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Chapter 1: Me and My Monkey

A while back, an official-looking letter arrived for me. 
It was from some pension fund I did not even realise I had. It made for a very amusing but slightly disconcerting read: “Dear Kevin. You are set to retire in 13 years and 7 months, and we are pleased to announce that you have £133.45 in your retirement fund.” “Well, based on that prospect, I can certainly look forward to putting my feet up and sipping cocktails in about 13 years' time!”
I blame this predicament partly on “The Monkey”
It hasn’t got a name and I can’t tell you when it became my “pet.” I just woke up one day, and there it was. However, I do know that I blame it a lot, but I thank it for more.
I am, of course, referring to my mystical, imaginary monkey…the one on my back.
Looking back, I realise it must have climbed onto my back when I was young. 

To say that I was a busy kid is probably an understatement. Nowadays, I would probably be a medicated kid. 
At Christmas time, the whole family would gather. I had eight cousins, all a bit younger than me. In the morning, I would pick my first victim and play him or her until broken, trade him or her in for a new one and carry on until they were all broken. Then, I would continue on my own. 
So yes, I probably should have been on a cocktail of calming-down meds.
The monkey would prod me in the back and whisper in my ear, “Throw that stone; nothing will happen.” It would also tell me to run and hide when my cousin ran inside crying, with a bruise on the forehead the size of an egg. When this went down, I had a few hiding places. 
My favourite one was up a tree that grew at the edge of our garden. It was my favourite because it was never discovered by the obligatory parent posse sent out to find me whenever a cousin ran inside crying. I would sit up that tree with the posse roaming until dark. Only then would I sneak into the house and hide under my bed, where I will sometimes sleep, depending on the severity of the injured cousin. By the following day, the worst of their anger would have dissipated, and the egg-sized bruise on their forehead would have semi-disappeared. I never got away with it completely, that you can be assured of.
As I grew up, my monkey did as well. It changed its focus to teenage things and eventually to grown-up things.
The two of us did not always make bad choices. The majority were good, but it always left me with a restless energy, for which I entirely blame the monkey.
There was one point on which the monkey and I agreed: a “Truman Show” lifestyle was not for us. By that, I mean the white picket-fenced house, the SUV you must have because the neighbours have one, and the designer clothes for the kids. You know what I’m talking about…the Instagram picture-perfect lifestyle that solely exists because people are obsessed with being accepted and showing off their materialistic success.

Of course, as the monkey and I got older, we became semi-domesticated, and the monkey whispering had more to do with what I wanted to do with my life and career choices. 
With the monkey's help, I rebelled against the conventional, which is evident in my career choices. This would probably make you think that the monkey was on crack.
Bush Pilot (loved it and semi ok at it), Farmer (loved it, but was bad at it), Delivery Driver (got fired), Barman x 2 (loved it, but hated the drunks), Salesman 1 (had a hangover every day), Pool Hustler (got a broken nose), Entrepreneur 1 (almost went bankrupt), Entrepreneur 2 (semi-successful), Safari Guide (my true love in life), Wildlife Photographer (not too bad at it), Property Photographer (had to do it out of necessity), Salesman 2 (hated working for a boss), Lodge manager (loved it), Pamphlet Distributor (shittiest job in the world), Concierge (boring), YouTuber (no comment) and Author (well, you decide).

The only time my soul was completely at peace and the monkey comfortable in its skin was when I worked as a safari guide in the African bush. (I think the monkey went off to join his troop for a while, so I seldom saw him). 
As the age clock ticks on relentlessly, you reach a certain age when you start doubting some of your choices. This self-doubt will throw you into a downward spiral of what ifs, maybe and should have’s. I firmly believe in the saying, “You make your bed, you sleep in it” 
This, however, only applies to conscious life choices. It is the circumstances out of my control that scare the crap out of me. Those circumstances that take me out of my natural environment.

I once visited the London Zoo. I was strolling around with no particular aim when I saw a sign saying, “Meerkats this way”, so I went that way to visit my friends from Africa. I found them standing on a snow-covered rock, shivering and huddled together to try and catch a little bit of the scant Northern Hemisphere sun. Meerkats are used to the sun and they love the sun. In the wild, their days are governed by the golden orb they used to take for granted. Now, they were standing there looking utterly miserable. It was one of the saddest things I have ever seen. Taking animals out of their natural environment and putting them somewhere where they do not belong makes their DNA scream in misery. 
Putting me in a city environment makes the monkey scream in protest.
I find cities to be sad places. By that, I am not saying that all city inhabitants are unhappy people. 
It is very much a case of different strokes for different folks. Through my eyes, city folks just look sad.
I watch them on the London tube. Eyes stuck to a little screen and gadgets shoved into their ears, almost as if they wanted to shut out the world around them. I also watch them walking on the overcrowded sidewalks, walking and mostly looking down. 
In the world I am used to living in, I embrace the outside world, walking with my head up and listening to everything Mother Nature has to say.
The monkey constantly taps me on the shoulder, pointing out the filth on the streets, the noise, and the grey skies. I counter this by telling him we are doing the right thing.
Writing this book helped the monkey to calm down. His eyes glazed over and the shoulder tapping stopped for a while. It also helped me as a self-justification mechanism for my choices.

Now that you have some insight into how the monkey’s brain works, and since the monkey is a semi-co-author of this book, allow me to explain the format.
The first four chapters do not follow a chronological timeframe. These chapters are random glimpses, an introduction to our life safari. The chapters after that will lead you through events in an “almost normal” timeline.

In the Swahili language of East Africa, the word safari means “To go on a journey.”
This is ours…



















Me And My Monkey
Me and my Monkey
Like Billy the Kid
Trying to Understand
Why We Did Why What We Did…
Why We Did Why What We Did…

Thank you to Robbie Williams.
From The Album “Escapology”











Chapter 2: Temporarily Uncertain of My Position

Sometime in my early 20’s…
You never really want to admit to yourself that you are lost. 

Not lost in the “I do not know who I am” sense of the word, but lost in a “Where the hell am I?” geographical way. 
Especially not in a light aircraft somewhere over Southern Namibia. The correct terminology is “We are temporarily uncertain of our position”
I’m saying “we” because next to me, in the co-pilot seat of the Cherokee 140 light aircraft, sits The Crazy One. 
We knew each other from my hometown and went to the same school but weren’t friends back then. Later we became like Amazon & Delivery, Laurel and Hardy, but more importantly, Fuel and Fire. I will simply refer to him as TCO.
It was August, the height of the dry season in Southern Africa. The heat created a haze, which, mixed with the red dust, made you feel as if you were flying through a pot of honey. With the two of us mainly relying on a map to figure out where we were supposed not to be and where we were supposed to go, you can figure out why we were starting to doubt ourselves.
Five days earlier, we left the town of George in the Southern Cape, where we were doing our Commercial Pilot License training. We were on a road trip, or shall I say an air trip, to accumulate flying hours and experience. TCO and I decided to go big. 
We did not want to fly around the local area like the other students did; no, we wanted real experience and experiences.
You should have seen the flying school owner’s look when we walked into his office to pitch him this “brilliant” idea. For various reasons, his face went as pale as an Englishman’s in February. I will get to these reasons later. Back to being lost…

Besides the “honey pot effect”, there was another reason why we could not see properly out of the cockpit window. A row of biltong (dried pieces of meat, similar to beef jerky) hung like a curtain across the cockpit window. This was our staple diet for the trip and needed to dry more. For this purpose, we rigged a length of wire between the two sun visors. Apart from the biltong, there were cans of baked beans and sweet corn stuffed under the seats and the rest of the available space was filled with sleeping bags and, most importantly, an assortment of alcoholic beverages.
These alcoholic beverages weren’t the third reason we were temporarily uncertain of our position. We strictly adhered to the eight-hour rule between bottle and throttle. However, our heads might have been a bit fuzzy due to the habit of consuming as much as possible before the eight-hour deadline the previous evening! It might also be part of why I was getting a bit airsick…my mouth tasted as if I had licked the bottom of a budgie cage.

The flying gods were with us and a few minutes later, the Karasberg Mountains loomed out of the dusty gloom. Now we knew where we were. With heads ringing and biltong swinging, we landed in Keetmanshoop, a small dust hole in southern Namibia.
We stood in line at the customs office to get our passports stamped. A commercial flight landed just before us and we were mixed in with the passengers in the same queue. When we got to the front, the customs officer asked us for the flight number, to which we replied that it was a private flight.
He looked at the two of us standing before him and I can understand his confusion…
We both had hair down to our shoulders, we hadn’t shaved for days, and our eyes were bloodshot (from the dust, of course)
“How do you mean a private flight?” the customs officer asked. Where is the pilot in command? You need his signature on the form.” His confusion and irritation mounted. 
I proudly thumbed myself on the chest. “I am the pilot in command” 
This little gesture caused him to lose his shit completely. “Listen here, you are holding up the queue. Who is the pilot in command and where is the airplane?”
I again pointed at myself and the Cherokee 140 standing in the shimmering heat on the apron.
“You mean you two scruffy-looking, unwashed idiots flew all the way here in that?”
Well, he did not really say that, but I was sure that was what he was thinking.
“Yes, us,” I replied again. Shaking his head and with disbelief still shallow in his eyes, he stamped our passports. 
By the way, it was not the last we saw of him. Thirty minutes later, we were hitchhiking into town and he stopped to give us a lift. This time, he had a big grin on his face.
He had the same trusting yet devilish grin as my dad.

My Dad was a religious man, but he had his own outlook on religion and did not enforce it on us. We lived across the street from the conservative Dutch Reformed Church; the pastor was our neighbour. My Dad disagreed with the “Holier than Though” types that will sit in church on a Sunday morning. On the rare occasions when he did accompany us to church, he would be super irritated when we got home. Saying to my mum, “Did you see those bunch of hypocrites sitting in church? The wife beater, the alcoholic, the cheater and the corrupt?” So, as a way of launching his own little religious rebellion, his favourite Sunday morning past-time would be as follows: Whilst my Mom, my brother and I were sitting in church looking out of the massive windows overlooking our house, my Dad would appear with his favourite denim short, no shirt and the lawnmower. My Mom will turn pink from embarrassment. Through the windows behind the pastor, in full view of the congregation, my Dad will mow the lawn. The lawnmower would be on full revs (I think he did that on purpose) and very often mowing the pastor’s overgrown lawn as well.

The words “I want to fly, Dad” came out of my mouth six months earlier when my Dad sat me down in a last-ditch attempt to put his son on the right track. 
I was enrolled in one of the best flying schools in South Africa and I was to become a pilot! 
My actual childhood dream, hidden for so long behind other hair-brained career ideas, was at my fingertips…and then it almost slipped away because, true to form, the monkey also wanted to have some fun whilst at it!
Part of the problem was that the flying school was located in George. George is a picturesque town in the middle of the Garden Route of South Africa. It is green and lush, a massive contrast from the red sand and scrubby thornveld I knew back home. It was also by the sea, which was very foreign and exotic for an interior sand rat like me. (It was so foreign to me that I almost drowned twice…but that is another story.)
We stayed in the “Crew House”, a double-storey house in the centre of George, with around ten guys and girls, all aspirant pilots, in various stages of training. 
We were basically left to act like grown-ups, with the freedom to do as we liked as long as we attended all our lessons and flying sorties. Spot the problem?
We soon fell into the routine of flying and attending lessons, but when it was time to go home and study, the allure of the beautiful beaches, girls and bars was too much for Fuel and Fire!
The practical flying was great, and I did well, but the studying was shelved for the above reasons. The flying school owner got greyer by the day.
Our monthly spending money did not go far either. We gave most of it to a barman and the rest went to the cheapest food we could find. 
“I’ve got a befokte idea,” TCO said one night. Certain words transcend translation as languages go, so you probably get the gist of that Afrikaans word that is mixed in.
I knew that whatever this idea was, it would probably turn out to be a bad idea, but I also knew that the “befokte” idea would be much fun whatever it was.
“Let’s open a pub in the Crew House” Like a well-practised salesman, he came with the pitch. “It will be cheaper and far safer for us and the town folk if we drink at home. We can sell drinks to our fellow students, all from the comfort of the Grew House lounge!” He did have a point.
To avoid the authorities getting on our backs, we only asked for “donations,” and the few police officer acquaintances who started drinking at our pub were not expected to donate anything. Our housemates donated so liberally that TCO and I were basically getting all our drinks for free…the goal all along.
This “befokte” idea proved very popular, especially on Friday nights when we hosted our themed evenings. They were so popular that the bars in town were empty on Friday evenings because everyone was hanging out at “Finalz.” 
One Friday evening, about four weeks later, the owner and the head flying instructor joined the festivities. He drank his tequila and slammed the glass on the counter. The counter, by the way, looked like a runway, with a small toy aeroplane stuck into it…nose first. He announced that our little scheme would close immediately and chased everyone home.
Being rebels without a clue, this show of authority did not go down well and with Nirvana pumping in the background, it fuelled our “screw you, grunge attitude”. We also had a fridge full of stock, which we dealt with by filling a red sleeping bag with all the bottles. It looked like the sort of bag that Alcoholic Santa would be proud of and indulge in whilst handing the reins of the sledge over to Kurt Cobain to keep Dancer, Prancer & the boys in check. 
So, off we went in TCO’s sledge, a Toyota 4 x 4 pick-up, and we got “temporarily uncertain of our position” again. This time, it lasted for four days. Around day three, the sleeping bag drinks dispenser was almost empty and it was then that the vision of flying around Southern Africa appeared over the boozy horizon.
A few days after our “disappearing trick”, we walked into his office, and he must have smelled a rat since we were scrubbed up and neatly dressed in our uniforms.
I never envied his job. Not only did he have to deal with the rigours of managing a flying school and ensuring that people did not wreck his expensive aeroplanes and themselves in the process, but he also had to deal with the students' extracurricular activities. This included everything from bar fights to flooding the Crew House to another friend of mine driving his car into the swimming pool by mistake. (Luckily, I had nothing to do with this incident but managed to escape via the sunroof.)
But when Fuel & Fire walked into his office, all gentlemanly-like, he knew that a shit storm was brewing on the horizon. 
We pitched our two-week flying safari idea. He initially turned a slighter pale of grey, followed by small beads of sweat appearing on his forehead. “Great idea”, he said. We almost fell off our chairs. I think he was looking forward to two weeks of peace and quiet…
Hence, we found ourselves in Namibia a week later, and I almost got sick in the customs officer’s car. Remember, I was a bit airsick….
 
My Dad, a patient man, grew rather impatient. The first time I wrote my theory examinations for the Commercial Pilot's License, I failed all 12 subjects. 
The next set of exams was looming, which was my cue to get my head down and study. I went to live with my parents, locked myself in my bedroom for a month and studied the hardest I’ve ever done in my life. 
The maths part was the hardest. I wasn’t necessarily bad at maths. It was just that I decided that writing love letters during school maths class was a much better way of spending my time.
Every square inch of my bedroom wall was covered with A4 papers and math formulas, handwritten in a kaleidoscope of neon marker pens. My theory was that some of this might trickle into my head while sleeping. D-Day approached, and my dad drove me to Pretoria, where we stayed in a hotel close to the exam venue.

So, imagine my great surprise and a vision that will stay with me for the rest of my life when my Dad went on his knees that morning before my first exams. He did not share with me what he prayed for.
Four very exhausting days, many takeaways and 12 exams later, we headed back home.
“What do you think, will you pass?” my Dad asked about ten times on the way home. I gave the same non-committed reply each time while pulling up my shoulders. 
A week later, the results arrived. I asked my Dad to open it. 
He started crying. I passed all 12 subjects.
For the first time, I could picture myself getting somewhere career-wise.
I blame this romantic notion on Maverick and Goose, but hey, I was proud.










Learning to Fly
Into the distance, a ribbon of black
Stretched to the point of no turning back
A flight of fancy on a wind swept field
Standing alone my senses reeled
A fatal attraction is holding me fast
How can I escape this irresistible grasp?
Can't keep my eyes from the circling sky
Tongue-tied and twisted, just an earth-bound misfit, I
Ice is forming on the tips of my wings
Unheeded warnings, I thought I thought of everything
No navigator to find my way home
Unladened, empty and turned to stone
A soul in tension that's learning to fly
Condition grounded but determined to try
Can't keep my eyes from the circling skies
Tongue-tied and twisted, just an earth-bound misfit, I

Thank you to Pink Floyd. From the Album “A Momentary Lapse of Reason”








Chapter 3: Billy Idol

Sometime in my early 40’s…
Billy Idol is an elephant, my elephant.
As some might know, Billy Idol was also a rock star from the 1980s and 1990s, famous for his bad-boy image and antics. What does that have to do with an elephant? You are probably asking. Allow me to explain. One was a rock star already, and the other was soon to be. 

Blue Eyes and I are managing a top-end safari lodge in South Africa. 
It's idyllic, yes, but with unique challenges. 
Imagine craving your favourite Friday night takeaway meal, but you cannot order it. 
The nearest pizza place is 200 miles away, mostly along dirt tracks—a Google Maps nightmare. The takeaway delivery person on their scooter might also end up being a takeaway snack themselves!
A more serious challenge is that the camp is not fenced, and animals move through freely.
A reminder that we live in a natural and real animal environment.
Elephants wandering through camp are nothing strange. If you keep the guests and staff out of their way, they will eventually move off. Well, not this specific day or elephant!
We first met on a Thursday before the Easter long weekend. An elephant bull walked straight up the road towards the reception and proceeded to do elephant-style landscaping to the trees around the reception area. He then made his way around towards the laundry, where he thought it good to start a back-rubbing session against the overhang of the thatched room. He clearly loved this, as the whole roof moved in the process and he stood with his eyes closed in utter elephant delight. I say his eyes were closed, but you can’t see an elephant's eyes unless you are close. The eyes are tiny and have long eyelashes that protect and hood them. 
I firmly believe that if you talk to elephants, they listen and understand, as long as you do it in a calm, respectful, yet firm voice. Standing about twenty meters away behind the laundry wall, this is precisely what I did, but it did not work. The back rubbing and subsequent roof swaying went up a notch.
The man & elephant's conversation went something like this: 
Man: “Wow, big boy, you are so big and strong. Stop that rubbing business before you damage the roof if you don't mind. Much appreciated, my friend.”
Elephant: “Pheeew”
This loud exhale, snort-like sound that elephants usually make means, “Screw you, your weak excuse for an animal; I am the boss around here.”
The boss then decided to walk up the pathway towards the staff accommodation, breaking every pathway light in the process. It was then that I noticed that he had two perfectly round holes in his right ear, like piercings. Yes, you guessed it! He reminded me of Billy Idol, who also had piercings in his ear.
Then he turned towards the water storage tanks and I knew what was coming…
Elephants can smell water from miles away and our water storage tanks must have had the same effect on him as the prospect of a happy hour at the local bar has on me. He quickened his pace and my elephant whispering turned into elephant shouting. Now imagine your conundrum when you arrive at happy hour with as much wine as you can drink, but there is no bottle opener.
The water is stored in two 20000 litre plastic water tanks. Elephants are bloody clever. 
He stopped next to the water tanks, hesitated momentarily and then used his built-in bottle openers - his tusks - to punch a massive hole in the left tank. In apparent elephant ecstasy, he started slurping up the water with his trunk. 
As mentioned, it’s Easter weekend and we have a full lodge. Before my eyes, the essential ingredient for cooking, drinking, showering, toothbrushing, dishwashing, toilet flushing and just about every other human activity was half gushing onto the ground, half disappearing down an elephant's throat!
My elephant shouting turned into elephant yelling. The yelling was a useless exercise. 
“Please leave the right-hand tank alone,” I prayed aloud. What will you do at happy hour when you can drink as much as you like? Yup, you open the second bottle…in this case, the right-hand water tank…
From that day onwards, he treated the lodge as his own personal playground. A place where he could scare the crap out of unsuspecting humans by hiding around corners, where the big trees served as a twenty-four-hour takeaway joint, and the happy hour bar was always open. I must say he never showed any aggression, just an elephant-like mischievousness. He would disappear for a few weeks and, out of the blue, show up at his personal “pleasure resort” again.

The second time I met him was an up-close, personal encounter. We had a rare night off, and the only thing Blue Eyes and I wanted to do was enjoy a “braai.” A “braai” is the South African version of a barbecue but with more beer. A “braai” is not just a way of cooking food; it is the South African national pastime—a time to unwind that typically stretches over a few hours.
As the sun dipped over the tree tops, we sat on our raised veranda, enjoying our sundowners and the company of a cosy fire. Then, down toward room number three, we heard a branch break. We looked at each other knowingly…elephants or elephants in camp. This being a regular occurrence, we continued our relaxation session. When we heard the next branch break, it was much closer and almost dark. This time, the timing wasn’t good. The coals were ready to receive the juicy lamb chops, but the giant Horn Pod Tree beside our veranda shook as an elephant was enjoying its dinner. To complicate matters, we sat on a raised wooden porch with a wooden railing. The floor was probably about three meters off the ground and supported by wooden posts. It was completely dark by now, and we still could not see our party gate crasher! 
When he moved in even closer, we decided it safer to stand in the doorway. In dismay, we looked as the coals turned from a flaming orange readiness to dying red embers. “Screw it”, I said to Blue Eyes; I want lamb chops, not fried in a pan, but braaied!”
Grabbing my beer and the chops, I gingerly stepped onto the deck while conversing with our uninvited guest.
This time, the conversation went something like this:
Man: “Howzit, my big buddy. You are welcome to hang around and braai with me, but I really need to put these chops on the fire.”
Elephant: Dead quiet…
I wanted to say, “Please don’t lean against this deck. It will break like matchsticks and this will cause my beer and probably some of my bodily fluid to spill.”
Elephant: Dead quiet…This is usually a sign that it is keeping a close eye on you and is deciding what to do.
I slowly walked forward and sat beside the braai beside the railing. The lights inside the house were turned off in an attempt to see him better. There was only the faint light made by the coals and in this light, I thought I saw something move. Then I saw him. A meter away from me stood a huge elephant bull. The top of his head was level with the top of the wooden rail, 3.5m high. 
I saw his eye glint in the light of the coals and thought, “Kevin, you foolish idiot!”
He just stood there, dead still, his eye blinking now and then from the smoke stinging it. 
On the other side of the railing, I'm drinking a beer, turning my lamb chops and having a great conversation with this, the king of animals.
When the chops were ready, I thanked him for his company.
The conversation went something like this:
Man: “Thank you, big boy, for braaiing with me, but it is time to go inside and eat. Enjoy your evening, Sir.”
Elephant: “Pheeew” (Probably meaning ok then)
As his colossal ear passed by a meter from me, I could see two holes in his right ear. You guessed it: the camp VIP, the Joker, the waterpipe excavator, and my new barbecue buddy, Billy Idol.

This will not be the last time that our paths crossed and it will not be the last time that you will hear about Billy Idol…









































The Ruler

You stroll along your ancient paths, you know the way
The way the land was before it was touched
Touched by us who wanted your precious tusks
Tusks for trinkets and piano keys
The keys to this continent that you keep
Keep in your memory and trust
Trust you to rule this dusty land
                                                                                                                              


















Chapter 4: Blue Eyes

Sometime in my early 20’s…
Far off, I became aware that I was on a beach, the surf breaking, the sun shining, and sand in my eyes. 
Idyllic, you might think? 
Not quite; I had problems. 
As I slowly opened my left eye, it was the cue for a little man sitting behind my eye to start up his little jackhammer and chip away at the grey matter that is my brain. As I tried to sit up, I realised that I had BIG problems. When you wake up on a beach with a 40kg lead ball chained to your ankle, you know it will be a long day. Especially as the memories of the previous evening hazily appear and you remember one of your “friends” throwing the key to the shackle around your ankle into the sea.
Then you realise you have a massive, global shitstorm kind of a problem when you remember that you are getting married in 6hrs!
How did I get myself into this situation?
Well, for that explanation, we have to rewind the story by about three years.

