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Author’s Note

 

I LAY NO CLAIM TO THIS STORY. The Million-Rand Teaspoon is someone else’s story, and it belongs to him and the others who have contributed to it. My authorship has simply been a bridge between their experiences and the way they are described in this book.

The primary character in this story is a blind and brain-injured ex-drug abuser named Paul Bateman. I was first approached by his family in April 2003 to help Paul tell his story. Their concern was that they would not be around to look after him forever, and they were hoping he would be able to derive some form of future income from going to schools to give talks on drug addiction. The original idea was to put something on paper to complement such talks, which the children and their parents could take home with them.

However, apart from some immediate doubts as to the logistics of Paul touring the country’s schools, at our first meeting a listless Paul told me he hoped that by telling his story it would give his life a purpose, and between us we expanded on the original idea of ‘putting something on paper’ to producing a book – intended for the market that Paul felt he needed to reach in order to obtain the purpose (and peace) he sought. Paul wanted to put his story ‘out there’, he said – but he was concerned, as were other members of his family, that among the recent glut of addiction tales, and considering the change in drug trends, his story would not carry the weight required to affect anything. So he made it clear that he didn’t want to come across as preaching the evils of drugs. He just wanted to tell his story, get it out of him, with the hope that it might make just one vulnerable teen think differently. ‘After all,’ he said, ‘I’ve been there. I didn’t listen. So why would they? Preaching is a turn-off. It just encourages you.’

My intention was to write Paul’s story just as he told it to me, but I quickly put that idea aside – for a couple of reasons. Firstly, Paul has ‘lost’ most of his life. It quickly became apparent that he remembers only bits and pieces, and he had a tendency to get ‘stuck’ in one place when trying to delve into both the past and his psychological present. Therefore I needed the input of Paul’s family and friends, to fill in the gaps in his story.

Secondly, while interviewing Paul and his family, it struck me that their story needed to be told just as much as Paul’s did. Addiction is a selfish disease, but the way recovering addicts are treated encourages that selfishness. So much on the subject focuses on the psychology of addiction and methods of recovery for the addict … while the enormous cost to the addict’s family, both financial and emotional, is brushed aside. The addict is seen as a ‘sufferer’ (with carte blanche to relapse without losing points), and the family is left emotionally and financially broken in the wake of the addict’s actions and, most of all, needs. By giving voice not only to Paul, but also to his family and loved ones, this book shows the effects that addiction has on people close to the addict.

So, instead of interviewing those involved for information in order to build the framework of the story and with which to jog Paul’s memory, it made sense to give each of them their own chapters.

Therefore, while the history remains the same, the story has been told from several points of view – providing a more holistic picture than could have been provided by Paul alone, even if he could have remembered more, and also extending the relevance of the story to the families and friends of addicts.

What follows is the result of a collaborative effort between me and the various contributors. This collaboration took the form of interviews and the submission of requested written accounts – followed by further interviews and correspondence to the point where I felt that I had the right input to create a story with sufficient chronological coherency and content. In all chapters, I have aimed to retain the character of each contributor as much as possible.

No part of the story is fictional. Every event and incident referred to is factual, and where poetic licence has been used for descriptive purposes, it has been done carefully and with dedicated attention to conveying the precise meaning intended by the contributor.

This last applies most to the chapters contributed by Paul. Some explanation may be necessary in this case. How does a brain-injured man produce a completely coherent and often very descriptive account of his life and feelings?

While he is cognitively impaired, this impairment is highly function-specific – for example, he has only relatively recently re-learnt how to dial numbers on a phone, but he has been verbal and fairly articulate for years.

Paul’s ability to understand specifics fluctuates, as does his ability to verbalise his thoughts appropriately and succinctly, or put them in order. He also has little descriptive ability when it comes to talking about things outside of himself, or when elucidating on a statement. This necessitated many interviews and, in some instances, suggesting suitable words to help him express what he was trying to say. I obtained what we needed by revisiting ‘weak areas’ over and over.

However, his verbal abilities and insight into his condition, past and present, were at times surprisingly sophisticated – with him conveying things with a level of perception that seemed utterly incongruent with other interviews. A good example of this is the final chapter, which is the most similar to the original tapes provided by Paul. Some sentences have been transcribed and remain in the text almost word for word, as there was no need to rewrite them much or use other words to better convey what he was trying to say.

On reading his story back to him, which I did many times and at all stages of the process, he constantly interrupted to say, ‘Yes! That’s it! That is it! Exactly!’ To test this, I occasionally threw in ‘red herrings’ – to see if he was just saying yes for the sake of it. On each occasion, I was brought up short with ‘No. It wasn’t like that.’ All analogies and descriptions used are based on an attempt by Paul to make a certain point, then built upon by the two of us, and subsequently approved by him.

The overall intent was for Paul to tell his story, to make that story readable and give it impact, and I believe that we have succeeded in doing so without straying from the truth. For the purpose of integrity, where Paul’s memory has failed him, it has been written as such. Nothing has been fabricated to ‘fill in’ gaps or to attempt justification of content.

The story has been told as it happened, and the result is, according to Paul, what he intended: to put his story out there, and so perhaps give some meaning to the direction his life has taken.

Nikki Ridley
MAY 2006
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Let Me Introduce Myself

Paul Bateman

MY NAME IS PAUL BATEMAN, AND THIS IS MY STORY. I have not used drugs for nine years now, since an overdose and subsequent coma left me blind and so impaired that I could not continue doing what I loved doing best.

The impairment is brain damage, and the blindness is cortical blindness – a form of blindness caused by non-function of the area of the cerebral cortex responsible for interpreting the signals from the optic nerves (and ‘seeing’), as opposed to a problem with the eyes or optic nerves themselves.

I am, or was, what is known as a polysubstance abuser. I am not a heroin addict, or a Wellconal addict, or a Mandrax addict. I was addicted to all of them at some time or another. (Please excuse the interchange between the words ‘was’ and ‘am’ when describing my drug addict status – you see, once an addict, always an addict. I am still the same person who did drugs, and I live and cope with the consequences every single day.)

Being a polysubstance abuser basically means that I would use any form of narcotic or mind-altering substance, as long as it got me where I needed to go – high.

Why did I need to go there? Now that’s one for the psychoanalysts and sociologists.

I do touch on it at the beginning of my story – as far as I can, and as far as I feel you might be able to identify with me, but not too much. Psychological delving doesn’t alter the facts, and, for the moment, for the purposes of telling my tale, a touch is enough. Because once I became an addict, the ‘whys and wherefores’ went out the window, and I became a walking, talking behaviour pattern. In so doing, I became psychologically addicted to, and embroiled in, a way of life that utterly discounted the possibility of not including drugs in it as much as I became addicted to the drugs themselves.

Some people climb the ladder of success. I used drugs to drop off the bottom rung just as surely as the drugs pushed me off.

With addictive disorder, if you want to call it that, when you are not high it feels like there is something deep down in your soul that is missing, that has become unhinged, rather than just a craving for a specific substance. For me, the drug was neither here nor there. The unhinging began with dope, and continued with addictive behaviour, and the behaviour continued with the abuse of more and harder drugs. Like the chicken and the egg, it ultimately became ambiguous what came first.

What happened to me is one of the many possible outcomes of drug use. My overdose at the age of twenty-six fell well within the odds.

What has happened to me since the overdose has been against all the odds. I wasn’t just supposed to be blind. I was supposed to be a vegetable. I’m not, though, and I believe I was given a second chance.

By telling my story, I am hoping to make productive use of that second chance, by doing my little bit to educate those for whom drugs, particularly heroin, are a temptation, or soon could be.

I say particularly heroin, because it is rife, it is one of the drugs I became addicted to, and it has an almost identical physiological and psychological effect as Wellconal, the drug I ODed on, but my story applies, in variable ways, to the use of almost any addictive drug.

There are a lot of things that can happen to you if you start taking drugs, and the outcome is dependent not only on what drugs you end up using or abusing, but also on who you are, physiologically and psychologically. The problem is, how many of us know who we are when we are young?

Matters of predisposition to addiction, addictive personality disorder, and psychological or physical aggravants can be researched and argued till the cows come home. Fact is, no one is immune to the possibility of addiction.

You may experiment and stop.

You may experiment and go on to use drugs casually, without ever progressing on to the ‘hard drugs’, such as heroin, pinks and crack.

It might not perceptively damage your relationships with your family and friends.

It might.

It might mess them up completely.

It might not damage you psychologically.

It might set you on a path that includes a few stops to fill prescriptions for Prozac.

You might go on to become a successful lawyer or doctor … or waiter.

You might end up dead in a toilet with a needle in your arm.

Each one of you is different.

Each outcome is different. There are just so many variables.

Be aware, though, that even if you don’t end up slipping through the net of society, drugs will affect you. They will change your life in some way. That is a certainty. The rest is just a matter of degrees. Ask yourself if you really feel like exploring those degrees and taking your family along for the ride.

My story is not an anti-drugs campaign. It is just a story. One in thousands.

I’m not saying, ‘Just say no!’, because we all know that doesn’t really work, does it? It didn’t for me. Rather I’m saying, ‘Just think about the possible consequences. Here’s one example of what they can be.’

If the thought of death doesn’t put you off, maybe living out the rest of your life with a self-inflicted disability might. Maybe. Maybe for one or two of you. That’s enough. After all, this is just a story.

Knowing that smoking cigarettes causes cancer and emphysema stops relatively few people from smoking. Everyone knows it, but so many still smoke.

Knowing someone who has suffered and died from smoking probably has a little more impact.

Statistically, you are far less likely to take up smoking, and also far more likely to give it up, if you have had a parent or relative die of a smoking-related disease. You knew them. You know their whole story.

I don’t remember a lot of things. There are gaps. Many of the memories I do have are blurred or mixed up. Brain damage, due in part to the prolonged abuse of drugs but mostly due to the coma, has robbed me of much of my life. But that is not going to prevent me from telling my story, because it is not my story alone. There are others involved in it. No man is an island – so the cliché goes. Some of these others have been gracious enough to help me tell it.

So read my story and know me, and congratulate me on being able to bring it to you, because the doctors who treated me after my overdose said I wouldn’t be able to.


Looking Back

Val Bateman

‘HE’LL BE A VEGETABLE, IF HE EVEN COMES OUT OF THE coma.’

These words are the middle point of the life that I look back on when I talk about my son. Words among the worst a parent could ever hear.

Paul is my third child. I was thirty-seven years old when he was born. His sister Lynn and his brother Mark were far older than him. This was once suggested by a psychologist to be a contributing factor to his delinquency. It was suggested that he’d been a mistake.

And there it starts – the postulating, and, if you allow it, the guilt, because when they start with that, there is no stopping it.

Since that is where it starts, that’s where I’ll start.

The psychologist was wrong.

He was a surprise, but like my first two children, a very welcome surprise. We considered him a gift.

In addition to that, he was the stereotypical ‘good child’ whose sweet nature would persist into his early teens. No conflict. No thinking that we should have done this or should have done that.

Except for three things. I believe now that, when things started going wrong, we should not have tried to deny it to ourselves for as long as we did, that we should have educated ourselves far sooner, and that we should never have tried to ‘keep it in the family’ for as long as we did.

Still, there is no room for recriminations and ‘what ifs’ in our lives – not in my view, as I live by the philosophy of dealing with the present and moving forward. I have never, and will never, wallow in regrets. What’s done is done, and there is no going back. The past exists, one cannot change it, but one has a choice whether or not to hold onto the good and discard the bad, and this is a choice I have made.

I believe that this is the attitude that has carried us – my husband Mark and me – through the turmoil that beset us for so many years. We never allowed ourselves to become chronically depressed under the weight of it all, though of course we had our bad days.

I think that the reason we, as a couple, survived our son’s addiction is that we managed to alternate our bad days, thus never leaving ourselves without the support we needed to cope. When I was down or stressed, Mark was all right, and vice versa. We argued at times, but we kept up a united front, and we survived. Our family survived.

When things go wrong with a child, as they did with Paul, I suppose there are two perspectives one can adopt. One is that you are to blame in some way, that you have contributed through the way you have raised your child. With this perspective, you might spend your life desperately navigating the pathways of the past, lost in self-indictment and melancholically welcoming of your sentence.

Or you might adopt the other perspective, that your grown child is responsible for his or her own actions and that their mistakes need not be an indication of your inadequacy as a parent.

Whichever perspective you adopt, you may be right or you may be wrong.

Of course there are extremes – if a child has been neglected or abused, or even just overly spoiled and never taught to take responsibility for himself. There may have been an incident, or incidents, in his childhood that could have affected his emotional stability in some way. Who’s to judge? What secrets lie behind the doors of a family home? For that matter, what influences are to be found outside the family home?

There are many possible scenarios, but I do not believe that drug addiction, or any other form of delinquency for that matter, is a given conclusion when the nurture part of a child’s development is not perfect, or that freedom from deviance is guaranteed when it is.

A child can walk from an orphanage and become the president of a corporation, or from a good middle-class upbringing and hit the streets. Their own actions will take them to their destinations. That is a fact. Clear and indisputable.

What isn’t so clear, particularly in cases like Paul’s, is what doesn’t stop them from taking those actions. He had everything going for him. He had every chance, and he threw it all away. I struggled to understand.

What do you do when you dig and you find nothing to pin it all on? How do you convince those, like the psychologist at Riverfield, the first rehab we sent Paul to, who are trained to look for something wrong in the family and are determined to find it? How do you cope when your son plays the Blame Game, but you cannot in all righteousness take responsibility for his problem?

I may be right or I may be wrong, but I have chosen not to try to negotiate the tangled strings of responsibility. I am able to look at myself, and at my family, and find no cause for the direction that Paul went in, and in so doing I made a choice, early on in the story of Paul’s addiction, to adopt an attitude of simply coping with the present as best as possible.

I do not, and never have, blamed myself or my husband – either of our roles in Paul’s life – for his choice to take drugs.

I don’t think that anyone who has not been addicted to drugs can understand what happens in the mind of an addict. If you have not been there yourself, you cannot understand the incessant pull of drugs. Yet, if you have been close to it and directly affected by it, as much as you may never understand, you learn to accept it – you learn to deal with it from a point of view that discounts the possibility of simple persuasion and dependence on therapy.

