore or anything. It’s just that you're not the kind of girl I want to be with.’
‘I didn’t mean to kiss Bailey. I was so upset about the way you treated me… it was a mistake. I really want things to work out between us!’
'So, what was it with Cliff then, huh? Another mistake? Come on, Alison, people saw you kissing Cliff outside. Just forget it, okay. I'm never getting back with you - you're not the girl for me.'
‘I thought you wanted a long term relationship with me!’
The click of the phone on the other side ended my “long term” relationship of a few days.
Marco? Polo!
It was Saturday morning and I had just been dumped. The long weekend stretched bleakly out in front of me. I felt rejected and dejected. I needed some stimulation to get my mind off my misery. I had met a girl a few weeks before, Jeanette, who had given me her number and said we should get together some time. I called her now to see what she was doing for the weekend. She invited me over, saying she was keen to do something. I didn’t need any further encouragement and hitchhiked to her house.
We hit it off immediately and were soon joking around as if we had known each other for years. She was blonde with bright green eyes, a naughty laugh and a calculated air, as if every movement was carefully thought out. She also had a wicked sense of humour and a filthy mouth; I thought she was fabulous. She was a bit overweight on her hips and thighs but this was easily hidden under the long flowing skirts she wore. I told her the horror story of my previous night and the final rejection of the morning and she sympathetically agreed that I needed to find someone on the rebound and fast! We got dressed up and set off for the hotel.
As soon as we arrived we went exploring, our object to find rebound prospects for me, and prospects generally for her. To our delight we found some fine looking prospects sitting outside one of the hotel rooms. Three guys, young and good looking, were sitting on the patio outside their room. We introduced ourselves and discovered that they were water polo players from Durban. There were a couple of teams competing in a tournament the next day. The rest of their teammates would be coming back any minute.
Jeannette and I looked at each other in mutual ecstasy. How much better could it get? Water polo players, from Durban! Here was the rebound I was looking for, a weekend of excitement opened deliciously in front of me. They invited us to sit down, and offered us drinks. We settled in to get better acquainted.
Jeannette, being a lot more restrained on this particular occasion (as I got to know her better I found she was anything but) than me, hooked up with only one guy that night. I, however, drank and smoked everything in sight in-between bouncing from one guy to the next, handing out sexual favours like candy.
They were staying in three adjoining hotel suites. First I was with Vaughn. He seemed sweet. I kissed him and later ended up in bed with him, naked and rubbing his erect penis. In a drunken haze I found myself with Miles, Paul and Alan, before I passed out drunkenly in bed with Grant.
When I woke up in the morning, I got dressed and went to look for Jeannette. We picked up our things and left, promising to see them later at the tournament. We hitchhiked to Jeanette’s house, showered and changed and got freshly made up. Jeanette was great with make-up so she did mine. All I could ever manage on my own was a little eyeliner and mascara. I borrowed some of her clothes and we went to the pools where the tournament was being held.
Jeannette didn’t seem vaguely concerned about my exploits. If anything, she found it hilarious. She said she slept with Stewart and it was good, but he was a bit green.
I hadn’t gone “all the way” with any of them, the threat of soul ties and demonic retribution always lingering. I also somehow felt that I could remain ‘pure,’ provided I never had full sex. So there was always this contradiction, this ‘innocence’ in the midst of my sexual activity. I was happy I was still a ‘virgin’ in spite of all the alcohol consumed, but as far as feeling anything else, I couldn’t. It felt as if all there was of my soul was emptiness. The emptiness had to be filled. I needed the next dose of excitement, the next dose of sex, alcohol, whatever.
We watched the match and our Durban teams won. They came over and hugged and kissed us and thanked us for coming, inviting us back to their hotel again; so we jumped in the bus and went. Once there, the party started again, and now the guys who had been left out the night before wanted their turn, so I bounced between Brandon, John, Chris and Terry.
None of them were disrespectful towards me. Thankfully they all seemed really sweet and, in the moments that I spent with them - a body on top of mine, a tongue in my mouth, a penis pressing against me – it felt as if the emptiness abated, as if I was real and more than just a blank. The moment it was over I became a blank again.
When I got home that night I phoned Jeanette and we went over every incidence of the weekend. When I hung up I got my school diary out. “Alison 1992” it said on the cover. I wrote the names of the guys that I had been with next to the date, and ended my entry with the words “9 guys in one weekend! WOW!” I felt quite proud. It felt like writing those names somehow verified me. I wasn’t just a blank - I couldn’t be. So many men wanted me, I was something - I must be something.
Frigid Bitch
One night Jeanette and I went to Vision, a nightclub in town. We were dancing together when I saw Francois, a guy I vaguely knew. He asked if I knew Gareth. I didn’t but I had heard about him at school: all the rich, pretty, popular blonde girls on their pretty pink scooters had their tongues hanging out over him.
He went to an all boys’ boarding school out of town and came home on weekends. When Francois pointed him out, I couldn’t imagine what the fuss was about. He had sloping shoulders, brush-cut hair, a piggish nose and small blue eyes, but there was an air of arrogance about him that I found attractive. And, of course, anyone that popular with other girls would always be fun to go out with. Francois said that Gareth liked me and would speak to me later. I danced sexily and threw out some sultry looks but he never approached me. The next day I got a call from Francois. He said he was at Gareth’s house and they were all going to a house party and that I should go with them.
Leila came over and we hitchhiked to Gareth’s house. My mother had decided that hitchhiking was fine. She just had to pray and God would protect us. From Gareth's place we all hitchhiked to the party, just out of town. At the party there was lots of alcohol and weed going round and we got merrily drunk and stoned. Gareth sat down next to me.
‘Hey.’
‘Hello!’ I shouted over “Nevermind” blaring from the speakers next to me. Too mellowed by the weed to feel any awkwardness, I grinned happily at him.
‘Well, I’m sure you already figured out that I like you….’
‘Yes, Francois told me.’
‘Ah, right. So, what do you think, do you want to go out with me?’