TCO was involved; no surprises there!
We went on a notoriously heavy spree that started on a Friday afternoon. The Saturday morning, around six o’clock, we decided it was a brilliant idea to visit one of our friends. Her pyjama-clad dad yanked open the front door and uttered a few very colourful words. This was because we managed to wake every dog in the neighbourhood, but mainly because of the state of us.
We employed our brandy-fueled charm. We knew he liked a little tipple, so we talked him into having a “Brofie,” which is brandy and coffee, in case you’re confused. This slightly improved his Saturday morning mood but not his colourful vocabulary.
It also happened to be the day of the Knysna Oyster Festival, a highlight on the calendar happening in Knysna, a coastal town about 50km away. This event was an excuse to see how many oysters you could fit in and wash down with beer.
A whole group was going in our friend’s minibus, or what we call a combi, and we got invited along, or more specifically, we invited ourselves. One slight complication was that it was now only seven in the morning, and they were only planning to leave at two o’clock in the afternoon. Humm, what to do to kill time, you are probably asking?
Well, you guessed right. About five hours later, we walked/stumbled out of our favourite pub to meet with our fellow festival companions. The most alarming part of this debacle was that we had never met our fellow festival companions before!
If her dad thought we were in a bad state at seven that morning, you can imagine the scene when he saw us again at one o’clock that afternoon. We had been wearing the same clothes for twenty-four hours, and neither had come close to a shower or toothbrush.
But we always came prepared. 
Our “preparedness” took the form of two raw steaks we were planning to cook over the weekend. These were now “neatly” stuffed into the top pockets of our shirts. 
For reasons unbeknown to us, we got demoted to the back of the minibus, and off we went.
…and then it happened…burnt into my mind and as clear now as it was then, aged 22…she turned and looked at me with those blue eyes…
I wasn’t sure if she was looking at me or the steak hanging out of my pocket or looking and thinking, “Who is this unkept hooligan?” Nonetheless, I kept casually looking in her general direction. Then it came again, a look from those eyes, but this time it came with a girlish smile. Bingo!
For the record, back in the day, there was the socially unacceptable beer scale—the rather caveman-like way of judging a girl by her physical appearance. If you happen to wake up next to a 15-beer, five sambucas and three tequila girl, you get the hell out of there, never to return a phone call, and you avoid your regular haunts for a few weeks in case you bump into her again. Hey, it was the early 90’s, that was how things were back then. Thank goodness that we have evolved from those cave-man-like attitudes.
Now, Blue Eyes was a zero-beer girl.

Fast-forward three years again to the beach, the ball and chain and the monster hangover from hell. It was going to be a long day. Eventually, my friends, who kept watch from a distance, decided to relieve me from my shackles using a spare key. That was two hours before I was supposed to stand in church.

Getting married at a young age also meant that the monkey wasn’t completely ready to settle down to married life yet. About four years after we got married, TCO visited for a weekend and the three of us (four if you include the monkey) decided to pop out for a quick drink on a Sunday afternoon. Two drinks later, Blue Eyes said she was heading home and we said we would finish our last drinks. Then TCO said it would be “lekker” to go surfing at some point. 
The word “lekker”, meaning nice, is widely used in Afrikaans to describe anything great. 
Food can be “lekker”. The weather can be “lekker”; in this case, the beer was very “lekker”. When the monkey heard the word “surfing”, he also thought it would be “lekker”. The monkey started prodding me in the back. TCO, of course, loved the monkey; they were great buddies. 
They teamed up and both started prodding me, and the beer did not help with my “rubber arm.”
We got home late that night when Blue Eyes was already asleep. This worked in my favour, as I did not want to wake her to tell her that we were leaving on a surfing mission. 
We packed TCO’s old Land Rover, nicknamed “Pamela Landerson,” because it had plenty of silicon keeping its parts together. With the monkey behind the wheel and Bob Marley keeping him company, we headed up the coast to a legendary surfing spot about four hours away. 
Our impromptu surfing trip would have been even more “lekker” if it hadn’t been for two things we forgot. 
Firstly, we can’t surf for shit! It is a case of hanging around looking cool with the surfboards strapped to “Pamela’s” roof. Every time a real surfer dude came along and asked us when we were going out, the excuse was that we had too many beers or were waiting for the proper set to roll in. When the right set did arrive, we unfortunately had too many beers again, so it went on for 3 days. The second thing was that I “forgot” to inform Blue Eyes where we had disappeared to. We went for a beer on Sunday and this was now Wednesday! 
When I phoned her from a payphone, she was understandably a bit irate. Not so much because we went off on a mission, but because she was worried about me. This melted my heart and I felt like shit. I promised to be home the next day.  For obvious reasons, TCO was nervous when we arrived home the next day. The monkey abandoned us completely; he knew better. Imagine my surprise when the smell of roasted chicken greeted us at the front door, together with Blue Eye’s legendary hospitality. We both knew this was too good to be true and that a storm was brewing under her calm façade. No wonder TCO said his goodbyes whilst still chewing on some chicken. I deserved the bollocking I got. The monkey was still nowhere to be found…the little bastard.
This is a prime example of the monkey pissing gasoline on the fire of my restless soul.

I think all wives hope and pray that it will get easier and that their new hubbies will get tamer as time goes on. Twenty-eight years later and Blue Eyes is still praying…











Blue Eyes
Blue eyes
Ooh, I love blue eyes
When I’m by her side
Where I long to be
I will see
Blue eyes laughing in the sun
Laughing in the rain
Baby’s got blue eyes
And I am home
And I am home again

Thank you to Elton John. From the Album “Jump Up”














Chapter 5: Son, You Are Fired!

Sometime whilst growing up…
My name is Kevin Holroyd, and I’m just an ordinary guy. 

If you read further, you might have doubts, but I’ll let you make up your own mind.
If I had to narrate this book, you would instantly hear that I speak with a broad South African accent because I grew up in Kimberley, South Africa.
Now, Kimberley is an ugly town; you cannot get away from that. For those of you who know, the city is famous for its diamonds and was responsible for changing Southern Africa's history, but this is not a history lesson.
I grew up in apartheid South Africa, but I was none the wiser. That was just the way it was, normal life for us brainwashed youths back then. I grew up in a great home with loving parents and a typical middle-class family.
I liked primary school, I did well and was a popular kid, but when I went to high school, all this changed. Allow me to paint you the picture. 

Firstly, having the surname Holroyd in a conservative Afrikaans-speaking school did not do me or my brother any favours. “Hol” in Afrikaans means arse, and “rooi” translates to red. Yes, you get it, “Kevin Red Arse”. Everyone else had proper Afrikaner surnames like Burger or Kruger. 

Secondly, some of my teachers were still fighting the Boer War in their narrow-minded little minds. Yes, believe it, the animosity between English-speaking South Africans and Afrikaners still ran deep after 80 years. Our home language was Afrikaans, we lived the Afrikaner culture, and I had no English-speaking friends, but to my school headmaster and his cronies, the “Holroyds”, were still the enemy. I detested the headmaster. My Dad hated the headmaster. My Mom wanted to spit in his eye and my brother avoided the headmaster. 
The feeling was mutual.

The third problem was self-inflicted…I was a naughty shit.
The typical 80’s teenager who thought that bunking school was much more productive than learning about Shakespeare or the reproductive cycle of an earthworm—well, that is what I decided.
Exactly what did my friends and I get up to? Well, that will have to carry an age restriction of 30 plus. Also, my dear mom is still alive, and I would like to save her the embarrassment in case this book makes a semi-success and crops up as a discussion point at her book club! I can only say that it will make Ed Sheeran’s song about growing up along old country lanes sound like a nursery rhyme—sorry, Ed.
The fourth problem was that I had no idea what I wanted to do after school. I changed my mind more often than a chameleon changes colour sitting on a Smarties box. Last month, I wanted to become an architect; last week, an actor; next week, a politician, and so on. These were high dreams for a kid whose grades pointed more towards a career as a test study for medical experiments.
This seesaw ride gave my parents motion sickness and they spent a small fortune on aptitude tests, but all to no avail. My love for nature and flying was the only thin thread throughout my life.
Back in the late eighties in South Africa, you had two choices after leaving school. Go to the army (which was compulsory) or study first and then go to the army. As you can see, either way, your arse belonged to the Apartheid government. For reasons explained, studying wasn’t going to be an option because, at this stage, I think I wanted to become a “professional, underwater tattoo artist”. So, army, here I come….
Well, not exactly. I did not get my call-up papers for the army. All my friends got their call-ups six months ago. I was now really screwed, treading water somewhere between “no army island” and “no university beach.”

The only thing left to do was help my parents with their florist business. I officially gave myself the job title “professional flower arrangement dispenser person,” better known as a delivery driver.
It involved arriving at work around 10 a.m., just in time for the first round of flower deliveries. I would then load all the delicate vases with beautifully arranged flowers in the back of a van and see how quickly I could chase around town to deliver them. My day was interrupted by dogs chasing me and old ladies complaining about the sad state of their flowers.
I still had a second round in the afternoon, which resulted in more broken roses. There was a good reason behind all this haste: come 6 o’clock, my friend T and I must hit the pool tables in some of the notorious bars that existed in Kimberley back in the day. Our modus operandi was simple. See how many beers we can win and neck at some of the “tamer” bars. After enough practice and “bravery juice”, it was time to up the stakes and hustle the pool tables for money. These were usually at establishments where two 18-year-olds should not be hustling. This went on for a few months, in which time the broken roses and broken noses tally went up to the point that my parents called me in and relieved me of my duties. “You are fired, my son!”

One evening, my Mom, with a knowing smile, announced that there was a letter for me. 
My call-up papers were in that officially stamped envelope.
I was off to the army and my parents were relieved. 






























Kimberley
Raw piece of ground on the edge of a hole
that place of ours only we understand and often denounce
I curse you for your sweltering tar streets and drinking places full of fighting,
but you will always be hometown to me.
Lil town of hangover and sweat
everyone tries to forget about you,
but I want to thank you o wild west
for the times I am now miss
and the best friends on earth….













Chapter 6: Fetch That Pillow!

Sometime in my late teens…
His nose was two inches from mine and a flood of swear words washed over me.

Some moments in life kick you so far out of your comfort zone that even the monkey shuts up and runs for cover.
This was just such a moment…

“What's your name, snotnose?” a tall drill instructor shouted into my face. 
“Holroyd, Sir”, I replied. “Sir, I am no sir, you fucker! Let me tell you about a sir, you excuse for a human being”. “Calling me a sir is like putting a bidet in an outhouse; they do not go together.”
You call me corporal”. “What's your name?” he tried again, this time with an aggravated level of spit flying into my face. 
“Holroyd corporal,” I tried again. “I can’t hear you,” the reply came. “Holroyd, Sir,” I shouted. This resulted in the top part of his head blowing off. I did the first of what would be a zillion push-ups over time.
Then the running started, and it did not stop for 6 months. The first leg of this nonstop way of moving about was from the bus to our bungalow, which was going to be our accommodation, or, should I rather say, torture chamber… 

We were told to drop our luggage, find a bed, stand, and wait for the arrival of our designated drill instructor. All the bravado and jokes have evaporated. Thirty of us stood there; no one talked. We were shitting ourselves, already missing civilian life. The barracks had fifteen beds on each side, divided by a 6-foot wall down the middle. 
He walked in—dead silence. 
All I could hear was his boots squeaking on the polished floor as he walked down the other aisle. He then turned the corner and came up the aisle on our side. I chanced a glance. You know the saying, “Your heart sinks into your shoes?” Well, my heart continued sinking. Through the floor, through the earth's centre, and someone must have picked it up on a sidewalk in China on the other side of the world. 
It was him, the same one I had the “Sir” episode with. Tall and lanky, he was an imposing human being. His uniform was ironed to perfection, and his hat was pulled low over his eyes, shielding those pale eyes that could burn two holes in the back of your skull.
He walked past me, still not saying a word. Turning at the end of the aisle, he shouted, “Get over here, you bunch of ripe turds” We all gathered around. “My name is Corporal Fox, and this is how it will work. Forget about your mommies, they can’t wipe your noses anymore. Forget about your daddies, I am not afraid of them and forget about your girlfriends, I am now the new love of your lives!” The actual word he used instead of “love” had to do with a lady’s anatomy that starts with a “c” and ends with a “t”. Those words are etched into my brain to this day. “You listen to what I say. If you don’t, you will suffer. You do things exactly as I want it. If you don’t, you will suffer. You screw up…you guessed it, you will suffer!”
“Holroyd!” he shouted, looking at me. Oh no, he remembered my name!
My heart sank even further. “From now on, you are the Bungalow Bull. You are in charge of these thirty delinquents”. “I give orders to you; you see that it gets done. If they screw up, you suffer!”
“Get some sleep. I will see you at five tomorrow morning.” He turned on his heels and walked out.

That was how a relationship of respect and hate started between us, one that shaped me in many ways, and I must say it was for the better in most cases. When I left school as a spotty teenager a few short months ago, I thought I was the bees dick with an over-inflated and misinformed ego that caused my parents to fire me from my job.

The next day, we were shown how to polish boots, make our beds, iron our uniforms, and do a million other nitty-gritty little things that were expected of us—basically, all the things that, if we got it wrong, we would suffer!
Fox was in a relaxed mood that whole day, even joking with us. This changed abruptly at four o’clock in the afternoon. We were told to assemble outside. We were neatly lined up in three rows, standing to attention. Basic training has now officially started, Fox announced with a twisted grin. Naturally, the way we stood and lined up was not to his satisfaction, and the first “opfok” commenced. Directly translated, an “opfok” means “getting fucked-up”. We would soon discover that this is the standard method of disciplining us whenever things were not up to standard and nothing was ever up to Fox’s standards. This first “opfok” lasted for an hour. 
We were still very unfit. Some guys puked from exhaustion, me included. After this little session, me and three others were told to go and get the fire buckets. A fire bucket is exactly that. A red metal bucket with the word fire written in white letters and filled with sand in case of a fire to put out. We followed him into the bungalow. “Now what?” I thought. “Throw the sand everywhere” came the instruction. We turned and looked at him with a look of confusion.
“I said, “Throw the sand”, he bellowed. Grabbing a bucket, he tossed the sand. Over the beds, the floor, everywhere! “Fetch more sand,” he said. We did and the sand throwing continued. 
But wait, it was about to get worse. He casually walked over to the fire hose mounted on the wall. As the red coils of hose unwinded like a snake, I realised what was coming. Three minutes later, the destruction was complete. The rest of the platoon hadn’t seen the carnage yet; they could only speculate. When they were called inside, they definitely under-speculated the chaos. Everything, and I literally mean everything, was covered in mud. 
“There will be an inspection at five tomorrow morning, and this place better be inspection ready; otherwise, it will be a long day for you lot.” It was six o’clock in the evening. He turned and walked out.

Afrikaans (and in the army, you only spoke Afrikaans) has been described as the most colourful swearing language in the world. It was the first time I had to dig deep in my short life of 18 years. Here we were, all exhausted, and ahead of us lay a situation, a mountain so big that none of us knew how to climb. In addition to everyone talking Afrikaans and swearing colourfully, everyone also used to smoke in the army. 
Those who did not, started that evening. (swearing and smoking, that is)
Slowly, the hopeless situation turned into laughter and the laughter into camaraderie. “Fuck him, we will show him” was the motto as we went inside and started…

That night erased the last traces of the rebellious teenager…the rebel without a clue.

The next morning, at five to five, it was still dark outside and I was waiting by the door to bring the platoon to attention upon “The Devil’s” imminent arrival. Never before and never since had I/we been so tired. We worked straight through the night, only finishing 20 minutes before inspection.
“Platoon, platoon attention”, I called from the door. Inside, thirty boots stamped in unison. Thirty guys from all walks of life and backgrounds. That morning, we were brothers. When he walked in, he must have realised that we decided “screw you, we will show you”. 
That the pack mentality was formed, which was probably his mission all along with his mud park escapade. Deep inside, I knew he was pleased, but on the outside, he was annoyed. He did not expect us to have pulled this one off. Everything was in place, dry, the floor polished to a mirror-like shine. 
Until then, I could not understand why they issued us white pillow covers. It would soon make sense. If all else fails, the instructors do the white pillow-throwing trick. 
This was precisely what he did. Grabbing the pillow from the first bed, he tossed it along the ground to the far end of the aisle. “Fetch,” he said to me. I fetched. Upon very close inspection, he found one minuscule speck of dust. “You think this is up to standard?” he yelled. “You think this is a holiday park?” he yelled some more. “Get your arses outside” As we ran outside, we grinned at each other. One of us made the mistake of laughing. He heard it…it was going to be a long day!

The following eight weeks consisted of drilling instruction, lectures, “opfok’s”, weapons training, “opfok’s”, inspections, and physical fitness training (which, by the way, is their legal version of an “opfok”). We got fit, we got lean and the brainwashing started to take effect. All through this, Fox was relentless. When everyone else had time off, our platoon was still running around. 
The bond between us grew stronger. Over this period, three troops on the base died. Two committed suicide and the other died from exhaustion on a specific hot day.
Contact with the world back home became the most important thing in your life. Your army universe revolved around it, the only thing that kept you going. This was made even more difficult if you had a girlfriend back home. Contact with the world back home and the highlight of your life came in three forms. Letters, packages and the occasional phone call. 
My girlfriend wrote non-stop and this meant that I also suffered non-stop. The physical suffering was made worse by the fact that my girlfriend liked to smother the envelope in hearts and kisses, and she also drenched it in her favourite perfume. Fox loved handing out letters. The more hearts and kisses, the more push-ups you had to do to receive these precious pieces of paper. The mental suffering was made worse by him reminding you that “She is probably sweating under another man” whilst you are sweating doing push-ups. She did stop with the hearts and kisses, but that did not stop Fox’s enthusiasm.
Packages with edible goodies were also a highlight. There were chocolates, biscuits, and all the titbits from home to supplement one's diet.
It wasn’t that they did not feed us enough, that they did. The problem with the feeding was that they never gave you enough time to eat and that the food sometimes did not stay down that long. When you reach the front of the food queue, you usually only have a few minutes to get it down your throat. It was a case of “swallow now, chew later”. The easiest, time-saving method of eating was to pile everything, meaning cornflakes, eggs, baked beans and poached peaches, onto one heap and wolf it down. As soon as you stepped out of the mess hall, the running started again, which, as you can imagine, churned all of these stomach ingredients into a spectacular puke-able concoction.
The packages also contained drinkable goodies. No, we were not allowed any alcohol and the packages were inspected for this reason. However, you devised ingenious alternatives when you threw a bunch of thirsty 18-year-olds together. This alternative came in the form of cough syrup mixed with Coca-Cola. There was one brand of cough syrup that contained a shitload of alcohol and codeine. “No, Mom, the cough is still bad; please send more syrup.”
The packages also contained cigarettes. As I mentioned earlier, everyone smoked. Smoking was like an emotional crutch. My packages, unfortunately, did not contain any cigarettes. (Since the day that my mom came home unexpectedly and the whole house smelled of cigarette smoke, I have stubbornly denied that I smoke.)
Smoking was allowed in your off time and only when Fox allowed you to have a smoke break. Some ignored these rules and tried a cheeky cigarette when they were not allowed to, but they only did it once, and the punishment permanently deterred the punishment onlookers from ever attempting it again. Firstly, the nicotine-addicted culprit was forced to smoke a whole box of cigarettes one after the other and in record time. By smoke 10, you could see that regret was creeping in. By number 15, he started promising that he would never do it again, and by number 20, he had a greenish tint to his complexion. When the chain smoking ended, it signalled phase two of the punishment to commence, and this involved a 2-litre bottle of warm water mixed with toothpaste. After this concoction was downed, the culprit disappeared very quickly and did not feel like smoking for a week afterwards. 

The Commanding Officer's inspection was looming. It is a major inspection at the end of the eight weeks, after which we get to go on pass and see our families. We were constantly reminded that our pass might be cancelled if this inspection was not up to scratch. Seeing our families was all we could think of.
The heat on the parade ground was all-consuming at eight o’clock in the morning. Twenty-five platoons were all lined up. It was the day after the big inspection, and tomorrow, we were all going home on a seven-day break, or so we hoped. The verdict came from the commanding officer standing on a podium up front. Our uniforms were starched and ironed to perfection. The Colonel droned on upfront. “What you did not know” he shouted over the loudspeaker, “This inspection was also a competition between the platoons. “To find out which platoon was the best on the base. The standard was high, but one platoon stood out head and shoulders above the rest.” “Corporal Fox!” he shouted. 
“Yes, Colonel,” came the reply, and Fox stood to attention. “Get your platoon to attention,” his voice carried far beyond the parade ground. “Corporal Fox, congratulations; that platoon is yours!” 
As a reward, we received an extra three day’s pass.
We marched past all the others and when we halted, Fox came over and shook my hand. “Thank you he said to me”. “My pleasure, Sir”, I said. He just laughed and I was proud of myself.
Two days later, I arrived home. Through the bus window, I could see my family and girlfriend waiting for me at the bus terminal. I walked right up to them before they recognised me. The transformation was complete.

I was leaning on a bar counter in Bloemfontein, a city in the centre of South Africa. It was about two years later. The place was busy, the music loud. When you leave the army, there is a void in your life. It takes some time to re-calibrate to civilian life. The best way of re-calibrating is with beer. Suddenly, someone slapped me hard on the shoulder, and I spilt some beer. I swung around, ready to “chat” with this person. 
Those pale eyes burned two holes in the back of my skull. Fox and I got snot flying inebriated that night….


























Boys

As boys we came from towns afar
to honour, run and cry.
As boys we stood together
to serve, bleed and die
As boys we longed for love afar
As boys we came,
As brothers we left,
As men we stood to fight your war.















Chapter 7:  Gastro

Sometime in my early 20’s…
I’ve always compared falling in love with getting a bout of gastro—not gastro in the gastronomic sense of the word, but gastro as in the looseness of your bowels sense of the word.
How on earth do I draw this bizarre parallel, you might ask?
Well, firstly, both sneak up on you out of the blue. You wake up one morning, and “boom”, you have contracted it. 
Both leave you with a strange, warm sensation in your belly. 
Another mutual symptom is cold sweats. 
Also, once you’ve contracted either love or gastroenteritis, it isn't easy to get rid of it. 

After me and Blue Eye’s first meeting on that fate-full day at the Oyster Festival, our paths did not cross again for almost a year. She was at the back of my mind, but I was busy with my flying training stuff and I suppose the monkey got a bit side-tracked.

That all changed one day in the gym…
I’ve never been a gym-type person. I find it mind-numbingly boring to paddle a bicycle that doesn’t go anywhere. My philosophy behind going to a gym, to put it in an archaic way, was to “scout for talent” and to improve my scrawny-arse body. This philosophy paid off big time when one afternoon, to my surprise, a voice came from behind an exercise machine and said, “Hello Kevin”

It was Blue Eyes. I stuttered and spluttered as I tried to come up with excuses for not calling her. Her gym outfit made it even more difficult to concentrate, and the gastro-cold sweats symptoms appeared.
I still don’t know what I did right, but before she left the gym, she came over and casually announced that she was going to a popular nightclub that Saturday evening. 
Guess where I was that Saturday night? After I’d built up enough courage, I decided to intervene. I say, “intervene” because she was having a conversation with a greasy-haired guy who was buying her shots.
Pushing in between them, I downed his shot and suggested he find other company. 
A brave move for a scrawny arse. When I turned around to face her, her eyes went huge and very blue.
We were soon sitting outside chatting and that was when the “gastro” took half hold of me.
It did not take me a year to phone her again; I called her the following day. Our destinies were instantly laid out, and we both knew it. This might be a good time to mention that Blue Eyes was in her final year of school, and I was five years older, just finishing my flying training.
With my obsession snowballing quickly, I really wanted to impress her.

