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About A
Complicated Love

A Complicated Love is a true story about how the relationship
between a straight father and a gay son unfolds through frank and
revealing dialogue on a road trip. It packs an emotional punch as
father and son Jared share their poignant journey of discovery -
each man ultimately learning that by letting go of old baggage they
open their hearts and minds to accept each other. At its core is
the enduring message of love in its purest form.


Recommendations

A father and son journey towards understanding diversity and
each other. Beautifully written and profoundly honest. A
heart-warming story of love and acceptance. Cherie MacLeod – Executive Director, PFLAG Canada

A Complicated Love gives me hope that despite our stereotypes,
we have the capacity within us to shift our focus and truly relate
from our inner being. Dene Rossouw tells a wonderful story of how
unconditional love for his son, Jared, allowed him to overcome
barriers and grow closer to him. Families can learn a lot from this
powerful book. Stephen Hammond – Author of
Managing Human Rights at Work.

Love and courage drive a father and son to deeply understand
each others' worlds. Through understanding and respecting one
another’s differences, their example provides hope for disconnected
relationships. Sharon Habib – Communication
Strategist.

A Complicated Love is a compelling read. As the relationship
between father and son unfolds through frank and revealing
dialogue, it packs an emotional punch. Dene and Jared share their
poignant journey of discovery - each man ultimately learning that
by letting go of old baggage they open their hearts and minds to
accept each other. I am the parent of a gay son, but I recommend
this book to any parent; at its core is the enduring message of
love in its purest form. Tracey Wimperly –
Principal at Walk the Talk Communications
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To fathers and sons, mothers and daughters, both gay and
straight, and to all who have a personal or professional
relationship with a gay person.
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Preface

 When I heard that my
21-year-old son Jared was gay, I was at first shocked, then deeply
disappointed. My disappointment stemmed partly from my expectation
that all my sons would be straight. It had never really entered my
consciousness that one of my sons would turn out, well,
different.

Why had I never thought about it? Probably because at the time
it was inconceivable to me that I, a “real man,” could father a
child who would turn out to be gay.

My deep disappointment was not with Jared, but with myself.
Jared was in South Africa at the time and I was in my new home,
Canada. I started to ask myself what mistakes I could have made in
our relationship. Why is Jared gay? What caused him to become gay?
Did I inadvertently cause him to become gay? How have I failed him
as a father?

Jared and I began to trade e-mails ― a few of the more than seventy
e-mails are reproduced in this book. I started to read up about
homosexuality and learnt that approximately 10 percent of the
world’s population declare themselves as gay and gay marriages are
becoming an accepted norm in many countries. Yet many gay people
continue to live in fear, always in the shadows.

Three years later, in 2004, Jared came to Canada and we went
on a road trip through rural Nova Scotia. Our conversations during
that trip taught me that my judgments about homosexuality were way
too hasty and my beliefs far too shallow. I learnt a lot about how
unquestioned rules in my head influenced the assumptions I had
made.

During our discussions, I also realized I had neither sensed
nor responded to the unique challenges Jared faced as he was
growing up—I was not aware of what he was going through.

During our road trip, I kept asking myself, If I had been
there for him as he worked through and came to understand his
sexual orientation, would things have turned out differently? Would
our relationship be better now?

So what did I learn? I began this book thinking it was our
story, Jared’s and mine. In reality, it has become my story. To
understand and reach into Jared’s experience, I first had to look
at my own life and examine my own assumptions about homosexuality.
Our road trip conversations are real, not recalled. With this book
in mind and Jared’s permission, we placed a digital voice recorder
between us as we spoke. In those conversations, we explored fears,
taboos and judgments about gay people, so that we might come to a
deeper understanding of ourselves and our relationship.

Our conversations were not always easy or painless. On the
fourth day of our road trip, we ended up not speaking to each other
for a few hours as we each wrestled with our own demons as a result
of what we had said and still wanted to say to each another. Were
we both enriched by the process? Absolutely!