‘Sure’…here we are now, entertain us…yeah.
He leaned over and kissed me gently on the mouth. His lips felt soft and delicious. I had to work the early shift the next day, so after a few hours Leila and I decided to head back. Unfortunately it was pouring with rain and there were no cars on the road, so we walked ten kilometers up the main road before we realised it was hopeless, not to mention that it was increasingly isolated as the main road became the highway and took us right out of the suburb. When we saw the police station up ahead we decided we had no option. The police were very nice to us, and delivered us safely back to my house at four in the morning, just in time for two hours sleep before work.
I had left the video store and now worked at a supermarket. It was a shitty job all in all. Cashiers had to stand up straight and were not allowed to lean on the counters or talk. If there was no one in the shop we had to stand at attention and wait for the next customer to come to the counter. After six hours of standing at attention and not leaning or relieving my position in any way, my back was aching and my feet were killing me. The boss would sit in his office just above the cashier’s station and watch us with a beady eye, ready to shout if he caught us leaning or speaking to one another. Since I was often hung over and always sleep deprived on the weekends I worked, it was usually torturous. But I needed the money, so I smiled and sucked it up.
The next time I saw Gareth I had gone to his house with Jeannette, Leila and Theone: a girl I had met when I first got to high school. She had white blonde hair, a sharp nose and chin and a loud brassy laugh that always sounded close to tears. We had been friends until she was shipped off to boarding school. Her father had caught her sneaking out the house and beat her with a metal rod. She was so bruised she couldn’t walk for days. When she recovered she was sent away for a year. Now she was back.
It seemed Gareth’s parents were always out. He lived in a stunning house in a rich area, and he and his friends seemed to think themselves a cut above the rest. They were racist and sexist and told offensive jokes. I thought that it must be just talk after all and that he wasn’t really like that, or perhaps his friends were like that, but not him.
Jeannette got together with a friend of Gareth’s that night and Theone with another. Leila smoked tons of weed. She fancied herself a full convert to Rastafarian culture and called everything ‘Eire’ but had also progressed to promiscuity, sleeping with anyone and everyone with abandon. That night she slept with three of Gareth’s friends. One of these gentlemanly persons came out of the room where he had been with her and held his hand out for the other guys: ‘smell my finger.’
I was leaning against a wall, and Gareth put his hands on either side of me.
‘I’m so glad you’re here. I want to spend the whole weekend with you. I really like you so much!’ he said.
He kissed me, rubbing his hands up and down my body. I was wearing a short skirt, and his hands moved up and down the outside of my legs. It felt wonderful. A few drinks later all traces of the love struck gentleman were long gone, as he roughly stuck his hand up my skirt and forced it into my panties. I wriggled away.
‘No, Gareth, don’t!
He was instantly furious. He stormed off and ignored me for a while before trying again just as forcefully.
‘Stop it, Gareth. I don’t want to!’
‘What the fuck is wrong with you tonight? Why are you acting like such a fucking frigid bitch?’
Things were going very badly for Theone at home with her father and stepmother. They were urging her to get a job and move out. Since she was only sixteen, this was difficult. Most places only hired waitresses who were eighteen and over as they served alcohol. One day her father simply kicked her out. He had supported her as long as he was prepared to and, as far as he was concerned, a grade 10 education was as much as she deserved. Her mother lived in Grahamstown and, although Theone spoke about her in glowing terms, it didn’t seem as if she was inclined to offer her daughter any practical help.
She came straight to my house and my mother immediately said she was welcome to live with us as long as she liked. From that point on the two of us shared a bedroom and everything in it: clothes, make-up, toiletries, and cigarettes all became communal and, while we were on good terms, this seemed wonderful. We were like sisters and called each other sister. We each had someone that we could do everything with. It seemed ideal.
Would You Like Some Sleeping Pills With Your Gin?
Gareth arrived for the weekend and we headed off to his house for another party. When we got there we heard that he and his friends had beaten up an older man the night before. They all seemed very pleased with themselves and were bragging about how the man got totally fucked up. I was horrified and disgusted.
‘What is wrong with you guys? How can you think it’s cool to gang up on an old man? You’re a bunch of fucking cowards!’ I said to Gareth.
‘Bullshit, Alison! You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. Just shut up, okay?’ he said and stormed off.
As the night progressed everyone got drunker and the atmosphere got aggressive. Theone told one of the guys to stop acting like a prick and he turned on her with such aggression and hatred it was astounding.
‘Fuck off, you ugly whore,’ he said.
‘Yeah, you fucking dumb ugly bitch, get the fuck out of this house!’ said Rick, the charmer she had slept with.
‘Yeah, you crack whore, I’ll smash your ugly face, dumb slut!’
Others joined in and suddenly we were faced with a mob of drunken maliciousness.
‘Leave her alone, you fuckin’ assholes!’ I shouted, grabbing Theone’s arm. ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here!’
The mob followed us out, hurling insults and throwing cans of beer at us. Gareth followed us out and, though he did not join in with the mob, he did nothing to stop it.
‘It’s nothing against you. Everyone likes you - you’re my girl - but they hate Theone. She shouldn’t have called Don a prick, you know? If she hadn’t, it would’ve all been fine.’
‘She said he was acting like a prick, which he was! And how can you say it’s nothing against me? They were swearing at my friend and throwing fucking beers at us!’
‘Yeah, I know, but they just got carried away. They hate her because she’s a slut. You don’t have to worry about any of those guys. I mean it.’
‘Well, we never want to see any of them again and if you want to see me again, you had better not be with any of them! They are an insult to humanity!’
Theone was standing a short distance away from us as we spoke, crying. I walked off and we hitched a ride home. She was very upset, but not the kind of girl to let something get her down for too long.
‘I don’t mind if you see Gareth again. I don’t blame him. But I never want to see any of those guys again.’ Her light blue eyes were red from crying.
‘I know, neither do I, don’t worry.’ I gave her a hug and kissed her white blonde hair.
The only pity is that I didn’t tell Gareth to go and throw himself in the traffic along with his bunch of no good friends.