From an early age, I knew that flowers, not diamonds, paves the way to a girl's heart. Here’s why…
When I was about four years old, my parents saw an advertisement for a florist shop up for sale.
My mom was a home executive, but somewhere inside, her restless nature and love for flowers drew her to this opportunity like a bee to a rose (excuse the pun)
My dad worked for the local newspaper and was in charge of the artwork section for the newspaper ads. When the draft for the florist shop advertisement came across his desk, it miraculously disappeared, only to reappear at home that evening. He knew that this would be right up my mom's alley. Neither of them had any idea whatsoever about arranging flowers or business, for that matter. 
That is how I grew up in a florist shop. I spent my toddler years sleeping in empty flower boxes when they had to work late. Later on, doing my school homework amongst vases and stem cuttings. Being the proprietor of a florist shop comes with a social responsibility, as all the news and gossip filters through the shop. You are the first to know when people start dating, the first to know about the engagement, the first to know about the wedding plans, the first to know about the new additions to the family, the first to know about the affair, the first to know about the double heart bypass and unfortunately the first to know about the funeral. Most importantly, you are also the first to learn about the scandals around town.
My dad eventually quit his job to join the business full-time. Ten years later, my mom won the national championship for flower arranging. Twenty-five years later, they put my brother through medical school and me through flying school.

The familiar florist shop smell greeted me when I walked into a florist shop to launch phase one of “Mission Impress Blue Eyes”. To the florist’s annoyance, I insisted on selecting every rose and peeked over her shoulder as she arranged them into a huge bouquet of 24 red roses. With this ammunition in place, the assault was launched…
I rang the doorbell and my future mother-in-law opened. This sort of threw me off balance and my well-rehearsed speech was forgotten entirely. I stuttered, pointing at the flowers like the village idiot and mumbled something about me being here to see M. “O, I thought the flowers were for me,” my future mother-in-law said. “Aren’t you supposed to bring the mother flowers first?” she continued her torture. This resulted in some more stuttering and mumbling from her poor victim. “You better give those to her in person”, she said. Then, I bumped into my future father-in-law and proceeded with the same stuttering and flower finger-pointing. He offered me a coffee whilst my future mother-in-law disappeared to call Blue Eyes.
We sat on their veranda overlooking the mountains. Blue Eyes got up to make more coffee. As she turned and walked away, my eyes followed her. Then it happened…I got a full-blown gastroenteritis! 
A precise moment in time. A destiny-defining spark. I had all the symptoms.

The next day, I also gave my future mother-in-law a bouquet of flowers. That was phase two of “Mission Impress Blue Eyes.”

A week later, I was at the flying school when a call came for me.
“Hello Kevin, it's Ted” It was my future father-in-law on the other side of the line!  My mind went into immediate “shit, what did I do?” mode, fully expecting him to say that he would appreciate it if I did not see his daughter any more. When you have three stunning daughters (a redhead, a brunette and a blonde) under your roof, I can appreciate that he has to dust the shotgun off now and then. 
My father-in-law is the perfect gentleman, and even after living in South Africa for 40 years, he still hasn’t lost his gentlemanly, soft-spoken British accent. In this accent, he said, “So sorry for the inconvenience, but I have a slight problem.” I fully expected that the slight problem was me. 
“We have to depart for Cape Town unexpectedly, and I was hoping, if it was not too much of an inconvenience, you mind coming to stay on the farm to look after grandma, little sister and Blue Eyes…talk about giving the “wolf” the keys to the house! It goes without saying that I immediately agreed. The next morning, I got breakfast in bed. “Just a simple souffle omelette,” Blue Eyes said as she arrived with the tray. “With crispy sage”. The blue eyes were especially sparkly and alive when she shared her love of food, and that was when I heard the term “foodie” for the first time. She was a devoted one of those. This was before swearing chefs and reality food programmes. She followed Rick Stein and Keith Floyd and I followed her on a food safari that is still ongoing.

I suppose the word gastro took on a whole new meaning for me.

Two years later, we got married…she was 19.













































A wise person once said:

Never judge a man until you’ve met his wife…



















Chapter 8: Mysteries 

Sometime in my early 20’s…
Wednesdays, I start scanning the Crew House for any appliance that is not used frequently, anything that is not bolted down, or anything my fellow housemates might not miss for a week or two. Come Friday, I had to drive to Cape Town to visit Blue Eyes, where she was studying. 
I was nearing the end of my flying training in George, a four-hour drive up the coast from Cape Town.
I had a bit of a cash flow problem with the petrol money needed to visit her and be at least able to treat Blue Eyes whilst I was there. I was very much in love, or as you can recall from a previous chapter, I had a severe case of gastro.
Then, there were also the young love insecurities that crept in. Naturally, she had to enjoy student life, but the monkey kept whispering in my ear that I should go take a look in case someone else had the idea of invading my territory.
With this money problem at hand, I loaded the toaster, the heater, someone’s bicycle, dinner plates, and a few other items into my car, and off I went to the pawnshop to free up some cash. The toaster I knew was seldom used, so that was dispensable. It was summer so that the heater won’t be missed either. The bicycle happened to be parked next to my car and somehow made its way into the car. As for the plates, well, I was sure some of these would also not be missed, but the reason why, I will have to explain in a bit more detail.
In most shared houses around the world, the dishes only get washed once you need an item, and then you only wash that item. We had the same problem at the Crew House, but we found an easy, workable solution for the pile of dishes that resembled the Leaning Tower of Pisa (maybe not as skew, but definitely as high).
The swimming pool was only about a meter away from the kitchen window. When the Tower of Pisa got too high, you simply threw some of the plates and other general cooking utensils through the window into the swimming pool. These would then wash themselves. If you felt like a cup of coffee, you guessed it, you had to go for a swim first. Hence, I reasoned that nobody would miss a few plates.
This method of raising money to fund my lovestruck lifestyle became a vicious cycle.
Every week, I had to go and buy back the previous week's items with interest before someone noticed that they were missing. All while searching for new potential items to fund the next weekend’s trip to Cape Town.
It got desperate when I had to pawn my surfboard and the spare wheel of my car.

Six months later, I had a commercial pilot’s license in my pocket, and the job search started. 
The search was particularly narrow as the only place I wanted to be based was Cape Town (no surprises there). I was in luck and found a position as a co-pilot for a charter company based in Cape Town.
This was when Blue Eye and I officially started our " grown-up” life together. I rented a tiny studio flat on the side of Table Mountain. This became our “Love Nest.”
The day of my first paid flight was a big deal. Blue Eyes faffed and made me breakfast before she went to class and I left especially early to get to the airport with plenty of time to spare and prepare. This did not happen. On my way down from the flat, the elevator gave a jerk between floors three and two and then stopped altogether. I forced the door open and the only thing I could see was people's shoes on the third floor. Cell phones almost did not exist yet, but I had a pager. For those born in the new millennium, a pager is a little device that will send you a message that you should phone a specific number.  After an hour of being stuck and with me supposed to be sitting in the front right seat of the aeroplane already, the pager started going berserk with messages to call the office urgently. Naturally, I had no way of phoning them. 
Three hours later, the lift fixers managed to free me from my jail cell, by which time the flight had already reached its destination. When I eventually got to a phone to explain my absence, it sounded like the mother of all bullshit stories. 

Cape Town has always been a romantic city, but it was bliss for two youngsters playing “house, house” high up on the slopes of Table Mountain. We even had a cat.
Blue Eyes had other opportunities. Her eldest sister was on her way to work and play in Europe, and she could have joined her, but she also had a serious case of gastroenteritis. 

I picked her up from class one afternoon and drove into the city. Then we went for a walk. 
She nagged me to tell her where we were going. She soon found out when we stood in front of the massive oak doors of a very exclusive jeweller. We were there to get a ring made.
We still laugh at what the elderly, distinguished gentleman must have thought when these two kids strolled into his office. He could clearly see that we had stars in our eyes and no money in our pockets. In true fashion the monkey was promoting this whole idea and did not worry about the financial implications. Don’t worry; I did not pawn our furniture.
It was semi-official; we were getting married!

About three months before the wedding, the families got together. It was a time for the parents to get to know each other better and to plan the big day. My dad complained that he felt another kidney stone coming on.

The suspected kidney stone turned out to be something else…

Life is full of mysteries, but one mystery I can’t understand is how a healthy man can go from a hero to a shadow. Clever people have figured out where the end of our universe lies; they are able to clone sheep and dabble in AI. They have massive resources at their fingertips, but they choose to play around figuring out how to send people to Mars instead of finding a cure for that most degrading of diseases. 
The monkey reckons that this inability might be a money-making racket. 
Maybe it is a mystery that Mother Earth keeps to herself to guard against being entirely overrun by humans. Who knows?
What I do know is that it wasn’t the cancer that killed my Dad but the treatment. As if pumping the human body full of radio-active potions is a cure? 
He died three weeks after our wedding.

In a strange and sudden twist, life as I knew it was turned on its head. The newly married couple returned to Kimberley to be with my mom and help at the shop.

Everybody will deal with the loss of a loved one at some point in their lives. That is a certainty, my dear reader friends. The other fact is that there is also no blueprint for dealing with it.

It is now about 29 years later and my mom still deals with it every day.

For me, well, I had to put my flying career on hold for a while and had to help with the aftermath things like the legalities of death and selling the house that my dad designed and built all by himself. I spent every day with him on the building site as a young boy of five or six. I was his “foreman”.
He was so forward-thinking in the house design that real architects came around to study and copy…all of a sudden, houses sprang up with the same design. The day I handed the keys over to the estate agent and closed the front door behind me, I also closed the door to my childhood.
Remember me saying in the first chapter that I wasn’t sure where the monkey came from? 
Well, aren’t the mysteries of life fascinating? 
It took me all my life, up to the point of writing this chapter, to realize that my dad also had a monkey.

I got Blue Eyes a miniature dachshund for her 21st birthday. She had this sausage dog under her left arm, a bottle of wine under her right arm and a face full of tears when she stormed out the door. She was always there for us through all of these testing times. A 19-year-old young wife, thrown into the deep end. A new strange town, a new family and new friends that were my friends and not hers. I was so tangled up in my own self-pity shit that I could not see it.
She returned with the sausage dog under her left arm, an empty bottle of wine under her right arm, and her usual cheerful smile.

We knew that our long-term picture did not include living in Kimberley.
We helped to sell the business eventually and, in the process, shot ourselves in the foot because that left us jobless…




















Chapter 9: Hello, Pearly Gates

Sometime in my mid 20’s…
It was 8 p.m. when the phone rang at home. 

The type of phone with a round dial in the middle and a spiral cord connecting the handset. Back then, cell phones were only carried by yuppie types.
On the other side of the crackly line, a guy introduced himself as a sheep farmer from a nearby town. He and a colleague planned to drive to Namibia the following day to buy sheep, but judging by the rowdiness in the background, I figured he was calling me from a bar. 
I also figured that the drinks were flowing and the 12-hour drive in the morning started to sound like a shitty idea to them. As “wisdom” comes with a few drinks, they had a new idea and this brainwave was for me to fly them up there instead.
“When would you like to go?” I apprehensively enquired. “Tomorrow”, he said. 
I almost asked him if he was drunk and crazy, but as a low-hours commercial pilot, I was just grateful to be back in the air again, and we needed the money. I bit my tongue and decided to humour him. “Where exactly do you want to go?” was my next question. “Bitterwasser,” came the reply. You know, there in southern Namibia,” as if everybody should know where this god-forgiven place was. 
Then the bulb went on in my head, and scepticism changed to a maybe. Do you remember when TCO and I got “temporarily uncertain of our position?”. I remembered that we flew past a place called Bitterwasser. “Yes, I know Bitterwasser”, I replied, “but I’m dead certain there is no airstrip there”. “Well,” he said. “It is actually on a farm close to Bitterwasser, and there is a strip on the farm.”
(In between this, I could hear him order another brandy and coke from the barman)
His directions followed, considering we were not driving but flying there…
“As you drive into Bitterwasser, you will see a general dealer store on the left. Next, you will come to a stop sign. Carry on straight to the next junction. There, you turn right and drive past the big Pepper Tree. Past the Pepper Tree, there is a road turning east. Don’t take that road; take the next. Then you drive about 10 kilometres until you find an old farm dam. Not the small farm dam, the bigger farm dam. There, you turn left and you drive straight for about 30 minutes. 
As you crest a small rise, you must look for a farm gate on your right. When you find this gate, you drive for another 10 minutes and you will be there”
At this point, I was absolutely convinced that it was one of my friends taking the piss and I very sarcastically let him know that we are not driving there in a pick-up but coming via the air!
This, however, all turned out to be legit! By the time the planning started in earnest, it was almost 9 o’clock. I looked at the map and found Bitterwasser where I thought it was, but I did not see an airstrip in the vast Kalahari region to the east. 
“Hello, Hopetown Hotel,” the barman answered when I phoned back, asking to speak to my prospective passenger farmer. I needed to find out if he had any map coordinates I could work on. “Co -ord what?” he asked. “You know the numbers on a map that tell your longitude and latitude,” I said with an audible sigh. “No, I've never heard of that type of thing,” he said, confused. 
I semi-expected that answer, but he promised to try to get hold of the farmer in Namibia to see if he may have the coordinates for me. While I waited, I organised with the aeroplane owner, arranged overflying clearance for Namibian airspace and devised a flight plan. When he phoned back with the “co-ord things”, as he called it, I was relieved to hear that they had left the bar. 
We arranged to meet at Kimberley airport at 6 o’clock the following morning.

And so, the day started. If only I knew it would be a day I would see the Pearly Gates three times.
The aeroplane owner conveniently forgot to mention that the fuel gauges were giving a “bit of trouble.” I only learned about this small but essential matter after refuelling and the two farmers had already arrived.
Our route would take us from Kimberley to Upington, where we had to clear customs. 
Then, onwards, to Keetmanshoop (do you recognise the name?) to clear customs again and refuel, and then onwards to “somewhere” on a map close to Bitterwasser. The total flying time was about 3hr30min each way, which was well inside the aeroplane's endurance, so I figured that even though the gauges did not show accurately, we still had enough fuel for each leg. In any case, I could not send the farmers home, and the money factor overrode my good judgment.

It was a crisp and calm morning as we approached Keetmanshoop. It was like flying on silk. 
We were drinking coffee out of a flask that my two farmers brought along. Thank goodness the flight was smooth because they looked a bit “fragile” when they arrived in the morning. 
I was commenting on the stunning morning when the engine tone changed slightly. I silently shat myself and my eyes flicked over the engine gauges. Then, the engine stopped completely. 
In disbelief, I stared at the propeller that now stood dead still. “Shit, shit, shit”, my mind screamed at me, almost wanting to give in to the flood of panic. I am sure you have often heard these clichés: “Then the training kicks in” and “Everything happens in slow motion” 
Well, thank goodness for cliches and training. 
In slow motion, the fog of panic cleared and I started going through the emergency procedures in my head. The very first thing you do when the big windmill at the front of the aeroplane stops turning is to set the mixture to fully rich, put the fuel pump on and change the tanks. Can you believe it? Training does work! The engine immediately fired up again. Thanks to the dodgy fuel gauge, I did not realise I had run the left-hand tank completely dry. Hence, the engine was not happy with the lack of motion juice.
We landed safely, but I thought I saw the Pearly Gates in the distance.

When we took off for the third leg into Namibia's unknown, my two companions definitely did not suffer from a hangover anymore. I plotted the “co-ord things” on the map, showing that we should head down the road past the small and large farm dam in a general easterly direction. 
I did have a thing called a GPS! The very first version of this magical instrument. 
At the back, there was a little flap that you could lift. You put a little bit of coal into that, and it fires up. The screen was also a basic affair. No moving colour maps, with terrain features and all the fancy jazz. It was just a basic digital screen that showed you if you should fly left or right and how far you are supposed to be from your destination. Nowadays, you have about 10 trillion satellites orbiting the Earth, but back then, you had about two, both also running on coal and put into orbit by a rocket that ran on diesel. This meant that the GPS was always searching for a satellite and about as unreliable as a solar panel in the northern hemisphere winter.
The little screen said we were about five miles out and I peered through the windscreen at a landscape of thorn trees and nothingness—nothing that resembled a clearing in the bush where a dirt airstrip was supposed to be…
At 2 miles out, I’m basically supposed to be overhead the airstrip, but still nothing. I silently cursed the farmers, thinking they must have given me the wrong “co-ord things”.
Then, below me, I saw a white pick-up truck and a farmer standing on the back, waving frantically. Then I used my imagination and something resembling a possible airstrip popped out of the landscape. This bush strip, roughly running from north to south, hasn’t seen an aeroplane in probably 10 years, but being a low-hour, underpaid pilot, you guessed it, I landed. 
Thanking the Big Guy above, whom I almost met a few hours ago, we came to a dust storm standstill just short of the farmer and his white pick-up truck. At this point, the farmer took off down the road. While parking the aeroplane and going through the motions of shutting down, a dust cloud reappeared along the same road as the farmer disappeared along. It was our Namibian farmer again, franticly waving for us to keep following him. A farm gate was at the southern end of the “runway”. He was now standing at the gate, directing me to how many inches I had on either side of the wing tips. The gesturing involved him having both arms outspread, with the thumb and index fingers showing about 6 inches on either side. Being a low-hour and underpaid pilot, I decided to follow through, hoping that I could now put the plane to rest once through. Then he disappeared down the road again, waving for us to follow. At this point, I think it is good to define “road”. In the Kalahari, the roads are sometimes called a “Maanhaar Ruggie” in Afrikaans. Translated, this describes deeply rutted wheel tracks and the raised middle part being overgrown with yellow grass. The same grass that the propellor was now mowing as we taxied down the “Maanhaar Ruggie” towards the farmhouse about 300m away. This is where we finally stopped in a plume of dust under the big trees in front of the homestead. When the dust settled, our Namibian farmer came walking over and, with a broad, welcoming grin, said, “I see you found the place.” My two passengers got out and kissed the ground. 

This was now about 11 a.m. Typical Namibian hospitality dictates that you must eat something before getting down to the business of buying sheep. The first course of this obligatory “feed” involved coffee and rusks served on the shady veranda. Rusks are a Biscotti-style dried biscuit that you dip in your coffee to make it nice and soggy before you eat it. The dip duration is quite an art because if you leave it in the coffee for too long, the end will break off, causing coffee to splash everywhere. Then it was time for a Namibian-style brunch. The breakfast part involved a full English breakfast with bacon, eggs and all the trimmings. This will be followed by the lunch portion of the “feed”. Lamb chops, lamb rib, lamb sausage and lamb liver. No decent Namibian brunch is complete without dessert, made up of homemade bread with sweet apricot jam and coffee. By the time this was over, it was time for my passengers to do some sheep-watching. 
I gracefully declined to join them, as my cholesterol-fueled body was not in the mood to spend three hours in the back of a pickup truck looking at sheep.
If you are wondering, I should mention that buying sheep does not entail loading them into our airplane and taking them home with us. The reason behind this flying mission was to earmark 3000 head of sheep that would then be trucked down to South Africa.
We agreed they would return in time for us to leave at three pm. There were a few reasons why we had to leave on time. We had to refuel and clear customs in Keetmanshoop before 5 o’clock. There were also thunderstorms forecasted for early that evening. Thunderstorms in a light aircraft are generally something you want to avoid, like the plague, so the earlier we leave, the better. Something else was also niggling me, something called density altitude in aviation lingo. 
I checked the thermometer in the cockpit, and it read 36C, although it was only just past 12 o’clock. Simply put, the hotter the temperature, the less dense the air; the less dense the air, the lazier the engine gets. When the engine gets lazy, you need more runway to get airborne. Using a graph, this distance is relatively easy to calculate for a beautifully smooth tarmac runway. 
It is not that easy on a dirt strip filled with soft sand, scrubs and the occasional burrowing animal’s home.
I busied myself with these calculations whilst sitting in the shade of the tree where our airplane was parked. I cannot remember the exact length the graph speculated we needed, but with this info, I decided it was a good idea to walk out to the strip and pace out the required distance. 
At the same time, I was checking for holes and rocks that might rip an unsuspecting wheel off. 
I walked all the way back up our taxi path and then all the way to the top of the strip. 
I was sweating already as I passed the first gate. Then I paced out the distance according to the graph, and when I gave the last step, I was worryingly close to the end of the strip, beyond which there were only Umbrella Torn trees. I backtracked 100m or so and stacked a big pile of rocks as a beacon. If I could put a sign on this beacon, it would have read: “If you are not airborne by this point, you’re screwed!”. If I closed the engine and stood on the brakes at that point, we would hopefully not end up in the trees at the end of the “runway” …
After I had completed my due diligence, I walked back to the farmhouse, where I waited, sweating, for our sheep counters to return. 

This they did just before 3 o'clock. The temperature in the cockpit proudly displayed 45C.
We started up in front of the farmhouse and repeated the whole gatepost, avoiding exercise again. Chopped down the remainder of the grass and taxied out to the end of the runway. It was blisteringly hot. To my dismay, as we turned and lined up with the runway, the Namibian farmer was parked at the opposite end, standing on the back of his pickup again. 
He must have thought it was a great vantage point from which to watch our take-off, but it was not a great one for me, as I might need every foot of vertical space. I sure as hell did not want to taxi all the way down that end again to ask him to get out of the way. 
When I opened the throttle, there was a change in engine noise, but not much in the way of performance! It must have looked spectacular, though, with a huge dust cloud and an assortment of vegetation being blown up in our wake. Not much was happening inside the cockpit either, except for the sweat on my forehead multiplying by the bucket load. I must have looked like someone watching tennis, with my head bobbing between keeping an eye on the magical pile of rocks and the airspeed indicator. Halfway down, the miracle of flight still seemed very unlikely. About 100 meters from my rock pile deadline, the airspeed only read 60 knots. I needed at least 80 knots to make it into the air. I passed the rock pile doing 70 knots and was about to reach for the throttle when I decided I could not stomach a dinner of lamb chops, rib and sausage, so I pressed on. Pulling back on the control column, the stall warning immediately protested. A sign that we are not ready to fly yet. I remember the farmer falling flat on his stomach as we cleared him and the scraping sound of thorn trees as I retracted the undercarriage.  When we landed in Keetmanshoop 45 minutes later, there were thorn branches stuck in the wheel well of the undercarriage.
For the second time that day, I saw the Pearly Gates, but this time from much closer.