You get tough.

It helped that we had learnt to be tough, because when we heard those words, we needed all the strength a person can have.

It had always been beyond me. He’d had a home, and friends. He’d had all the support a person could need or want, from his family, his girlfriends (and their families), and from the people who tried to help him in the rehabilitation clinics.

None of it helped.

None of it helps.

When things got bad with Paul, I began to keep a diary. After his overdose, I destroyed it, because it was all over. I didn’t want the bad memories any more. I wanted to move forward. My son was blind, and brain-damaged, and it takes all of your energy in the here and now to cope with something like that.

It was less of a choice than a necessity, because there really was no going back. The past could not be fixed, or changed. It could not be wiped away. But it also couldn’t be thrown away.

With the possibility of a life finally free of drugs came the reality that it was no longer possible to ever forget that it had happened.

So, although I threw the diary away, I have, for the purposes of this story, looked back as best I can.


Part I

Taking Chances
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A Different Place Where a Different You Fits In

Paul

THEY CALL DOPE THE ‘GATEWAY DRUG’. FOR MANY DOPE smokers it’s the destination. It’s only the gateway drug if you go further, but then … many do. Including me. So excuse me for beginning at this somewhat formulaic starting point. Read further, and let me take you where I would not want you to go, so I can tell you things I think you should know.

I remember my first joint. It was twenty years ago now, but I remember it – at Hyde Park High, in the playground.

I also remember that there wasn’t anything particularly spectacular about it. I was fourteen years old. I got it from somewhere. I don’t know now from where or from whom. I’m sure that detail hasn’t stayed in my memory because it wasn’t all that important. The stuff was around. It was easy to get. That’s all. Getting hold of dagga was no big deal in Standard 7.

Why did I start smoking? I wish I could give you a distinguishable reason. Perhaps place the blame somewhere else, such as family problems. But I can’t do that, because I didn’t have any family problems. No alcoholism, no abuse, no absent parent. No nothing. Lots of perfectly normal.

I smoked that first joint because it was there, I could, and I wanted to try it.

The same reason most kids who start smoking dope try it.

However, apart from liking the effect that it had on me and wanting to experience it again, I am able to come up with an excuse for continuing to smoke dope.

I was quite shy and reserved at school. Not painfully so. I had friends. In fact, I was fairly popular. Nevertheless I felt ‘different’. I felt as if I was ‘on the outside, looking in’.

Once I started smoking dope and drinking, I discovered a way out of feeling that way.

Being drunk or stoned, or both at the same time, took me out of myself and gave me courage. It made me feel a little braver, and that’s what I thought I needed to gain the acceptance and respect of my peers.

It was irrelevant that my peer group ultimately changed to suit me.

I soon felt that the only way I could truly express myself was to be ‘out of it’. It made everything okay. I guess I felt that it made me okay.

I really don’t know what it was that made me feel so un acceptable and insecure, but I realise now that it was those self-perceptions and their accompanying emotions that initially contributed to my choice to play on the wrong side of the road.

That terrible, but common, fear that you are not quite good enough, and trying to find a place where you are good enough. A different place where the ‘different you’ fits in.

It wasn’t so hard for me to slot into the ‘other’ crowd, and to start involving myself in something that seemed rebellious and ‘left of centre’. I felt ‘left of centre’, so alcohol and drugs led me to a place where I felt I was able to be myself. It was a new world in which I belonged. A world I shared with others like me. It was great!

My friends and I knew what we were doing was wrong (of course we did – that’s why it was so attractive), but we were hardly delinquents. We just ‘hung out’. It was all normal schoolboy stuff. We would occasionally sneak out at night and go drinking at the Hyde Park Hotel. Play a bit of pool. Roam around like a bunch of little thugs with an overblown idea of our own thuggery. Smoke the odd joint. We didn’t really get up to anything truly bad. Going out and indulging in occasional illicit drinking and dope-smoking was our gateway to a collective rebel status. We felt ‘cool’ and it gave us a pack identity. Every teenager, and everyone who remembers being a teenager, knows that the self-identity one is afforded as a member of a group helps to hoist one out of the mental and emotional morass that is the transition from child to adult. The only difference between fourteen-year-olds is the pack each one chooses to run with.

I started dating. Nothing serious – just flirtations with the world of relationships. My grades were fairly good and I didn’t have to try too hard to keep them that way. There was nothing all that unusual about me, or my friends. There was nothing about me that would have alerted the casual observer to the threat of serious future aberrations. I was not a ‘problem child’ and I was not unstable.

The joints were relatively few and far between at first; then it became whenever we could get them – meaning more frequently, because dope was so easy to get. Someone at school usually had some to sell.

I began smoking a little more. One joint wasn’t enough in a day, so then I was on to two. My drug habit ways were beginning to manifest, although I had no inkling of that then.

I think dope affected me slightly differently from the way it affects those who experiment with it but never go on to form a serious habit or ever feel the desire to try something a bit harder. Perhaps I built up more of a resistance to it. It could have been a physical response, or a personality response, or both. All I know is that I needed to start pushing it a bit. I liked to be twice as stoned as everybody else.

After a few months my parents began to notice a change in my behaviour. I had begun to ‘drift away’, and I had developed a tendency to be moody. ‘Bolshy’ was a word used to describe me at the time, but nobody suspected drugs. In their eyes I was just being a teenager.

In my eyes I was just being a teenager, but it went a bit further than that.

Typically, I hated being told what to do, and unfortunately I took it too far on at least one occasion, when I, if I didn’t change my future, I certainly added one small nail to my coffin.

I was a keen and very talented windsurfer, and I was spotted boardsailing at San Lameer by a member of the South African Windsurfing Team when I was about fifteen. He approached my parents and persuaded them to bring me to the Team Trials at the Vaal, but I refused to go, partly because my father was insisting that I try out, and partly because I was smoking dope. I still enjoyed the sport, but by that point the dedication required to devote the greater part of my free time and energy to it was already waning in me.

My parents refused to take ‘no’ for an answer, loaded up the windsurfer on the day and took me out there – where I flatly refused to sail. An opportunity of a lifetime thrown away because I had to have an attitude with my dad, even after they had given me a second chance.

After a time, my headmaster at Hyde Park High also noticed a change in my behaviour – a change marked enough for him to call my parents in for a meeting. This resulted in them taking me out of the school and placing me in a boarding school in Pietersburg, Capricorn High, halfway through Standard 9. They still didn’t suspect drugs, though, and I continued smoking dope at my new school. Birds of a feather flock together, and I found the right circle of friends when I got there.

I was also drinking quite a lot. Never at home – just out with my friends. Nothing unusual for my age group if one wants to face facts, but I think it compounded the effects of the dope, because alcohol had a downer effect on me. It made me morose and a bit depressed. Alcohol is a depressant, but the effects can vary quite considerably from person to person, from pronounced, as in my case, to barely noticeable in others. No doubt, my susceptibility to the side effects of alcohol (other than the straight intoxicant effect, that is) should have been a warning to me that drugs would not be something I could handle and control, but I can only see that now. It didn’t even occur to me then, and of course there is nothing quite like feeling a bit down to make you want to get high, or to help you find a good excuse for it.

An insidious result of feeling depressed due to an artificial stimulant, like alcohol, or even dope, if it has that effect on you, is that you automatically, if unconsciously, start trying to find things to be unhappy about. You look at your world differently and start to find fault with it. You can’t be unhappy about nothing, so your outlook on life begins to shift. Your attitude changes. It’s a subtle start to a vicious cycle, but one that takes a certain amount of maturity to identify.

Drink, get high, come down, feel ‘off’ … so drink again, get high again, etc., etc.

Nevertheless, I didn’t have to try too hard to get good grades, and it wasn’t as if I was out nicking cars or anything, so as far as I was concerned there was no problem. What is a bit of moodiness and conflict when you are a teenager? Par for the course. I was ‘good’ … and so was my ‘partner in crime’, my girlfriend Noo.

I had met her at San Lameer during the same holiday that I was spotted windsurfing. There was something different about her. At only thirteen, her uniqueness and individuality made her stand out from the other kids at the resort. She was gorgeous. It was love at first sight, and, whatever it was that first captivated me, my instincts must have been sharp, because she turned out to be incredible. It wasn’t long before ‘love at first sight’ turned into real love, rare in those teenage years, and a long-term relationship that lasted until I wrecked everything years later.

Savannah (Noo’s real name) and I would grow up together. She became my best friend. When we could be together, we were, and we did everything together. When we couldn’t see each other, which was much of the time during the first four years of our relationship because we were both at school, or I in the army, we’d spend hours on the phone, talking and joking and laughing. I remember that the most. The laughter. Savannah is a very funny chick. When she is on form, she is hilarious. Her sense of humour is one of her outstanding features. In retrospect, I think that helped her cope with me for far longer than most would have.

When I think back to those first years of our relationship, before I finished school, the overall impression I have is of laughter and fun … and light! Everything I associate with Savannah from that period of my life seems bathed in light.

After I matriculated, I went off to do my two years’ army service – still mandatory at that time. Two years off your life, in my opinion, but it was still useful, or should have been, taking into account that I still had no idea what I wanted to do with my life.

I was sent to Natal Command, in part due to my skills as a boardsailor. The army had a policy of accommodating one’s sporting skills or occupations so that you wouldn’t have to drop them as a result of doing your two years’ service.

This meant that I was stationed close to where I could continue boardsailing, and also that I was afforded more free passes. I made the most of them. It was fantastic to go and sit on the beach and get stoned – and watch other people windsurf. On the weekends, I’d drive up to see Savannah, and we’d take acid and go clubbing.

My superiors realised after a while, however, that there were too many good times going down, and my extra passes dried up. That didn’t dampen things much, though.

It was during that first year of army service that I’d discovered the joys of the medics’ supply cupboard.

I had begun my army career as a medic, and as such I had unlimited access to a range of chemical substances. Nothing too hard, just sleeping tablets, Rohypnol and the like – basically anything to get a bit ‘out of it’. I wasn’t the only one either. I remember that at one stage almost the entire medics department was partaking on a daily basis. I also started smoking Mandrax somewhere around this time – a substance with which I had previously only experimented on a couple of occasions.

After my first year, however, I was moved to Ladysmith, and it was there that I began using paregoric, a form of opium used medicinally to treat diarrhoea. It was my first opiate, and the beginning of a new chapter in my life.

I had first come across paregoric when I went on leave to visit my sister in the Transkei. She had moved there to get away from the whole ‘scene’ in Johannesburg. Savannah and I joined her for a short holiday, unaware that a part of the whole scene in Johannesburg was on holiday there too – a woman.

When I met Lee I was eighteen and she was twenty-four, but despite the disparity in our ages we struck up an immediate friendship. She was very attractive, but aside from that, just as there had been with Savannah, there was something interestingly unique about her. Something untamed and free. I think it was the wild child in her that appealed to the eighteen-year-old in me. Although I was as in love with Savannah as ever, I was attracted to this woman, and with the fascination of desire comes the fascination with whatever the object of your desire does.

Including shooting up.

When I saw Lee cook up the paregoric, strap the tourniquet around her arm and put the needle into her vein, I was instantly captivated by a ritual that would eventually come to dominate my existence. But of course I didn’t know that then. I just wanted to try it.

I remember watching her face the first time she did it in my presence. I saw the instant rush go through her and the euphoria flood her, her face glowing with a mixture of ecstasy and relief as the hit landed.

I was hooked. It looked unbelievable to me.

Lee would be in my life for a while, but the habit that she introduced me to would stay with me a whole lot longer.

My future began on the day I first shot up with her, in all its wretchedness. The misery and heartbreak I would ultimately put those closest to me through was conceived on that day in Port St Johns.

But I had no crystal ball with which to see the future, and if I had, I would probably have smashed it anyway.

Dagga had become a bit dull and tame. A bit innocuous. A change is as good as a holiday, I thought, and I went for it.

I stayed in contact with Lee for quite a while after she returned to Johannesburg. My crush never developed into anything, but we had become friends (much to Savannah’s chagrin).

Lee would occasionally vanish for days, leaving her beloved Afghan hound behind. I always wondered what she was doing when she disappeared like that, and I suspected that it had to do with ‘pinks’, that she was getting into that scene quite heavily. She was crazy about that dog. It was her ‘baby’, so why else would she leave him? My suspicions were borne out when she was arrested by the Flying Squad. The details of her arrest, and the exact reason for it, are sketchy now, but I visited her in prison a few times before her release on parole. I felt so sorry for her, and would take her sweets and chocolates to cheer her up. In what now seems like a sick parody on her plight, I would take her packets of tiny little pink sweets that looked like pills.

What was I thinking? Was it all a big joke to me? Or was I ignorant of the irony, not yet being on Wellconal myself? I don’t know now. I just remember taking her the sweets.

Because of my brain damage, so many of my memories consist now of little more than a few loose puzzle pieces that once formed a part of a whole picture – more fragmented than what would result from the natural degradation of memories due to time. My memories of Lee and our friendship consist of little more than what I have already put down here – the Transkei, tourniquets, needles, pink sweets and the dog she loved so much and left with me to look after while she was in prison. Snapshots in my album.

We lost contact. I don’t remember what happened to her in the end.

Paregoric was my new friend for the remainder of my military career. I carried it with me wherever I went. From the first hit with Lee, I always made sure I had some on me, or close by. Paregoric, in its medicinal form, has a lot of impurities, and these have to be burnt off before you can shoot it up. But it was easy to cook up, and I could do it anywhere. I used a little gas burner in the army boarding house.

It was also very easy to obtain. An unscrupulous pharmacist in Ladysmith made sure that I was never in short supply. No prescription required. I always had access to it, and I used it all the time. I would go home every evening and get high. When I went to Jo’burg on the weekends, I would get high. With my introduction to opiates, getting high became less a recreation than a preoccupation that I saw as a recreation.