The next evening we went to Leila’s house seeing as her parents were away. Gareth said he would come by later but he never did. I had heard some stories about him seeing another girl and I thought he was probably with her. Theone went out with some friends. She invited us to go with her but Leila wasn't in the mood and I wanted to stay in case Gareth arrived. We were sitting around, bored and depressed.
‘You know, I feel like crap. Why don't we get high?’ Leila said.
‘I’d love to! On what though? There’s only booze.’
‘Just wait a minute.’ She got up and started going upstairs. ‘You’d be surprised at what’s in my mother’s medicine cabinet!’
She came back with a few boxes of pills in her hand. She mixed them up, gave us each a large handful and took out a bottle of gin from the liquor cabinet to wash them down.
‘Okay, down the hatch,’ she said as she knocked back her handful of pills with the gin.
I didn’t think it was such a good idea to take them all at once; but I wanted to escape the way I was feeling and the faster the better, so I shrugged off my fear and knocked mine back as well. The rest of the night passed in a blur. I could hear voices but I wasn’t sure where they were coming from. I wandered around the house, going from bed to bed looking for them. It struck me as infinitely sad that I couldn’t find anyone and I began to cry. I walked around crying and passing out in different areas of the house. It seemed that people came and went; at times I thought I was lying next to someone but then they were gone.
I don’t know whether it was all hallucination but it seemed that people were coming and going and I was either with them or wandering around trying to find them. Theone and her friends arrived at four the next morning to find Leila unconscious in a bush outside and me fucked out of my mind, half dressed, intermittently weeping and passing out. She tried to force us to down glasses of milk and brought us buckets to throw up in. Lights were put on all over the house and there was talk of calling an ambulance. This struck me as very unfair.
‘Fucking leave me the fuck alone!’ I said, attempting to push the glass of milk away and knocking it to the floor. Milk splashed over the carpet.
‘Alison! You need to drink this or you’re going to be really sick.’
‘Just fuck off out of my life, Theone.’
‘If you don’t drink this I’m going to call your mother and tell her you’re fucked out of your fucking tree.’
‘It’s my fuckin’ mother, Theone, not yours! Just get the hell out of my life!’ I said and passed out. When I came to again she was nowhere to be seen.
By midday we were still incoherent, my weeping had induced Leila to similar devastation and she joined in. When Gareth finally arrived, he reacted with shock to the state of us. I had lost my shoes and was wearing a tiny black mini skirt with an equally tiny halter-top. My breasts kept popping out of the top and my hair was a mass of knots, my eyes red, swollen and glazed over. Leila was no better. Nevertheless, we were determined that Gareth should take us with him.
He had some trouble hitching a ride with two fucked girls howling at his side and hanging onto each other. Once we got to his house we realized our mistake. His parents were home and they had friends around to visit. Everyone looked at us in horror and recoiled from us like we were poisonous. I kept losing my sense of time and place and didn’t know where I was or what was happening.
The reaction to us, when we came to enough to see it, made us cry harder and Gareth told me I'd better phone home and get someone to fetch me. April was thankfully there to take the call. Gareth gave her the address and she hitchhiked to our rescue.
When I arrived home my mother greeted me with stony coldness. This was reason enough to begin to cry desperately again and we were put to bed. I was due to work at the supermarket that day and Theone called to say I wasn’t coming in. Since my shift had begun hours earlier that was the end of the job. I stayed at home for the next three days, out of my mind most of the time, drifting in and out of consciousness and hallucinations, unaware of what was real and what wasn’t.
We were lucky we didn’t die. We wanted to get high, and were so desperate to escape the emptiness inside that we didn’t really care if we died in the process.
I expected Gareth to break up with me after that experience and I was right. He said on the phone that it had nothing to do with the pills. It was just that he didn’t see me often enough and maybe we could get together during the next holiday or something…
Garrick the Baptist
When I finally met Garrick, the great man of God I had heard so much about, I was quite disappointed. He had had such a build up that I expected something remarkable. He and his wife came for a visit and stayed with one of his converts. We all went to visit him one evening.
When we arrived Garrick was busy baptising people in the swimming pool, laying on hands and praying, and his wife was seeing visions. When they came to pray for me I had been waiting for hours. They didn’t speak to me - just began to pray.
After praying for a while, Garrick’s wife turned to my mother and said loudly: ‘Alison isn’t a very feeling kind of person, is she?’
Since they didn’t know me from Adam and hadn’t said a word to me, I thought this was a tall statement. Especially since I was a very feeling kind of person in my own opinion. Just because I didn’t choose to break down crying and carry on all over the place because these two deigned to pray for me, didn’t mean I didn’t feel! They moved off to pray for someone more appreciative. I was deeply offended. My high expectations had got this? Their attitude was one of casual disregard: I was only a child; what could I know, or feel, or matter.
April had some Meatloaf records that Jeff had given her. We loved “Bat out of Hell”; my favourite song was “Two Out of Three Aint Bad”. My mother decided these were evil and smashed them into pieces.
‘I destroyed your records, they were satanic,’ she said casually.
April and Jeff were driving from Port Elizabeth one day and were having car problems. After stopping and fixing something, Jeff discovered a Stephen King novel in the car. He immediately decided that this was the reason for the car trouble - the book must be satanic - and tossed it out. Of course it couldn’t have been that the car was eighteen years old. Miracle of miracles the car drove wonderfully after that! This was taken as evidence of God’s miraculous power, as well as the danger of opening doors to demons.
When anyone came to visit or stay they were asked to remove from the house any items such as Stephen King novels, earrings or necklace pendants with peace signs, as this would be opening doors for Satan. Peace signs weren’t really peace signs; they were upside down crosses. Years later when I actually read a Stephen King novel, I couldn’t believe that such a fuss had been made and he became one of my favourite authors.
My father started a new job as a sales representative for a security company. His new boss was a twenty-four year old from Johannesburg, Reggie. Though inexperienced, he immediately fancied himself streets ahead of my father, his underling.