They call the Northern Cape Province of South Africa “Big Sky Country”. It truly is. 
A deep blue that stretches from horizon to horizon. Sometimes, the blue is interrupted by puffy white clouds that slowly drift from horizon to horizon. Sometimes, these innocent, puffy white clouds gang up and the colour changes to an angry blue-purple. They also grow in height. This is exactly the type of sky I’m looking at while refuelling the aeroplane. I did not need a weather forecast to tell me this didn’t look good, but I checked in any case and the forecast confirmed that my eventful flying day was far from over. My two passengers were also eager to get home, so what do a low-hour, underpaid pilot do? You throw better judgment out the window and head for the angry clouds.
Almost the whole way home, I flew next to this very imposing wall of angriness. It stretched from ground level up to where the Boeings fly, and it looked as if the devil himself was hosting a fireworks display. The lightning flashes were just unbelievable. I felt tiny and alone from my vantage point in my six-seater aeroplane. The scariest part was that I, at some point, had to venture into it if we wanted to get home. Over the radio, I heard the air traffic controller advising one of the scheduled airliners to seek an alternate. Home was my alternate, and with this thought, I turned towards it.  
To explain the mayhem that hit us, I best describe it as trying to fly around in a washing machine whilst blindfolded. When flying in clouds without visual reference to where the sky and ground are, you rely on your instruments. This is a weird sensation in itself, as all your senses start lying to you, and the only way to stop the lie is to trust what your instruments are saying. The key instrument is what you call the artificial horizon. This shows you if you are turning, descending or climbing. Well, the artificial horizon struggled to keep up with the conditions inside the washing machine. It rained so hard that the water came into the cockpit through the air vents. 
At one stage, we got caught in a down draft so violent that even at full power and trying to climb, we were still dropping at 3000ft per minute. I really did not have 3000ft to play with. Through a veil of rain, I could see the ground rushing towards us before the downdraft spat us out, and the upward rollercoaster ride continued. A warm sensation started to creep up my neck, the tentacles of panic. A feeling of helplessness so overwhelming that it threatened to overrun my brain. This time, I could see the Pearly Gates opening.
“Get your shit together”, I silently pleaded to my brain. The air traffic controller was just as worried about our situation and since nobody else was crazy, or shall I say stupid enough to be flying around, she had plenty of time to speak to me. Checking how far out we were and talking us in. Her calm voice calmed me. She told me she had turned the runway lights up to full intensity to help guide me, but I could not see a thing. Luckily, I was underneath the clouds by now, but the rain was still coming down in truckloads. 
Then I saw the gloom of the lights, almost directly below me. There was no way that I was going around again. Cutting the power, lowering the undercarriage, and dropping the flaps, we landed. Only the top of the runway lights were visible above the water; the rest looked like a lake. 
When I shut the engine off, the silence was the sweetest silence I’ve ever heard. Thirteen hours later, my two passengers looked a bit “fragile” again. 
“Wow, what a thunderstorm that was!” Blue Eyes commented as I walked through the door. “You should have seen it from the inside”, I bravely joked.
About two months later, the phone rang. My two farmer friends needed more sheep. 
The low-hour, underpaid pilot said he would have to check his schedule. I wasn’t sure if I was in the mood for another flight to the “Pearly Gates.”




















Little Ants

Your voice thunders 
Your tears flood
Your wrath flashes
Your breath blows
Your shiver shatters
Your power proves
We are but little ants crawling on your ball

















Chapter 10: The Two D’s

Sometime in my late 20’s…
All the vehicle registration numbers in George start with the pre-fix CAW.

The locals say it stands for “Cold and Wet”. That is very true, as even the wooden telephone poles start sprouting leaves after a while. This gentrified area of South Africa was literally, geographically and mentally far removed from the dusty interior and remote airstrips where I plied my trade as a bush pilot; it was a welcome change, but there was no work for a freelance charter pilot in that part of the country.
In a roundabout way via Cape Town and Kimberley, we found ourselves back in George.
It would be a change that will shape our future paths in a good way…we just did not know it yet.

My parents-in-law owned a 10-hectare piece of land outside George. 
It was a tranquil haven with oak trees and rolling meadows. They had dog kennels and a guest house business; we moved there to help them and because we wanted to get out of Kimberley.

“Shit, there must be something else to do”, said the often misguided, entrepreneurial part of my brain. I often cursed this part of my cranium where these schemes spawn.
“How difficult can farming be?” added the monkey as I stood on a high ground overlooking the unused grassy meadows.

Enter “D”, our neighbour, a successful hops farmer and a man who would become my second dad of sorts.
You can’t be a good hops farmer if you don’t like beer. That was D’s theory. We would spend many a late afternoon on their veranda, testing his theory. My yet unshared idea of farming was slowly growing (excuse the pun) in my head.
Farming…you grow things, be it chickens or cabbages, until they're big enough, and then you sell them, right? Sure…
Then D said, “Why don’t you farm that piece of land?” Yup, you guessed it. At that moment, the idea germinated (excuse the pun again) in all its glory. I could see myself driving a tractor, working the land and coming home to Blue Eyes standing in the doorway with an apron on, hands full of flour from baking bread, kissing me as I took off my muddy boots. Perfect!
I was completely green (sorry, I could not help myself), so D helped me with everything from lending me his equipment to teaching me how to stick a little seedling in the ground and nurture it to adulthood.
Over the next few months the green rolling meadows turned into row upon row of cauliflower, broccoli and cabbage.
I loved it, but except for the financial reward, something else was missing…

A farmer needs a dog. Enter D2.
I mentioned that my parents-in-law had a dog kennel business on the property. This was more like a doggie hotel. My father-in-law was a dog whisperer, so when the doggie holiday camp was over and it was time for the owners to fetch their dogs, there were tears from him, howling from the dogs, and the pooches generally refused to go home.
He also knew that I needed a dog. As a companion for his son-in-law while he’s bent over planting thousands of little cabbage plants by hand. You see, you had to plant thousands because after the worms, aphids, rabbits, and a whole array of other profit-munching critters and diseases came into play, you hardly had money left to buy underpants. 

One of my skewed philosophies of life is that I do not trust people who don’t like dogs. 
So, based on that, some heartless excuse for a human booked their dog into the kennels and never returned. It was now three months later. To top it all off, it was a Golden Cocker spaniel, and my father-in-law knew I loved Golden Cocker spaniels. 
He said, “Go look in kennel number four.” I came back saying, “There is nothing in kennel four.” 
“He’s in there,” he said.
Back I went and after waiting for a while, I became aware that there was life back in “hotel room” number four. After about twenty minutes of talking softly, a black nose appeared around the corner, only to disappear again at my slightest movement. Another five minutes passed and the nose appeared again, this time accompanied by one soft brown spaniel eye and a characteristic floppy spaniel ear. Every time I moved, the whole process started over again. Eventually and very tentatively, I got him to sit on my lap. When I opened the gate, he ran in circles barking. I called him “D” for “dog” because I did not know his real name.
I reckoned that he knew he had gotten a second chance in life, so he suffered from severe FOMO and became my shadow. This was especially evident when it came to anything with wheels. If wheels started turning, he wanted to be onboard.
The only thing that dampened his enthusiasm for life were cows. Since the day a herd of cows cornered him, he could not even stand looking at them without getting the shivers.

Besides D being one of the warmest people I’ve ever crossed paths with, he also had another endearing characteristic. Dogs loved him and he would attract dogs to him like a dog turd would attract flies. Hence, D became D2’s second favourite human in the world.
D2 hated Sundays because he did not like us not being out and about doing farming things. 
He would then sneak off to visit D in case more were happening and there were things with wheels to ride on. He did that every Sunday. I also suspected that the Sunday roast at D’s house had something to do with it…

D retired a few years ago but is still sampling his theory.
D2, my four-legged shadow, was buried in the same spot where I stood the first time the farming idea popped into my head. 

























Little Shadow
Your eyes shadow my every move
shiny brown windows of hero worship

A tail that is always on the move
shadowing my every mood

You ask for little, just my love
in return, you make my day
every day

My little four-legged shadow














Chapter 11: Jam Is A Sticky Business

Sometime in my late 20’s…
I was lying in the bath when I had one of my brain fart moments.

Earlier in the afternoon, I visited a neighbour who grew strawberries. This neighbour also happened to be D One’s son.
My “How difficult can that be” vegetable-growing empire proved to be a labour of love. There was no work for a charter bush pilot down in that part of the world, and the little savings we had were dwindling like a leaking tap. We felt the financial pressure building.
Also, earlier that afternoon, my strawberry-growing neighbour friend was complaining about the prices he was getting for his 2nd class strawberries. They also call it jam grade strawberries, those not fit to be in your punnet at the supermarket. The word jam stuck with me. “Well, why don’t you cook jam with all these strawberries” I asked. “Instead of selling them to somebody that will sell them to the jam markers of this world.” 
“I know bugger-all about making jam,” he said. “Anyway, the shelves are full of jam jars cooked by every other person that think they can cook jam”, he added. “Do you know anything about cooking jam?” “Not a clue,” I said. Then my cursed left brain lobe thought, “Now, how difficult can that be?”
That got me thinking, and I was still thinking when lying in the bath. On the side of the tub, I saw a tube with body scrub. It was see-through and called “Berry Breeze” or some or other bonsai bullshit like that. Through the clear tube, you could see little pips and scrubbing balls, and it looked just like jam…
Jam in a squeeze tube, I thought. The left brain lobe got excited. Just think how wonderful that would be. No more manky jam jars with bread crumbs or butter mixed in. No sticky fingers. You can just squeeze it onto your muffin. And so Easy Jam was born. 

Early the following day, I “borrowed” the body scrub tube and headed over to my neighbour to pitch him my jam industry-revolutionising brainwave. So, based on an idea only, we decided to go for it! Naturally, there were a few hurdles to overcome. It is all good and well if you cook a few jars of jam at home to give to friends over Christmas, but seeing that we had visions of our jam being on every supermarket shelf in the country, no, sorry the world, we had to scale things up a bit. We had no equipment, no place to cook it, no magical tubes to put it in, not the slightest inkling of how to fill the tubes, no idea about food safety, nothing in the line of freezing facilities, nothing to freeze, no market, absolutely no knowledge of how to cook it and best of all no money! With this Everest-like mountain of reasons that we should not do it, we forged ahead. Blue Eyes, with her superior cooking skills, became our “Product Development Director”, more commonly known as a jam cook. Our neighbour partner had a degree in engineering, so he became the “Technical Advisor Executive”, more commonly referred to as the person that does the machinery shit. Me, well I became the jack of all trades and the master of none. 

The first item on the agenda was money, specifically the lack of it. I bought a tie (there was no money for a suit) and went to see a bank manager. As luck would have it, grants were available for young entrepreneurs starting their own businesses. I immediately asked where to sign. 
The signing, however, only came after we had to submit what the “suits” call business plans, budgets, and cash flow forecasts. With all this in hand, I went back to the bank manager and asked for his pen and where the dotted line was. Slowly but surely, it all started to come together. Our little factory was filling up with stainless steel pots and gas burners. 
Cooking jam in bulk is not easy. Around every corner, we found a new jam-induced problem we had to overcome. Allow me to introduce you to our world of sticky and tricky challenges.
The biggest challenge was that every batch had to be a carbon copy of each other. 
This Blue Eyes perfected after plenty of ruined batches and late nights, as we all had day jobs.  The factory resembled a laboratory because you had to use things like pH meters and refractometers to measure samples. Then, based on what these instruments told us, we had to add more sugar, citric acid or water. 
We had strawberries coming out of our ears but needed a more extensive range, so we had to buy five tons of fresh apricots. 
The apricots arrived on a Friday afternoon. These came in bulk, and we had to bag and weigh them by hand. We invited all the neighbours around for a drink. We shoved a beer into one hand and a bag into the other. Four hours later, all the apricots were in the freezer room. We planted a hectare of Cape Gooseberries to complete our offerings. Luckily, these grew like weeds and needed minimal care. 
We also had to get a specialised machine built to fill the tubes. This proved to be easier said than done, as this has never been done before. People often give nicknames to any type of machine. Those magnificent pieces of engineering that are supposed to make life easier. We initially called it “Tilly”, the tube-filling machine, but a few weeks later, we called it “The Antichrist.” 
 The initial plan was to fill the tubes immediately after the piping hot jam was ready. This proved problematic, as someone was at risk of getting third-degree burns from manhandling the 30kg pots of sticky boiling goo and emptying them into the hopper a meter and a half off the ground. The plastic tubes also went all spaghetti-like when they were filled. 
There was also the previously unknown fact that you had to cool the jam as quickly as possible to prevent the colour from turning too dark. So, instead of filling the tubes immediately, the pots were manhandled to the freezer first. When it reached the right temperature, the pots were manhandled back again. 
You would then go through the whole start-up procedure of “The Antichrist”, which involved stroking tenderly and having a loving pep talk before firing it up. As if it appreciated the kindness, it would work perfectly. Filling every tube to the exact volume before the jaws closed to make a perfect seal. Then, as soon as it saw you becoming complacent and not standing there watching its every move, it would suddenly start to overfill the tubes, causing the jam to squirt everywhere. Our “Technical Advisor Executive” was on the case and eventually, we got most of the gremlins sorted out.

We started supplying local outlets with our jam, and the sales started going in the right direction. However, with the amount of money laid out, it was time for the sales graph to go vertical. 
It was time to take the big step and meet with the supermarkets to try and get a listing.  
Off we went to Cape Town to meet with one of the major supermarket chains in the country. Into their swanky head office walked the three country bumpkins, and we get ushered into a meeting room. The person we were meeting with was the senior buyer and a notoriously hard cookie to crack. Our sales pitch was practised to perfection. Our secret weapon, however, was the picnic basket that Blue Eyes had with her. After the initial pleasantries, the pitch started, ending in the climax with Blue Eyes producing the picnic basket from under the table and placing it in front of “god”. Beautifully arranged inside were freshly baked muffins and an array of picnic paraphernalia set inside a checkered tablecloth, and our range of Easy Jam tubes proudly displayed. Then Blue Eyes explained the merits of not having the breadcrumbs and butter in the jar and not having to use a knife to spread it, etc. He took a bite and sat back in his chair, chewing and looking out the window. After his ample jowls stopped moving, “god” leaned forward, put his hands on the table and said. “I’ve got to be honest with you. We are not looking at taking on any new jam products; the market is already saturated”. With those few words, it felt as if the walls of our empire were already falling down before we even had the chance to build it. I could see in my partners’ eyes that they felt the same. 
“But,” he said. “I have been in this business for a long time, and it is refreshing to see something completely new and it tastes great as well”. Just like that, the walls were standing again and he agreed to give us a chance. The chance meant they would be stocking our jam in one of the provinces only, but that was a good enough start for us.
This good news meant that we had to go and knock on the bank manager’s door again. 
We had to increase production and needed more of everything, which meant more money—or should I rather say we needed to incur more debt.
The jam pots started boiling in earnest, and the initial uptake was good. We spent our Saturdays in supermarkets in ridiculous aprons. “Excuse me, would you like to try some of our jam?” was the go-to line.
About two months later, we went to see a buyer for the same supermarket chain, but this time for a listing in another province. We again had our secret weapon in the form of Blue Eyes and her picnic basket.

Then the walls really started crumbling…

The sales pitch went along the same lines as the first meeting, but something was off and I could not quite put my finger on it until the end of the meeting. This was when “god number 2” sat back in his chair and said, “I’m afraid. I have bad news for you”, and pointed at something on the desk behind us. The something was covered with a cloth, and when we removed it, it revealed “Squeezy Jam” Also in a squeeze tube, with the label colouration almost identical to our “Easy Jam”. There were two significant differences, though. Firstly, it was made by the largest producer of jams and preserves in South Africa. A household name, with a brand that everybody associated with jam. 
Straight away, the monkey was ready for a fight as, somehow, our concept was “stolen” and fast-tracked. The similarities were just too obvious. To this day, I believe our concept was leaked by the company that manufactured the tubes. It was easy to put one and one together when we discovered they also manufactured the tubes for our new competitor. In some way, I do not blame them. If you had the choice of selling a few thousand tubes to the start-ups or hundreds of thousands to the established guys, the greediness became a no-brainer. 
However, the monkey’s “I don’t care, we will show them” attitude was dealt the final blow when we found out that they were selling their product at half of our price. We did not have an answer for the economies of scale.
This chapter took me a long time to write as I frequently used the backspace button to erase swear words.
That was it. We tried to hold on as long as we could, but we felt the squeeze, excuse the pun.
We rolled the business up, selling as much as possible to keep the bankruptcy wolves from the door. It put a massive strain on all of us and looking back on it, it was probably the shittiest time of my life.

A year later, we had our suitcases packed… London bound. Earning pounds was the solution to paying back the mountain of debt.
The hardest part by far was saying goodbye to D the Dog. We decided that he should stay with his parents-in-law and on the farm he loved. Luckily, he still had his second favourite human to go and visit. Every morning, D would drive past to collect the farm workers and D2 would wait for him at the gate, tail wagging and eyes shining. In the afternoons, after a full day’s “work” he got dropped off to waves of farewell from all the workers.

There were waves of farewell at the airport as well. Our friends and family were all there to say goodbye. Blue Eyes and I sat very close together, our eyes swimming as we looked out of the aeroplane window at our world disappearing below us.

Somehow, the monkey managed to hide in my luggage. 
He would definitely not miss out on this next chapter in our lives…




























A wise person once said:

If you want loyalty, buy a dog…

















Chapter 12: The Scotsman

Sometime in my late 30’s…
Everyone needs at least one Scottish friend. 

Not the William Wallace, kilt-wearing type, nor your estate-owning toff. No, you're salt of the earth, middle-class Northman. When they talk, you cannot help smiling at the rawness of the accent because you do not understand a word. My Scotsman, “B,” was like that. B was not only my friend but also my business partner.
Now, throw my raw South African accent in the same pot as B’s broad East Coast Scottish, and there is general confusion amongst the listener. 
In this case, the listener was going to be a sheriff. Yes, I mean the sheriff of a proper small American town. A town so small that if you fall out of bed, you will have to walk back to town. That small.

It was a Monday morning somewhere in Florida. I say somewhere because, to this day, I cannot tell you exactly where we were.
I forgot to mention that B was 20 years my senior, and I was pushing forty, so I was always the nominated driver when we went on these marketing trips. But B, being slightly old school, insisted on not using modern technology. This included satellite navigation or anything not written on the back of his cigarette packet. “Aye,” he said, “I don’t trust that shite.” 
This meant that B’s insistence on using a map (the kind you buy at a service station) had now gotten us “temporarily uncertain of our position,” and we were late for a meeting. 

Another major distraction was that my attention was now entirely focused on the rear-view mirror…where an 80’s movie had started to play. Just to put you in the picture:
Growing up in South Africa in the 1970s and 1980s, most television programs and movies came from America. Most of them were cop shows, with legendary moustached detectives and police cars fishtailing around corners. The red and blue light on the roof swirled, and the sirens howling. 
Also, those legendary scenes where a car gets pulled over by the sheriff…

It seems that in the United States, the speed limit changes more often than the United Kingdom changes prime ministers, which are often. 
I did not know about it until I heard the siren behind me. 
It was also then that the movie started playing in my rear-view mirror. 
The first thing a movie cop does after getting out of the patrol car is to put on his hat and adjust it perfectly. Then he puts on his mirror sunglasses and commences his cop walk, hand on the revolver holster.
Please ask me for my “license and registration,” my mind pleaded silently. Next to me, the Scotsman was not as amused. “O fur faaark sakes,” it came from him. 
Typically, in movies, the wrongdoer sits behind the wheel, pretending to play innocent until the officer taps on the window, and only then will the window be opened.
Well, not me; I was playing the part of the villain in my childhood movie. I already had the window down and my head sticking out when those magical words rolled past his moustached lips…” License and Registration, please”, at which I gave a “Whoop” and was panting like a Spaniel from the excitement. He must have thought that he was dealing with a crackhead early on that Monday morning. Luckily, B came to the rescue when he leaned over from the passenger seat and extended his hand to greet our sheriff. In the movies, as you know, you do not do that because this will result in the officer reaching for his pistol and yelling at you to keep your hands where he can see them. But when he opened his mouth and said, “I’m B frum Scortland, huw aaar you?” a frown appeared above the moustache.
“And you?” he asked, pointing his pen at me, “You also from Scotland? “No”, I said proudly, “I’m from Saff Afrika” The frown above the moustache deepened. “What are you two gentlemen doing here, and why are you doing sixty miles an hour through my town? 
I almost said, “What town?” when B interrupted, saving the day for the second time. “Aye, just doring a bit of burseness”, at which point he started digging in his bag, which caused our apprehensive sheriff to instinctively reach for his holster again. From the bag, he produced our marketing brochure. Proudly tapping on it, he handed it over to the sheriff. “That’s our burseness. Yuu don’t perrhaps knuw where to find Mr L’s farm becoose this “sarrtnav thing”, pointing at the windscreen where the thing was mounted, “Is faarking oes uround” 
“That is why we were speerding becoose, yuur see, officer, this sarrtnav shite keeps taking us to the wrong place and now we are late for our meerting.”
His attention returned to me as I frantically dug through the glove box, which made him nervous for the third time. I was still eager to produce some form of license and registration.
“How late is your meeting?” he asked. “Fufteen minutes argo, B piped up.
A broad smile broke out around the moustache. “In which case, you two gentlemen should better follow me.” He escorted us five miles out of town. I want to say with blue lights blazing, but luckily, not, as my overexcited heart would not have been able to handle that!
With the black and white cop car in front, we drove up a long, tree-fringed driveway towards a modest farmhouse. It reminded me of Forest Gump’s driveway or the same type of driveway a chaplain in a black car would drive along to tell the family they had lost a son in the war.
As we stopped, our sheriff was already out of the car, shouting at the veranda with a white railing and wicker chairs in the background, maybe a hammock blowing in the breeze.
 “Jim, you have visitors,” he shouted. Jim appeared through the mesh door—the type that keeps the critters out and the breeze flowing.
“I found them doing 60 through town, but apparently, they were late for a meeting with you.” “You will have a real entertaining time understanding either of them because one is from Scotland, the other from South Africa”
If I were born 20 years later, I would have asked our sheriff for a selfie.
I learned never to trust B with a map, but with everything else, I will trust him with my life!






















Destiny
Don’t know your ways or how you will turn
turn on me or for me
Don’t know your outcome, the way you plan mine
plot for me or against me
Don’t know if you are real or fantasy
To harm me or guide me
Strange old thing, the thing called Destiny














Chapter 13:  Food, The Universal Language

Sometime in my late 30’s…
I decided that Bed & Breakfast living wasn’t working for me anymore. 

It wasn’t the hospitality but the food. I got chronic heartburn from all the haggis, sausage, bacon and toast I had to fit in at 7’olock in the morning. The bustling metropolis in which I find myself is a small village called Edzell (population of about 12) in North East Scotland. When the sun goes down, which is at 3 p.m. during winter months, Edzell also shuts down for the night. 
When I got to the B&B at around six, the one and only main street was deserted. The yellow streetlights cast a ghostly glow through the fog. For a Southern Hemisphere bloke, it is all quite romantic and eerie. The next item on the agenda was to find a place to have dinner. 
Well, that was not very difficult as there were only two choices. There was a hotel at each and opposite ends of the high street, both warm and inviting. It was the perfect place to spend an evening away from home and to get a decent plate for dinner. Working away from home can be lonely, but there was always a fellow traveller to share a table with—a salesman from Bristol, a contractor from Edinburgh, or a local farmer. We all share the same loneliness and heartburn tablets. 
Apart from the heartburn, culinary repetition creeps in when you spend time away from home and order from the same menu or menus. On Monday nights, I will visit Hotel A for steak and chips. Tuesday night, Hotel B for fish and chips. Mid-week, I will walk home from Hotel A, burping garlic from a very garlicky chicken Gordon Blu. 
On Thursdays, I have fishy burps, compliments of the fish pie from Hotel B. Luckily; I head home for Blue Eyes’ expert cooking on Fridays. 
This lifestyle was also getting a bit too expensive. So, the Scotsman and I decided that renting a flat in Brechin was a better idea. I can’t say that Brechin is a quaint town, but it has a certain charm. True to the saying that the Scots will turn every penny over, The Scotsman also had an ulterior motive behind this suggestion. It meant Pavel, our operations manager from the Czech Republic, and Jano, our factory foreman from Slovakia, could also share the flat. 
A sort of South African, Check and Slovakian-style fraternity house. 