It is important to make it clear that addiction does not necessarily arise immediately from the initial use of opiates, particularly a relatively mild form like paregoric. A lot depends on the personality and behavioural tendencies of the individual. Dependence, first psychological and then physical, sets in after habitual use. But the minute you do something more than two or three times because you like it, you have set everything in motion. If you are not yet addicted, there’s a very good chance you soon will be. You’ve made that choice, before you even realise it. Liking the effects of a drug is a powerful motivator and a conscious experience of an altered brain chemistry. I’ll come back to this point, the altered brain thing, a few times in my story, because it explains a great deal of it. Why once you are an addict, you are one for the rest of your life, no matter how much you might ultimately not want to be, and no matter how many times you manage to come clean.

Stoned and happy. High and happy. Hating the army. For two years.

Of course, regular use of any mind-altering substance eventually affects your general state of mind, and consequently your behaviour. Not in a good way either. People start to notice. Often long before you do. It wasn’t long before high and happy was interspersed with strung out and unhappy. I wasn’t doing my duties properly in the army, and if I’d become demotivated before from smoking dope, I now outdid myself. Savannah began to comment on the change in me, and complained that I lazed about. It didn’t take her too long to figure things out.

That change in me, and the fact that I had initially tried to hide what I was doing from her – that was the first dimming of the light. It was the first break in trust in our relationship, and the first of many.

At some stage my superiors sent me off to the army doctor and searched through my things. They didn’t find any drugs, but they did find my little burner and a few other items I used to prepare my hits. Instead of recognising these items as drug paraphernalia, however, they took it to mean I was dabbling in the occult, and sent me to see a psychologist for that. I don’t remember exactly what I told the psychologist, but I played along, while denying, rightly, that I had anything to do with satanism. When that all blew over, I carried on using as per usual.

I hated the army. I didn’t see the point of the ‘great panic’ and the fear of ‘Die Swart Gevaar’ that engulfed the country in the eighties. I didn’t see colour, or understand the second-class-citizen status of non-whites. I hated being a part of the process. So I didn’t apply myself. I didn’t care. I just wanted to do my own thing and get it all over with. I believe, though, that those two years of army service changed me. Subtly, and it wasn’t just the drugs. That period of my life awakened something in me. Something disdainful and disrespectful of authority.

Something that made me ready to go out and show everybody ‘the finger’.

When that was all over, ‘real life’ began. My grandmother had left me some money, and I used it to travel overseas. Savannah was still in school, so I went alone. I visited a few countries, and worked for a while on a kibbutz in Israel. I encountered the odd substance here and there, including heroin in London, but it was all more playing, or more experimentation … or whatever you want to call it. I didn’t spike the heroin. I smoked it. It was supposed to be less addictive that way, and it was consequently a very popular method of doing it among new users. I wasn’t in London all that long anyway.

When I got back, I met up with Savannah again, and decided to look for temporary work to earn money to go over again with her.

We partied a bit, and I carried on playing, smoking dope, doing lines, doing buttons occasionally, acid – whatever came along. I just loved getting high. The substance didn’t matter. The choice of what I would get high on was secondary to the experience. That was my priority. I didn’t care whether I was looking up my nose in a mirror, enchanted by a marshmallow world or the lights in a club, or squinting through a cloud of acrid smoke. I just loved the altered state of consciousness.

Savannah and I started living together. As before, we did some things in tandem, but not everything. She was working.

Then I found pinks, and started playing with that. It was exactly like heroin, and I started shooting it.

Much better than paregoric!

A bit of tension developed between Savannah and me, but nothing that a sweet word or two wouldn’t fix.

She’d get upset with me when I wanted to borrow her car. I didn’t tell her when I started doing pinks, and I had to get into Hillbrow to get the stuff. I no longer had a car. I’d had two, but I’d written them both off, and a third, before I’d finished my army service.

The first car was a Renault – cooked the engine. The second one was an Opel that I’d tucked under another car on my way to see Savannah one weekend. I’d come out of that unscathed. Then I did it again. The third write-off was my mom’s car – a misunderstanding over right of way at a stop street.

So I was dependent on others for transport as well as money (till I got work, of course), and that necessitated a great deal of creativity on a day-to-day basis. I was up for it, though. I was very resourceful.

Savannah cottoned on quickly to what I was doing, partly because of the ludicrous number of times I needed to go somewhere, and the equally ludicrous excuses I came up with for needing to go alone and needing to borrow money, and I knew it, but I carried on anyway. She couldn’t tell me what to do, and it was pointless even trying to hide it after a while. I didn’t really care. I just wanted to do what I wanted to do.

I lied when I had to, to keep the peace. When a straight lie, like ‘I have to go to the dentist’ or ‘I was out looking for a job’ wouldn’t wash properly, I’d come up with some sob story, or change tack to distract her. I’d invent ways to make her feel bad for not letting me have what I wanted. I still wanted her. I didn’t want her to leave me, and we had so much fun together. I loved her.

She refused to lend me her car after a while, so I either hitched or ran to Hillbrow. How to have fun and keep fit, the Paul Bateman way.

I always made a plan.

I would shoot up when I had a bad day. I would shoot up after a fight with Savannah. I would shoot up and do everything else when there was cause for celebration. There was always a reason underpinning the lack of need for a reason.

At the time, I didn’t really have a clear idea of what I was going to do career-wise, but I wasn’t worrying about it. I thought that there was time in the future to figure that out, probably after I’d gained some more life experience overseas with Savannah.

I was sure, though, that whatever I did, I would do it well, and that I would do well for myself. I was very confident about that.

I reckoned that I was very able, and that I had the power within me to do whatever I wanted to do, when the time came.

I was living in the moment, and I wanted to have fun. I was young, man! The future was not something I worried about. It would sort itself out and it would all be good. It seemed reasonably far away, in any case.

I took drugs on my terms. I knew I had a habit, but I was in control because I was doing what I wanted to do, and when I was ready to stop taking drugs, I would. It would all happen at the right time. I would give it all up, and I was as confident of my future success at giving up drugs as I was of my future success in whatever stunning and exciting career I’d end up in.


High Times

Savannah

I WAS THIRTEEN YEARS OLD WHEN I MET PAUL ON A HOLIDAY at San Lameer in Natal. He was fifteen or sixteen at the time. Quite a big age difference when you are in your teens, but we nevertheless hit it off straight away.

Our parents had holiday cottages at the resort, and Paul and I had a friend in common, so I had seen him before. Paul was everyone’s dream boy – this blond, blue-eyed, gorgeous surfer type. Very sporty. He was always doing something – surfing, windsurfing, kayaking – all sorts of things. We spent most of our time together that holiday, but among a group of friends, so it wasn’t this hectic teenage relationship or anything. Before we left, however, we made it ‘official’ and agreed to see each other in Jo’burg, which we did for the remainder of that year. The following year his parents sent him off to boarding school. We stayed together, though, speaking to each other on the phone a couple of times a week, or whenever permitted by the ‘Nazis’ at his school (as we thought of them!).

When Paul came home in the holidays we would hang out together and with our friends. As young as I was, I started clubbing with them. I had always had friends who were older than me, not to mention now a boyfriend who was older than me … so that’s what we did, frequenting some of the dodgy ‘joints’ in town, like The Doors and Subway. We all drank and smoked dope, but I never got into anything more serious than that, other than a bit of acid at a later stage.

Paul remained at boarding school until he matriculated, and then went straight into the army for the next two years. The first four years of our relationship were a bit bizarre then, by ‘normal’ long-term relationship standards, firstly because I was so young, and secondly because we only saw each other periodically, or on the weekends when Paul was in the army. That was a good thing for me, however, because I was still in school right up to the end of Paul’s army career.

It’s hard to remember now exactly when all the different drugs started, because, as I’ve said, I was younger than everyone else in my group and I was quite particular about what I would and wouldn’t do. Paul and I smoked dope, but I was not aware of him doing anything else for quite a while. We spent three more holidays in San Lameer together, before our parents sold their holiday homes there, and in between all the sporting activities we would spend our ‘downtime’ getting stoned and lazing about on the sun loungers. Nothing out of control, and certainly nothing that we perceived as being detrimental beyond what you just wouldn’t tell your parents about because they wouldn’t ‘get it’.

It was a standing joke among everybody that I wouldn’t smoke a pipe. Someone always had to roll me a joint before everyone started getting too stoned. They’d all pass the pipe around, and I’d be puffing, a little more ‘ladylike’, and theoretically not getting as stoned, on my joint. I wouldn’t do buttons – none of the downer stuff. I’m not a ‘downer’ person, so I wasn’t interested in even trying any of it. I didn’t get the point of doing drugs like that. I never shot anything up either, and at the time I wasn’t aware when Paul started messing with that. He hid it from me for a while. I know now that it all started when Paul was in the army – when he would come home on the weekends and visit a woman he had met during one of our holidays in the Transkei.

We smoked a lot on our holidays in the Transkei, and all I remember doing that particular holiday was getting stoned – as you do when you are there. Very stoned. Like really badly stoned. So it really is no wonder that I didn’t catch on immediately.

Back in Johannesburg, I accompanied Paul on a couple of his visits to her house – on those occasions he would come home, because he couldn’t get up to anything while I was there.

I could not stand that woman. Instinct, I guess.

When I managed to keep him away from her, we’d spend most weekends with a friend of ours in Berea. She had this beautiful big flat – the perfect setting for our weekend relationship, and most convenient for our lifestyle. Berea was not such a bad area then.

When we weren’t staying there, we would stay at my parents’ house. They’d known Paul for so long that he was virtually a part of the family.

We’d spend the weekends going out, clubbing, smoking, snacking acid, drinking, recovering. Life was young and uncomplicated. There were so many good times, ‘cool’ times, and fun and silly times. No one was getting hurt, and nothing was dark or serious. Our futures lay ahead of us. The time then was time for fun.

In the process of having fun, we had a couple of brushes, or near misses, with The Law, but even that loses its seriousness the minute you have got away with it. It’s all a big laugh as long as you don’t get caught with anything, and it never seemed to us that we were doing anything so extraordinarily out of the ordinary for people our age.

After the holiday in the Transkei when Paul met his female kismet, I remember us coming across a roadblock just as we were re-entering South Africa, and having a bit of a freak-out because we had a grocery packet stuffed with dope with us in the car.

Luckily we saw the roadblock in time, but only just. We couldn’t just throw the bag out the car – we were too close and they would have seen it, so we had to throw handfuls out the window as we drove. I remember Paul yelling from the driver’s seat: ‘Don’t dump the bag! Scatter! Scatter!’ as my friend and I sprinkled frantically almost all the way up to the roadblock.

I guess we must have perfected the art of looking innocent even while recently panicked, because they didn’t even stop us.

I became a bit of an ‘acid child’. I loved it. It was my thing because it was a total upper and it made me laugh. I never had a bad time on it – although I’d heard of a guy who’d jumped off a bridge while tripping, because he thought he could fly (very common on acid, apparently). I had also heard of someone having such a bad trip that he actually checked himself into hospital. He told the nurses he had taken too much LSD, and they very sweetly spent the next eight hours talking him down!

Bad trips are common on acid and can have serious consequences, but Paul and I would take it and just giggle for hours. We were happy people, and trips are as much a projection of the psyche as a sensory enhancer. We only ever had good times, although there was one that almost turned nasty.

On that particular occasion we’d bought a cap of acid from a dealer guy Paul knew in Wynberg, shared it and then went to visit some friends of ours. When we got there, already on our way up, they said, ‘This isn’t right, we also want some,’ and sent us back to the dealer to get more.

By the time we got back to the dealer’s place, we had come up properly and were pretty much tripping off our faces – which wouldn’t have been too much of a problem if it wasn’t for the fact that the narcotics squad was in the process of busting him.

I remember everything so clearly now – as one does when an experience is so intense. The dealer’s house was a rondavel in a fairly open ground, so no one could miss us driving in. No such thing as sneaking up and sneaking off again unseen. Oh no.

I remember thinking, ‘Who is that odd-looking, hugely fat man wearing shorts? That is so not a fashion moment. Someone should tell the poor oke!’

Then the strange, unfashionable fat man turned towards us and he had a gun.

Reality bit, and that was so not a nice moment.

There we were, in this dude’s driveway, tripping, the place was crawling with narcs, and one of them was looking at us.

‘Oh, fuck,’ I thought, ‘I am not going to be able to maintain through this. It’s just not gonna happen.’

They all started paying us a bit of attention then, and it was politely but forcibly requested that we step out of the vehicle. They searched Paul (and found nothing), but they couldn’t search me because there were no female officers present. However, the big unfashionable guy asked me for my jacket and began searching through the pockets.

I began to seriously stress then, because the jacket wasn’t mine. I had just picked it up on the way out of my friends’ flat, and I didn’t know if there was anything in the pockets. It was quite possible that there could have been. I remember praying silently: Please, please, let there not be anything in the jacket! Please!

It would have been bad enough if we had been in our right minds, so to speak, but when you’re tripping and all this is happening … it’s like your worst nightmare.

Paul and I were both borderline hysterical, and became even more so, but in a different way, when the narc pulled a plastic-wrapped tampon out of the inside pocket of the jacket and started examining it closely, turning it this-a-way and that-a-way.

The poor guy couldn’t figure out what it was! What was he thinking? That he hadn’t learnt about this one on his course in illegal substances? All the other cops standing behind him clearly knew what it was, because they were all ‘umming’ and ‘erring’ in either amusement or embarrassment, or both.

I remember thinking to myself that if he didn’t put that thing away, I was going to lose it and start laughing uncontrollably. Paul and I absolutely could not look at each other. We knew that if we so much as caught one another’s eyes, it would be the end. We were going to laugh ourselves into a puddle on the floor.

Eventually, after what seemed like the longest thirty seconds of my entire life, he put the tampon back into the jacket pocket, and we were distracted by the sight of our dealer man being escorted into the back of the paddy wagon. We also saw sheets of acid being carried out of the house.

We knew that he was going down for a very, very long time. That was a sobering moment.

The narc then threw the jacket back at us, and told us that we could go – to our great relief. Actually ‘relief’ is probably the wrong word when you are tripping on acid. The world started rearranging itself back into its former molecular structure.

However, just as we were about to go, the narc really freaked me out. He looked at me through the car window and said, ‘Julle junkies lyk almal dieselfde.’*

Well. That was it. I was incensed. I finally lost all control.