One day my mother went past the office and met Reggie. She was only forty-one and attractive - youthful and pretty with great legs. With low self-esteem, just like her daughters, she was also very susceptible to flattery. If she happened to meet a charming man she would be giggling and blushing like a schoolgirl and get a fat crush to boot. Reggie was not good looking, but he could be charming. She found, on chatting to him, that he didn’t have any friends in town, so she invited him to meet her daughters, since we could take him out and show him around.
My father was not impressed. Since he was largely ostracised we didn’t find out if he liked his new boss or wanted him in his house. There was also precious little sympathy for him flying around and, since he was usually unpleasant, it was hard to tell any difference in his moods.
However, we were charmed to meet Reggie. He had a car and was keen to go out. What more could girls ask for? He started coming over regularly, bending my mother’s ear with tales of how much rent he was paying at the boarding house until she felt compelled to make him an offer of staying with us. He didn’t need to be asked twice and within hours was ensconced in our dining room, turned into a bedroom just for him.
He proceeded to stay with us for a few months without paying any rent, buying any food, or doing any housework. My mother even did his laundry for him. He earned double what my father earned and supported only himself. Theone and I were delighted. We had a buddy to go out with - a much older buddy, so we could get into bars and clubs more easily. To top it all off, he had cash to buy us drinks.
The Grahamstown festival was on and it was imperative that we go. Theone had started work at a coffee shop as a waitress, so I had to wait for her to finish work before we could leave. Reggie had left the day before.
When Theone finished her shift the next day we hitchhiked to the festival. Theone’s mother lived nearby. She had always spoken about her mother in glowing terms, saying her mother loved her so much and was going to send her money, or that she had promised to call. She never did either. Theone was really excited: she said we could stay with her mother who was eager to meet me and it was going to be wonderful.
When we arrived we went to her mother’s place and knocked on the door. A sallow, sullen looking woman answered.
‘Hello Mommy!’ Theone said and threw herself excitedly at her mother.
Stony faced, she barely returned the embrace.
‘This is Alison, Mommy. I was telling you about her? The one I’m staying with?’
‘I’m very pleased to meet you.’ I held out my hand.
‘Hello,’ she said, shaking my hand limply. If she was pleased to see us she hid it extremely well.
‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.
‘We’re here for the festival.’
‘Well, I hope you weren’t planning on staying here. We don’t have the space. I didn’t know you were coming. If I’d known, maybe I could have made a plan, but you can’t just rock up on my doorstep like this.’ She gave a humourless laugh and showed no inclination to invite us in.
‘Oh no, no problem. We’ve got somewhere to stay. I just wanted to come and say hi to you. It's good to see you, Mommy.’ Theone’s face was gradually looking more devastated, but she was struggling to project cheerfulness.
‘Yes, well, I can’t invite you in. I’m busy right now… as I say, if you’d let me know before, then maybe…’
I could see we needed to leave very soon.
‘Well, maybe we better get going then. Nice to meet you!’ I said.
Theone was struggling to hold back her tears on the walk back but didn’t want to talk about it, other than to defend her mother briefly.
‘We should have called first. That’s all. We shouldn’t have expected her to put us up without letting her know in advance.’
We headed for the Vic Hotel to party the night away. Since we had nowhere to sleep, this was entirely necessary. The next day we met up with Reggie. He wasn’t ready to go home, but we had to get back so Theone could get to work. He told us his younger brother, Alex, was there and could give us a lift. Way better looking than Reggie, Alex had long blonde hair and thickly lashed large brown eyes and a very careful studied coolness. He wore baggy Levi jeans and an oversized green jersey and had a manner and narrowed eyes that screamed, 'Hey man, I am stoned, and I am so cool!'
After wandering around the market and buying some rings (we liked to have rings on every finger), we jumped into Alex’s blue Citi Golf. I sat in the front next to him and we listened to Simply Red. He didn't take much notice of me. He was very friendly but in a disinterested way that made me sit up and take note. Most men I encountered definitely noticed me, but he just didn’t seem interested. This, more than anything, piqued my interest.
By the time we got back we were best friends and I invited him to our place. We decided we should have a braai on the beach. When Reggie got back we headed off. During the evening, no matter how sexily I arranged myself, Alex seemed oblivious.
After my mother left and the party shifted into second gear, I decided skinny-dipping would be a good way to get some attention. I whipped off my clothes and ran into the water. Reggie turned the car around and put the headlights on, illuminating me. Still nothing. I resorted to having a chat to Reggie.
'So, what's the story with your brother, has he got a girlfriend?'
'No, he's a bit strange with girls to be honest. He broke up with his girlfriend about a year ago and he's been staying away from girls for a while.'
'Do you think he likes me?'
'Oh, he definitely likes you! Have no fear about that. Just give him some time and you'll know all about it.'
That night Alex stayed over. Another mattress was found from somewhere and Reggie shared his “room” with his brother.
After another day spent together we went out again and I waited patiently for Alex to make a move. When nothing happened, I had another chat with Reggie.
'He is completely stoked on you! Mad about you!' he said, to my delight.
I was excited but, as the night wore on, my excitement turned to frustration and I wondered if Reggie had got it all wrong. Alex just didn't seem to regard me as anything special at all. He treated me the same way he treated everyone! This was driving me crazy. If I had started off not seeing him as anything fantastic, I was now convinced he was the stud of the year and I had to be with him.
A Brother-in-Law and a Boyfriend
Preparations were under way for April’s wedding. My mother had received some money from her mother’s estate and would use this to pay for the wedding. To cut costs we were going to have the reception at home: we had a big front garden and lounge and we were not going to have any alcohol, for my father's sake. April borrowed a stunning dress. Faye, the lady who had got me into the modeling competition, would do the cake and flowers, as well as April’s hair and make-up.
The night before the wedding Alex said he wanted to speak to me. We were sitting at a table in a pub having some drinks. We left the others at the table and went to sit at the bar.
‘Well, I’m sure you’ve heard from Reg how much I like you,’ he said.