My two housemates were both tough as nails. Work did not scare these guys.
Pavel travelled all over to assist customers with installing the agricultural greenhouses we manufactured in Scotland. (How I got into this line of business is a whole new story for another chapter). A key component of the greenhouses was the “hoops” that, when bent, formed the roof of the structure. These were shipped in straight bundles of tubes and must then be bent on site. The machine we used to bend the tubes, aptly called a “bending machine”, was hauled all over by Pavel. Somewhere in the rain and mud in Poland or the sunshine of Florida, Pavel will set up the machine and start bending. The machine can bend two tubes at a time, each weighing about 15 kilograms. These must be manually loaded, bent and offloaded. 
Pavel will sometimes be on the road for weeks, driving from site to site. It is a finely planned, logistical juggling act between hotels, ferries, flights, hire cars, and other things. 
A juggling act that Pavel loved to mess up through his machine-like ability when it came to manual work. In his thick Czech accent, he will phone and inform me that he is finished with his current job and on his way to the next. “How in the hell can you be finished, Pavel? You had 2000 hoops to bend”, I will ask, shaking my head in disbelief. “Yes, and all in one day”, he will add with a hint of pride. This meant that all my carefully planned travel plans were now as useless as a Nokia 3310 in today’s world. For those who have been swiping a smartphone screen since you were in your nappies, a Nokia 3310 was also very smart in its day and had a little numbered keypad. If you were really fancy, you had one of those mobile phones that could flick open. Imagine that for technology!
Where is this story going, you might ask? Well, you can imagine that these two colleagues of mine had very healthy appetites!

The smell of something exotically Slovakian greeted you as you walked up the stairs to our fraternity flat. When you reached the front door, you could hear them because they liked their beer as much as their food. 
The homely kitchen was the first room on the left. As I popped my head around the kitchen door, the customary greeting always involved a lot of swear words, each in his own language. 
This was followed by laughter, which in turn was followed by a beer getting shoved into my hand. Judging by the empties on the table, they have been at it for a while. But then again, you never know with these two because I have seen them guzzle a case of beer in an hour! I think that Google will tell you that the Czechs consume the most beer of any nationality; I think Google might be right.
Jano could definitely be cast as the devil in a children’s movie with his shaved head, two golden earrings in each ear, and intense eyes. The floral apron he usually wore weirdly offsets this look, and instead of a fork, he had a giant wooden spoon in his hand. On the other hand, Pavel looked like a grizzly bear with his huge beard and ruffian hairstyle. Jano was the chef, and Pavel was the chef’s assistant, also called the beer opener. Now and then, the chef’s assistant would comment on something happening in one of the five pots on the stove, to which the chef would take offence judging by the verbal outburst. I, of course, could not understand a word they were saying. Pavel was also the interpreter, as Jano could only speak broken English. 
“I only told him not to burn the food”, Pavel would interpret with a wink. “Pavel fucking arsehole”, Jano will contribute with his Slovakian accent and limited vocabulary.
An hour later, the snow will fall outside, and the windows will be completely steamed up. By this time, we have also built up a head of steam. This is how Jano cooked every night and insisted that I eat with them every night. His food was hearty, full of flavour, and rich, in the typical Slovakian style. Perfect for winters in Scotland and a welcome change from Hotel A & B.  I had given up trying to contribute to the food pot, so I bought beer. Another hour later, the three of us are sitting around the table with a selection of dishes and a vast selection of empty bottles. Between mouths full, we laugh and “talk”. Food is truly the universal language.
I would highly recommend to befriend a Slovakian and a Czech. 
You will eat like a king and laugh your stomach muscles into a six-pack. 
I haven’t spoken to either of them in 15 years.
Lesson to self…. Don’t forget special people.



















Faces
A million faces will pass you by
A handful will love unconditionally
The ones you call your brothers

A million faces will pass you by
A few handfuls will like you back
The ones you call your friends

A million faces will pass you by forever
The ones you simply call people












Chapter 14: Whatever You Do, Don’t Run (Unless I Tell You To)

Sometime in my mid 40’s…
It is four o’clock in the morning and chilly in my tent. 

I am already semi-awake, excited about what the day might hold. You know you love your job when you wake up before the alarm clock. I also love waking up with the African bush waking up around me. On one side, the Spurfowls start up with their screechy morning calls and on the other, the dainty call of an African Paradise Flycatcher. 

Then…did I imagine it? It was just a “ummph.”  No, I did not. In typical lion fashion, the initial “ummph” is followed a few seconds later by the full-on bellowing roar, growing in crescendo and finally tapering off into those long, drawn-out grunts. 
He was close to camp!
The morning air is a mixture of sweet aromas from the blossoming Camelthorn trees and the musky smell of fire smoke and coffee brewing. I’m sipping coffee in the pre-dawn darkness, waiting for my guests to slowly get their shit together. When I went to bed around ten the previous evening, they were still going strong around the bushveld fire. When a guitar comes out and the out-of-tune singing starts, it is usually a sign that everyone is enjoying themselves, but also the cue for me to go to bed. Maybe they enjoyed themselves a bit too much; I hope they will be ok to walk.
“Did you hear the lion?” every khaki-clad member asked as they stumbled out of their tents and joined me around the fire. “No, what lion?” I responded with a grin on my face.
We picked up on the roaring culprits’ tracks not far out of camp. Well, I did not; J, my backup guide, pointed it out. “Are we going to follow him?” came the eager prodding. “Do you want to follow him?” I asked. “Hell yes”, came the response from the majority. The minority was a bit sceptical, and I don’t blame them because being on foot in dangerous game country might sound a bit foolish to some people. 

It was early on in our relationship when I mentioned to Blue Eyes that someday I wanted to live and work in the African bush. Of course, the monkey was eavesdropping on this conversation and filed that thought somewhere in its little monkey brain. We were living a comfortable life in the U.K. and the white picket fencing started going up. The monkey saw this happening and went in search of that file, brushed off the dust, and opened it.
He should never have done that!
Out floated images of the African savannah dotted with Acacia Trees, zebras grazing and cats lurking at sunset.
It became my life’s obsession.
Blue Eyes also liked the idea, which grew from an idea to where we started putting the pieces together to make it happen.
One problem, though.
The Scotsman and I have worked our arses off and our business grew quickly. We were a team and relied heavily on each other. I did not know how to tell him I planned to pack it all in and chase after the African skies.
I rehearsed what I wanted to say to him for weeks, but I could not find the right time to break the news. We were having a very early morning breakfast at Stansted Airport on our way to a trade fair in Germany. The feeling of guilt was chewing away at me, so I blurted it out whilst the Scotsman were chewing on a piece of bacon. Being the person that he is, he took it in his normal stride and in the following weeks we came up with a plan of slowly phasing me out. 
In any case, it was not as easy as just picking up sticks and a few months later find yourself tracking lions on foot with people in tow. It was time to hit the books again, the first baby steps in learning to become a safari guide. Remember all the sheets with math formulas I had on my bedroom wall whilst studying for my flying exams? Well, this time, our whole house was covered in A4 prints of trees, birds and types of rocks. She just rolled those blue eyes and looked up to the heavens. 
I also started travelling to South Africa to attend courses, write exams, and do all the necessary assessments. It was about a year after the Scotsman almost choked on his bacon that we boarded a flight—bush-bound!
It took me a further five years to become a fully qualified, dangerous game walking guide.

Nothing cleans out the arteries better than following the big, the hairy and the scary on foot on an early African morning. So off I went with eight middle-aged safari guests in tow. I was leading them on a three-day walking safari. 
A few minutes later, he roared again, this time closer. We were catching up with him, which was semi-strange because, when a male lion walks and roars on an early morning mission, it will be impossible to keep up with him. He must have stopped for something… I shared my thoughts with the now apprehensively looking guests. The roar came from a treeline about two hundred meters ahead. “Let’s have a closer look,” I said. Their eyes got a lot wider! It soon became clear why he stopped... a chorus started in the treeline up ahead and about eight yellow lion heads popped up from the yellow grass. Impossible to judge earlier, the male lion walked to join up with his pride. It does not matter how much training you have done or how many times you have encountered lions on foot; your arsehole still nibbles away at your underpants in these situations. I was positive that my safari guests were experiencing the same phenomenon; only theirs were taking bigger bites, judging by the looks on their faces. 
“Let’s move back and whatever you do, don’t run”. 
If it is the pride, which I think it is, it might get interesting, as two of the lionesses have small cubs. That is a predicament you do not want to find yourself in. A predicament I chose not to share with my fellow walkers until we were well clear of the area and drinking coffee in the shade of a Marula Tree. They were happy that I did not share this piece of information back there. Open, excited faces replaced their city-stressed faces from yesterday, and they all talked at the same time. I’ve seen it before; it was the adrenaline pumping through their veins.
About four hours later, we were back in camp. On the way home, we mixed a huge elephant bull into the excitement pot, just in case the day needed more spice. Nothing compares with the sense of well-being, knowing that in years to come, that day's adventures will still be shared and re-told. Bringing everyone back safely also helps.
That evening, the guitar was out in full swing and the fire burned high. I left them there because, in the morning, I had to do it all over again!


























The King

Your walk, your confident sway.
The way you hold your head
 in the one and only lion way.
Your call, the unmistakeable one
man and beast listens
fear cuts the air.
Your eyes, fierce and soft
when it meets mine
I know that you are
truly the King of Beasts.














Chapter 15: The Return Of Billy Idol

Sometime in my mid 40’s…

I did not see my elephant friend for the next two years. 

I am sure he came looking for me, but I wasn’t there. Blue Eyes and I were now working at a different lodge in a different reserve, but we got invited back for a complimentary weekend as guests. (We must have done something right!). 

I reckon that planning the wardrobe is part of the appeal of going on a safari. I actually coined a term for the “Out of Africa” style attire: the “Bush-Shique Look.” 
If they only knew that the khaki colours make no difference since most animals are colour-blind…
We got picked up from the main gate, together with our fellow “Bush-Shique” travellers and got transferred to the lodge in an open safari vehicle. On arrival and as part of the welcoming ceremony, you get a welcome drink and sit outside on a wooden patio overlooking a watering hole. This is also when you get a manager’s briefing on the dos and don’ts around camp. “It is not a zoo, so don’t play with the wildlife”. “If you see a stick on the pathway, don’t pick it up; it might be a snake”. “If it is a snake, stand still”. During all this, none of our fellow safari goers knew that we were doing this exact talk only a few years ago. We kept a low profile, sipping on our mocktails. 
The watering hole is set in an open clearing about the size of a football field. 
Halfway through the welcoming briefing, an elephant appears at the opposite end of the clearing, running at full steam. “O wow, look, an elephant!” the honeymooners next to us shout. A few hours ago, they were still on a long-haul flight; now, they see their first-ever elephant. It was that look of amazement that made me fall in love with the job of being a safari guide.
Talking about love, the African bush oozes romance. You cannot put your finger on it. Maybe it is the mystique, maybe experiencing firsthand the landscapes you’ve seen on National Geographic, or perhaps the adrenaline from an up-close and personal encounter with its iconic animals.

It was one of those iconic animals now running straight towards us. I thought to myself that this elephant must be very thirsty. But then he ran straight past the water and kept on coming. At this point, the manager decided it might be safer if all the excited people were ushered inside. Drinks were spilt, and general commotion prevailed.
The honeymooners were immediately more in love and held each other tight…it could also have been because they were pooping themselves. Even the veteran German safari couple were getting visibly excited. He then slowed down and walked right up to the patio's edge, about five meters away…almost as if it was scripted to impress the newcomers. 
Then I saw two holes in its right ear. 
It was Billy Idol! 
I stepped forward and stood in the open door. In a moment of absolute magic, he stretched his trunk out towards me. It always amazed me how far an elephant's trunk could stretch. 
The pointy tip was a meter away from my face. He was sniffing me loudly, the tip moving in circles.
You can picture this scene. All the excited chattering had stopped, except for an “O my lord” in a German accent. “Hello, my old friend; I see you”, I greeted him. He exhaled so deeply that I could smell the grass on his breath. To me, this clearly meant that he saw me, too. “Now give us some space; you are scaring the crap out of our safari friends” With that same glint of mischief in his eyes, he slowly turned and walked around to the laundry to harass the laundry staff.
How he knew I was there will remain one of those mysteries of the African bush, but that he came to say hello was a fact. Behind me, the talking erupted in full force!

Let’s stay in the romantic vibe for a while longer. That evening, we were all gathered around the massive dining room table. A fire was burning in the fireplace and the light from the candles reflected off the crystal glassware. All the faces were a little sun-kissed. There was a sparkle in the honeymooners' eyes that went beyond them just being in love. The eyes from the German couple said that they were in their “happy place.” Blue Eyes put her hand on my lap. 
Everyone wanted to hear about this elephant and our friendship, and I told them the story I told you previously.
But to their surprise and yours, it is not where our bromance ends…

Another year went by and I’m back at the same lodge, guiding return guests at their request.
It was early morning and still dark outside, and I was busying myself, robot-like, with getting the coffee brewed, the fruit juices ready, and sorting all the things that magically appeared before the guests arrived. I say robot-like because although showing people all these wonderful creatures was extremely rewarding, you did get dog-ass tired in the process.   
While heating the muffins, I heard branches breaking outside at the same patio overlooking the watering hole. As you know by now, this was a clear sign that there was a jumbo around.
With a coffee in hand, I went to investigate, but it was still too dark, so I lost interest and dragged myself to the office to do the wake-up calls. The reception lounge and the office were connected via an open area with a thatch roof. As per usual, it took room four about five minutes to wake up and answer the phone. I made the most of this time by taking a small nap. This also meant that I was now running behind schedule with my preparations. Swearing and with my coffee still in hand, I flung open the office door to return to the reception lounge. 
Then, the coffee mug went flying.
To my left, an elephant had stuck its head underneath the thatch roof and was staring at me. 
The coffee mug went to the right, and I went vertically by about six feet. All the way up and down, an endless stream of profanities echoed in the early morning stillness, and when I landed, I was wide awake! Just in time to see this elephant slowly stretching his trunk out towards me. Instinctively, my eyes flashed to his right ear. “Billy, you bastard, you scared the shit out of me!”
If elephants could chuckle, I would have seen that big grey body shake delightfully.
He sniffed me again and we had a long reunion chat. The muffins got burned, but I had a good excuse. 

Billy Idol is an elephant, my elephant and I’m sure he is out there somewhere waiting for his friend to return…


















Why were elephants banned from the pool party?
…Because they kept losing their trunks…
















Chapter 16: Cat Food Is Supposed To Be In A Tin

Sometime in my late 40’s and 50’s…
Firstly, let me state for the record that cats are carnivores. 

I don’t blame their pet cousins “Tabby” and “Felix” for not knowing this. They got used to food from a tin that reads, “Asparagus, sweetcorn and carrots with an infusion of fish.” 
Now, the big cats of Africa will not stand for the above. Lion, Leopard and Cheetah are probably the images that pop up in your mind. No, there are no tigers in Africa!
By now, dear readers, you have probably come to know me as someone who changes his mind a lot, but none more so than when it comes to choosing my favourite big African cat. So let me list their individual attributes, and I will leave you to decide.

There is a reason why lions are called the king of beasts. They ooze a certain regalness that I can’t put into words, but let me try. When you are with lions, there is electricity in the air. 
The way a male lion looks at you and the way they move all say, “screw you, inferior animal” 
The way the females hunt and look after their cubs… natural-born mothers and killers.

I have always told my excited, wide-eyed guests that we do not look for leopards; a leopard will show itself when it is ready and probably in the most unexpected places and circumstances. 
But, when you do see them, nothing compares to the thrill. “The Spotted Death Cat Of The Night” is what a buddy of mine calls them. True words, if I only knew…

The cheetah must be the most graceful of them all. With those long limbs, they glide rather than walk. The way their attention level instantly changes when they spot potential prey 500m away. Cheetah moms are the most attentive mothers in nature.
Of this trio, cheetahs pose no threat to humans. You go “Boo” and a cheetah will run away. 
The other two, however, will take a bit more convincing.

It was the last morning of a four-night safari and I showed my safari guests everything except lions. 
People want to see lions on safari, so the pressure was on for the last morning.!
That morning, I woke to the sound of male lions roaring just outside of the lodge perimeter. Here we go, “got you now”, I thought as I quickly dressed. My guests were still half asleep but excited as I forced morning coffee down their throats. The lions roared again, and I could hear that they were moving further away. Discarding their coffee and muffins, I bundled them onto the safari vehicle, and off we went. “A sure thing, well find them”, I shouted from the front as we raced into the pre-dawn gloom.
This was about six o’clock in the morning. The guests must be at the airstrip by 10 am for their flight. At nine o’clock, Blue Eyes called me on the radio. I could hear from her “polite” enquiry as to my whereabouts that she actually meant, where the hell are you? The guests were supposed to have breakfast before leaving for the airstrip, a 40-minute drive away. In such situations, I usually pretended that the radio was breaking up. “Can’t copy, sorry!”
It was getting increasingly challenging to convince the six people in the back that we were “right behind them.” When a lion doesn’t want to be seen, it will give you the runaround. 
We knew they were in a specific block between two roads, so we circled them. But, when we found their tracks crossing the road, which we have passed only three minutes ago, I slammed the brakes, and it was time for a guide and guest meeting. “We can have eggs and bacon every day of the year, but we can’t see lions every day”, said the Texan accent. This was the unanimous verdict from the six. The radio miraculously started working again, and I called Blue Eyes to ask her if she could take the luggage to the airstrip for so long. “What about breakfast?” the reply came, at which point the radio started giving problems again.

As I grabbed the rifle, the responsible little man sitting on my left shoulder told me, in no uncertain terms, that following lions into the thick bush was a bad idea if you value your health. However, the monkey on my right shoulder was just as stubborn, reasoning that we only had fifteen minutes left to find them and please my guests. So, I continued.
The animals created small tunnels in the thick bush, and I was crawling on all fours along one of these. The little man on my left shoulder said, “Let’s go back; this is a shit idea”, but then, of course, the monkey said, “Just a little bit further”.
As you can guess, I should not have listened to the monkey because a thorn branch hooked my shirt collar as I tried to funnel through a particularly dense and narrow part. I was struck. Twelve minutes left… 
I tried to reach behind me to unhook it and realised I should not have done that either. Somewhere close up front, there was the “friendly” growl of a lion saying, “I’ve been watching you; this is now close enough.”
The main reason lions show aggression towards humans is because they fear us. 
The main reason humans are afraid of lions is because they don’t know this. The biggest misconception I’ve encountered while introducing people to the African bush is that everything out there is waiting for a human to come along so that it can jump on and kill us. 
Sensationalism sells, and wildlife documentaries and social media love to blow on the sensationalism fire. 
Over thousands of years, lions have realised that we two-legged animals are bad news. If we stand our ground and behave big and imposingly, they usually don’t want to fight anymore.
The situation I found myself in was a bit more complicated. In front of me, I had a growling lion that I still could not see, and behind me, I was properly stuck in a thorn bush. 
I was also not standing, trying to look big and imposing; no, I was down on all fours, looking more like a breakfast menu item than a human. This was not ideal, and the lion did not appreciate my previous attempt to get unstuck.
The little man on my left shoulder said, “I told you”, and the monkey countered, “Just yank yourself free”
You guessed it, the monkey was wrong again! I was on all fours, screaming abuse, using the best lion-stopping swear words in my vocabulary as the huge male charged, stopping two meters away from me in a cloud of dust infused with lion spit! 
He was extremely upset with me because I did not listen to his first warning. 
A hundred meters away, my guests could hear this whole commotion happening. I emerged from the thicket, my face a lighter shade of pale. 
I was very lucky; my face could have been covered in a few shades of blood red. 
As I approached the safari vehicle, I saw the faces of my six Texan guests.
Theirs were 50 shades of grey.
Fortunately, I got the radio working again and asked Blue Eyes if she could delay the flight slightly; we were on our way. We managed to drive to the spot where I almost became cat food and spent an amazing ten minutes with the lions—the last ten minutes of their safari.
They made their flight…

This was not the last time my name would appear on a cat food tin.
“Juicy chunks of Kevin with gravy and carrots.” 

This second time, it involved the “Spotted Death Cat of the Night”, aka the Leopard. 
Before I tell you the details, I must explain that leopards are extremely intelligent and calculating animals.
They are also very patient and will check out a situation for days or weeks before making their move.
A prime example is a story about a warthog family that frequented one of our lodges. 
Now, firstly, allow me to have a little rant about something that I feel very strongly about: the feeding of wild animals. More specifically, you should not feed them. 
Many people think it is cute, but it always turns out bad for the animals in the long run. In this case, the previous managers at the lodge regularly fed the warthogs. This family, comprising two sows and about eight piglets, naturally took well to these freebies and will lay around camp like lazy labradors. On hot days, they would favour the office as this was air-conditioned. I regularly walked into the office to find Blue Eyes typing away on the computer and using a warthog as a footrest. I then chased them all out, which made me unpopular with humans and pigs alike. Then, in the late afternoon, it was time for the pigs to head home, and off they trotted, all warthog-like, with their tails standing upright like police car aerials. Their burrow was about a mile away on an open plain. I knew this because I followed them once. In the morning, you would find them trotting back up the road again, in time for breakfast and to elicit “Oo’s and “Aa’s” from the guests as they return from the morning safari to find the parking lot full of pigs—a sort of warthog welcoming committee. 
Then, one day, the two sows arrived, but with only five piglets. The next day, there was only one sow and four piglets. A few days later, just the single sow. That evening, when I arrived back, Blue Eye was distraught. They were watching the lone sow heading home and debating what happened to the others when a leopard took her in plain sight. Debate over. That is precisely what leopards do. It must have been watching the pig family making their daily food pilgrimage for weeks. Biding its time and properly browsing the takeaway menu before deciding which little piggy to take for an entrée.

I mainly blame myself for my name being on a cat food tin for a second time. Like the warthogs, I also became too relaxed and careless, not knowing that I was being watched.
But then I also blame Covid.
What does Covid have to do with me almost being leopard food, you might ask?
It took a long time for the tourists to start trickling back and because there were less human movement, the animals started moving back inside the lodge perimeter. 
It also meant that I was part of a skeleton staff, but I was privileged to stay in one of the luxury guest suites set on the banks of a river. My suite was about 100m from the main lodge area along a fairly overgrown path. After hours, I was the only human there…thank you, Covid.
We started noticing more and more leopard activity inside the camp.
One morning, I discovered a drag mark beside the pathway outside my room. Something caught something else during the night and dragged it out of the camp. I could also hear the monkey’s cousins going ballistic just outside camp. This was usually your first clue that something with claws and teeth was sculking about. Bless their little monkey souls! Monkeys can become a real nuisance around camp, the little thieves, but they are also the best cat warning system in the bush. Closer inspection of the drag mark revealed the other tell-tale clue. Pound for pound, leopards are the strongest cats out there, but being half the size of a lion, they can’t simply pick up and move prey as easily. They will typically straddle their unfortunate victim and, with their legs on either side, do an awkward, penguin-like walk. 
On either side of the drag mark, I found the tell-tale pugmarks of what looked like a female leopard.
About two weeks later, I sat outside on my suite's patio. I was surrounded by the typical night sounds of hundreds of insects and the odd hippo snorting in the river. It was still sweltering and I was looking for any breeze I could find. Next to me was a low wall; on the other side, I heard the distinct footfall of something walking on the dead leaves. I am neither brave nor stupid, so I jumped up and went to stand in the open doorway just as a female leopard appeared out of the dark. She stared at me, but I did not stare back. Leopards rely on stealth and concealment and do not like it if you look directly at them. They feel vulnerable and compromised. You do not want to make a leopard feel vulnerable and compromised.
Looking at her from the corner of my eye, she gave me another nonchalant look and moved off. 
I moved inside very quickly; from there onward, I would sit close to the door at night.