Join me as I explore coming out as a parent, the influence of
religion on my understanding of homosexuality, and how a shift of
mind enabled me to become empathic and accepting of people who are
gay.
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I Reality check

 Chapter 1 - The hug

Regrets? Maybe. This is my last night in Cape Town, South
Africa, my home for the last forty-something years. It is January,
a glorious African summer evening. Tomorrow my wife Deborah and I
will be emigrating to Canada. We are having a final family
get-together to say goodbye to our sons, who are staying behind to
finish their university degrees.

The phone rings. “Hey Dad,” says Jared, “we’ll be there in a
little while.”

No problem, I say.

I stir the barbecue coals―a ritual I have done countless times
under the vines at the back of our house, in the quiet
neighbourhood of Durbanville. We are surrounded by 400-year-old
Cape wine farms, yet we are within walking distance to some of the
finest shopping malls in the world.

This move to Canada is big. Very big. It’s one thing to resign
from our jobs, sell our lovely house and cars. It’s another thing entirely to accept that our four sons have
chosen to stay in South Africa.

I remind myself that because of the high crime rate, we are
making the right decision―to exchange family, friends and
financial security for freedom of movement and quality of life in a
new country.

I stare at the street light across the road. Its light is
reflected in the still waters of our swimming pool. A few moths
circle the glass; their flight patterns seem to rise and fall in
sync with the chorus of crickets down below.

What do I say to our sons who won’t have me around to do the
things that fathers do? This is the last evening to have those
conversations that I tend to avoid—to say meaningful things like “I
love you,” and “This is what I’ll miss most about you,” instead of
platitudes like “Hey, leave the girls alone,” or “E-mail me,” or
“I’m only a phone call away.”

I am torn between wishing that this evening were already over
and hoping it will never end.

The boys arrive. “Sorry we’re late,” they say. “We had to
finish a couple of things.”

No problem, I say. The fire is way too hot for the steaks.
Grab a beer―they’re
in the cooler on the deck.

I realize I didn’t have to say a thing. The sound of beer cans
being opened has already drowned my words. We migrate to the patio
around the pool. The boys, dressed in shorts and T-shirts, sit
around the edge of the pool, legs in the water. The patio light
shining through the vines, casts abstracts on the water.

“So what have you been doing all day?” Brennan asks.

Packing and repacking, I reply. And sorting out a few
last-minute things. We’re way over the weight limit.

“Anything you want to get rid of?” asks Jared with a grin.
“Laptops, cameras, bottles of wine . . . anything you don’t need
will find a good home here.”

Okay, better keep your cellphones on tomorrow when we’re at
the airport, I say in jest, so we can call you in case we have to
dump some stuff.

“Well,” says Chad, “why don’t we just weigh your bags tonight
and save you the trouble?”

His comment is met by raucous laughter.

We might dump the cat and some underwear, I say, playing
along, but no laptop. Sorry.

“You know, Dad,” says Henk, “this cat is the fattest cat on the
street. Do you think they will let you into Canada with
him?”

He’s not fat, I protest. He’s one of the healthiest cats
you’ll ever see.



I turn my attention to the Cape salmon, seasoned with apricot
jam, spices and white wine, cooking slowly in a greased kettle on a
bed of herbs and celery. A while later I overhear the boys pressing
their eldest brother for information. What’s that? I ask.“Henk’s in
love!”

“It’s nothing like that,” says Henk. “I went for breakfast with
a beautiful woman this morning. She’s very intelligent.”

Chad mimics, “She’s very intelligent.”

“Shut up, Chad! Her name is Lola. She’s a waitress on Kloof
Street.”

Jared steps in. “No, listen, she’s really nice. I’ve worked
with her at Waldo’s. But she does have a weird in-your-face
hairstyle.” He catches Chad’s eye. Chad sniggers.

Brennan laughs too. “I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you call
her up right now and tell her to come down here. I want to see
this.”

I sit back and listen. The evening is getting off to a good
start. At moments like this I know I’ll miss my guys terribly:
their sharp sense of humour and the way they trade puns and fool
around and, most of all, their camaraderie.

After tomorrow I won’t be around to help when their cars break
down, or when they need help moving to a new apartment. I won’t be
around for our regular Saturday morning breakfasts. I won’t be
around, period.