‘Yes, I heard, but that was ages ago and you didn’t say anything, so I wasn’t sure.’
‘Well, I really like you, but since I’m staying in your house I think it would be a good thing to speak to your mom about it first - see if she is comfortable with us going out.’
‘You really don’t need to. My mom’s cool. I can pretty much do what I want, she doesn’t mind.’
‘Yes, but I still think I should, it’s only right. I think we should wait until I’ve had a chance to speak to her.’
‘Well, okay, but when are you going to speak to her?’ What the hell! Speak to my mom? Come on.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll speak to her tomorrow.’
‘It’s the wedding.’
‘I’ll speak to her before the wedding, don’t worry,’ he laughed, looking pleased at my impatience.
When he asked my mother she laughed uproariously. I was eavesdropping just outside the door.
‘It’s fine with me, so long as you know what you’re getting into,’ she said. ‘Alison has a different boyfriend every couple of weeks, so if you’re looking for something long-term I’d say run far, far away,’ she laughed.
I was happy that clearly he had been noticing me; but his hard-to-get manner had hooked me: there was no going back.
April and my mother spent hours getting hair and make up done. We had spent the previous day preparing the house and food. My father got dressed up in his best suit and, though hung over with a mild case of the DT’s, he was sober. April walked into the church on his arm and he did her proud. He looked like any father on his daughter’s wedding day and we were thoroughly relieved. Everything was lovely; the food was delicious, the cake beautiful. April had asked me to sing and everyone gathered around. I sang really well and everyone said how lovely it was. While I sang Alex stood in the crowd and looked indifferent.
April looked really beautiful but so young. Her thick make-up couldn't disguise her baby-faced youth. She couldn't stop smiling. There was no trace of the recurring nervous twitch that, ever since her accident, appeared in her Elvis curled upper lip whenever she was stressed or upset. She was only 18, yet thought she was so mature and ready for her future. Jeff’s parents looked miserable throughout. They thought it was a mistake and left as soon as the wedding photos had been taken.
When April threw the bouquet, she turned around to look for me.
‘Alison, where are you?’ and seeing me she turned and threw it directly to me.
When I caught it everyone pretended it was meant to be.
Lacie and Lindie were flower girls and wore matching blue dresses that my mother had made. They were eleven years old and still very childlike; more interested in how much cake they could get out of the deal than anything else. Jaime was wearing jeans with a button up shirt and tie and looked as cute as can be. He was eight years old and such a handsome little boy. The happy couple drove off in Jeff’s old Passat that we had decorated with streamers and shaving cream.
As soon as everyone left we collapsed with exhaustion, but we soon recovered and made plans to go out. There’s nothing like infatuation to inject endless energy and, since the way was now clear for Alex and me, nothing would have kept me home that night. Theone and I got dressed up. I put on a pair of tight jeans and rolled up the bottoms to mid calf, which I thought looked super-cute with my flat black pumps and my beaded ankle chains. I put on my black and white striped tank top and scrunched my hair. Theone was getting dressed in a tight white dress of April's and sheer black tights.
'Will you do my make up for me?' I asked 'I feel like tonight might deserve a bit more than eyeliner and mascara and you know how useless I am at putting it on!'
'Sure babe' she said. She added some foundation, blusher and brown toned eye shadow to my standard thick black eyeliner and heavy mascara look.
We gathered a crowd and went looking for a party. After lots of bar hopping we found ourselves in a beachfront club that was playing cheesy music. Alex looked so cool in his baggy Levi's with thick black belt. Every time he looked at me with his heavily lashed brown eyes I nearly died of lust. When he started doing some funny dancing, we all joined in and had a brilliant time. We stayed and danced until the place closed and kicked us out, then went to the beach.
After smoking a joint, we left the others and went up to the top of a sand dune, sat on the sand and lit cigarettes. It was a full moon and the night was wonderfully clear. The moonlight shone off the water and the sound of the waves in the stillness was hypnotic. After sitting and smoking in silence for a while, Alex turned to me, took my face in his hands and kissed me. This was what I had been waiting for, seemingly forever. He pulled away but still held my face in his hands.
‘You are amazingly beautiful. I don’t care what your mother says, I think I am going to be with you for a very long time,’ he said in his beautifully cultivated, expensive, accent less English, and kissed me again.
Along with my pounding heart, my spirits were soaring! This time I would fall in love with someone who would love me back.
The security company that employed my father and Reggie was in the process of closing down. All staff were to be retrenched and, since my father had only been employed a matter of months, he would not receive any compensation. At the same time the owner of the house we had been living in for years decided to sell, so we would have to move. This was very sad news, as we loved the house and the rent was low; the owner had never increased it. We now had three permanent houseguests: Alex, Reggie and Theone. April was either with Jeff in Port Elizabeth, or, during her frequent visits home, in the room with Theone and I.
Since Alex and I had got together my days passed in a haze of euphoria. I leaped out of bed in the mornings so that I could climb in next to him for a ten-minute cuddle before getting ready for school. Even having to attend school couldn’t dampen my spirits much, as he drove me there and fetched me afterwards. We shared cigarettes on the way there and back, not worrying who might see me puffing away in my school uniform. It was wonderful to have my older boyfriend arrive to fetch me. It was almost worth going just to have him pick me up. I was so in love that I did even less work at school than before - and I had always done very little. I had no notes and did no homework. All I had were textbooks and no idea what was in them. I trusted I would somehow get through at the end of the year as I always had before.
Alex seemed to take it for granted that because of my age and Christianity I was a sexual innocent. He was twenty and I was fifteen and he seemed to expect that being with him would offer me a lot of first time experiences. Always wanting to be what I thought people wanted, I didn’t contradict this assumption. As the days went by I fell deeper in love than I thought possible.