I was a creature of habit and leopards like creatures of habit. Every day, in the early evening, I would walk along the pathway to the main building to fetch my dinner and then return to the room. Most of the time, I was responsible and did this before it was completely dark outside. Not that specific evening. After fetching my dinner, I walked down the pathway, dinner plate in one hand and casually flicking a torch with the other. I also had my backpack slung over my shoulder. As I approached the last stretch to my room, I saw the tip of a tail disappearing into the bush at the turn-off to my room. A second later, the tail appeared again, with a spotted leopard body attached to it. In disbelief, I stood there, shining the torch on her. She crouched down and went into a stalk towards me. The body was flat to the ground, with the shoulder blades protruding. The slow and calculated placing of the feet and the eyes fixed on me. 
I’ve tried to avoid foul language in this book, but in this predicament, I’m sure you will understand. “Fuck-off!” I shouted at her almost jokingly. My mind was not believing what my eyes were seeing. She continued her slow stalk towards me. Then, about 20 meters from me, she broke into a full charge. Leopards can move at 16 meters per second. It was a yellow flash coming towards me, but through my eyes, it took ages. So slowly did it happen that I managed to get about five “fuck-off” shouts in before my mouth ran completely dry. By this time, the dinner plate with sausage and mash was already on the ground. Thank goodness for the backpack. When she was three meters away and raising herself to pounce, I threw the bag at her. 
It hit her fully in the chest, and that broke the charge. She swung away into the bush on my left. My bowels stopped just short from a movement and my legs were the consistency of cooked cabbage, but I was out of there! Walking backwards as quickly as my soft cabbage legs could carry me, I walked back to the main lodge area, fully expecting her to come and take revenge for interrupting her dinner plans with my backpack. Then the adrenaline left my body and I started shaking uncontrollably. I almost chipped my teeth on the half glass of single malt I poured myself. 
I realised that I still had to get back to the room and this was a prospect I did not look forward to, so I helped myself to another neat glass of nerve-settling potion. I stuck my head out the door and did a long scan with the torch. It also started raining. I gingerly walked back up the pathway again. The prospect that “The Spotted Death Cat of the Night” might be waiting for me somewhere out there in the dark, rainy night. And she did!
She was again standing on the pathway at the same spot as the previous time. I did not stay long enough for a re-run of the previous episode. For the 2nd time in 20 minutes, I was heading back to the lodge with my arsehole taking bites out of my underpants. For the 2nd time in 20 minutes, I downed a glass of expensive nerve tonic. Wet, cold and hungry, I opted to sleep on the couch in the office rather than play with a leopard for the third time in one night.
The consensus was that she must have been studying me for a while, biding her time.
I was shaken for a long time afterwards, and even while writing this, I still get the shivers.
From there onwards, I did not go for walkabouts at night if it wasn’t completely necessary.

The label on the cat food tin should read: “Juicy chunks of Kevin with gravy and carrots, unfused with a sprinkling of excessive swearing and a dollop of backpack throwing.”

Chapter 17: Weird Noises

Sometime in my mid 40’s…
Working eighteen-hour days is the norm in the safari industry. By that, I do not mean being awake for eighteen hours but being on your feet.
Hence, you work on either a three-week on, one-week off cycle or a six-week on, two-week off cycle. It was during one of these breaks that we went to visit Blue Eye’s cousin. I will just call him Mr. President. He is just one step below TCO on the craziness ladder. As you can probably figure out by now, I have plenty of friends in that spectrum. He lived in Pretoria, South Africa and visiting him was like going to a therapy retreat. It was where we escaped to forget about the pests; sorry, I mean the guests we had for the past three weeks.  

On our way there, I noticed a funny squeak coming from the car's rear right. I could not figure it out because it was not constant. We spent three days at “Casa The President”, and on the way back, the squeak was back. When we arrived back at the lodge, the squeak persisted, yet the car was not moving…I told Blue Eyes, “Something is living in the car.”

With the car's boot open and my head stuck inside, I finally narrowed down the squeaking to somewhere behind the panels on the right-hand side. Then, I pulled all the panels apart to get to this mysterious noise. With my body contorted and a torch in hand, I located the “area” where the squeaky sound came from.
Then I saw a movement…Initially, I got a hell of a fright, but then I remembered that Black Mambas don’t make squeaky noises. But what if a distressed, travel-weary snake can make squeaky noises? With some trepidation, I stuck my head back into the wheel well. 
Then the smallest, cutest little furry face appeared—big black eyes with a pointy nose. 
“Shit Balls,” I shouted to a now-gathering crowd of onlookers. “It’s a baby squirrel!”. 
In Southern Africa, you get what is called a Tree Squirrel. About a third the size of its Grey and Red Squirrel cousins in the Northern Hemisphere, but 300% cuter! One of them actually saved Blue Eyes from getting bitten by a Puff Adder that was lying next to the step to our house. 
Snakes and birds of prey can really get their blood pressure up, and they will make a persistent chattering call when they spot one. It's a type of snake alarm if you know what to listen for in the bush. 
It turned out that squirrel mothers often use cars as nesting places. This mother did not suspect her baby would go on a round trip to Pretoria!
My problem was that I could only see the little head peeking around the corner of the wheel well. This little thing had been in there for almost a week. It was a wild animal, all confused by the road trip and the hairy human head staring down at it. As soon as I came closer, it would disappear. 
I asked our chef to fetch one of the tongs she used in the kitchen. Very carefully, I positioned the tongs and when the little head appeared again, I caught myself a little four-inch squirrel. 
Four inches from head to bushy tail tip. Completely bewildered and dehydrated after its week-long expedition, it was so weak that it gave in to the human help. 
Well, I say human help, but we had no idea how to help this little thing and it did not take a rocket scientist to realise that it was very close to throwing in the towel. A few phone calls were made and the consensus from experienced baby squirrel surrogate parents was to keep it warm and hydrated. How the hell do you hydrate a dying baby squirrel? The keeping warm part was easy. Based on expert advice, the best place to warm a squirrel was in the cleavage. 
Blue Eyes were happy to oblige. The hydrating part was done using a syringe as a makeshift teat, and this involved the reserve medic driving 45 minutes to bring us a syringe. Digging it out from its warm, happy place, I pushed a drop of water from the syringe and dropped it into its little mouth. The little head shook violently; upon the next drop, it drank…then the arduous procedure of raising a baby squirrel started. This involved filling the syringe with a mixture of milk and honey and feeding it every two hours. If you happen to miss the two-hour feeding deadline, it will let you know by the aforementioned persistent chattering call. It was like raising a human baby. But, through the feeding and the cleavage sleeping, it grew stronger. We called him “Frikkie”. 
Sorry, I almost forgot to mention that part of a human squirrel parent’s duties also involved stimulating their bowel movements. After every feeding session, the natural squirrel mom will lick their genitalia to stimulate them to do their no 1’s and nr 2’s. Blue Eyes took to this job with equal commitment, but hold on, ban that picture from your mind!  This was simulated using a wet and, importantly, warm piece of tissue paper in a rubbing motion over the important parts. 
We also had to fulfil another component of a squirrel’s natural behaviour, a squirrel’s favourite thing in the world…grooming. This involved us gently scratching him around the ears and as soon as you start aiming for the belly, it will flip over on its back and, in turn, lift the left and then the right forelegs for better access. Eyes closed in complete squirrel-style bliss. 
This is how squirrels in the wild will bond with others of their kind. Frikkie, thinking that we are overgrown versions of himself, will return this bond-building behaviour by gently combing my arm hair using his front teeth. After the grooming, it is typically time for a nap and this was done by climbing in under Blue Eye’s hair.
Eventually, Frikkie grew into a toddler squirrel and started eating nuts and squirrel-type food. The older he got, the cuter he became. He also ventured outside more and more. 

One day, I was helping with rhino conservation work. We call it catching them, and in a certain way, it was just that. The reserve management has earmarked a few young rhino bulls to be moved to another reserve. When young males reach a certain age, the dominant territorial bull in the area will start picking on them, as they are seen as a threat to him. This “catching” process involved darting the rhinos from the air using a tranquiliser gun. When the rhino falls asleep, the veterinarian will also use this time to insert a microchip into the rhino’s horn. This is a way of tracking that specific animal, or shall I rather say the horn, if the animal gets pouched. The rhino is then semi-woken up, and a team of about 10 of us “walk” the rhino to a transport crate to move to its new home.
I was helping to take a rhino for a “walk” when my phone started ringing. As you can picture, I was a little preoccupied and could not answer. Then it rang again and again. When I answered, I could not understand a word that Blue Eyes was saying. Between the sobs, I could only make out “Frikkie” and “Come home.” It turned out that she was preparing lunch for the guests, with Frikkie sitting in his usual place, the front pocket of her apron. Somehow, he climbed out without her noticing and when she closed a kitchen drawer, he accidentally got caught, breaking his little back in the process. A few tearful hours followed, but in the end, it was inevitable.
She insisted that we bury him in the garden and I built a garden of remembrance using rocks and flowers. 
That night, the house very felt empty.

A few weeks later, I heard another weird noise. 
This time, it did not come from our car but inside our house. It was a noise I’d heard before, but it was not a common sound around our house.
It sounded like sniffing and sobbing. 
It was… 
I found Blue Eyes crying on the couch. Over the past few weeks, I noticed that she was not completely happy with our bush life anymore, but being the ray of sunshine she is, the glimpses of sadness I saw usually quickly disappeared again.
Living in the African bush can sound idyllic, but it comes at a price. She could not simply pop out to a coffee shop to meet up with a friend if she felt the need for other company. She missed her family in the U.K. The nieces and nephews were growing up and she was missing out on all of this. 
While I was out and about, immersed in the fun side of safari life, she was often stuck in the office, dealing with the nitty-gritty things that make a safari lodge tick and ensuring that everything ran seamlessly through the guests' eyes.
I was torn between a rock on the one side and an even harder rock on the other: my love for her and my love for my job. She was torn because she knew this and did not want me to give up everything. For weeks, the tearing continued this way and that way until we reached our mutual decision.
Blue Eyes would move back to London and I would continue working as a guide.
And so began our long-distance marriage and the longest commute in history!





















If You’re Gone
I think you're already leavin'
Feels like your hand is on the door
I thought this place was an empire
Now I'm relaxed, I can't be sure
If you're gone
Maybe it's time to come home
There's an awful lot of breathin' room
But I can hardly move
If you're gone
Baby, you need to come home, come home
There's a little bit of somethin' me
In everything in you

Thank you to Matchbox Twenty. From the Album “Mad Season”


















Chapter 18: Jail Time

Sometime in my late 40’s…

Chicken or vegetarian?

You hear these choices all the way down the aisle as the steward approaches your seat.
It doesn’t matter if I’m seated in row 2 or 62; the verdict is always the same…sorry no more beef.
After spending a small fortune on airline tickets, I’ve had plenty of time to study cattle class flying. There are many things that I do not understand, and I’m sure that these idiosyncrasies must have crossed your mind as well.

Through the windows of the terminal building, you will see your designated plane standing “ready.”
“We will now be boarding flight 123 to Heathrow,” the announcement we’ve all been waiting for will come, and everyone will start queuing up.
Then, you will hear the “clomp, clomp” sound of footfall on the marble tiles as the whole crew appears. You look at the aircraft, and you look at them, thinking, “Surely they must have been on there already.” We are queuing up in anticipation, but the bus drivers are only arriving now, and isn’t someone supposed to warm up the chicken or vegetarian options already?

Unless you are a camel, the queuing and fighting to get to your seat leaves you completely parched.
Everyone waits in anticipation for the food and beverage “service” to commence. I don’t know why we get semi-excited about this, as we will just be disappointed trying to poke a pea with a plastic fork. 
All you want is something wet over your lips. Why, oh why, would they serve the food before serving drinks? By the time the drink trolley arrives, your vegetable lasagna is cold already, and you are showing severe signs of dehydration. I suppose there must be some psychological reasoning behind this.
O, the joys of flying. 
I was privileged to have this “service” every six weeks or so, depending on how you look at it. 

Then, a strange virus made its appearance in the east and the world went into a wobble.
A perk of living in isolation in the bush was that you seldom heard the news. That was if you prefer not to listen to the news…which I did.
I heard rumours of this pandemic starting to sweep the world, but paid little attention. I was due to fly out in a week to visit Blue Eyes. My mom phoned me and told me about the rumours that “the powers to be” are talking about closing international borders. “O nonsense,” thought the monkey. Two days before my flight, she phoned again, this time all flustered, and then I started to pay attention to what was happening in the outside world. It was true…I was booked on the last flight out of South Africa.

The airport was chaotic. I put my backpack through the security scanner and joined the others waiting for their bags to pop out and to start the process of repacking and redressing. 
Then alarms and red lights started flashing. Security people came running.
“Is this your bag, sir?” a very stern-looking security guy asked me. Do you mind if we have a look?” “Not a problem,” said I. “Anything you want to tell us before we open your bag?” “No,” said I. By this time, about five security personnel had gathered, and I started getting concerned. They unpacked the whole bag without finding anything, making me slightly less concerned.
Then, from the deepest forgotten corner of my backpack, he produced five bullets belonging to my .375 rifle. The rifle I use when doing bush walks. Somehow, I had forgotten that these were in there. 
BIG “Matata.” “Matata” meaning trouble in Swahili.
I got a police escort to an office, where a pair of rubber gloves appeared, and the interrogation started. Not only did I realise that I was going to miss my flight, but there was a strong possibility that I was going to jail for this.
I explained the best I could, and when this did not work, I begged the best I could. 
You are probably thinking that this is where the title of this chapter is going to play itself out. “Hakuna Matata...no trouble...” The begging did the trick, and I was the person everyone was waiting for to board the aeroplane. You must read a bit further to hear about my jail time.

I made it to London with a few days to spare before all international borders were closed. 
I was stuck. Well, not really; it meant I could spend more time with Blue Eyes than the typical ten days. The ten days turned into seven months.

Our apartment became a cosy jail cell with all the amenities to make the lockdown jail sentence pleasurable.
You probably think this must be the jail time I was talking about in the title…sorry not yet.
As you can recall, culinary experiments also marked this period in the world’s history.
People started baking bread, and back in South Africa, everybody became moonshiners. 
This was because alcohol was banned for some strange reason. Except for the alcohol brewing, we did the same. Our cupboards were filled with regular doomsday goodies like canned food, toilet paper, and other food ingredients we could experiment with. We managed to cook our way through a whole Indian cookbook!

It was inevitable, and boredom soon kicked in. What do South Africans do when boredom kicks in? We do what we do best and revert to our national pastime: the traditional and almost sacred event called a “Braai.” 
To many of you, a barbeque brings up images of burnt burger patties on a gas grill, but this is not the case in South Africa or at Holroyd’s apartment in London. It is a different and multi-faceted affair altogether.
If you get invited to a “braai,” I feel it my obligation to give you a few insider tips.
If your hosts wheel out a gas barbeque, you can tell them that you read somewhere that this was a mortal sin and that they are not real South Africans.
“Braaiing” on charcoal is frowned upon, but your host can get away with it…just!
For a real braai you need wood and plenty of it.
Firstly, the food definitely tastes better if you use wood. The secondary benefit is that it takes a long while for the wood to burn out and the coals to be ready. Since a braai is not just a way of cooking food but also a social event, using wood gives you a long time to socialise.
The inevitable question, “When are we eating?” will come about two hours into a braai session, and the standard response will be, “Just waiting for the wood to burn out.” This is immediately followed by putting another few logs on the fire and pouring another drink.
Stretching a braai to its maximum is an art while not allowing your guests to suffer from malnutrition.
Every braai master has his or her recipes and way of cooking. A big no-no that has caused friendships to go down the drain is “backseat braaiing,” which is similar to backseat driving. At no stage do you interfere or question the braai master’s methods. You can complain about your dry pork chop on the way home.
If you want to assist, you play the role of the braai master assistant. This entails keeping the braai master supplied with an endless supply of beverages since standing next to a fire is hot work. 
If you do that well, you will be guaranteed to be invited again.
The saying goes: “Where there is smoke, there is fire.” The citizens of our beautiful “Rainbow Nation” are now spread across the world. From Toronto to Hanoi, Perth to Beijing, one thing is certain: “Where there is smoke, there is a South African.” Our neighbours in London soon realized this and joined in.

By the time the travel restrictions eased, Blue Eyes and I were ready to get out of each other's hair. I also had to get back to work. 
The irritations of travel escalated to a whole new level with Covid tests and smelling your own masked breath for 12 hours, but it had to be done.
Getting back into the U.K. was a major problem, though, and one I still can’t understand. I got on an aeroplane in Johannesburg and flew via Dubai, connecting to Heathrow. 
During this time, I shared the cabin space with 1000 other people, all potentially infected with the virus. However, the others got off the flight, walked out of the arrivals hall, and had the privilege of going home. Meanwhile, I was whisked off to a hotel room, which I had to pay for, to start quarantine—or, shall I rather say, start my jail time!
Apparently, the colour of their passport makes some immune to contracting Covid.
To rub salt into the already raw wounds, I haven’t seen Blue Eyes for eight weeks and home was only 12 miles away.
Eleven nights, twelve days, just me, the monkey and the four walls of a hotel room. I was allowed a twenty-minute walk twice a day.
This happened in the hotel's parking lot, surrounded by barbed wire fencing and security guards. We walked around in a big circle like inmates at a prison. For the picture to be complete, I only needed an orange overall suit with the words “inmate” written on the back. 
My food was delivered in a similar jail-like fashion with a knock on the door. When you opened it, there was a tray of cold food by the door. At the end of the passage stood a security guard overseeing your moves. Every floor had one.
By day five, daytime television had become torture. Around day six, the monkey was scouting the perimeter for security breaches to escape.
On the day of my release, we had to wait until midnight before we were allowed to leave. 
I was dressed by 7 o’clock that evening and sitting on my bed waiting. At three minutes past twelve, I wasn’t willing to wait any longer. I flung open the door and started making my way along the passage. The sleepy security guard jumped from his slumber and shouted that I must return to my room. He clearly saw that I was ignoring all his protests. He got on the radio shouting, “Code Red, we have a Code Red on floor three. All units, I need backup.”
I had already endured an extra 17 280 minutes to see Blue Eyes; I definitely wasn’t going to wait 17 284 minutes.
When I got to the ground floor, the backup was waiting for me—all 23 of them. By this stage, the monkey was in charge and told them in no uncertain terms that my prison sentence had run out four minutes ago. They must have seen that the monkey was wild and protested no further.

I promised myself that evening that I would forever walk a righteous path, as the monkey would never survive being locked up again…


























Chapter 19: Brain Meltdown

Sometime in my late 40’s…

You know you are bored, with nothing better to do, if you drink beer at 8 o’clock on a Monday morning. 

The boredom is fantastic if you are sitting under a beach umbrella. 
It is a typical cheap blue, red, and yellow umbrella that is too small to provide proper shade, but it at least soothes your conscience about getting skin cancer from the African sun.
My beach chair is also fairly basic. A hole was dug into the sand and moulded to fit my backside.
The “beach”, with its pure white sand, has a strange feel because it lacks the sound of waves rolling in and out in a hypnotic fashion. That is probably because there are no waves…
The situation gets elevated to another level when the morning beer buzz kicks in and you are sitting in the middle of a dry riverbed in Botswana, somewhere between “Nowhere Town” and “Nothing Ville.” 
Botswana is vast and unpopulated. I once drove back from the Okavango Delta to South Africa, taking the long way around, skirting the Central Kalahari. As I left Maun, the Satnav voice said, “In 400 miles, turn left” I shit you not! Botswana is also a success story in wildlife conservation, and it is a must-see if you have ever thought of going on safari.
As I sip my beer, a broad grin spreads over my face as a herd of elephants crosses the riverbed 300 meters “upstream” with all the babies in tow. It is the dry season, so the river is completely dried up. I count my blessings for being stuck here.
How did I end up in this happy place?
I was assisting with guide training at a remote camp in Botswana. There was a two-week gap between students and courses, and I was asked if I would “mind” looking after the camp. It would only be me there. The fridge had enough beer and steak to keep a small army of alcoholic carnivores on the march. This was my payment, and I immediately said, “No problem.”
Being in complete isolation and on your own appeals to all of us in a “Robison Crusoe & Wilson” kind of way. But, let me tell you, you very soon find yourself going a bit crazy.
That point is proven when you find yourself sitting under an umbrella with 6 beers, watching eles wandering past, completely naked. By nakedness, I mean myself and not the eles. (another reason I was sitting under an umbrella was that I did not want the delegate parts to get sunburnt)
In my defence, I blame part of my brain meltdown on the heat, sleep deprivation, bugs, and, of course, the monkey.
My day started at 5 a.m. when it started to get light outside the canvas of my tent. 
The morning bird chorus also made it impossible to sleep any further. 
It also doesn’t help when your sleeping pattern was interrupted by elephants. They apparently thought that “the human” must be lonely, so they came and kept me company every evening.
One morning, I woke up from sand thrown into my face…inside my tent.
Since it was 2 a.m. and seeing that I drank beer from sunrise to sunset the previous day, I was in a hangover stage at that time of the morning. Being in a hangover phase, I could not decide if I was imagining the sand on my face. That was until the next spade full of sand landed and the little hangover moisture left in my mouth turned to mud.
When the third load landed, I realized that it was coming through the mesh window of my tent and that the sand thrower must be an elephant feeding close by. When elephants feed on grass, they pull the tufts out with their trunks, but before they stuff it into their mouths, they will flick their trunks to get rid of the excess soil. It was this soil that was coming through the window of my tent.
I realised that this elephant was very close, and then I suddenly felt very vulnerable when I realised that the only thing separating me from the sand-throwing culprit was the thin canvas wall of my tent.
The hangover disappeared very quickly, but my mud coughing caused the elephant to go completely quiet…that was until I heard its tummy rumble. Elephants do a magnificent tummy rumble. Sometimes, this is in response to having eaten too many leaves and they get a bit flatulent. (too many leaves in my diet have the same effect on me). The more scientific reason behind their stomach rumbling is elephant communication. Some low-frequency rumbles are audible to the human ear, but we cannot even hear the majority. Elephants can, however, hear this over long distances and some studies suggest that they also pick up on the vibrations through the soles of their feet. I did not need elephant feet to feel the vibrations coming from somewhere above my head. 
“No way,” I almost said aloud. Still not believing what I was thinking, I reached for the torch next to my bed and tentatively shone the torchlight out my mesh window straight upwards. In the torchlight, right above my head, I looked straight up at the underbelly of an elephant! It stood with its front legs on one side and hind legs on the other side of my tent. I was literally lying under an elephant.
It goes without saying that I did not sleep much for the rest of the night and found myself in the kitchen tent at 6 o’clock, drinking beer whilst waiting for the coffee to brew and my nerves to settle.
That was day 3. Day 4 involved more beer drinking on my beach, followed by a mid-day nap, seeing that I was awake at 2 am, looking at an elephant penis above my head. 
The problem was that taking a day nap during the summer in the bush was almost impossible unless you had an air conditioner, and this was not a standard feature of a tent in Botswana!

Now, you must allow me to do my typical “chapter characteristic” side-tracking to explain the heat during the summer in Southern Africa. When it gets that hot, we joke that you must walk around in pairs wherever you go because if the sun catches you alone, it will burn you to death. Brain meltdown heat…
Dealing with the heat becomes a “thing” you must manage physiologically, psychologically and domestically.
Let's start in October. October is usually the beginning of summer and is also referred to as “suicide month” in the bush. From around April onwards, there was little or no rain during the dry, cold winter months, so the bush is tinder dry when October comes around. 
The temperature pushes 35 Celsius in the shade and the sky is a blazing clear blue with no sign of relief. Thirst and irritation levels for animals and humans alike go ballistic…hence “suicide season”. To add to the long list of niggly things, a thin layer of dust covers everything.
The whole of November you will stare at the western skies, looking for some sign of relief. 
Just one white puffy cloud is all that you wish for. In some seasons, they appear in November; in some years, they don’t. In some years, the clouds only appear in December. Come this time, you can imagine that the tolerance levels of everything that lives and breathes are balanced on a knife’s edge.
The clouds eventually appear in their puffy gloriousness, slowly turning into blueish, rain-bearing hopefulness. Initially, the violent relief only comes in the form of wind and lightning. With the vegetation being that dry, all it needs is one lightning strike and the bush will flare up in a much more spectacular way than Guy Fawkes could have achieved if you gave him a dose of meth, a can of petrol and a box of matches.
In some twisted way, a bushfire is an event that pulls the whole community together—a chance to see people you haven’t seen since the previous year’s fires. The timing of these is always awful, as the call for assistance typically comes at an ungodly hour. Knowing this, we try to be prepared, with the firefighting equipment checked and ready.
You only go to a bush fire unprepared once, and after that, you have a response kit ready, just in case: water, energy snacks, sunscreen, and the like. The chances are that you might only get home again 48 hours later. 