‘Who you calling a junkie?’ I yelled back. ‘I’m not a junkie! YOUR MOTHER’S A JUNKIE!’

Thankfully, you cannot be arrested for calling a cop’s mother a junkie.

Acid makes you fall about over nothing. Funnily enough, although Paul has forgotten so much of the things we did together, we both remember the wicky-wacks episode.

The wicky-wacks episode was a marathon laughing session after Paul and I went to a corner café while we were tripping and stuffed about twelve wicky-wack chewing gums into each of our mouths. We each had these huge soccer balls of gum in our mouths, but when we went back to our friends’ flat and they asked us where their chewing gum was, we were like, ‘What chewing gum?’, and we’re chewing away, all chipmunk cheeks, shaking our heads. ‘We don’t have any chewing gum.’ Laughed for five hours over that.

On acid, the mundane can become hysterical. That’s what makes it fun. It can also drive you crazy, or tip you over the edge if you happen to be borderline anything (schizophrenic, depressive, etc.), help you accidentally kill yourself or eventually lose your teeth if you chomp enough of the stuff (LSD eats calcium). For some it is the doorway to another world, the gateway of perception, but for us it was just a fat laugh, because no one who takes drugs recreationally thinks that anything bad can actually happen to them.

So we were having a ‘jol’, but at some time I woke up about Paul. I became aware that he was doing something else, because he got ‘darker’, and then that he was shooting up.

Soon it was all out in the open, because the results became too obvious not to see. Paul was sick much of the time. I remember not understanding it at all. It made him ill, so why did he do it?

I’d say to him, over and over, ‘I don’t understand. I’m really not getting the point of this, because you’re sick, and then you’re more sick, and then you are just not interested in anything.’

None of my questioning and needling penetrated, though. By the time he had finished his army service, he was like a man on a mission – a mission to do nothing with himself.

Besides the physical sickness, his whole attitude had changed. He was no longer on the go and always looking for things to do, and he had no more interest in the sport he had been so good at.

He wanted to just lie there in the flat. He was dulled and unenthusiastic. It was a total contrast to the active, healthy surfer boy I had been seeing for the past few years. He was lethargic. Different. He wasn’t the same Paul. Hello, who are you and what have you done with my boyfriend?

He began to get devious around this time too. He never had any money, and he always needed it. I specifically remember him using his asthma as an excuse.

‘Please can I have R50? … No, what do you need it for? … Please, I really need an asthma pump … Okay, you can get one from the day/night chemist up the road … Thanks, I’ll be back just now. In about an hour.’

Ja, right. An hour, when the chemist is two minutes away. Maybe I am not the sharpest pencil in the box, but that’s just a little too much for me. It was always stuff like that, too obvious to miss, but not sufficiently underhanded to completely derail our relationship. You cope with the so-called ‘small stuff’ at first. You tuck the little white lies and small acts of deviousness away in the back of your mind because it still benefits you to do so. Who’s gonna freak over fifty rand? Who really wants to end a four-year relationship with someone you still love?

I had always thought that Paul would get into some major trouble in the army. Honestly, how the hell you end up making a borderline drug addict a medic is quite beyond me. But that is what they did.

[image: Image]

I matriculated in 1988, the year that Paul finished his army service. Paul went overseas on a year’s return ticket, bought with money his grandmother had left him, but when he returned we decided that we would go to London together. I had been working to earn the money to go, and was willing to continue saving and wait for Paul to also earn money to go over on this second trip. However, that was the first period of time that Paul and I were together day in and day out, and it turned out to be incredibly difficult in the end.

While I worked to save money to travel, Paul got himself locked into ‘the scene’ in Jo’burg. As far as I remember he wasn’t working much, and had started stealing to pay for his drugs. He had smoked heroin in London, and had come back looking for a substitute. He found it in pinks.

As soon as he started on those, he went down so quickly.

I don’t remember what little he did for work during that time, probably because he didn’t hold anything down long enough for it to have made an impression on me. He was supposed to be trying to save money for London, and he knew it, but you can’t even imagine how cunning he was.

He would try to cover his tracks, pleading wide-eyed innocence when confronted, and claiming an earnest desire to find employment. He would say that he was trying to get a job, but that he wasn’t having any luck – or this excuse or that excuse. He’d dress up every morning, all smart and proper, and he’d be out all day, but by the end of it … oh, so terrible. Couldn’t find anything that day. Couldn’t find a job. He’d tell me he felt so discouraged. Yeah, well, that’s what happens when you look for a job in Hillbrow.

He was always trying to get cash – from everybody. He was begging, borrowing and stealing, mostly from his parents, but in such a way that they were unable to actually pin anything on him without a shadow of a doubt.

Funnily enough, he never took anything from me, or from my parents’ house, which, in that twilight world of drug addiction, I thought was pretty honourable. Love and respect, or did he know on which side his bread was buttered?

Drug addicts are so devious.

When he wasn’t out pretending to find a job or pawning stuff, he would be lying around, and I’d beg him again and again to explain the point of what he was doing.

‘Please tell me the point, because I am still not getting it. Tell me again.’

He’d say that he wanted to see how far he could go.

‘It is not a big mystery! It’s not unknown territory. I can tell you how far you can go. How far you can go is that you can die, Paul.’

I remember him telling me once, as if he was joking … but not really … that if I found him dead, I must get his body out of my friend’s flat, where we were staying at the time. I don’t remember that any specific incident brought on the comment from him, like a near overdose or anything. As I remember, he just came out with it. Out of the blue. As if the possibility of death was an accepted consequence that didn’t bother him too much.

‘If you come home to the flat and I’m dead, you must drag me into the passage, because the police mustn’t find me in the flat. If they find me in the flat, then the two of you are gonna get involved. They’ll ask you all kinds of questions and you will get into trouble. So if I die, drag me into the passage.’

What kind of a conversation is this to have with someone! If you come home, sweetie, and I’m dead in the bathroom …

He was so flippant about it that I began to think he didn’t really care whether he lived or died. I think that, on a certain level, he had reached a point where he didn’t think he wanted to live. It was terrible. How do you help someone who doesn’t want to be helped?

That’s when you look at the person in front of you and realise that it’s not actually them any more, not the person you knew and loved. That they have become someone else.

Still, a part of you wants to hang on because occasionally you get glimpses of the ‘old them’ and you think that you can’t let them go entirely. They are still in there somewhere … but those glimpses become further and further apart, and eventually it’s not worth it any more. It’s not worth what it costs you to stick around.

My self-esteem was beginning to take a serious knock.

He had become the focus of my world. Everything I had been interested in or worked for was about to fall apart because I was so wrapped up in Paul, and I knew it, but I didn’t want to let go or give up. He knew it too, and he used it.

Drug addicts are by nature clever people. Contrary to what some might believe, I think that it takes a certain amount of intelligence to become a drug addict. It takes intelligence to experience the spiritual malaise that might lead to substance abuse, intelligence to want to experiment with and experience things that are out of the ordinary or forbidden, and intelligence to maintain the level of cunning and manipulation required to initially hide and support a drug habit to the point of advanced addiction.

So they are well able to recognise and hook into your need to be a saviour so that they can get what they want. They will give you just enough joy to keep you hopeful and keep you hanging on, because they want you there when they need you. They don’t want you to give up on them, and they know they can push quite far.

It’s as if you don’t know how much you want something until it is leaving you and you become desperate, and the desperation sustains them.

I was continually looking at new ideas or ways of getting him clean. I was losing myself. My mother was even getting involved in trying to ‘save’ Paul from himself. She used to put him in the sauna for hours – to sweat out the impurities – and then make him run behind her car. He always went along with it, and took it all with a smile on his face.

By the following April, in 1990, I was all set to go, but by that time I’d decided that I no longer wanted to go with Paul. I’d had enough. I wasn’t doing it any more, putting up with it. It was bad enough to have to deal with it at home where I had a support system to fall back on, but there was no way I was taking that kind of chance overseas where I wouldn’t have back-up.

I told him that I was going with a friend, that I wanted him to stay, and that was that.

‘Leave me alone now – what must I do in London? Just watch you lying around, doing nothing? Don’t follow me. Don’t come over.’

The point you have to get to within yourself to end it is a horrible, disappointed place. But when you get there, you know. I was there. After five years. I knew.

A part of me hated him for making me go to that place.

So I left, but I had only been in the UK for about three months when Paul’s exasperated mother called. She said they were sending him over, and she pleaded with me to meet up with him in London on his arrival. She said it was bad. Paul had got worse. He was robbing them blind.

Since he had travelled and worked successfully overseas before, Paul’s parents thought that if they could just get him out of Johannesburg, out of the country and away from his ‘friends’, it might help him.

Ja … help him find new and interesting drugs.

In any case, and despite my reservations, I said fine. It is easy to forget that horrible place I’d been in when I ended our relationship, and I did want to see him again. I gave an inch, it all came flooding back, and there I was again … the ‘pre-horrible place’, where the whole time you are thinking that there is this secret formula. That there is something you can do that’s going to make it right somehow. That you can love them enough or you can hate them enough. You get hooked into thinking that there is something you can do. It’s very enticing. People like to feel needed, and I guess I had never really wanted to give up.

 

* You junkies all look the same.


Red Eyes and Sticky Fingers

Val

WHEN WE PICKED PAUL UP FROM THE AIRPORT AFTER his first trip overseas, he had been away for almost a year and we couldn’t wait to see him and hear about his experiences travelling.

As much as we were looking forward to seeing him, he was looking forward to ‘seeing a man about a dog’ in Hillbrow.

He was out of the door as soon as he had dumped his bags.

He had to go see a friend, he said.

From that point on, he displayed the typical behaviour pattern of a young person for whom home is simply a place to ‘crash’ while he lives his life elsewhere.

We seldom saw him. He’d be gone for days at a time, but we became suspicious about drugs, because when he was at home he was different. He was quieter than usual, and seemed edgy. He slept a great deal, and didn’t have much of an appetite – and then always off ‘to see a friend’.

Paul had changed. It wasn’t sudden, but it was marked. The change had begun in high school and continued in the army, but we weren’t very experienced, or much informed, about drugs then. The headmaster at Paul’s school had never suggested drugs when his behaviour and his schoolwork had started to deteriorate – and I guess at first we were all just a bit ‘thick’.

But when he was in the army it had become too obvious not to see that Paul was playing with something.

He had always been consistently considerate and friendly, but then he’d developed this Jekyll and Hyde–type personality. One minute his usual self, and the next, selfish and dismissive … though never nasty. He just wasn’t Paul. He was different.

So we’d confronted him.

We’d demanded to know if he was smoking dagga.

Dagga.

To us – then – this was bad enough, because there was still so much innocence and ignorance among our generation about drugs. Dagga was a big bad wolf in itself. We were so worried about him smoking marijuana that we were distracted from considering the other stuff – like Mandrax – that the ‘scaly down-and-outers’ did, whatever it was. We didn’t think he could be doing that. We knew next to nothing about the reality of drug use in Jo’burg.

He’d denied it at first. ‘Mom,’ he’d said, ‘are you crazy? I’ve seen what it does to the guys in the army. I promise you, Mom, I am not smoking dagga, and I won’t.’

By the time he’d gone overseas, it was obvious to us that he’d lied about that, and on his return our need to suspect dagga turned into a need to begin educating ourselves to whatever else was out there, but for quite some time it was hard to know where to look, what to look for, when to look … or if to look. You can’t just accuse someone of doing something when you don’t know what that something is, and when they have a million other excuses to dampen your suspicions.

He told us he wasn’t doing anything, and, as hard as we searched at times, we couldn’t find any actual evidence. But we knew. Apart from the change in him, he wasn’t getting a job and he seemed uninterested in everything. There was a distance between us that was almost impossible to bridge. His eyes were red most of the time. When he was at home he slept far more than usual. He’d lost all interest in sports, and that was the biggest indicator. He’d lived for sports.

It had to be more than dagga and alcohol, but we didn’t know what, and the distance we couldn’t bridge made it impossible to pin him down.

Red eyes? So what? I’ve been out all night. I’m tired, Mom. I’m going to sleep. I’m going out. See you later. Four days later. I haven’t found a job, but I’ve been looking. There just isn’t anything. Don’t worry, Mom, Noo and I are going overseas, so I must get work. I will soon. See you later. Just going out.

See you later.

See you later, and the door would be closed.

It would have been like trying to accuse someone of being an alcoholic because you catch them with a headache at 10 a.m.

I admit now that for a long time we were in a kind of denial. We told ourselves the kinds of things that people tell themselves when they don’t know how to deal with a situation and don’t have all the information.

Instead of getting all the information, we buried our heads and told ourselves it would pass. He was young. He was going out a lot, and doing what young people did. Probably a bit of dagga, and he wouldn’t have been the first. He would grow out of it, and we couldn’t do anything anyway unless we caught him red-handed.

Then the stealing started.

I can tell you now what he took, but I couldn’t have done so then.

We hardly noticed it at first. The odd thing would disappear, and I’d wonder where I’d put it. He was very sly about it. He wouldn’t take obvious things that would be noticed immediately. He stole with prudence, at least at first, and was highly convincing with denials, as well as alternative explanations, when you noticed that something had gone. We would only notice that something was missing when we needed it – like the binoculars, winter clothes and blankets, silver that had been put away for special occasions, tools out of the garage, and of course jewellery. Money left lying around. Windsurfing equipment that had been stored in the garage.

Even after some months of this, coupled with a breakdown in his relationship with his girlfriend and a complete failure to get himself a job, and when we knew that he had to be the one responsible when things went missing, it was still hard not to believe his declarations of innocence because of the convincing wide-eyed manner in which they were delivered. He lied with such conviction. When he was confronted, or he knew he was under suspicion, he’d be as sweet as punch … as if he’d consciously stored his old personality in a corner of his mind and he could take it out and use it. He’d be the old Paul again, and we’d want to believe him, because we’d always trusted him before.

He was as clever as a con man. He was a con man. He knew how to survive.