As the evening wears on, we trade stories and talk about
everything from university degrees to politics to Canadian weather.
The more I persuade my sons that Canada is not only Inuit and
igloos, the more they remind me that I’ll freeze my butt
off.

“You’ll get cabin fever. You’ll get delusional,” they say. “And
when you do see the sun, you’ll bow down and worship
it.”

They love to tease me. Amidst the laughter, I notice that
Jared is unusually quiet.

~::~

Deborah and I love the cosmopolitan lifestyle, the culture and
the vibe of Cape Town, one of the most spectacular cities in the
world. Apartheid is gone, Nelson Mandela has completed his term of
office, and the second democratic elections have taken place,
peacefully.

But, alas, the honeymoon is over. People are experiencing an
increasing crime rate as the government fails to deliver on its
promises of housing, healthcare and providing economic and
educational opportunities for disenfranchised members of the
population. The subject of lawlessness and government
inefficiencies creep into every conversation―in coffee bars, pubs and restaurants.
People are becoming obsessed with their personal security, and this
has led to some heated debates in our own family over the past six
years, as we’ve tried to articulate our dilemma―to stay and hope the situation
improves or start from scratch in a new country.

The boys want to finish their schooling and degrees and then
they will decide where they want to live, be it South Africa, the
United Kingdom, Canada or wherever. They have a different
perspective on the future of their country and want to stay with
their friends, at least for now.

We know that in a few years, we will not be eligible to
emigrate because our ages will count against us. Already many in
South Africa are living in gated communities and behind security
fences. I came across a 1998 Interpol report indicating that South
Africa had the highest murder rate of the countries selected, with
59 murders per 100,000 people compared to six murders per 100,000
in the USA. If we are living under siege now, how will it be in
twenty years’ time?

It is past midnight. I throw a few pieces of wood on the fire
and stoke the coals. We gather round as we sip Amarula, a sweet
liqueur made from a wild African fruit.

Jared disappears and returns with a package neatly wrapped in
brown paper and tied with string.

“It’s from all of us,” says Jared, “but you have to open it on
the plane.”

We thank the boys. I sense that this is not a gift that money
can buy.

The time has come to say goodbye. We had agreed that none of
the boys would come to the airport tomorrow. I have steeled myself
for this moment. I feel a stab of anguish. A haunting memory
flashes through my brain. More than ten years ago, their mother and
I took the boys for a drive. I parked the car and explained to the
boys, who were then small enough to sit together on the back seat
of the car, that their mother and I were going to
separate.

Your mom and I are going to live apart for a while, I said to
their watchful, innocent faces. I am going to move out and live in
another house nearby.

“But Dad,” said Jared, then only ten years old, “when will we
see you?”

Everything will be nearly the same as it’s always been, except
that I will come and see you guys often, and you will come and stay
over at my place, I said, not knowing the implications of my
words.

I can’t forget the look on their faces. What feelings were
imprinted on their psyches? Was it a sense of betrayal,
abandonment?

Now, years later, I’m happily remarried. The boys are very
comfortable around Deborah, but I know Jared is highly intuitive
and senses things. What do he and his brothers really think about
us going away? Does it make them feel insecure? Are they angry with
us for abandoning them?

We wander out from the house to the drive.

I love you guys, I hear myself say. I’m going to miss
you.

I give each of my boys a hug. Jared is last. When we hug,
Jared holds on much longer than the others.

When the tail lights of his VW beetle fade into the long
summer night, I walk slowly back to the house and stop at the edge
of the pool. My eyes well up. I remove my clothes and slip into the
cool, turquoise water.

~::~

The next day dawns clear. Not a cloud in sight. If the
prevailing summer southeast wind is blowing, pilots flying out from
Cape Town International usually head due south over the sea before
turning north to Johannesburg or Europe.

Today is different. The pilot doesn’t try to reach maximum
altitude right away but flies at about 2,000 metres in a
southwesterly direction over the sea. When we reach the long spike
of land that divides the Indian and Atlantic oceans, the jet banks
over in a slow arc towards the Atlantic. As we set a slow northerly
course just above the Twelve Apostles, I see the view our pilot
intended.