Soon after “Suicide October” and “Fire Fighting November,” you can start to smell the rain on the wind. The thunder and lightning are spectacular, if not frightful, to say the least. It does not matter what time of day or night it is, but everyone I know who lives in this environment will be standing outside waiting for the first raindrops. Most often, you stand in the rain with your face turned upward and your mouth open. Sweet, glorious rain!  The heat breaks almost immediately. The red dust turns to red mud.
December combines the heat with the humidity and sweating becomes your favourite pastime. 
January and February, the heat becomes all-consuming. During the hottest time of the day, nothing moves, and nothing makes a sound, except for the safari guides on their way to the airstrip to pick up fresh sets of guests. 

Back to me sitting on the beach and getting a bit sleepy, I decided to try to catch a mid-morning nap. Sleeping in my tent was out of the question since it was standing in direct sunlight, so unless I felt like a sleep and sauna combo experience, I decided to take my nap on a mattress on top of the lecture tables in the lecture tent. 
At least the tent has open sides and in the full shade of a huge Mashatu Tree. Looking forward to a relatively “cool”, uninterrupted nap, I close my eyes in bliss.
Then, the onslaught starts. Because it is so dry, every insect that crawls, flies, hops, slithers, and bites decide that my sweat-drenched naked body is the perfect source of moisture. You slap, flick and swear, making napping a useless exercise. 
They come out of nowhere, each in its unique shape, colour, and size. To add to the variety and my discomfort, you get daytime and nighttime bugs. It is also not to say that you get the same bugs every day and night—no! One week, there will be an infestation of a specific kind, followed a day later by a different kind you have never seen before. 
It is also impossible to decide which kind of bug is the worst, whether it is day bugs or night bugs. In general, the day bugs are of the more annoying kind, like your common house fly. 
The night bugs are of the biting and scary-looking kind. In this category, the mosquito, commonly called a “mozzie”, wins hands down.
Because of the flies, any chance of a daytime nap was also abandoned.
Before retiring to my sauna tent for the evening, I always try to give Blue Eyes a call. 
Being on different continents is not the biggest communication headache. It is the time difference and lack of cell phone signal. To overcome this meant that I had to walk about 50m out of the camp perimeter to a huge termite mound. If you stand on top of it and raise your arm in true signal-searching fashion, you will sometimes get 2 bars. This was enough to get at least a broken “Miss you, Work o.k, Love you” across to the other side of the world. The time difference meant that my signal searching, termite mound climbing mission, was done in pitch darkness with only the help of a torch and the light of my cell phone.
At Sparrows fart on day 5, I dragged myself out of my tent, still without a stitch of clothes on, but with a few more mozzie bites in places you don’t want mozzie bites…
Black instant coffee was all there was on offer since the milk went off two days ago. 
I discarded the sour milk behind the kitchen, and by the looks of it, the hyenas enjoyed their sour milk titbit. From there, I made my way to the “signal mound” to attempt to get a “Good morning” message sent to Blue Eyes. While I was impatiently sitting on top of the termite mound with my antennae arm in the air, I looked at the tracks around the termite mound. Reading the tracks and signs that animals leave is like reading the gossip pages of your local newspaper. It's just a bit more disturbing when you see the telltale pug marks of lions on top of your footprints from the previous evening. 
That makes your naked arse very nervous and causes you to spill hot coffee on your naked legs.
I followed the tracks and they had a walk around my tent during the night.
I decided to abandon my “naked in the jungle fetish” and went to put on my shoes and a short. 
I reckoned that boots would give me a better head start than flip-flops should I encounter some yellow cats in camp.
Days six, seven and eight somehow got lost in a beer haze. The heat, bugs and isolation were really starting to speed up the brain meltdown.
On the morning of day 9, I was having cornflakes with mayonnaise and sugar (there was no shop nearby to get milk) when I heard someone snoring. The snoring was coming from the tent closest to the kitchen tent. “Did someone arrive during the night?” I wondered. I checked the parking lot, but there were no new cars. “Am I losing my mind?” was the next obvious question I chose to ignore. The snoring persisted, even rising in volume. Standing before the closed tent flap, I was convinced it came from inside. Tentatively, I zipped open the tent to see who my unannounced camp visitor might be. Nobody was there…once inside, I realised that the snoring was coming from behind the tent. “What next?” I thought. 
My nerves suddenly got the better of me for the first time during my isolation. “What if something happens to me? Who do I call for help? Will they find my scattered sun-bleached bones out there on the beach”? What will they tell Blue Eyes?” 
Now, even more tentatively, I peeked around the back corner of the tent. 
What I saw was comical. 
Lying on his side was a young elephant bull, completely and utterly in dreamland! 
His trunk stretched to full length, vibrating as he snored, the tip of his trunk causing puffs of dust to rise at every exhale. I laughed softly, and the nerves were gone, knowing I had plenty of company from my bush friends. I did move my umbrella a bit closer to camp, though!
Days 10 and 12 were a haze again…
On day 13, I had to drive to the main gate of the reserve, which also doubled as the border post between South Africa and Botswana. This 5-hour round trip was in an open Landcruiser, and the reason for the interruption to my “castaway” lifestyle was that I had to go pick up the camp manager, who was due back to sort stuff out before the new students arrived. It was a particularly hot day and since the Landcruiser had no roof, I covered up against the sun and took six cold beers to keep me company. 
“Drinking and driving”, I hear you say. “Yes, drinking and driving is a national pastime in some parts of the world, especially if you know that your car will be the only car you will see for the whole trip. In case the above is not enough justification, I decided to be responsible and hospitable at the same time and planned only to drink four beers on the way there. This will leave two warm beers for the way home, one for me and one for the camp manager who must be thirsty after his/her travels. Typically, the bush people I hang out with will appreciate the gesture of a welcoming, friendship-clinching, warm beer. This one did not!
I am the first to admit that I have many bad traits, but not getting along with people is not one of them. This person and I, however, did not see eye to eye. The whole way home, I had to listen to the “manager” droning on about using a company vehicle, responsibility, and “look how important I am” jargon. The mutual dislike was cemented when I opened and drank the person’s welcoming beer.
The camp, “my” camp, felt invaded.
“I found a good signal on the termite mound,” I advised. “Especially at night,” I added, secretly hoping that the yellow cats were still skulking about and that they might take a keen interest in the “manager.”
Over the next few days, I realised I should not let my dislike of this person interfere with my better judgment. I filed this lesson in my life lesson folder: It does not matter if you are senior to someone in years or experience; let them have their power trip and show respect.
It was “suicide season”, after all, and brain meltdown is a common side-effect this time of the year.










Africa, My Mistress:

Catches my eye in the morning glow.
Excites me for the day and what it holds...
…only she knows.
She pulls me into her wonderous treasures and I look and feel and enjoy.
Sometimes, she doesn't call for days, and then suddenly, she calls with her alluring ways…and I look, I feel, I enjoy, and I love.
Selfish she is, she weaves her spell, as the sun goes down…she knows me well.
At night, all alone, she dangles her jewels in my face.
Lady Africa, I love you so, but there's something you must know..
A grey alone man with leathery tan I will not be.
I love you, but there is someone more special to me......  















Chapter 20: The Honorary League of the Civet-Lised Hound

Sometime in my early 50’s…
“The next train to Ealing Broadway will arrive in three minutes,” the announcement blared on a grey-sky platform at the tube station in suburban London. 

This time, it was hard to say goodbye to Blue Eyes. We’ve been doing this for the past six years… the back-and-forth commute between London and the African bush, which took place every six weeks or so…
As I’m “minding the gap” with my bags and heart in tow, I knew that my time as a “bush bachelor” was nearing the end. 
It is not only us missing each other that prompted this decision, but I’m also fed up with my hard-earned money going towards sitting under someone else’s armpit and eating shitty airline food every six weeks or so. Beef or vegetarian? There’s never any beef.

But there is another reason why I decided that my time was ending.

If you leave a man to live semi-on his own out in the African bush, he becomes a bit feral. 
Going back to civilization gets harder, and tolerance levels for other humans are lower. 
When I head back to the city, the noise, filth, and general chaos make me anxious.
Then there is also the general trend, when living as a “bush bachelor”, to eat unhealthily. Since it is fashionable to have some form of food tolerance nowadays, I decided to join the “trend” and have an intolerance for everything green or beige that grows in the ground. You see, whenever I feel the urge to or my conscience tells me that I should supplement my diet with some vegetables, I generally decide to eat chicken. Yup, chicken is a vegetable on my menu! 
To complicate matters further, my refrigerator is about the size of an SUV’s glove box, and I must fit about six weeks’ worth of food. 
So, I hope you can appreciate that not only is a head of cauliflower about as appetising as a football to my palate, but it also takes up valuable fridge real estate that could have been used for something else…like a steak, for instance! To overcome my fridge real estate issue and my “intolerance”, I devised a visionary dietary plan. This consists of some form of meat on my plate and proudly lying next to it is a beautifully nutritious little brown multivitamin tablet. It is space-saving, with all the vitamins A-Z packed into it! If you are a nutritionist reading this, apologies for the double heart attack.

With the temperature hitting 35°C every day for months on end (that’s in the shade on a moderately cool day) and your days filled with the scorching sun, dust, and sweat, a person is prone to dehydration…
Loneliness can also be a problem. Not so much that you don’t see other living things. No, you are surrounded by company of all sorts: my pet squirrel hopping around the house, birds walking freely through my home, and elephants walking past my house. 
It is the human company that you sometimes miss.
Luckily, there is a cure for thirst, scurvy and loneliness… Enter The Honorary League of the Civet-Lised Hound…
Around five in the afternoon, I would hear CC coming around the corner calling me. “Kev, what you doing? It’s time for a hydration session.” This came in the form of a tall glass of whiskey, ice and water. Ice was a very precious commodity in the bush, but luckily, we could raid the ice machine at the lodge after the guests have departed for their afternoon safari. The raiding done, I would then migrate from my “man cave”, as I call it, down to the shady and cool veranda of CC and C’s house. CC and C are the lodge managers and guides where I worked. 
This was not a commercial lodge but what you call a syndicate lodge, owned by a group of wealthy individuals who all get their allocation of weeks in a year. I was the permanent relief guide, which meant I needed to fill in for them whenever they went on their off-cycle. The job came with a “man cave” and the freedom to do freelance guiding work when I was not needed.
 As far as couples go, CC and C came from Mother Earth’s womb—true protectors of the natural world and a force to be reckoned with. C typically took the guests out for their afternoon safari while CC and I rehydrated. It would be CC's turn again in the morning, and C could sleep in. Around 7 in the evening, C would be back, also needing some rehydration. 
They worried that my teeth would fall out due to the lack of real vegetables, so often, a hearty and healthy meal was on offer.
We would sit around a table with an old tree stump as a base and a slate top. Each of us had our regular and favourite spots around the table. C would always sit where the bat shat and I would sit where the Spurfowl shat. As decor, there was a wooden bowl with all sorts of bush souvenirs like warthog tusks, fossils and seed pods. Then, the essentials spread out amongst us. Insect repellent, candles and an array of goodies ensure a successful evening of minimal movement and maximum relaxation because when you put your flip-flopped feet up against the tree trunk base, you sit very “lekker”.

Do you still wonder where the “Honorary League of the Civet-Lised Hound” comes in? 
We christened the veranda, “our pub”, the Civet-Lised Hound. 
A Civet is a Racoon-like carnivore on steroids. Almost every night, our Civet visits and walks around the garden as if it owns the place. 
The Hound? CC and C have a legendary Belgian Melua dog called Yoda. He is epic and legendary. You talk to him like a human, and he understands every word. When the nocturnal entertainment for the evening arrived in the form of civets, genets, or porcupines, Yoda would lie a few meters away and look at his “friends.”
Because we are always “civilised” at our pub and the civets and Yoda are regulars, it became the Civet-Lised Hound.
Apart from our four-legged guests, there were the regular two-legged patrons: “The Honorary League.” 

Unfortunately, we also regularly had a few uninvited guests…
One evening, C said that she was going for a bath. CC and I agreed that we were sufficiently rehydrated and that we were also heading to bed soon. Less than a minute later, we heard water splashing and a yell as C appeared, towel around her and hair full of shampoo. “There is a bloody phyton in the bathroom,” she announced, trying to wipe shampoo out of her eyes. 
Her exact words were a bit more colourful, but let’s not tarnish a lady’s reputation. Expedition “Catch a Phyton” was launched. It is funny how the whiskey evaporates from your system in such situations. Slowly opening the bathroom door, we peeked inside. “Where did you last see it?” we asked. “On the cabinet next to the bath where I keep my cosmetics,” C said. 
As our eyes slowly adjusted to the light, we stared at the cabinet in fascination and horror as coil upon coil of serpentine started uncoiling, knocking over little bottles of moisturising cream and perfume. Imagine relaxing in a hot bath, reaching for the soap and coming face to face with a 3-meter phyton! CC caught it behind the head, Steve Irwin style, and we released it in the garden. It goes without saying that we then had to take something for the nerves again.
Phytons can't really do you harm except for a nasty bite that might get infected. It was the other slithery regulars at The Civet-Lised Hound you had to be worried about—the likes of Black Mambas, Puffadders and Mozambique Spitting Cobras. Allow me to complete the nightmare-like picture for the Ophidiophobians amongst you. Of this trio, the Black Mamba is amongst the most feared and venomous snakes in the world, but luckily, they are quite shy. The puffadder is a stubby snake that resembles a rattlesnake, and they are responsible for the most bites in Africa, whereas the Mfezi or Mozambique Spitting Cobra, is responsible for the most human fatalities. 
Shortly after I started working at the lodge, I went for an afternoon stroll and sat on a small hill just outside CC and C's garden. From there, you had a fantastic view of the little valley beyond. That evening, as we sat around the table, I commented on what a lovely spot it was, and C’s eyes went a bit bigger than usual. Then, I heard about the monster-sized Black Mamba that calls that little hill its home. Over time, the stories of this snake became almost mystical until C called me one afternoon to come to have a look at “something.” 
As I reached the door to the veranda, she said to go slowly and stand by the table, “The Mamba is here!” I looked towards the hill and scanned the garden's edge, but I was looking too far. 
“At the bird bath,” she said. 
I almost swallowed my front teeth when I saw this thing. Stretched to full length and drinking water from the birdbath, it was the biggest Mamba on the planet. It was as thick as my forearm and about five meters long. The myth was true.

Over the course of a few days, we caught five baby Mfezis at The Civet-Lised Hound. At about 40 cm long, these babies can be more dangerous than mamma and pappa. 
I was sitting and drinking coffee one morning when I heard a squeak somewhere by my feet. 
Right next to my big toe, another baby Mfezi had just caught a toad. It got a bigger fright than me, dropping the toad and disappearing into the table's tree stump base. Now and then, it would peek its head out from one of the holes in the stump but would disappear again as soon as I got close with the snake-catching tongs. With the help of my friend “MG”, also a member of the “HLOTCH”, we tried everything to flush it out. This meant using the garden hose to flood the stump without success. Then we fumigated the stump with air freshener, with no success. It was during these unsuccessful attempts that we came to a grim realisation. The reason we had so many baby snakes was because the snake nest was inside that old tree stump. I shivered when I thought of my flip-flopped feet perched up against the stump every night. My toes resembling little toads. We eventually managed to catch and relocate it, but from there onwards, I wasn’t keen to wear flip-flops at night any more.

When you reach a certain age, you think you don’t need or want to make new friends. 
You believe that you have enough memories with existing friends. Prove yourself wrong, I did. 
“The Honorary League of the Civet-Lised Hound” – a strong bond amongst friends sharing the hardships and excitement of living in the wild. Most importantly, we look after each other and ensure that we never dehydrate or get bitten by baby Mfezis!

















































Children of Africa:

I heard you call o’ wild, wild land
from somewhere deep
I knew I had to understand
your wild ways and alluring sways

Then I came upon a couple so rare
for Mother Nature, the perfect pair
To hold, protect and care

I heard your call o’ wild, wild land
the two of you made me understand
The two of you, true children of Africa
                                                                                                                               











Chapter 21: Living In A Gangster’s Paradise

Sometime in my early 50’s…

“There is something furry in my toilet”, an excited guest announced.

These are words that I never like hearing.
I always had visions of a snake or baboon spider swimming around in the bowl, so my first reaction would be to find out more about this potential toilet swimmer. When I established that it was definitely not a snake, I went to investigate with a few of the guests in tow, all looking forward to the looming exciting African experience. I slowly lifted the toilet seat and peeked in. Nothing…no small, furry, unidentified animal. This, of course, caused a debate amongst the five of us crammed into the toilet. Was there something in the first place, or did our newbie safari guest watch too many YouTube videos about “safaris gone wrong”? 
While this happened, I saw an air bubble turning the bend in the toilet bowl and floating to the top. Then another bubble, almost instantly followed by something small and furry.
Pandemonium erupted in the toilet, with shouts ranging from “I told you, I told you” to “Is it gonna bite me?” 
I saw that it was a baby squirrel. The little nose broke the surface. Just long enough for a small breath, before it began to sink again, I grabbed it before it turned the bend for the final time. 
I held this little thing in my hand; it was so small that the tip of the tail just protruded from the bottom of my close hand. “Now, how am I supposed to give CPR to a squirrel?” I thought. 
I turned it upside down and shook it like a salt pot. There was no sign of life. Then I blew into its tiny nose, and the nose gave a wiggle. After the second blow, the eyelids moved. The little body came alive and started shaking.

As if once wasn’t enough, karma decided that I was apparently a good squirrel father and threw me another squirrel-raising emotional curveball. I would be a single squirrel parent because Blue Eyes was on another continent. 
With no cleavage for warmth, I wrapped her, yes, it was a girl squirrel, in layers of toilet paper to dry her and keep her warm. I remembered that the syringe we used to feed Frikkie was still in the kitchen drawer, and with an entourage in tow, the rescue team relocated to the kitchen, where there were ample volunteers to warm up some milk. She drank her little stomach full and with the queue of volunteers to help at feeding time, she quickly got her strength back.
You probably wonder how a baby squirrel ends up in a toilet bowl. Squirrel moms like to make their nests in the thatch grass roof, so they often fall out when the little ones become mobile. This little one was lucky to have fallen in the toilet and not on the hard floor.  

This time, I decided not to name her because I knew the odds of survival to adulthood were stacked against her. Luckily, I am not a betting man because she grew from strength to strength. 
Someone donated a wooden box with a hole; it almost looked like a cuckoo clock. 
I filled the inside with cosy, soft stuff, which became her home. Every night before going to bed, I would put the box on a chair next to my bed, and every night, as soon as I turn the lights off, she would sneak out of the box and crawl in under the duvet by my feet. I was afraid I might squash her during the night, so every night, this became a game of “Who’s got the strongest will.” I would put her back in her box, and two minutes later, I would feel fur tickling my toes. 
I once stuck a sock in the hole, but then I was afraid she might suffocate, so the squirrel eventually won this nightly game. You can also forget about sleeping late. Nope, at Sparrow's fart in the morning, she would start to groom my beard.

She grew very quickly ( I must have been doing something right) because she was a teenage squirrel about four months later and had more than doubled in size. She roamed outside but quickly scurried inside when the “Gangster Squirrels” arrived. That was what I call the local wild squirrels. Squirrels are very territorial, or maybe they just did not like this “privileged” squirrel who slept under a duvet and got nice food on demand. Whenever they got the chance, they would chase her unless I were close by, in which case she would jump onto my shoulder and sit there with a sort of “screw you, do you want to mess with me?” attitude.
With the “Gangster Squirrels” in mind, I would leave her in the house when I had to go on safari drives. One afternoon, I was in a hurry and having seen her only a moment before perching on the television and chewing on a cashew nut, I closed the door and went off, not knowing that she was outside…
That evening, when I returned, there was no squirrel to greet me in her usual manner, which involved her running up my leg and sitting on my shoulder. No biscuit or pasta packets were raided in her typical fashion. Sometimes, I thought that she had raided the grocery cupboard out of spite of me leaving her alone.
I called and searched, but no luck.
Just before I went to bed, I did one last search, and then I heard her calling—the familiar squirrel's chattering call. It came from out of the darkness somewhere towards the garage. Relief!
I tracked the call down to somewhere in the garage roof, where we stored wooden planks and pipes on the open roof beams. Standing on a rickety chair with a torch in hand, I called, and eventually, she made her appearance from amongst the jumble of old doors, plastic pipes and general shit that made up the roof. I could see that she was traumatised and not a happy squirrel. I did my best to make her comfortable and offered her some treats, but she crawled into her box and did not appear for two days, except for occasionally popping her head out to drink some of her favourite milk and honey mix. I knew that the gangster squirrels must have ambushed her.
When she eventually appeared, she was her normal, perky squirrel self again, except that she was dragging her left hind leg. I thought that this injury would sort itself out over time, but no, the gangster mauling must have done permanent damage of sorts. She kept dragging her hind leg, but this did not deter her from doing her typical squirrel-like acrobatics. It just looked a bit funny. I now had a tame, half-lame squirrel.
It is normal to want to take revenge on the gangsters, but one must remember that we are guests in their environment and that squirrels will probably pick on a squirrel that smells of privilege and deodorant.