But, as persuasive as he was when he needed to be, the overall change in his personality was undeniable. His demeanour, his being, had become imbued with a deviousness that could be sensed, and everything he did was manipulative. The world around him was a game, and the people around him were the pieces, to be manoeuvred and placed to his best advantage. There was never any bad temper on display. He was never abusive. He was a smooth boy. Smooth boys are never abusive. He enjoyed his game. He was in control of that, if not of his habit, and when there was no denying the drugs, he’d so graciously admit that he’d been smoking a bit and drinking, but that he wanted to stop. He was unerringly contrite, articulate in his explanations and good-natured about the whole thing. He knew exactly how to defuse anger and feed hope, because that kept him in the game. It kept him on top, and it kept him uncontrollable. He never gave us ammunition.

We tried to help him. My husband and I, Savannah, and even Savannah’s mother, Wendy.

It was a testimony to Paul’s innate character that most people would try to help him rather than reject him outright, as many would be wont to do with a drug addict, but it was also a testimony to the way he manipulated them.

Wendy was an amazingly strong woman, and as Paul often stayed with them, she was determined to try to pull him right. He fed her efforts by genially going along with everything.

She went about trying to rid Paul of his habit in a rather novel way. Thinking back on it brings a smile to my face to this day. She was convinced that she could make Paul sweat out his addiction. She would put him in the sauna for hours, as she believed it would get all the toxins out of his body, and then early in the mornings she would make him run behind her car around the streets of Waverley. The fact that her car was a Rolls-Royce conjures up even more of a comical image. She would crawl up and down the neighbourhood at fifteen kilometres an hour shouting, ‘Come on Paul, come on …’, then put him back in the sauna. I suppose it helped in a small, immediate way – he couldn’t use while he was in the sauna, and I’m sure it helped to keep him fit.

Eventually, however, the reality of Paul’s thieving, and by virtue of that the reality of the extent of his problem, became undeniable, and I didn’t know what to do. The theft aside, the fact that Paul must have been taking the kinds of drugs to warrant it was enough to concern us on a twenty-four-hour basis. It was exceptionally worrying, but as much as we questioned him and as hard as we looked for evidence, we couldn’t pin him down. He denied everything, and we found nothing. I felt absolutely at a loss as to what to do.

So when my best jewellery disappeared, I decided that enough was enough. I couldn’t cope with him. Savannah had gone over to London some months before, and I thought that would be the best place for him to go, because we were getting nowhere with him. I remember thinking that I would have to start locking everything away. We thought that he’d been clean when travelling, and we thought that Savannah, having been so close to him, would be better equipped to get him on track again.

He loved her, and she wouldn’t tolerate him doing whatever he was doing in London. We thought that would be enough.


The Ties that Bind

Paul

I WAS AWARDED A SECOND TRIP TO LONDON BECAUSE I STOLE my mother’s jewellery and money.

I don’t remember particularly hanging for anything on my way over, or how I felt about it – or how I felt about seeing Savannah again. I’ve lost that. I don’t remember going over at all, but I do remember London.

When I first tried to cast my mind back to that period, I remembered the smell of London, the feel of it and the colour of it. Smells have played a great part in my recollections. I often recall those first – and they seem to evoke images. I recall the odours of the squats I lived in, and I can actually close my eyes and smell those smells, as if I am in the squat, and the rest follows. I remember the Italian and the Scotsman I lived with in one of them. One of the pervasive odours that rebuilt my memory of that place was the smell of the open sores on the Scotsman’s body where he had abscesses from shooting up. Then I remember him, sitting against a wall, his sores green and weeping, and I remember that we had no furniture and that we had been friends since not long after my arrival in London and that we all did smack together and that I did not trust them at first.

Memories like these are like the points in a join-the-dots picture, or a picture drawn in invisible ink that begins to appear haphazardly again on the paper, a bit here, a bit there, till a whole picture emerges.

The picture is not perfect. I remember that we went to lots of concerts, at first, but I can’t tell you the names of the bands we saw. I remember that I was happy, at first, but that the weather got me down because it rained incessantly, and I missed the sun.

I know I loved Savannah, but I don’t remember loving her much in London – and I do remember, very clearly, why that was so.

When I arrived in London, I went straight to Earls Court, the hub of the visiting youth scene. It is in the middle of London, close to everything, and full of South African, Australian, Kiwi, American and European travellers, some visiting, some there to fulfil working visas, and most to work to earn money to travel further. Earls Court is replete with youth hostels. It was the best place to be to hook up with other travellers or to walk into a telephone booth and find, not adverts for brothels, but adverts for cheap places to stay and all types of work.

I quickly found myself employment with one of the youth hostels. I worked as a driver, picking up and dropping off guests at the airport. It was an easy job and had the added advantage of free accommodation in the hostel.

It had another advantage too.

Being back in London, I, naturally, went straight back onto smack.

My mother had sent me back to save me, but she had done so without all the information required to make an informed decision. She just didn’t know what she was doing, because she had sent me straight back to the cookie jar.

The easiest way for me to incorporate heroin into my life in Earls Court was to sell it. I could earn extra bucks and take a cut of whatever I sold. It was very easy to find buyers. Working for and living in the hostel meant I had a captive market, and I didn’t need to introduce it or push it – I simply obtained whatever was desired. Heroin, coke, a bit of acid here and there, and lots of hash. I didn’t regard myself as a dealer. I was a ‘merchant’. A middleman. I was The Organiser.

Life was good. It wasn’t serious, it wasn’t hard, and everything fitted together very nicely. The hostel was always busy. Nights were filled with parties. Savannah arrived to meet me, and she got a job in the same hostel, working in the kitchen in exchange or room and board. Life was, to use a British expression, sweet mate!

I met up with fellow users in Earls Court, and became friends with two in particular, James and Ricci, the Scot and the Italian.

They were quite heavy into smack when I got to know them, and I didn’t trust them an inch. They were junkies. They’d steal the clothes off your back if you gave them half a chance.

I did not consider myself a junkie. I was not in their league. I had messed up in Jo’burg, but I would get it together. There was still time. I still thought that I would stop all of it some time or other. I just wasn’t ready. There was always next week, or the week after that. So I’d stolen a few things. I was sorry, but I had a job now, and I was keeping it.

I think I did reach a point when I realised (strongly enough that the realisation couldn’t be immediately squashed by denial) that I was in too deep, but I was too proud to do anything about it. Too proud to ask for help anyway, and too scared to take that step because it meant doing something I really didn’t want to do. I really didn’t want to never get high again, and I really didn’t want to stop being the person I was and become an adult.

I’m sure these thoughts played themselves out in my head many times while I was in London, and no doubt many times before then when I was still in Jo’burg and on pinks, but I can’t place them with exact times or incidents. I had been a full-on junkie in Jo’burg. I had stolen stuff to pay for drugs and been unable to hold down employment. Definition of junkie.

I must have been in absolute denial. My head must have been really untidy. I don’t know, but I do know that in an insidious way that actively being a fuck-up helps one deal with being a fuck-up; it was always easier to carry on. To stop would mean having to say sorry – and mean it – and having to feel ashamed, not to mention having to admit that I hadn’t been anywhere near in control. I’d do it at the right time. At least in London I could carry on without my folks knowing about it. It gave me breathing space.

This was all background stuff. The psychological backdrop to the nasty little play of deception I was starring in. I never really grappled with the contradictions.

I also remember that in London I didn’t think my friends could be trusted, because they were junkies.

I hid my stash in the roof of the downstairs toilets at the Palace Court, where it was easily accessible, and where Savannah would not be able to find it.

I had to hide my habit from her, in light of our history and especially as I was supposed to be in London to get clean, but it wasn’t hard. People don’t always see what they don’t want to see, unless you really shove it in their faces. She wasn’t naive about me, but there was always so much going on in the hostel that it was simple to steal away to the toilet for a hit, or I’d wait till she was at work. When it made me ‘sick’, I told her I just wasn’t feeling well. That was never a lie. Heroin can make you very nauseous, and when you come down off it, you are sick.

I was exceedingly convincing (I was, if I say so myself, a highly accomplished bullshitter), and as London was damp and dismal, a constant state of ill-health was not very unbelievable for a sun-spoilt South African. And the short but brilliant summer that London has to offer wasn’t protracted enough for me to have to throw that excuse out of the window.

Things began unravelling fairly quickly, though. I had only smoked smack during my previous time in London. I’m not sure why, because I’d used needles before for paregoric. Nevertheless, I had always had a fear of needles as a child, and although that fear had dissipated, I’d retained a dislike of using them, even while I chose to. So perhaps the opportunity to get high on an opiate without having to shoot it up had kept me ‘chasing the dragon’ the first time round. It was also a common form of using heroin, because it was supposed to be less addictive than spiking, and it was easier to do. The smack didn’t have to be cooked up. All you had to do was tip some out on a piece of foil, hold a lighter under it, and suck up the plume of smoke. It still made you high, and I honestly don’t know how true it is that it is less addictive. I met plenty of people who’d become addicted that way.

This time round, however, I was shooting it up. Things had progressed while I’d been back in Johannesburg. I’d done pinks, so now it was just ‘same thing, different place, not-very-different drug’.

The first time you do heroin, it just makes you sick. When you shoot it, you start off with about 5 ccs – a tiny amount, but, damn, it makes you ill. That’s where most people would stop, you’d think, but if the desire to find out what is so great about the stuff, or to be a rebel, or to gain entry into the glamorous world of the pop anarchist is great enough … well, retching and vomiting into a toilet bowl is not going to stop you. It didn’t bother me in the slightest.

The second time you shoot it, it might only make you sick again. Not, ‘oh I feel a bit off colour, I must have eaten something bad’ sick. Really sick! It’s horrible. You wonder why people do this stuff. The universe is offering you so many outs, but you do it again, a third time …

Last chance to go home – gone.

The high from heroin is insane! The feeling as you release the tourniquet from your arm, and the blood rushes to your head … it takes seconds … it’s mind-blowing. Better than anything you can even imagine feeling. You rush, rush, RUSH, and it’s so fast, and you don’t lose consciousness at all. You are sitting there and you are rushing and rushing, but you can see everything around you. The elevator’s going from the ground floor to the top floor in seconds.

You have done it now.

To put it bluntly, you’re fucked.

The highs of an ordinary life are never going to feel the same again. A stunning sunset will never again take your breath away in quite the same way. Elation at good news, laughter that comes from the pit of your stomach – all those things that used to pour fairy dust into your brain – they will never do so in quite the same way again.

Everything has changed. You have felt euphoria more powerful than anything you could have imagined, and you will happily puke your guts out to feel it again.

Oh, and that’s just the rush. The high lasts all day. You can lie there all day feeling like you’re in heaven while the world goes by.

Addiction is at first psychological, then physical, but there is not a hugely quantifiable time lapse between the two, and the fact that it is first psychological does not lessen the drug’s grip, because that grip is so powerful.

That rush is so exhilarating. You want it again so badly, and you will keep going after it until you are physically hooked, and you don’t know when it happened.

You quickly begin using more heroin to rush, because as you become dependent, your body develops a tolerance of its effects. The tolerance is also experienced psychologically at first, then physically. First you need more than 5 cc to experience the rush, so you graduate onto 10 cc, then more, and after a few months you are on 20 cc a hit. It doesn’t stop there. The amount you have to use gets bigger and bigger exponentially.

The first few times you get high, you can’t do much. Rush, sick, high. Sit down, lean on wall, lie down. Heaven is a place in your room, or in the toilet cubicle, or wherever. (Toilet cubicles possibly see more drug use than any other location in the Western world because it is the one place no one will disturb you, or question why you are in there.)

So this is what it is all about. Is life about what you do? … No, man, it’s about what you feel.

Time stops.

Not for long, though. Soon, you can do things when you are high. You can shoot up in the morning, and after the rush and the nausea, you can go to work. You are smiling, and you feel like a god. Powerful. Sublime. You think and you make plans and you have ideas. Brilliant ideas. You are untouchable, because you feel so good, and that feeling is lasting and lasting. Almost all day. You work, you do your thing, whatever that thing may be, you talk to people, and you interact. You’re okay because you are functioning and you are ‘gonna do this and you are gonna do that … ‘

Then you start to shake a bit, and you are not feeling so good. You suddenly forget everything. The brilliant ideas you had. The plans. They are gone. Your bubble’s popped. You are feeling quite bad now. You need another hit.

So you cook it up again, in the nearest toilet, or wherever you can, and off you go again. You strap the tourniquet around your arm to push out the vein, stick in the needle, hit the vein, release the tourniquet, and … aaaah … BAM! The elevator shoots up again, or …

You miss the vein.

Now that hurts. It hurts like hell!

If so much as one drop of heroin goes into your tissue, it’s like being stung by twenty bees at once in the same spot. That area immediately swells up, and your arm, or your hand or your leg – wherever you have shot up – is useless and numb. But you carry on, because you want more, and so you try again somewhere else.

So you are careful. You make sure that you burn off the impurities and that you don’t miss the vein.

I became quite partial to shooting up in my groin. It was the easiest place to get the needle in properly.

I loved doing smack. It was so easy to get in London, and initially I managed to hide my habit quite well. I had a few ‘sick’ days off work, but otherwise I had it all under control. Savannah and I did things together. We were having so much fun. We smoked heaps of hash, and I was managing to pay for everything quite easily. When we went out, I would often do a ‘speedball’. A speedball is a mixture of heroin and coke, and you shoot it up the same way. It’s fantastic, man! You go out and you feel like a euphoric Hercules, so potent and full of energy and HIGH, man! HIGH!

Everything I did was enhanced by incorporating drugs into it. I got high on speedballs to go out. I got high on straight heroin in the hostel. I went to work high. I smoked all the time. Apart from the attraction of the high, it was just all so exciting – everything about it – the ‘missioning’ to score, the whole process of hiding with your mates, cooking it up, strapping the tourniquet, dabbing for the vein. It all held this ‘underworld’-type appeal. It felt like a special secret, but not a shameful one. More like being a part of a cult – a subculture. I felt no fear. I had always been extreme, and doing this, living this life, was for me a way of taking things to the extreme. I didn’t see (or care to see) the consequences then, neither the immediate ones nor the long-term ones. I was young and life was a ‘jol’. Everything was a jol for the first few months … until I found that it had changed.