My mother found an old farm that had two farmhouses on the property. One of them was available for rent, so we moved in there. The house was big and had two lounges and a dining room. One of the lounges and the dining room were immediately turned into bedrooms. Alex and Reggie shared a bedroom, Theone and I shared another, Lindie and Lacie were in another and my mother and father had their own rooms. Jaime and April would share when April came to visit. The house had a big farm kitchen and the lounge was large and light with big windows. There was loads of space around us to explore. A path from the house led to a dam with legavaans and ducks. My mother got some chickens and we named them Juan one, Juan two and Juan three. Everything seemed idyllic.
In spite of the large grounds and the big house, our rent was low. We were on the side of a highway and, from a vantage point about 100 meters from our house, we could see an enormous squatter camp laid out in front of us. The house also had no security. Very few white people would have been willing to live so close to a settlement of black people. They would have been terrified, expecting the Swaart Gevaar (Black Peril) to descend on them at any moment.
The first few weeks at the farm were wonderful. We still had some money as my father had only just stopped working, the house was full of people, and the atmosphere was marvelous. We had a pack of Uno cards and spent entire days in a group, smoking cigarettes and playing Uno. As Reggie was also out of work he spent all day at home too. Alex was supposed to be doing university work but never did.
Then things took a turn for the worse. My mother was working full time but now that my father was out of work again there just wasn’t enough coming in to feed us all. Reggie and Alex were a huge burden on the household finances and neither had ever contributed a cent. Theone worked sporadically but didn’t earn enough to do more than buy her own cigarettes and toiletries. I was no longer working since being fired from the supermarket and wasn’t too inclined to find other work. I was too busy spending time with Alex. My mother started to become stressed indeed. As our cigarettes ran out, we became stressed too. Reggie and Alex had also run out of money; so we were stuck. The Uno wasn’t so much fun when there wasn’t any food in the kitchen and we didn’t have anything to fill the ashtrays with.
In desperation we rolled tealeaves in cigarette papers and smoked them. It tasted awful and didn’t provide any relief from our cravings. April came to visit and was a welcome diversion. She brought cigarettes and some money she made waitressing in Port Elizabeth. My mom immediately went off to buy some food. The next night April offered to cook. She made spaghetti and, having found some pink meat in the fridge, cooked it up to make a sauce. The meat was very pink and though she cooked it and cooked it, it remained pink.
‘Come eat everyone,’ she said. ‘The meat is still pink. I don’t know why. I’ve cooked it for ages. So don’t worry, it might not look it but it is cooked.’
‘I don’t care what colour it is, I’m starving,’ Reggie said.
‘Me too,’ Alex said.
We all tucked in. When my mother came home from work she started feeding the pets.
‘Where is that pet’s mince that was in the fridge?’ she called out to us.
Oops.
Theone and I had always fought a lot, but now we began to fight more frequently. She had always smoked my cigarettes and used my toiletries and she had no boundaries when it came to using my clothes and make up. Now that I hadn’t worked for a while and everything of mine had run out, she didn’t return the favour. She hid her things away and pretended not to have cigarettes when she was home, though I knew she did. She had made friends with a girl called Laura. I was always with Alex, so I could hardly blame her for finding another friend, but I still felt left out and resentful. One day she came home from work to find no food in the house. She rolled her eyes and started slamming around.
‘I’m going to Laura’s house where at least I can get something to eat, for fuck sakes! Never any goddamn food in this house.’
‘Yes! Go, you fucking bitch, and don’t come back!’ I was enraged beyond belief. She wasn’t paying any board, who did she think she was thinking it was her right to find food waiting for her when she came home?
Our fighting became more vicious, with me becoming ever nastier.
Alex and I were gradually spending more time sleeping in one bed than two. My mother thought it was fine. Of course she believed we only cuddled and held hands. Theone would often be trying to fall asleep while Alex and I were kissing and chatting in the bed next to her.
‘Oh, can’t you two just shut the fuck up?’ she screamed in frustration.
‘If you don’t like it, Theone, why don’t you just go and sleep outside?’
My sympathy for her was radically diminished. In spite of this, we still made efforts to right things, as the constant fighting was very stressful. I wrote her a letter after a few days of stony silence, saying we needed to talk more and fight less and outlining my problems in sharing a room with her, i.e. she took my things without asking and I never saw them again, or saw them weeks later - dirty and damaged. I found a letter on my pillow the next day.
Dear Alison
The reason I ignored you was because you ignored me on Thursday afternoon for no reason. It was stupid of me I should have asked you what was wrong. As for the clothes and that I am really sorry. We should ask about things before we go ahead and take them away from the house. I agree that it is stupid to fight we are really growing up now. I mean you are nearly sixteen and I’m nearly seventeen, beyond the stage of pettiness. Anycase I really wanna be friends. We can get along really well when we want to and that’s the way it should always be. You are also a lovely person and I also LOVE YOU TO BITS AND IT HURTS NOT TO BE FRIENDS WITH YOU! It’s a good idea to speak about things BUT we must stick to that, always! Not just say we will do it and then leave it totally. I hope this letta is a true NO MORE FIGHTING ON THIS SIDE. God do you know how ugly it is to sit in this room with you and not talk? Well I’m sure you feel that way too.
Anycase, friends forever.
Lots of love
Theone
Judgment Day
After not having money for a while, Reggie suddenly had cash again, though he didn’t have a job. Cigarettes were again readily available and he started going out and getting drunk. He still didn’t contribute to the house, but at least there were cigarettes. Alex phoned his parents for cash, which they occasionally supplied, but as far as they were concerned, if he needed cash for extras, he should get himself a job. They were paying for his studies. The rest was up to him. But he was too busy spending time with me to want to go out and work.
The other farmhouse on the property became available and my mother decided we would have to move. The rent was even less. It was only about 50 meters away so moving wouldn’t be much of an issue. Everyone gathered together for the big carry.
I had a head full of dreams: I was in love and the world was a wonderful place! Someone at house no. 2 said they needed scissors, so I went back to house no. 1 to look for it. Humming a little tune to myself, I found the scissors and dreamily made my way over to house no. 2 swinging the scissors around and around in my hand. My mother, Reggie and Alex encountered me at the half way mark.