A few months down the line, she turned into a young squirrel lady. Now and then, she had to dodge the gangsters, and now and then got a bollocking from me when she nibbled my toes at night. Besides that, all was good in both the human and squirrel worlds.
One night, I returned from a hydration session at the Civet-Lised Hound, and she was missing again.
This time, the chattering calls came from inside the folds of my hammock on the veranda. 
I rescued her and inspected her for damage, but I could not find anything obvious except her ego and her feeling a little sorry for herself. I expected that the gangsters must have struck again.
I did not pay much attention to her when she did her three-legged squirrel shuffle and came to sit on my shoulder. I did, however, notice that something smelled of rotten cheese. 
I first thought that something must have caught something else in the bush. Whatever it was, it was indeed very ripe. The sort of smell that only decaying flesh can give off. The almost sweet smell that hits you in the back of the throat so badly that you can taste it! She came down from my shoulder to sit on my knee. “What the bloody hell?” I called out aloud. The whole tail, except the bushy tip, was all rotten. The obvious reason behind the ripe cheese odour! I stared in shock and horror. The flesh and fur around the tail have completely disappeared, exposing the little vertebra in the tail. The whole length, except for the tip and about 2 centimetres at the base of the tail. A gangster must have bitten her on the tail, and necrosis has set in. I did not have the faintest clue of how to deal with this problem, so I ran to C.C & C to get advice. “You must come and see this shit”, I announced as I walked into their living room. “What?” came the reply. “Can’t explain, come and see for yourself” was my only response as I disappeared back up the pathway towards the Man Cave. C.C gave a long, drawn-out whistle as he stared at her in disbelief, where she was now perched upon the curtain rail at my front door. The whistle was followed by “Shit Balls”, the only words he could find at that moment. The necrosis had set in quickly and spread to almost the base of her spine. This meant that if left untreated, she would be dead within a few hours.
“The tail must come off” We all nodded in agreement.
It is all good and well saying that if your local veterinary clinic is just a short hop away. 
Our closest town and squirrel doctor was a two-hour drive away if you drove like a reasonable hooligan.  I once did it in 1h20min, but that was because I drove like an absolute hooligan. 
After all, I had a piece of stick sticking out of my calf. I managed to get into this painful scenario when we were doing bush clearing around the lodge's perimeter. I lost my balance whilst pulling on a particularly stubborn branch. Another sharp piece of dry branch was waiting to say hello to my calf, which it did so well that it impaled itself three-quarters of the way through my calf. These dirt roads are no joke, especially at 150km/hr. So, realistically speaking, and if you value getting to the squirrel doctor in one piece, it is a two-hour drive.
After deciding that driving to town was not an option, we launched “Operation Amputate Squirrel Tail.” Now, I realise that this might sound cruel, but living in the African bush, you often need to improvise, especially if it means saving the life of another living creature. In this case, we had to take matters into our own hands.
This involved the three of us, a peanut, a chopping board and chopping knife from my kitchen, a wooden mallet and leather gloves from the toolshed, antiseptic spray from the first-aid box and an impromptu surgery meeting to plan the procedure. We decided on the following: I will don the leather gloves (squirrels have sharp incisor teeth) and tempt her down from the curtain rail with the peanut. Then I will bring her over to the table and chopping board, where C.C will stand ready with the knife and hammer. Holding her with my left glove-covered hand, I will straighten the tail. C.C. will aim and do the business in one quick chop, followed by C spraying antiseptic and me releasing her. The plan worked perfectly and she scooted off to her box - minus a tail. The next day, she was all bright-eyed and “bushy-tailed”, except she had no tail. Thanks to the squirrel gangsters, I now had a half-lame, tailless squirrel. 
Not having that squirrel-defining part of her anatomy meant she looked more like a hamster, which was very comical.
You probably say, “Hell, Kevin, this chapter is full of sadness, blood and gore,” but the ending is bittersweet, so let's continue.
I was nearing the end of my bush bachelor life and approaching the time of my 2nd attempt at relocating to London to be with Blue Eyes and join the rat race. This meant selling or giving away everything from cooking pans to toilet paper. I was leaving with a suitcase only. Getting rid of material shit was the easy part and also quite liberating. The difficult part, the part I did not want to think about, was what to do with my half-lame, tailless friend. She had become my companion, and she had crept deep into my heart through all the trials and tribulations we’ve been through. I think she had a special place for me in her little squirrel heart as well. 
The most obvious solution was to leave her with C.C and C, but they had their own squirrel, and as you know by now, they do not like sharing the affection of their human parents. I was also worried that the local Squirrel Gangsters would not stop their “Gangsta Ways”. So, the bush telegraph went out and the ad read something like this: “Home needed for an affectionate, half lame, tailless squirrel that is prone to raiding your grocery cupboard and nibbling your toes at night. Preferably no gangster squirrels in your immediate neighbourhood”. As luck would have it, a friend accepted the challenge. The “new” parent lived and worked in a different game reserve, so I planned to drop squirrel off on my way to the airport. The parting day drew closer, and in between packing up and giving away my life, the lump in my throat grew bigger. 

Her box was on the passenger seat next to me, and she was sitting on my shoulder as I waved goodbye to my bush home and my bush friends for the drive to the airport and a new life via a squirrel drop-off. Even as I write this, my eyes get watery, so I will keep it short. I also kept the physical farewell short. I dropped her off together with her favourite food and other squirrel paraphernalia. I briefly instructed her new parent about what she liked and disliked. 
Then I turned around and drove off…
I got regular updates. She caught the eye of a male squirrel and, over time, came “home” less and less.
I can picture her grandchildren sitting in a circle around her, their little squirrel mouths wide open in amazement as granny tells them the tale of “How she lost her tail and of the human that saved her from drowning in a toilet bowl.”











December African Rain

Standing on the earth, moon is rising
Somewhere in the world, spirit flying
Standing on the earth, leaves are falling
Taking us away
I never knew whom I could love more, you or the land
Till I stood lost upon that shore, naked and alone

        Bye bye December African rain
The long gone summer has passed
And I hear the owls calling my name
The firelight has danced its last
Across your face my friend
And though I love you
I somehow know this is going to be the end
Now the sun has disappeared
And all that remains
An old tin mug and a photograph
So wipe away those tears, and remember the good times      

Thank you to Johnny Clegg and Juluka. 
From The Album “Work For All”








Chapter 22: Flat Feet

Sometime in my early 50’s…
Now what, Kevin? That was the question. 

More specifically, what am I now supposed to do? 
It was a question I was hoping never to ask myself again.
When standing at a crossroads, I’ve always picked the road that was not smoothly paved, the unconventional route and it was these unconventional choices that now came to bite me in the arse in a conventional world.
This problem ran through my mind while sitting on a station bench in Exmouth, UK. A week ago, I was still in the African sunshine; now, I have to start over again. At 52, I’m not sure if I felt like it anymore. The sky was bleak and grey, my soul a shade greyer.
I kept my promise in a previous chapter and returned to suburbia London.
For almost six years, the two of us have lived apart for long periods of time. It was time to reconnect and rub off some of the independent lifestyle callouses that we’ve both grown during this time. The rubbing took almost a year. 
My timing wasn’t great from a weather perspective: mid-October going into the Northern Hemisphere winter painted a bleak picture. One of my favourite authors, Bill Bryson, compared it to living in Tupperware.

In the 12 years I’ve spent in the African bush, life in the outside, first world had changed. 
I only glimpsed these changes every time I visited Blue Eyes, but I chose to ignore them. 
Covid also accelerated this change process to a new and unfamiliar world. Through my eyes, the world has become an impersonal, self-centred place where you go to work in your living room, wearing slippers… I found myself being a sort of dinosaur, stepping on every landmine in the minefield that is job hunting.

My resume certainly did me no favours. I am sure my CV will be used as a case study when employment agency people get together at their annual “employment agency conventions.” 
I can picture laughter filling the convention hall as my CV is used in a talk about “The Joys of Our Industry.” I can’t blame the person in the grey suit for not even putting my resume at the bottom of the pile but throwing it straight into the bin. 
I also found it strange how one job can be broken down into several positions.
I describe it as making a cup of coffee. In my mind, I could make coffee, a good cup, but it no longer worked like that in a “new world”. Firstly, someone takes a cup from the pile of cups. This person’s name tag will read “Assistant Cup Dispenser”. The “Senior Barista” will make the coffee. Then the “Milk Addition Supervisor” will add the oats milk, followed by the “Trainee Hot Beverage Handler” handing you the coffee. Lastly, the unsmiling “Pay Terminal Manager” will relieve you of £4. 
Having worked in a “less developed” part of the world, where you often had to do things yourself if you wanted it done, my mindset was slightly different regarding this diversification of job titles. So, I applied for any job with that mindset, thinking, “Now, how difficult can that be?”…just to be disappointed around every corner.
My initial enthusiasm started wearing thin, so I thought I could always pour pints if all else failed. How difficult can that be? That was a big mistake—a common misconception of the underappreciated business of bartending.
On a very miserable and rainy morning, I was walking the streets of London. I have been doing this for two weeks…from pub to pub. With a pub on almost every street corner, you can guess how many of these I’ve walked into, to walk out again with the same result, which was no result.
My confidence levels hit rock bottom, and my self-esteem was a notch lower...lower than a snake turd at the bottom of the Atlantic.
The monkey said, “Screw this, let’s go home, leave Blue Eyes a note and make our way to Heathrow Airport to return to the African sun where our skills are at least appreciated.”
Then, I looked up an alleyway and saw a sign for a pub. “Last one”, I told the monkey. 
“Hi, my name is Kevin, and I came in to enquire about possible bartending work”, my best South African accent rolled off. 
We all dream of winning the lottery and spending the rest of our lives in idle bliss, but landing a job is like winning the lottery for someone struggling to find work. It is not so much a financial prize but a prize called dignity.

It started as a soft humming noise, and it happens every afternoon around 5 o’clock. 
We are standing ready for the onslaught. We knew what's coming. 
Then the soft humming turns into a full-on banshee howl of pissed peoples’ voices. 
The reason they were pissed was because they were in a pub, and the reason I’m not was because I’m on the other side of the bar counter, facilitating their state of intoxication. Yes, I’m a “Professional Alcoholic Beverage Dispenser Professional”, also known as a barman. 
I found myself in this new, exciting, minimum-wage career opportunity at 50 plus.

I’m down in the pub's cellar, moving beer kegs around. The bar was already busy when I went down, but not manic. As I opened the door from the cellar and stepped into the bar, “Thirsty Thursday” was in full swing. I never knew that “Thirsty Thursdays was a new British thing. 
If you are going to “work” from home in your pyjamas on Friday, it makes sense. Thirsty suits are standing four deep at the bar. It is then that the magic happened. 
It’s like a dance behind the small bar between the five of us. I’m busy with four pints of various beer beverages whilst the others are doing the same, with a few gins and tonics, vodka sodas and shooters thrown into the mix. To the people on the other side of the counter, it must look like poetry in motion. To the five of us behind the bar, it felt like our heads couldn’t process faster. Then, there are food orders to take and keep track of as well.
Here is another fun fact for those who regularly frequent your favourite watering hole. 
There isn’t a little elf sitting under the counter supplying the bar staff with an endless supply of clean glasses.
Not only glasses of the generic description, either. No, we sold about twenty different types of lagers, ales and ciders, all with their own branded glass. An hour into the madness, you ran out unless you made time to collect these magical alcohol containers, wash them and pack them into the right places to supply the Thirsty Thursday clientele with more beer.
You pass each other in this circus, looking at each other with knowing eyes. 
Eyes that said, “This is fucking ridiculous!” 
A few hours later, the tornado of spilt beer, pissed people, and broken glasses spat you out, and you find yourself in the company of your fellow Barcounter Warriors. All shell shocked, but still laughing. 
Irish, Italian, Latvian, English, Columbian, Pakistani and Malian.

The most challenging part, however, was my flat feet. Throughout my life, I’ve done jobs that necessitated much walking and standing. This was where the flat feet came in. I wasn’t born with flat feet; I’ve walked and stood them flat!

Liverpool Street station at 1 a.m. on a Saturday was a grim place. Sorry, grim did not do it justice, it was a shit hole. As I walked along the platform, the monkey pointed out the empty fast-food containers and puke. He asked me what we were doing here. 
I was strangely satisfied with myself and grateful that my flat feet were sore once more.






























A Ship Called Dignity
There's a man I meet, walks up our street
He's a worker for the council
Has been twenty years
And he takes no lip off nobody
And litter off the gutter
Puts it in a bag
And never thinks to mutter
And he packs his lunch in a Sunblest bag
The children call him Bogie
He never lets on
But I know 'cause he once told me
He let me know a secret about the money in his kitty
He's gonna buy a dinghy
Gonna call her Dignity

Thank you to Deacon Blue. From The Album “Raintown”















Chapter 23: The Blue Chair

Over time…

I took the monkey for a walk on a blistering hot day in Crete.

Somehow, I have found a deep affinity with this part of the world, specifically the island of Crete and, even more specifically, the region known as Sfakia on the southern coast. It is arid, harsh, steeped in history, and somehow engraved in my DNA…possibly many years back into my untraceable lineage. 

Talking about lineage, the part I could trace describes my skin and bones as Dutch Afrikaner mixed with Yorkshireman. (I think of myself as African)
What I do know is that I do not come from fancy types but from down-to-earth working type folks.
My “Oupa”, meaning “Old Father”, on my mom's side, the Dutch Afrikaner side, was a road builder. He pioneered and built many roads in the Northern Cape Province of South Africa. 
He would be away from home for weeks, building the roads one arduous kilometre after another. A hard life, camping along the road as it is laid. Never formally educated, I think he left school at age twelve; he sucked up knowledge like a sponge, especially anything to do with the natural world. He always brought me something when he returned from the “veldt”. On the day that he was expected to come home, I would sit at the back gate waiting for him for hours. 
He would always hide these treasures for me to find. There will be a rock in his trouser pocket, or from under his hat, he will produce a bird's nest. All of these treasures also came with a back story. 
I think, or rather my DNA tells me, that this is where my love for nature originated.

One day, he was pushing open a new road with his bulldozer when the bulldozer fell into a hole. What the bulldozer fell into was a Stone-Aged sort of a kitchen. It would have looked like a jumble of rocks to anyone else, but my “Oupa” immediately recognised what it was. 
The road building was put on hold, and an archaeological team came to uncover one of the most significant stone-aged sites discovered to date. Carefully reconstructed in a museum, the exhibition still carries my “Oupa’s” name.
My Grandpa, on my father’s side, was also a man of the earth, in a stone and dust sense of the word. He was a miner and, in later years, a farmer. Let me define stone a bit better. 
By this, I mean diamonds.
Those shiny stones over which empires were built, and wars were fought. It also caused a peculiar ailment called “diamond fever”. My home town of Kimberley had been famous for this “fever” ever since an unsuspecting farm worker picked up a pretty stone in the late 1800s. 
This sparked the biggest diamond rush that the world has ever seen. By the way, back then, diamonds were not seen as symbols of everlasting love as they are today. The “mine is bigger than yours” conundrum that causes a financial panic amongst would be fiancés. Back then, diamonds were mainly used for industrial purposes. Their popularity as finger bling was due to a very clever marketing campaign by the largest diamond company in the world.
This craze caused thousands of men to end up with dodgy backs from standing hunched back over diamond sorting tables looking for “Their Precious”.
My Grandpa was one of them.
Diamonds sold on the illegal black market could change a person's life, so needless to say, the temptation to swallow or hide these stones in obvious orifices was huge. My Grandpa’s job was to see that this did not happen. By that, I do not mean he was a Professional Orifice Inspector; heavens no! He would supervise the tables onto which the diamond-bearing gravel was tipped. This was done as an initial search for big diamonds before the automated system of separating the smaller diamonds would start. To lose a smaller diamond to greedy fingers now and then was inevitable, but not the bigger ones. The mining company my Grandpa worked for was clever and they would offer a percentage reward for any large diamonds discovered during this stage. 

One random day, my Grandpa had a young apprentice working alongside him. 
My Grandpa spotted the big, dull-looking, transparent stone immediately. (Diamonds are not their sparkly, polished selves when they initially come out of the ground). He casually threw out his coffee and placed the tin mug upside down over the stone. He winked and gestured at the unsuspecting apprentice to look under the mug. To his amazement, the young guy found a monstrous diamond and he received a life-changing bonus.
If it was me, I’m sure the monkey would have whispered in my ear to adorn my a’hole with a shiny rock!
That was one Holroyd family fortune opportunity lost, and if that was not enough, he did it again!
This time, he was digging a well on the piece of farmland that he rented. In the wall of the pit, another huge diamond appeared. There went the Holroyd family yacht for the second time as he again turned the diamond over to the authorities. This time, at least, he got a £1000 reward, which was a decent amount of money back in the day.

I almost decided not to include this chapter in this book, mainly because it's personal, and I dislike talking about my spirituality. 
Two things changed my mind. 
The first was that I’ve already shared plenty with you, and the journey I’m sharing with you wouldn’t be complete if I didn't tell you about the most significant event in my life. 
The second reason is found at the end of this chapter. 
I’ve always had a strange outlook when it came to religion and spirituality. 
I believe that back then, a big firecracker went bang, sparking the events that led us all to this point. But I don’t think that this was a random event…Someone must have lit the match…

Now, what does that have to do with taking the monkey for a walk in Crete?
Well, I found my “spiritual” diamond in the form of a blue chair. This is not a metaphor for something; no, I literally mean a blue chair.
I packed a few beers into a backpack, told the monkey to move over and went for a walk along a rocky pathway, skirting the ragged coastline. The monkey and I were going through a rough patch in our “relationship,” I decided to take him for a walk and a man-to-man chat. 
The monkey was nervous as he must have realized that I was fed up with his shit.
Out there in the middle of nowhere, I walked past a tree with an old, rickety chair standing in its shade—the sort of blue chair common in any proper Greek taverna. At first, I walked past, and then an extraordinary and un-describable thing happened…
Something or Someone “told” me to take a seat. It wasn’t a voice but rather a powerful pull.
The fact that it was midday and I had a cold beer in the backpack also helped to convince me.
So, I took a seat, afraid that the chair might collapse under me, opened a beer, gave the monkey a sideways look, and sat gazing out over the perfect blue Mediterranean. 
I sat there for a long time that day. Soon after I sat down, a euphoria came over me, I melted into the chair. The Someone who lit the big firecracker gave me a real hard talking to—a sort of moral re-adjustment. The monkey also did not get off easy. He shifted uncomfortably like someone hearing the truth but not wanting to admit it. The details, you will forgive me, I’m not going to write about.
All I can say is that when the blue chair released me, I had a new mindset on life.

Over the years, I’ve visited my tree many times to seek mental re-adjustment. I’m saying tree because the chair was long gone. I also doubted if I really had an epiphany that first day or if it was just my mindset, the blue Mediterranean, the heat & the beer. 
To double-check this, I was back under my tree a year later. This time, it was at night, and a full moon guide me to my tree. A full moon over the Mediterranean on a balmy night set the mood for another mental re-adjustment. I also needed it.  I again took a backpack with a few beers to set the same scene and for the moons to align perfectly. (and some Raki)
Since the chair was gone, I sat on a rock, and this rock got hard after two hours, but no intervention came. Gutted and convinced that I must have had an emotional wobble the first time. I took the last sip of my beer and packed up to go. 
Then the “Voice” spoke strongly: “I told you what to do the previous time you were here, but you are not implementing and living it”.

It tried to implement and live it, but soon, you tend to forget again.

The third time I visited was three years later, again at night. This time, it was dark moon, and I fell over rocks to find my way to my tree. I was also in a dark and rebellious mood, going there to say, “What Now?” I took a backpack with beers and some raki to ensure that the moons aligned. This time I sat on the rock until my arse turned blue. I took the last sip of my beer, packed up, got up and started walking away, more confused than when I arrived. 
As I turned my back on my tree, the “Voice” came to me and this time speaking very forcefully: “Never come back here again with that attitude”

I’ve been back plenty of times since. I still take my backpack with a few beers, but now I go for a chat and to hang out with the Person who lit the big firecracker. 
A time to reassess what me and the monkey have been up to since our last visit. 
To say thank you for what I’ve got and not complain about what I haven’t got.

I mentioned that I almost did not include this chapter and was still in two minds while sitting under my tree halfway through the process of writing this book. 

Then the “Voice” came to me: “I hope you are going to write about Me in your book as well…after all, it was Me that handed you all the experiences to write about”
[bookmark: _Hlk167955567]



































Chapter 24: Melancholy Hill

Still ongoing…
I suppose this book is a sort of literary selfie, with each chapter like browsing through my phone’s photo gallery in my mind's eye. If that is the case, it would not be complete without writing a chapter about writing this book.

My English teacher certainly would not have thought this possible. English was not my first language, and my mission to interrupt her English class meant the odds of putting anything down on paper were stacked against me. 
She often thought that my literary ability and arse needed direction and adjustment, which meant that I was sent to the headmaster’s office quite frequently. In the old days, that meant one thing…
As mentioned in an earlier chapter, the headmaster did not like the Holroyd’s, so he would lick his lips as if I was a barrel of fried chicken when he saw me walking into his office.
The severity of the arse adjustment depended on the severity of the offence. The standard amount of cane lashes you would get for failing a test was three, but if you had my surname, it was four. A chair was in the corner of the headmaster's office, which formed part of the torturing regime. You had to bend down and hold on to the bottom of the legs. This presented your arse in the best caning posture. Our headmaster had a pet hate, and that was students chewing gum. One day, I was revisiting him and deposited the piece of gum into the corner of my mouth before entering his office. This first lash was particularly painful, which caused me to spit the gum onto his carpet. If I thought the first one was bad, the five that followed were worse.
The English teacher called my parents and suggested, or should I instead say, pleaded to remove me from her class and to downgrade me to the “English for Dummies” class where I would find it more to my liking amongst others of my kind that thought “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” was a good title for a porno movie.

My parents refused and I am glad they did. It was only later in life that I started reading. 
Unlike films, books allow you to be the director, choose the cast, and make your imagination run the way you want it to. I thank my mom for this love of reading. She did not read books; she devoured them. Pick any genre; she read it all. 
That was until she lost her eyesight and became almost entirely blind. 
For someone who relied on books to whisk her away, not being able to see, left her on the dark side of the moon. Enter technology. Now, she can talk to her smartphone. Inside, there is a little person called “Siri”. “Siri” sits at a little reception desk just behind the phone’s speaker and redirects all requests that the human throws at it. My mom can now say to her new friend: “Siri, find me a book about fossils on the dark side of the moon”, and “Siri” will scramble its little brain and mobilise every resource available out there in cyberspace to come up with the goods.
Wonderful…or is it?
“Artificial Intelligence” is now the new flavour of the month. I call it “Artificial Counter-Intelligence.” We humans got to this stage of development by using the grey matter upstairs to figure out problems: how to make fire, transplant a human heart, and fly around the world. 
The brain is like a muscle: the more you train it, the bigger and better it gets. “Artificial Counter-Intelligence” means the less we use our grey matter, the dumber we get…
Well, that is only my outlook on it. 
However, it does have benefits when an English class under-achiever tries to write a book. 
You have probably noticed that I write as I speak, a common trend amongst South Africans.
Halfway through writing this book, I complained to Blue Eyes that I was struggling with spelling, tenses, and word order. She suggested that I use AI.
When I consulted the “Artificial Counter-Intelligent” software, the computer screen lit up with 2130 red underlined grammar discrepancies (very similar to my English exam paper).
This sparked the battle of wills between myself and my “artificial intelligent” software.
I appreciated it pointing out the obvious spelling mistakes and grammar-related mishaps, but I did not appreciate it trying to hoover up my imagination and how I wanted to say things. 

Writing a book becomes all-consuming. 
I will write on trains, make notes on my phone, or write notes in the palm of my hand when an idea brainfarted me, and sometimes, I do not feel like writing at all.
Putting your thoughts and life on paper can also lead you along a dangerous path.
My life outside of my book universe became a copy-and-paste exercise. The Monkey kicks against copy and paste as a lifestyle. I will stand, waiting for the train at the same spot and at the same time every day and walk the same route to work. I was very blessed to find a job that did not entail my feet getting flatter from standing behind a bar counter, but it was soul-sucking boring. To add variety to my day, I would walk a different route some mornings to get to work. 
The longer route will take me up and down a little hill fringed with Victorian houses, bakeries and butcher shops.
I called it Melancholy Hill. It was a dangerous hill.
Not physically dangerous, no, the worst thing that could happen was the risk of getting run over by a helmet-clad cyclist or stepping in one of the numerous piles of dog shit that litter the sidewalks of London.
It was dangerous because every time I walked up the hill, I was in a melancholic mood. 
The reason I was in this gloomy state of mind was that writing this book stirred up too many memories—memories of times that I thought were better than walking up Melancholy Hill in the rain, about to do a 10-hour work shift. Looking back and missing what you had makes you blind and forget what you’ve got. That is dangerous.
Writing is also a lonely journey.
In my mind's eye, I could already see people rolling their eyes if they had to find out about Kevin’s latest venture: writing a book. I kept it to myself. 
Just me, myself and Blue Eyes.
Then there are the pipedream uncertainties of many an aspiring “author.” Will you understand my twisted humour, writing style, and somewhat old-school outlook on life?
Will I find an agent who believes in my book and a publisher interested in publishing my journey?
If it got to the stage of you reading these words, this uncertainty became a certainty. 
Then, the biggest uncertainty of it all: what will you, the reader, think?

I was asked why I decided to write this book, and it took me a long time to figure out the answer.
The short answer is to be able to add more chapters to my life safari and feed the monkey.

Then it hit me. Right as I was writing the last paragraph of this book.
I realised I had two monkeys on my back. 
My soft and gentle counterbalance monkey, my conscious monkey, the one with the blue eyes…
The one that keeps me grounded…the one and only Melanie, a.k.a Blue Eyes.
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