From using every day, it became twice a day, to several times a day. Things began deteriorating between Savannah and me. I began using so much that money became a problem. I had to deal more and more, and sacrifice expenditure in other areas to pay for my hits. I started taking more and more days off work. Things had flipped around. I was no longer incorporating heroin into my life, I was living for it. Everything revolved around scoring and using. I didn’t care too much for anything else. I didn’t have time for anything else. When I wasn’t shooting up, I was out looking for the dealer, or waiting to meet up with him. All the colours of life gradually blended into the grey sky and almost constant drizzle that characterise London when you are not doing any of the many things you can do there, but I really didn’t care about that. All I thought about was smack and how to pay for it.

I started reusing needles and occasionally sharing needles, boiling them to clean them, and that freaked Savannah badly. She knew by this stage. She wanted me to do an HIV test and I refused. I didn’t want to know.

What a jerk.

I never stopped loving it – doing smack – but I soon forgot how to feel normal without it, so getting high became as much about getting through the day as about getting high.

Then I lost my job. I had been taking too many sick days, and I was looking pretty shocking.

I’d shoot up in the morning, then again, then off I’d go to score because I knew that I would soon need more, because if you don’t get more, if you run out and you can’t find the dealer, you will start feeling very bad.

You feel the sweat coming. You feel yourself slowing down. You start to shake. Your eyes feel funny, as if there is sandpaper in them.

You’re paling, and you begin feeling freaked out. Your heart begins beating too fast.

You feel dreadful. Sick. Bad. Bad. That’s a small word for a very big feeling. Anxiety. Fear. Horror.

You-don’t-have-any-more-and-You-Can’t-Find-The-Dealer …

Your bowels start trembling.

Pain, mental and physical pain, envelops you. Your bones ache. They ache, man! You are so scared and the world has turned nasty. A heavy blanket is over you, clouding you. It’s a demon’s blanket. BAD. YOU FEEL SERIOUSLY BAD AND YOU NEED SOMETHING, NOW!!! And you are panicking, and desperate. You are craving another hit so badly, and the thought of not getting any is terrifying. It’s consuming. It’s the sickness.

If you don’t get a hit, you will begin to go through full withdrawal, and you know that it’s going to get worse. You will beg, and cry, and piss in your pants. Your bowels will loosen. You will go to hell.

You know this will happen. So you make sure that you always have more smack.

If you don’t have any money and you get too sick to make a plan, you are going to hell for a week. You are going to go mad.

If you are on the dole, you are ‘sorted’, but if you’re not, you will steal or do something – anything. You will. You will do whatever you have to to look after yourself. If you have no money, you will steal, because you have no option but to find a way to not feel like this, and the only way is to get more smack.

You will even let your girlfriend (whom you love, because you know you do, you have always loved her and she is your best friend) go hungry. You will tell her that there is no money to buy something to eat. You will let her starve rather than admit that you have got some money, because you know that you need it to buy more smack, and that if you don’t get more smack, you are going to go to pieces.

I let Savannah starve for four days after we ran out of money and had to leave the hostel. I felt guilty about that … but not that guilty. I loved her, but I couldn’t put her first. My needs came first. They had to.

We bummed around during that time, after which I met up with a couple of my mates and moved into a squat. To be more accurate, we broke in. One of my friends kicked the door in, and there we were – tenants by the grace of England’s Squatter Rights. If you can get in, you can stay there, and no one can make you leave. It’s a fantastic system that, along with the dole, supports thousands of would-be itinerants and their heroin habits.

The place was a revolting hovel, with nothing in it, not even a toilet. The only thing it had were some pictures on the walls that had no doubt been left behind by the previous tenants.

That’s when Savannah left. She’d had enough. She had found out that I’d been shooting up while we weren’t eating, and the prospect of living in a squat was the last straw after everything.

I loved Savannah, I must have, but I couldn’t feel it much any more, and when she left I didn’t care enough to try to stop her. I was preoccupied. She was gone … oh well … pass the spoon please.

The ties that bind can be so strong, and yet so easily broken.

After Savannah left there is not much more to tell. Some other squatter types walked into the place one night and lifted all the pipes and fittings.

We just watched while they helped themselves. They didn’t threaten us. We were just too apathetic to give a shit. I vaguely remember trying to make some kind of deal with them … see if we could score a bit of cash out of it.

I moped about when I wasn’t too high to think about the fact that my girlfriend, the woman I had been devoted to for years, had left me.

I was shooting up several times a day, moving from squat to squat. Everything was dank and dreary and dismal. We, my untrustworthy junkie friends and I, never had any furniture.

We met up with a junkie couple and lived in a squat with them for a little while. All I really remember about them is that they trawled the Portobello Road Market, stealing clothes and whatever else they could get their hands on, for a living.

My Scotsman friend couldn’t walk properly. He shuffled about all over the place because his legs and groin were infected. He was covered in abscesses, and they were festering and suppurating, and smelly as hell.

He got the dole, so he was better off than me, but food was seldom a priority. We had nothing to cook on anyway.

I probably don’t remember much because there isn’t much more to remember besides what I have told you already. What more can I tell you about heroin?

Perhaps I can tell you about a day in the life of a smack addict in a squat in London.

There is nothing. If you are not on the dole, and if you are heavily addicted, you have nothing. You have sold everything you can sell.

You do nothing. You will never spend money on anything because you must keep it for smack. You will not even go to a warm English pub for an ale and a meal of bangers-and-mash on a cold wintry night because you need the cash for tomorrow’s hit.

Tomorrow’s hit … you better hope you have it, or you are gonna have a hard time.

When you wake up in the morning, you need a hit to get going. Hit No. 1.

Not much of a rush this time. That’s not the job of Hit No. 1. This one is to help you get up, to be able to get out of bed and feel normal, because your body, and your mind, can’t do it on their own any more.

If you haven’t got any smack left from the night before, you are really in trouble. You need someone to go get it for you, because you can’t move. You can’t even get up to go to the toilet, so you’ll piss right there in your bed, if you have one. You’re shaking, and your eyes are scratchy, and as you lie there waiting, the hurting starts. The hurting is emotional pain, as anxiety floods you and fear engulfs you, and physical pain, as your bones and your muscles begin to ache. It quickly becomes excruciating, and you are in hell again. If no one helps you and you can’t make a plan, and if you start going cold turkey, you feel as if your whole world is coming to an end. You think you are going to die … and it might not be so bad.

You don’t want to feel this, and there is only one way to avoid it, or to escape from it.

Hell. But when that first hit rushes to your head, it’s okay.

If your body were a car, the first hit turns over the motor, but you need a second hit to put fuel in it to go somewhere. Hit No. 2. Then you can actually go somewhere … or not. You’re feeling good now. If you have enough, you can go for a third hit, to get that high that will take you to the only place you really want to go.

Hit No. 3. You get ‘The Nod’ and you are in heaven, man. Heaven. It’s amazing, and all the bad stuff has gone away. In fact, everything has gone away. You are in darkness. Warm, comfortable darkness. You feel so safe, and time stops again. You can be in heaven for an hour or all day. You have no furniture. The room is cold and dirty. There is no toilet. It smells. The sounds of the city are filtering in. Cars. Rain. But you know none of this. None of this matters. It is all sad and dreary and cold and fast and noisy – and that is not where you are. You are safe and warm and so still … and so numb, enveloped in layers of hypnotic blankets that keep it all out, somewhere between here and there, somewhere between asleep and awake, in your body but not, and you just don’t care about a thing.

It feels sooo good.

You are one small hit away from dead.

If you use again, you will overdose. If you have used too much, you can go into a coma from this stage. If you do, you had better hope there is someone in the room with you to take you to hospital – if they can, if they aren’t as fucked as you are.

If you haven’t accidentally overdosed, from pushing it too far or from using smack from a different supplier – stuff you don’t know the strength of – you are pretty much dead anyway. You are no longer choosing to live in the ‘underworld’. It’s the only place you belong in now. You have no friends, because your friends are just like you, and you will all sell each other down the river for a hit. You have become a horrible person, because you will lie, cheat and steal to survive. It has become an expensive way to live, because you are on anywhere around 80–100 ccs a shot now. You are also using a bigger, and longer, needle now because you have to find new veins, ones that haven’t collapsed, and you’ll poke around wherever you can – in your groin, between your toes, wherever – to find them. There’s a deep one on the throat as a last resort.

You have developed a routine to survive. You hit up at least twice in the morning, then you go out and do whatever you have to do to make sure that you can get more to get you through the night, and then still more so that you have enough for at least two hits in the morning. It’s a fight. It’s every day, 24/7, and the fight is against time – the time it will take the hounds of hell to catch up with you and start biting at your heels. The only reprieve you get is when you are so high you have forgotten what the rest of your life feels like, because the rest of your life feels like shit. It feels like you look.

That’s the life of a smack addict in a squat in London. Not much to it.

There is hope. It comes in the form of methadone, a synthetic heroin substitute, for those who want to stop but can’t. You can become a registered heroin addict and be supplied with heroin ‘kits’ by the UK government so that you always have a fresh needle on you and never have to share needles or reuse them.

If you are as bad as my Scotsman friend, or as bad as a twenty-something prostitute in King’s Cross, dying in a toilet from septicaemia and/or AIDS, with not an intact vein left on her body, earning her last few hits with blowjobs for ten quid because her mouth is the only part of her that is still intact … then you have gone as far as you are going to go. You have gone as far as many have gone. The bubble has popped for good. The drug that designed your dreams has taken them away, along with your time and your money and soon your life.

That’s where some heroin addicts go. I went home. I missed the sun on my back and on my face. I was sick of the rain. I needed my smack, but it hadn’t taken me as far as it can take a person. I still had a chance.

Rates of addiction are different for different people. For some, it is almost instant, the psychological grip so overwhelming, or the desire to push the limits so great, that the slide downhill is rapid and constant.

For others, it can be a little slower, a little more intermittent, with days, weeks, whole periods of time, free of using.

It didn’t take me down too fast. I didn’t go from experimenting and playing with opiates to junkie-on-the-pavement in sixty seconds, but that last year in London … that is what I believe pushed me past the point of no return, though I may well have been there anyway.

Just as I don’t remember the plane ride over to London, I don’t remember the journey back. I only know that I had somehow landed up in France, and been deported back to South Africa because of a visa violation.

I do know that as soon as I was back home, I headed out the door for Hillbrow. I didn’t know where to get smack, but I knew where to get pinks. They are not all that different. They are just two different tickets to the same destination … and I couldn’t wait to get there.


Breaking the Ties

Savannah

I MET UP WITH PAUL IN LONDON IN ABOUT JULY 1990. HE had begun working at a youth hostel in Earls Court, and I went to stay with him there. It was a comfortable, if not especially lucrative, set-up. While Paul worked as a driver for the hostel guests, I worked a couple of days a week in the kitchen in exchange for room and board only. Both of us were therefore dependent on Paul’s salary.

At first everything was fine. It was really exciting to be in London together. It was what we had both wanted in the beginning, and it felt as if we’d been given another chance. We had a fantastic time for a while, getting up to all sorts of things, before it, inevitably, started to fall apart again. The unravelling was just that, though – unravelling. The good times didn’t just hit a brick wall. Drugs just kind of seeped their way into our lives and gradually took Paul away from me again. This time it was heroin.

It seeped in while we went out, partied, saw live bands, and I got sucked into Paul’s schemes for extra money and good times. It wasn’t hard to just go along with things, because Paul was so much fun to be around, and when we met up in London I had the ‘old Paul’ back, the one I was in love with. The one with a wacky sense of humour that left me utterly defenceless.

Paul’s sense of humour evidenced itself in constant understated ways. One thing that comes instantly to mind is a night we ventured into Westbourne Grove – a fairly ‘dodgy’ area of London. Paul had an arrangement to buy hash there from this monstrously large Jamaican. (The hash was to deal in the hostel to all the foreigners staying there – the kind of plan that Paul commonly cooked up and which I always fell for. Reality was, however, that Paul usually smoked all the hash with his friends. A non-profit enterprise of note! )

Paul and I stood out like two sore thumbs in Westbourne Grove – these two ‘little’ white South Africans in an area almost entirely populated by ‘posses’ of ‘big’ black Jamaicans. It felt as if we were in a movie. It was a hardcore area … and it was 1990.South Africa wasn’t very popular yet in England – particularly not white South Africa. It was pre-elections, and people in London were still quite hostile.

While we were waiting for this guy, I remember being very nervous and telling Paul that I didn’t think this was a good idea at all. ‘This is heavy here, Paul. We should have brought some kind of protection.’

‘No, no,’ he reassured me, ‘don’t worry. I brought protection.’

‘What? What protection have you brought, Paul?’ I asked, because I couldn’t see anything on him.

I remember him looking so pleased with himself as he pulled a bread knife from under his jacket.

It couldn’t have cut a mouse in half! I don’t know what he was thinking, or if he was thinking, but it was typical of the way he went through life. The ridiculousness of it made me laugh, and then it didn’t matter that all we had between us and a possible bad end was a bread knife. That was me – scared to floored in seconds.

Yet that was what was so brilliant about being with Paul. When things became desperate and I’d think this is it, I can’t take it any more, it has to stop, he would make me laugh. Just by being him. He’d somehow suck the seriousness out of any situation.

Then I would think … well, it can’t be all that bad …

I was such a sucker. As if I didn’t know Paul well enough … but he would play sick, and I would actually fall for it. He was so good at it, and I was so good at wanting to believe him, that I would genuinely buy it that he was ill, and off I’d go to work, and then off he would go – for the whole day. He hid his stash in the ceiling of the ground-floor toilets so that I wouldn’t find out. Not that it wasn’t totally obvious. He’d started to look a bit hectic – sort of like a skinny panda bear with these huge black rings around his eyes all the time.

I knew. I had always known.

Paul eventually lost his job. He was ‘sick’ so often that they said that they weren’t prepared to employ him any more. He was never there when they needed him, and there were thousands of people looking for work in London. I continued to work in the kitchen for a short while, so we at least had a place to sleep, if no income, but it wasn’t long before they told us to go. They needed the bed. It was of no benefit to them to have either of us around any more.

When we were kicked out of the hostel we had absolutely nothing, and so our only option was to move into a squat, which, to be honest, ‘did me ‘ead in slightly’. I refused. I was not going there. I didn’t want to live like that.