‘Alison, are you seriously carrying only a pair of scissors?’ my mother asked in astonishment.
The new house was much smaller. The front door led straight into the lounge. There was a small bedroom behind the lounge that Reggie and Alex would share. The lounge had a staircase leading up to a large upstairs section that my mother, father and Jaime would share. A door leading out of the lounge led to a small kitchen on the left and through the kitchen was the bathroom. Down a few steps was another bedroom that the twin's would share. Theone and I would share an outside hut with a thatched roof and one tiny window. We were really excited to have an outside room. It felt like our own flat. We had large Bob Marley and INXS posters and we hung these up on the walls. Theone had a good eye for making something out of nothing and draped some colourful sarongs over the worn chests of drawers and put some incense in little candleholders. We thought the place looked awesome.
I failed the third term of grade 10. No great surprise really since I had done very little. However, the way the teachers reacted to me failing was a surprise - I doubted these teachers knew my name. Yet, my accounting teacher threw my book at me hitting me in the face, and told me to get out of his class, as he wasn’t interested in people like me. My biology teacher said I was never going to amount to anything and may as well drop out of school and work in a supermarket as a cashier: it was the best I was going to do. The shock at this made me cry and crying gave me an awful migraine. I spent half an hour squinty eyed and stumbling, my vision crossing in front of my eyes, before I was allowed to go home. The way I saw it I may have failed the term, but I would not fail the year. I was completely capable of pulling it together at the last minute.
When I saw my mother that evening I told her what happened.
'Oh no! These people make me sick! They truly do! You can just leave now if you want to.' My mother's blue eyes blazed with anger. 'What's the point of hanging around for the last few months of school if they're going to treat you like this? I would like to give them a piece of my mind, I really would! The bastards! They don't know what you're dealing with at home. How dare they treat you like that.' She crashed her fist down on the kitchen counter and then sighed. 'You know, Luvie, I've been thinking about it anyway, and maybe this is just a sign from God. I was so determined that April must finish high school but look what happened with her. She can't find a job. You don't need a Matric to get a job as a waitress, that's for sure. Maybe this is God telling us you should just leave school now.'
'I'd love to leave! But I was thinking it might be cool if I could go to the technical college next year and do my high school equivalency, and I think I need to finish the year to get in.'
'What does that cost?'
'I think it’s R500 a year.'
'Ha, where am I going to get R500? Well, we'll just have to see. But the decision is yours. If you don't want to go back there again, I will understand. It's up to you.'
'I think I'll just take tomorrow off. I can't face them, but I should probably finish the year. It's only a few months, and at least it is some sort of benchmark. I don't want to leave school with nothing at all.'
'That's very sensible, my child. You were always the wise one.'
True to Alex’s initial style, he held back long enough to make me want him so much more. I was madly in love, while he told me he loved me, yet wasn’t “in” love with me. I found this very frustrating. Why wasn’t he “in” love with me? What was wrong with me? What could I do to make it happen? He also never moved things along sexually, which had me ready to jump him. I thought about sex constantly and couldn’t keep my hands off him, but he played it cool. One day I decided on the spur of the moment to shake things up and wrapped my fingers around his penis. He gasped in surprise.
After a while he felt sure enough of my devotion to say he was now “in” love with me. I was in heaven. It felt like we could talk about anything. We got along so well and he made me laugh. We sat for hours kissing and telling each other how much we loved each other and how we would never be parted. I felt as if everything apart from him was meaningless and unimportant, as if my life began and ended with him. As soon as he left the room my energy left with him.
It transpired that Reggie’s sudden wealth had been a fiction. He had been writing cheques that had bounced all over town and he was caught drunk driving and arrested. His parents were furious. They bailed him out of jail and flew him back to Johannesburg with them to sort him out.
All I had heard about Alex’s parents was that they were pretty old. They had had their children late in life and were now in their sixties - and wealthy. Alex and Reggie had gone to the most exclusive private school in Johannesburg and been driven there in their father’s Lamborghini or their mother’s Maserati. Alex and Reggie reflected this privileged upbringing in their easy charm and casual sense of entitlement. Alex seemed instantly able to fit in anywhere. He seemed to have no doubt that any group of people should love to be in his company. He would tell jokes all night and be the centre of attention, charming everyone’s socks off.
Since Reggie had returned to Johannesburg Alex moved into the room with Theone and me and my father moved into their room. Sharing a room with my mother had not worked out well. My father, still unemployed, drank all day and frequently did things to get my mother’s attention.
He had a tantrum in the kitchen and broke a load of dishes, cutting himself badly in the process. I came into the house to find him sitting with blood all over him, his bleeding hands and wrists over a bucket half full of blood. The kitchen was covered with it, there was broken glass everywhere and my father was cursing and muttering. I went to get my mother and helped her as she wearily sorted out the mess and bandaged his cuts while he told her what a selfish bitch she was.
Another day I came into the house to find my father abusing my mother in the kitchen. He was all fired up and aggressive, screaming at her and calling her terrible names. She was attempting to ignore him while she made dinner and washed dishes, the stress showing in the way she crashed the dishes around the sink.
I looked him in the face, saw his blank eyes staring back at me and said: 'you fucking dog.'
A punch hit me full in the stomach, sending me flying back into the bathroom door. I rapidly retreated into the bathroom, locking the door behind me. I waited there until he was gone.
My father hated Alex and would always have some nasty comment to make under his breath when Alex entered a room. The dislike was mutual; Alex treated him like something less than human. He either ignored him or looked at him with a kind of puzzled disgust.
I came home from school on the bus one day; Alex had stopped fetching me because of petrol constraints. The bus trip was quite a chore. The twins, Jaime and I met on the bus and began the long walk home from the bus stop. Half the walk was alongside the highway and then we took a path leading to the farm, a serious uphill with swarms of bees for added shits and giggles. When I got home I went looking for Alex and found all trace of him gone. All his clothes were gone, everything.