Arsonists have set fire to the magnificent mountains of the
Cape of Storms, home to one of the most diverse floral kingdoms on
earth. As we approach Table Mountain, I see more fires ravaging the
mountainside. Through the smoke I recognize many of the nooks,
crannies and peaks that I’ve explored over the years. I am glued to
the tiny window. Happy memories of endless days on these mountains
surface within me. I don’t want to see this unnecessary wanton
destruction, but I continue to crane my neck as we slowly pass the
landmarks I know so well.

As the smoke and fires start to recede in the
distance,

I notice the passengers have become silent.

After a while I reach into my hand luggage for the gift
wrapped in brown paper. A small handmade book is tucked beneath
some tissue. I open the cover. On each page is a handwritten
message from my sons, family members and close friends. Now I know
why Jared called to say they were going to be late. He was
collecting farewell messages and binding the book.

I nudge Deborah and read a message from each of our boys. The
last page is from Jared.

Dear Dad,

I meant to write this earlier and I am still thinking of what
to say on the very eve of your leaving. You must admit that we’ve
always been late one way or another.

I’m positive about the move and realize now that we must all
truly follow our dreams. If there is one life principle I’d like to
live by, this would be it!

This move will open more opportunities for us all and will
broaden all of our horizons. We have no mandate on the past, yet I
do look back with good memories. So many people look up to and
admire you and I’ve become one of them.

Thank you for what you’ve done the past few years.

Love, Jared

Although Jared’s letter appears upbeat and
positive,

I know he has deep feelings about my moving away. I sensed it
when we hugged last night.

I stare out the window, overwhelmed by this parting
gift.

~::~

A year and a half later. We’re living in Nova Scotia, Canada,
two minutes from the sea on St. Margaret’s Bay, just west of
Halifax. With the longer days and warmer nights of July upon us, I
reflect on our move from Cape Town. Our new house is surrounded by
trees and freshwater lakes. We have been embraced by the local
community and relish their hospitality, the open spaces, the bay
with its many idyllic coves and islands, and the fact that our
doors are seldom locked.

I receive an e-mail from Carol, Jared’s mother, a few days
before his twenty-first birthday. “Jared is going to call you. I
think he’s got something really important to say.”

I read those words a few times. If Jared needs help with
something, I realize I can’t do much because I am in Canada and he
is in South Africa. Is he changing direction at university? Is he
going to quit university and get a job? Is he planning to travel
through Africa again, like he did before?

Although fathers are often blamed for being totally out of
touch, I know it is none of these.

The day before his birthday, Deborah, intuitively says, “Do
you recall that whenever Jared invited friends to stay over, we’ve
never seen him with a girlfriend?”

She has mentioned this before and I have always responded with
comments like “He’s a popular guy,” and “He’s in no hurry to get
serious with a girl.”

I learn later that she sensed Jared was about to tell me
something that would change my relationship with him
forever.

 Chapter 2 - Digging deep

During Jared’s high school years, he had had many girlfriends
but had never seemed attracted to any particular girl. As I wait
for his call, I mull over what Deborah was hinting at.

I remember watching Jared one year in a school play. He’s
always been an outstanding actor, but his acting that year had
seemed to emphasize behaviours and gestures I had not seen him use
before. His posturing seemed so out of character for the role and
for him and made me feel so uncomfortable that I had spoken to him
about it afterwards. I remember telling him to cut out effeminate
behaviours because he wasn’t a girl and that people would laugh at
him.

During that time, when Jared came over to stay on his weekends
with me, I remember he spent a lot of time helping out and cooking
in the kitchen with Deborah.

What can be so important that Carol would e-mail me to give me
a heads-up? Although still in denial, I think that on the
off-chance that Jared is going to tell me he is gay, I have a lot
of questions. First, I want to know whether I am to blame in some
way. And why would Jared decide to come out now, at twenty-one
years of age? If Jared is gay, how should I relate to him from now
on?

Then Jared calls.