With not a penny to our names after Paul’s income had dried up, we also couldn’t buy food.

We didn’t eat for four days. Not a thing. Two able-bodied young South Africans from middle-class Johannesburg, starving in London!

After the fourth day, my cousin came to see me and took me to McDonald’s for what must have been the best meal of my life!

Paul missed it, because he was somewhere with his ‘friends’.

It was then that I found out that the entire time that Paul and I had not been eating, he’d been shooting up. I’m not sure where he got the money from. Probably from selling hash, or one of his other ‘deals’. All I knew was that I had seen none of it. Not a damn penny.

That was the beginning of the end for me. I told myself that this was it. I could either go down with him from this point, or I could break away. If it wasn’t bad enough that we were reduced to moving into a squat and unable to even buy food, Paul was managing to get money for heroin, but not to feed himself or me. He was supposed to care about me! It was a huge wake-up call. I was shocked by the selfishness that it indicated, and it forced me to face facts about the extent and seriousness of Paul’s habit.

There was a second thing that led me to reaching a turning point where I knew that I would have to leave Paul. He refused to take an HIV test.

I’d plead with him to go for one, but he flatly refused. The same conversation was repeated so many times. The same things said, and the same stubborn, selfish refusal the outcome.

‘You are sharing needles, Paul.’

‘Ja, but I clean them.’

‘Dude. You have to listen to yourself! You have to hear what you are saying! It’s not possible.’

‘I don’t want a test. I don’t want to know.’

‘Well, thank you very much, Paul. I’d like to know, you know.’

Never mind you. Drug addicts are incredibly selfish. Not in a mean way. There is no maliciousness intended. It’s just that they come first, middle and last, and you, as their partner, end up on the periphery, because nothing is that important to them any more.

It hurts, because you cannot understand it.

It hurts, because you want to help, and you think that if you just love him enough it’ll make the difference. If you just want his salvation enough, more than he wants it for himself, that it will count to him. But it can never count. You think that because you still love him so much, he must still love you, and there must be some part of him that wants to do whatever he has to do to be with you. You believe it. How can you not believe it?

It hurts, because after a while you realise you are wrong.

It hurt when it really began to sink in – him not caring that I didn’t have any food for four days and the refusal to do an HIV test, and I thought about the way things would be if I allowed myself to stay. I knew that I wouldn’t – that I couldn’t. I refused to move into the squat. I left him and came home.

You can never come first in a drug addict’s life.

That place is already taken.

[image: Image]

We stayed in contact after I left London. While I had refused to remain in a situation where he could take me down with him, I still loved him, and I still had hope. Hope has a way of digging in its heels.

We decided that we would go to Thailand together the following year, and Paul cooked up another one of his fantastic plans to make money to buy the tickets.

There was a gap in the drug market in London at the time – actual grass as opposed to hashish. It was hard to get in London, and very expensive. People only really smoked hash over there. In addition, South Africa’s famous variety, Durban Poison, had a ‘wicked’ reputation, and so finding buyers for the stuff would not be a problem. You just had to get it there. That’s where I fitted into the scheme. Paul convinced me to buy it here and post it over to him – not an uncommon practice then, or now, in fact, but one fraught with risk, and carrying a high price if you got caught. The reward, however, outweighed the risk for us because of the money we knew we could get for it. We figured that if I sent enough over in one go, it would be enough to pay for our flights to Thailand, and it would all be done with.

However common the practice is, standing in that post office with a copious amount of dope ready for postage was one of the most terrifying moments of my life. It was horrendous to me that I was actually doing this, and pathetic … but still … Thailand. The idea of us in Thailand, together, away from everything, spurred me on. Surely Paul would not be able to get heroin in Thailand. Hope. There it was again.

So I did it. I posted the pencils, wrapped in socks, and Paul duly received them without a hitch.

He then smoked it all with his friends. Again. I do believe he sold some of it, but the money was never going to get to a travel agent. Of course not. He had better things to spend it on. More immediate concerns.

That was it for me. For the third time. Only this time, probably because I was away from Paul, it was more ‘it’ than it had ever been before. I was far enough away from Paul to have a degree of objectivity about him, and my future with him if I did not break away completely. He had let me down again, and that was a pattern that would never change. I could not deny it to myself. I could not let hope in again.

If he could let me go without food for days while he had money to spend on smack; if he could put my life, never mind his own life, at risk by sharing needles and not even going for one HIV test; if he couldn’t even hold up his side of a bargain in an illegal venture that could have ruined my future if I had been caught …

I was back in that horrible place, but this time I knew, with absolute certainty, and with the resolve and strength that comes with absolute certainty, that I would cut him off. I did not want to see him again.

And so I did it. I cut him off. When he came home a few months later, I refused to see him. I refused to take calls from him. Without exception. If he called, I put the phone down on him. It was very hard. Unbelievably hard. I would put the phone down on him, and then cry for a day.

Paul was completely freaked out that I wouldn’t even speak to him, and he did not give up. He kept calling, and I kept slamming the phone down. I wouldn’t even have a conversation with him. I knew that I couldn’t allow that, or my resolve might fail, and this was the only way. I had gone down as far as I was willing to go. I had to draw a line, and not go over it.

Then he got arrested for the first time.

He was so cunning. He was terrible! He knew exactly how to find a chink in my armour. He knew that I loved getting letters. I have this ‘thing’ about letters, so the little bastard would send me all these letters from prison, knowing that I would not be able to resist opening them up. He knew there was no way I would be able to throw them away without reading them. But I never wrote back, or responded in any way.

He then tried phoning me from prison, and he really pulled at my heartstrings with that. He would tell me that he was only allowed one phone call that day, and he was phoning me. Terrible. How do you hang up on that? But I did. I would say that I was sorry, that I couldn’t speak to him, and I’d put the phone down. I didn’t cross the line. Not once.

It was over. Third time lucky.

I didn’t see or speak to Paul again for five years.
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My best friend, whom I had known just a little longer than I had known Paul, also became addicted to Wellconal.

She started shooting up and going out with the biggest dealer in Jo’burg. He was a truly terrifying guy, but she still ended up living with him. They would pawn their television set every week, then buy stock, sell it, and buy the TV back. Then a few days later, they’d pawn it again, and so on. Every week. That was her life. She also stole from me.

She managed to pull herself right, which is amazing. An absolute miracle, in fact, because the percentage of pinks addicts who manage to get off the stuff and stay off it is something ridiculously small – don’t know the exact stats, but it is somewhere around 2 per cent. The rest die.

Her salvation began one night when her dealer boyfriend came home with the pinks and their flatmate demanded that he get some first. When the boyfriend refused, the flatmate pulled out a gun and shot him in the face.

I’ve always blessed the bastard for dying when he did, because my friend wouldn’t have come right if he hadn’t. Still, it was a long road for her. It took a couple of years for her to get off it completely, and those were very difficult years. She would stop using, then start again, then stop, then start, again and again. It was a real struggle.

She would often come and stay with us, and my parents took her in when I went overseas a second time, to Edinburgh, in 1992.

They knew what she was doing, but, just as they had tried to help Paul, they tried to help her. She was like their ‘other daughter’. They told her that although they couldn’t tell her what to do with her life, she must not bring drugs into their house. That didn’t last long, though. They asked her to leave after she shot up and blacked out in the bathroom – leaving the bath running and flooding the place. The only place she had left to go then was to London, where her father lived.

She eventually made it to London, where she still lives. She is married now, with a little girl. One of the tiny minority to make it out and live a normal life. A real miracle.

My best friend and my boyfriend. London was her beginning, but it was his end.

Right up until they stuck a needle in their arms, we had all done the same things. We had all played with the same drugs, but they did the one thing that I didn’t do, and even though they are both alive, the divergence between the paths that their lives took and the path that mine took is extraordinary to me.


Getting Tough

Val

WHEN HE CAME BACK FROM LONDON IT WAS IMMEDIATELY evident that nothing had changed. If anything, it had got worse. He looked terrible. He had always maintained a meticulous appearance, but now he looked shaggy and unkempt – and thin. He’d grown his hair, but it wasn’t just that. There was a difference in the way he carried himself. He looked as if he didn’t care about himself.

He’d been deported from France for not having the right visa, and Air France had tried to make us pay for the flight. When I explained to them that we didn’t have any money to pay for it, they wanted to make an arrangement for Paul to pay, forcing me to explain that he was a drug addict who had no job and was unlikely to be getting one in the near future. They then – very graciously, I thought – agreed to cover the cost of the flight themselves.

He was out the door again as soon as he’d dropped his bags.

Once again, he’d be gone for days, so it was hard to get a fix on anything specific, and when we did try to speak to him, he had an excuse for every occasion – delivered with the utmost innocence. He told us he wanted to work, and a friend of ours organised him a job at Edgars, but on the third day I dropped him off and drove around to the far corner of the building, just in time to see him leap the fence onto the Nicol Highway and stick out his thumb. Direction – Town. I’d become suspicious, not from anything he’d done, but from his manner. He’d shown signs of agitation, and I knew his pattern from before. I wasn’t surprised by what I saw.

With no job, the stealing quickly started up again as before, and became so intense that it was soon clear that he had got far worse with this second foray overseas.

I caught him out the first time after hearing him talking on the phone. He had put it down and made to leave, and when I asked where he was going he told me he had to go meet a friend. The word ‘friend’ aroused suspicion in me, as did the fact that when I offered him a lift, he wouldn’t wait. He said it was urgent, and the next minute he was gone.

As soon as he had left, I pressed redial on the phone and a woman answered at a pawnshop in Hillbrow. I rushed out there in time to see Paul outside the shop. He was of course startled to see me and tried desperately to stop me from entering, but with no success.

He had brought in my mother’s silver teaspoons (they had been a wedding present and were part of the family heritage), and I had to pay R100 to get them back, right there. A hundred rand for my own things! The lady at the shop must have been quite used to this sort of thing happening, though, because she could have easily got far more for them. They were worth about R400. Paul had been given R50 for them – basically just enough to get a fix, which was of course all he cared about.

On another memorable occasion, I quite coincidentally spotted him walking down the street with a pair of shoes that I later discovered he had lifted from a nearby gym. What was so particularly memorable about it was the way he was walking down the street. Not a care in the world, as if they were his shoes and he had every right to be swinging them from his hand. He had told me that he was going to play tennis with a friend, but when I questioned him later about the identity of the friend, he couldn’t tell me quickly enough who it was.

In time we realised that gyms were a favourite haunt for Paul. It was easy pickings for him. We had received a phone call from a good friend of ours who was a member at the Wanderers Club. He told us that there had been complaints about clothes and equipment going missing from the clubhouse on a regular basis, and always when Paul was there. People were becoming suspicious of him, and were planning to set a trap. Prior to the call to warn us, our friend had confronted Paul as he walked out of the changing rooms, asking what he was doing there. Paul had said that he was supposed to have met a friend for a game of squash, but that the friend had not turned up. He had apparently seemed quite calm and sure of himself – totally ‘unfazed’.

We confronted Paul, and accused him, and of course he denied everything … but he never went back to the Wanderers again.

On another occasion I found a briefcase hidden outside near the front gate, and I opened it to find it crammed with brand new CDs.

As I’d once feared, I had to start hiding things and locking them away from Paul, and sometimes I would leave the house and have to go back, because I couldn’t remember if I had locked everything up or not. Like wondering if you have forgotten to switch off the iron. It was a terrible way to live.

Paul made absolutely no effort whatsoever to help himself. He just kept on denying everything and disappearing for days on end, then coming back and telling us that he was going to ‘pull it together’ now. Sometimes he’d seem so earnest and determined, and I think that at those times he really meant it. But twenty-four hours later, usually less, he was off to ‘see a friend’ again. Everything that had been put on the table would go out the window. There were so many lies.

He was always so contrite. When we caught him pawning our video machine, he went to my brother-in-law, Nathan, and asked to borrow R200 to buy it back, promising to pay him back as soon as he started working.

Stealing from Peter to appease Paul.

During one of these periods when he was making noises about stopping and getting his life on track, he actually did go as far as getting himself a job. This development gave us some hope, but the outcome was somewhat inevitable.

He’d found work selling books door to door with a group of other young people, and they’d come and pick him up each day. We were sceptical, but we thought that there was some chance, because he, at least, wasn’t driving the car. He was being picked up. He wasn’t on his own.

It lasted a couple of weeks. Not bad considering his pattern, but it all fell apart after they took him off for a weekend sales training camp. He’d left after a day and come home, and they arrived that evening.

I heard them calling him from outside and he wouldn’t go out. They carried on and carried on calling him, until eventually he had to go out, and then we heard the yelling and shouting. The voices rose enough for us to hear what they were saying, and I realised that it was all over. A girl was accusing Paul of having stolen her suede jacket out of the boot of the car. He was, of course, vehemently denying it. I heard him demanding to know how she could think it was him, when he didn’t even have a key to the car! Anyone listening who didn’t know what we knew would have believed him – he sounded so convincing.

In the end, it turned out that he had taken the jacket, and he had also stolen a gold necklace from another member of the group. It was him. He was always the one who was there.

It was always him.

I was angry, but helpless.

Mark and I realised that Paul needed professional help. It was outside our capabilities to influence him, and we decided upon a private rehabilitation centre, Riverfield, in Sandton.

It was expensive, but we honestly thought it would help. At that early stage we weren’t very experienced at all with this whole affair, and lacked the wisdom to foresee the lack of success that we would have with the rehabs. Riverfield was rather a smart place, and we had to go and see a psychologist there. She tried to imply that because Paul was so much younger than his siblings he must have been a ‘mistake’, and that this had affected him.

No doubt she was looking for a reason – something on which to pin his obvious psychological problems, and therefore his addiction. Something she could work with and treat, perhaps with the premise that if you remove the cause, you remove the effect. I don’t know, I am not trained in psychology, but I am a parent who always did the best for my children, and I did not agree with her line of investigation. In fact, it seemed somewhat frivolous to me in his case, though I concede that it may well not be in many other cases.

If, and where, there is rightful blame to be placed, or mistakes to be dealt with, fine. But as far as I was concerned she was barking up the wrong tree.