I spent the next few hours in frantic worry. Where the hell had he gone? Why? My nails, already bitten down to the quick, were ripped raw in my panic. At about seven that evening, he came over. I saw immediately that something was seriously wrong. His brown eyes were cold and flinty. He didn’t smile and refused to hug or kiss me.
‘Alex! Where have you been? Why did you take all your clothes?’ I asked.
‘I’ve moved out. I’ve moved in with some university friends. I’m gonna be staying with them for a while,’ he said.
‘Why? Why don’t you stay here?’ I asked.
He sat down and lit a cigarette before replying.
‘I don’t know if I want to go out with you anymore. I found some stuff today that really made me think about things and wonder if we’re right for each other. I think we need to take a break.’
‘What? Why?’ I was in shock.
‘I did something I shouldn’t have done. Because I love you so much, I wanted to know everything about you, so I read your diary.’ He ran a hand through his long blonde hair.
‘Oh,’ I said, not comprehending.
‘Is that all you have to say? “Oh”? I couldn’t believe what I was reading! The things you’ve done - it’s completely disgusting! It’s like I thought I was in love with one person, but then I find out that that person doesn’t exist. It’s a fantasy and I don’t even know you. Nine guys in one weekend, Alison, what the fuck! You completely had me believing you’re this sweet, lovely girl, but it’s just an act you put on.' Even in anger he sounded like the president of the debating society for privileged schoolboys.
‘No! It's not! It's not an act at all! I only want to be with you now! I love you. It doesn’t matter what I did before.’
‘It does matter. It matters because I feel like I don’t even know you. I loved you. I thought you were wonderful, but now I don’t know what you are. There are so many guys' names in your disgusting little book. Is there anyone in this town you haven’t been with?'
He was icily calm. He said everything in a disappointed tone and looked at me through his thick lashes like the source of profound disappointment.
I felt a sense of unreality. I looked around the room, took in the clear details of the worn carpets, mismatched curtains and shabby bed linen. This place that only a short while before had seemed so full of hope now seemed to mock me with its colourful sarongs and posters that couldn't disguise the bleakness of peeling paint and rotting wood. This moment was real. It was really happening. I lit a cigarette with a hand that shook so badly it took four tries.
‘I’m confused right now. I want to break up with you but maybe that would be too rash. Maybe I’ll regret it when I cool off, so let’s just take a break for a couple of months and then I’ll see how I feel. I still love you, but I don’t think I can see you or even think about you for a while!’
‘A couple of months? NO!!' I felt like I had been stabbed. There was such pain in my chest I thought my heart must surely break. If only I could undo what I had done! I could not bear to lose him.
‘All these guys you’ve been with - you write how gorgeous they are and sexy and how it was love at first sight; and there’s all this stuff like “I love so and so” all over the place. But other than that, it's just a diary of sex: it's like a list of conquests. Then there’s the entry of the day you met me and you say “I met Alex today, he’s cute, kind of interesting looking.” What the fuck does that mean? Cute?’
‘I thought you were gorgeous! I just wrote cute - it doesn’t mean anything! I thought you were in a different league to guys I had met before - interesting was a compliment!’ I sobbed.
‘Well, I don’t know if I can believe you. That’s why we need this break. If I had known these things about you before we started going out, I never would have touched you. You’re a slut, Alison! I didn’t know you were that kind of girl and I feel like I’ve been tricked. I just need some space to clear my head and see if I can get over it. I’m not sure if I can, but I still love you and I just don’t know,’ he said.
He got up and, ignoring my attempts to hold on to him, left.
I had never experienced such pain. It was agony. All I wanted in my life was to have him back. I didn’t care about the violation of my privacy; I cared about nothing except having him love me again. I took out my notebook and tried to express what I was feeling. I had to get it out somehow. The pain and tightness in my chest would suffocate me otherwise. I had friends who cut themselves and suddenly I knew exactly why they did it. I wrote a poem and it made me feel slightly better.
How can you stand there so calmly?
While you tear my heart apart
Saying that you love me yet you depart
Feeling so right when you are so wrong
Judging my past though the future is strong
Are you trying to destroy me to crush my pride?
How can I get you back on my side?
I have never loved so strongly nor been so deeply hurt
My love has been left here lying in the dirt
The next day when I got to school a classmate asked me how I was and I collapsed into tears. She led me away and I told her the whole story. She said he was acting like a prick and she would like to tell him his fortune.
‘No, no, he isn’t a prick, he’s wonderful.... he’s just insecure because he thinks I lied to him and I’m not the girl he wanted me to be, but he really is a cool guy, don’t think badly of him,’ I said.
I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, and I was terrified he would meet someone else. I had always had terrible nightmares and now, when I managed to sleep, I was tormented with nightmares involving Alex and other girls. I called and wrote him letters. He was casual and non-committal – he said he was thinking about things and would be in touch when his exams were over. A few weeks later I got a letter:
Dear Alison
Hi Baby, its 12:30 and I’m getting absolutely no more information into my head. My eyes feel like they are about to pop out of their sockets and my head feels like I haven’t slept since I was born.
Thanks, Thanks a LOT, you little selfish SHIT, you mean, selfish, horrible little shit, because you’re not here I’m missing you. FUCK. I feel as if you’re a million miles away. I wish I could just jump into the little blue bus, come to the farm and cuddle you and fall asleep next to you. BUT NO, I have to study this useless, endless, endless, Psychology. (You know, being mature and responsible and all that can really get you down sometimes, Jokes). Anyway, don’t worry, no sympathy please, I’m sure I’ll live, no need to get upset or emotionally scarred or distraught or anything, don’t lose any sleep, I’ll handle it all on my own, you’ll see, never fear, I’ll come through, there is a light at the end of the tunnel, (Only a slight foggy glimmer mind you). Don’t suppose this could be a hint that I’m sick of learning and missing you like crazy, my little lobster, my sexy potato plant, my stunningly beautiful asparagus.
I love you baby, I miss having you near me, I’m sure hoping I can maybe come and live with you again after the exams, HINT, HINT!
Anyway, better love and leave you before I die of exhaustion.
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