As I hear his voice, my mind goes into a spin. Should I engage
him in perfunctory conversation like Hi Jared. How’re you doing? So
what’s new in your part of the world? Or What’s the latest on your
bursary? Or should I make it easier for him by saying, Jared, I
heard from your mom that you have something to tell me . .
.

Instead, Jared takes the initiative. “Dad, I need to tell you
something,” he says. “You probably have an idea, but I need to tell
you that I’ve come out and I need you to know that I’m
gay.”

Should I say, Well done, Jared, that took courage? I try to
keep my voice as normal as possible so as not to let Jared know
that mixed emotions are welling up inside me. I say something like
Your mom gave me a heads-up and I want you to know it’s okay with
me, Jared. I’m not going to treat you any different than
before.

What I really want to ask is, Jared, after twenty-one years,
how do you know that you’re gay? But I don’t. And somehow the
conversation ends.

A series of questions floods my mind. Why do I feel a sense of
dread? Why do I fear he has been lost to the other side? Why do I
question whether I have failed as a father and a role model? Is
part of my reaction rooted in my religious programming about gays?
And how will I react when Jared wants to bring his boyfriend over
to stay for the holidays?

I secretly hope Jared is going through a phase. What if I can
persuade him to reconsider his “choice” of lifestyle because he has
the potential to become “normal” again?

I think about being a weekend dad during Jared’s teenage
years. We spent time together going on hikes, we had Saturday
morning breakfasts together, we spoke about stuff. During those
times, I never questioned why he hadn’t gotten serious with girls.
Maybe he was working things out. I realize you don’t suddenly
become gay.

A feeling of angst descends upon me. Had I found it easier to
hide behind “manly” bravado, rather than sensing and responding to
the unique challenges Jared was facing?

When I left school, I was determined to prove I was a tough
guy, so I joined the paratroopers in South Africa. The training at
No. 1 Parachute Battalion made me extremely fit and mentally
resilient. After military service, I became a preacher and worked
primarily with biker groups. I recall we had only two rules to
encourage bikers to join our breakfast runs and biker rallies: Come
as you are and We never cancel.

The second rule earned me and my team great respect amongst
the biker community because we rode big bikes and we rode in any
weather. We never cancelled.

The first rule is the one that bothers me though. Part of my
strategy as a preacher was to play pool with bikers in pubs on
Friday and Saturday nights. Once I and my team had built up
relationships with individual bikers, we would invite them to join
us on our regular breakfast runs on Sunday mornings. Most times I
would be the speaker. My acceptance of bikers as they were and
meeting them on their own turf contributed to the success of those
events over a period of ten years.

What concerns me is my double standard. I was totally
accepting of a biker lifestyle. I always met with bikers on their
turf. Yet I was unwilling, when Jared was growing up, to entertain
the thought that he might be gay and if so, to really engage with
him. I never took the time to meet him on his turf.

Had I been in denial and unconsciously opted for a conspiracy
of silence rather than engaging him? Was this because I had a
stereotypical image of gay male traits in my mind? In retrospect, I
was probably more comfortable avoiding talking about any of Jared’s
behaviours that triggered the stereotype in my mind. In the ritual
of pleasantries, had I insulated myself from looking into Jared’s
eyes, so that I wouldn’t have to confront the taboos lurking in my
head?

If I had really listened to him, could I have been there for
him as he worked through and came to understand his sexual
orientation? Was my avoidance of sexuality and possible awkward
discussions deliberate, because I interpreted self-disclosure as
mushy weakness?

After that telephone call, aside from the
occasional

e-mail and perfunctory phone call, we don’t communicate very
much. More accurately, I don’t communicate much. Instead, I retreat
into a cocoon and reflect on my role as a father.

~::~

I rack my brains to find the source of my homophobia. Clearly
it wasn’t my friendship with Bill Broadbent, my best buddy during
my early teens. We were very close, so close in fact that we both
used his bed at the same time to make ‘love’ to our girlfriends. I
was paired up with his sister and Bill with his sister’s
friend.

On another occasion, propped naked on smooth rocks inside a
mountain cave overlooking the city, we held a masturbation
competition. A small waterfall cascaded over the mouth of the cave,
forming a curtain between us and the hum of societal norms in the
city far below.
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