Paul was loved, completely and without reservation, and that love would never desert him, although he was to turn away from it totally and that would at first be inexplicable to me.

Paul was there about a month, before they asked us to take him away. He had caused some sort of trouble, but I don’t remember exactly what it was now. Something to do with pills. I remember the other inmates crying and getting terribly upset when we collected him, because they loved him. When I think of that now, I think: What a waste of a personality.

We tried another place in Krugersdorp, but he left after a couple of days. They couldn’t keep him against his will. He just packed his bags and hiked into Hillbrow. He’d taken a guitar with him into rehab, and that was the first thing he sold.

We then sent him off to Shekane in Dalton, Pietermaritzburg. They were very good there, and they really tried to help him. It was run by a religious group, and we hoped that the philosophy of living a righteous life would complement their efforts to get him clean, and so keep him clean. For a time it seemed as if they might have some success, because Paul settled in for almost two months, working in the gardens – even playing squash again.

But when he came home, he disappeared into Hillbrow, and we didn’t see him for several months.

After this, Paul no longer even seemed vaguely receptive to efforts to help him. I didn’t know which way to turn. I no longer wanted this son of mine with his drug habit in my house, because when he was with me, I couldn’t relax … but then, when he wasn’t with me, I worried.

It was tearing me, us, down.

Paul either stole or borrowed money from everybody he came in contact with. Paul preyed on people, and he preyed on his family. He’d often go to his sister, and he’d steal from her. He stole from his brother when he visited him on one occasion in Durban. He even admitted to us that it was easy for him to do that because he knew they’d never shop him. At worst, he’d get a clip on the ear and be told to leave. Our friends were soft targets, because, besides one or two very close friends, they didn’t know. We didn’t like to tell people too much. There was a certain measure of embarrassment, and a certain measure of feeling that we shouldn’t involve other people in what was a family affair. I consequently lived in a constant state of fear that he’d shame us by stealing from visitors and neighbours. Everyone who met him thought he was wonderful because he was so charming.

There were other concerns too.

I worried about my other son’s little girl. Paul adored children, and he’d play with her when they came to visit, and anyone knows that a small child will follow a person around if that person gives them a lot of attention. I remember finding a pink pill under Paul’s bed when she was two or three years old. He must have dropped it. I became absolutely terrified that she’d pick something up and put it in her mouth – that she’d think it was a sweetie. What that could have done to a little thing like her is unthinkable.

Shortly after he left the second rehab, my husband and I decided to join a Tough Love group in Randburg.

Tough Love taught us three things. The first is that you are not in this situation alone. There are hundreds of other parents out there who are suffering in the same or similar situations, feeling the same powerlessness and anxiety. The philosophy of Tough Love helps you to survive drug addiction through your actions and attitude and with the support of others in the same predicament.

The second is that your child’s drug addiction is not necessarily within your power to fix, but that it is within your power to learn to cope with it, and not let it destroy you.

The third is that the only way that you, as a parent, can survive this and exert any influence over your child at all is to steel yourself against his wiles and manipulations, because you are not an inexhaustible resource. They say you must make the rules: Don’t allow them to be at home unless they are clean. Don’t baby them – in other words, don’t wait on them hand and foot (don’t give an inch, they’ll take a mile). Simple things like not doing their washing for them, not that Paul would have cared if his washing was done or not – if he even noticed.

Don’t allow them to play one parent off against the other.

We saw many single parents there, and many mothers attended the meetings alone because the fathers had thrown up their hands in exasperation long before. ‘I’m not taking this any more’ and ‘I don’t want to know’ were the reasons so often quoted. One parent would throw in the towel and the other would keep trying because they had no choice. There were some couples very close to divorce.

Mark and I made a pact that we would not allow Paul’s addiction to drive a wedge between us, as it seemed to be doing to so many other couples. We agreed that whatever the one said or thought to do, the other would support them in it. Decisions would be made together that way. If it turned out to be the wrong decision, then we would discuss the situation and modify our thoughts and views to a point where we were both in agreement. Always.

We felt so lucky to have each other in this situation. I felt so sorry for the ones who had to do it alone.

Tough Love helped a great deal. Many people don’t like it because they think it promotes the wrong attitude, but for me, going through all of this, there was no other avenue. Until you have been there – you cannot know.

The helplessness one feels can be emotionally crippling. This is my child. Why can’t I do anything? Why won’t he let me help him? It is something only a parent can know – the way you look back over a grown child’s life and see the whole of it, from the moment they were born. You think you must know them better than anyone, and yet still their actions and choices can mystify you.

You come to realise that you can only control so much, and the rest is out of your hands, but your hands must always be there to pick up the pieces.

When you are unable to help your child, it is you who suffer for your failure. They do not suffer, or at least, in the case of an addiction like Paul’s, they do not perceive themselves to suffer for your lack of success. On the contrary, it merely gives them carte blanche to continue. It’s your fault now, because it has created conflict between you and in your home, and that just gives the addict ammunition.

(A primary characteristic of drug addiction is that the addict is so utterly wrapped up in his own world that he feels little or nothing for what he is doing to those closest to him.)

Ultimately, continued failure to successfully intervene will destroy your life as fast as the addiction is destroying your child’s life, and how can you be there for them if you are broken down and in need of help yourself? You need to stay strong, and Tough Love taught us how to maintain that strength.

You learn that you have no chance with a drug addict. You can never say that you can get them clean, even though you always think you can. We had thought that, my husband and I. We had thought that if we just showed him enough love and understanding, we could get him right. We were wrong, and by joining Tough Love we had reached a point where we had admitted that to ourselves.

I did a short course and became a counsellor. They asked me to. It helps to talk, so it helped me and it helped them.

Tough Love led us to attending a couple of talks on drug recognition with the Narcotics Squad from John Vorster Square. They showed us the various drugs that could be found on the street and taught us all about them, and taught us how to recognise the signs of drug addiction. We already knew what Paul was doing, but it gave us a clearer idea of what we were dealing with and how to better gauge the extent of his use on a day-to-day basis through awareness of the physical evidence in the house and in his behaviour.

They also taught us about satanism. Apparently it was also rife at the time, and more often than not interlinked with drug use, but I guess we can be grateful that Paul was never involved in that. Altogether it was quite horrific, but also somewhat of an eye-opener as to one particular reason why the law is often so ineffectual against the influx of drugs. They showed us this brown ball that fitted into the palm of your hand – heroin – but when they told us the street value … well, I can only guess at the corruption that must exist. The streets are being policed by people who earn far from decent salaries, and this stuff is worth so much … no wonder the dealers and traffickers (allegedly) get away with bribery!

After doing the course, we began to notice more signs of Paul’s addiction around our house. We had never seen him shoot up at home, but now that we knew what to look for, we found the evidence very quickly. The spot of blood on the sheet, and the tiny smear in the bathroom. Paul was also getting a bit more careless, and the lies and denials he spun when he told us that he was trying to come right weren’t washing with us at all any more.

Mark and I again caught him out on another occasion after he left to see a friend. Part of the course with the Narcotics Squad included being shown places where the dealers and addicts met up with one another. One such place was the ‘Pads’ in Hillbrow.

Mark had offered to take Paul windsurfing one Sunday, but Paul had, sadly, lost interest in his former sport. After he left the house, we drove to the Pads and waited on the opposite side of the road in the car. Sure enough, Paul turned up there, having hitched into town. We watched him go inside and come out. This was his ‘friend’ – and the denigration of daily life when one lives it with an addict was so subtly illustrated by the contrast between the idea of spending a Sunday windsurfing and the actuality of sitting in a car spying on our son at the dealers’ haunt. There were other times too – snippets of memory now – going into Hillbrow, to the police station, to see Paul after he had been beaten up in the process of being arrested yet again; going to the Pads to buy back his ID book from a dealer. We bought it back for R60, so you can imagine what Paul had sold it for in the first place.

We had asked officers of the Narcotics Unit why they didn’t arrest the dealers at these places. They knew they were there, so why not take them off the streets? They told us that it was better for them to know where the dealers were. If they started making arrests, the dealers would simply go ‘underground’, and it would set their ‘intelligence’ back. The dealers were the little people, and they were after the ones who supplied them.

We also visited the Wellconal factory with a group of other parents from Tough Love. One person came out to talk to us. When we told this person who we were, and that we were representing all the parents of kids on Wellconal, we were told that nothing could be done about it. They had to keep on manufacturing it for cancer patients. We understood that, but …

We were also told that none of it went missing from the factory end, and therefore that the factory accepted no responsibility for the fact that it was on the streets.

Although I could understand all the points made to me, it was extremely frustrating as a parent not to be able to do anything about the dealers and the company who were, both directly and indirectly, both intentionally and unintentionally, supplying my son.


Heaven Goes Grey and Cold

Paul

MUCH OF MY LIFE IN JOHANNESBURG IS NOW A JUMBLE of images – all parts of a collage with huge holes in it. I get confused about what happened when, or with whom. Memories are blurred, or end suddenly just when I think they are getting somewhere. Some are like bright, colourful puzzle pieces floating around in a black vacuum. So I won’t even try to put things in order. I’ll just describe what I do remember, the places and the feelings. Memories have not been retained according to size or impact, so this is no account of notable incidents. It’s an account of who and where I was as much as I can recall.

I was not miserable and crying out for help. I’d want to stop, for a few hours after the peak of the high wore off and before I started craving, and I’d think that I could, and that I should. Then I’d think I would just have one last one.

Sometimes I tried to call Savannah, but she wouldn’t speak to me. That upset me. I thought I needed her, but she wouldn’t help me. She wasn’t there. My parents were, but then I’d want another one and then I didn’t want them to be there.

I wanted to stop, but I didn’t. I’d fight with myself, and then I’d get sick of myself.

The truth was that the idea of not being able to get high again was terrifying. If I could rationalise it, I would say that it was all mixed up with the fear of growing up and having to have responsibility … and that seemed so mundane. Being high was so much better, and when I was high everything was different.

The sameness of stuff had always bothered me. Other people’s lives, ordinary lives, looked so dull and so very boring to me. I needed the constant excitement and drama of the way I was living. I needed the pathos and the tragedy of the world I lived in. I needed the insurgency against the faceless worker-bee culture of the life I would have to live if I stopped taking drugs. I needed a life less ordinary, but I was so addicted that I could not see the possibility of a life extraordinary. I felt like something by rejecting society. FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU!! Every time I scored I was making myself strong again. Each time I became strong again I was laughing in the face of things that tried to control me and make me a nothing like the people who went to work every day and watched TV and then went to work again and got married and got old and got three weeks’ holiday a year and a mortgage and ad nauseum. I laughed inside. I wasn’t a victim. I was in control. I felt like a part of the city. It was a beast, and it was where I belonged. I didn’t need Savannah. I didn’t need anybody. It’s amazing how much shit your mind can come up with when it wants something.

I would sit and play chess in the Café Vienne or the Café Zurich after scoring. The dealers were always there or thereabouts. It was convenient.

There is no time in Hillbrow, and consequently there is all the time in the world. Day turned to night and the lights came up and the others like me crept out and hung out. I’d get a shot and hit the street. We were together, and I loved who we were. They were messed up, and they were real. They weren’t made of suburban plastic to me. There was always something to be gained from them. They had fallen through the cracks and they had pain and sadness and they’d be high and they’d die young. They lived under the radar, and I was one of them.

We were now. Every second was filled with sensation, with immediacy. We made our own reality. We were beautiful. Our hollow eyes were bigger windows to more interesting souls.

It was like a movie, or a song. Forever young. Forever. It was so good up there.

I remember looking around me and feeling completely alone. Completely, utterly, devastatingly alone.

Is there anybody out there?

Then I’d call Savannah again. She never answered. I think I stopped calling after a while.

Then I’d go home.

Somewhere along the line, I’d gone from being a happy, considerate person, to being a singularly selfish, nonchalant little bastard. I didn’t care about the people I hurt and walked all over along the way. The ones who cared about me and loved me were the softest targets, and therefore the best targets, because they were the least likely to pose any threat to me, no matter how much I kicked them in the teeth. Yet I told myself that no one cared about me. If they don’t care about you, you are freed of your obligation to take their feelings into consideration, and you learn to believe whatever you have to. You can’t have guilt dogging your highs. I convinced myself I was unwanted so that I could happily go on self-medicating and blaming someone else for it. My life is so shit. It’s not my fault. I feel so bad. I need to feel better. I am not responsible for the way things are, or the things I do.

When you are in the wrong, but cannot face admitting it because that would mean having to face up to the challenge of changing your lifestyle, your reasoning becomes increasingly twisted as you rationalise your behaviour. I closed my eyes and ears to their efforts to help me and I retaliated to this ‘threat’ with emotional and psychological blackmail. I self-pitied my way all over the ones who loved me. I had to play my folks to get what I needed, and I needed them. I needed their love. I needed their sanctuary. I needed their things. My need changed all the time, according to circumstance. If I had money enough to get high enough often enough, I didn’t need any of them any more.

My sister Lynn was easier. I didn’t have to pretend with her. I didn’t have to lie or act contrite. I’d give her the option of giving me money before I stole from her, and I’d get it too, because I’d threaten to nick it from someone else if she didn’t. She knew what my parents didn’t, so she’d give me the money. She knew the end result would be the same, but that the path there could be improved upon.

I did what I had to do to get what I needed. It wasn’t what I wanted.

I reckoned I could, because they would be the last ones to stop trying to help me, and the last to shop me to the cops. Or so I thought.

At one point I started getting very careless, leaving syringes and all sorts of other evidence lying around the place, too out of it to notice or care most of the time. I also didn’t pay much attention to keeping my surroundings clean, and my parents had begun to find traces of blood on the furniture and carpets and in the bathroom. I couldn’t be bothered to hide it any more.

One day, out of pure exasperation, my mom called the Drug Squad and told them that I had just used, and if they were to come and search my room they would be sure to find enough evidence to take me in. My parents wanted me off the street for a while.

Two of them came – real tough Jo’burg narcs – and they searched through my things. They found nothing. When they left they apologised to my mom, saying that they could do nothing without evidence. They could not arrest me.

When they had gone, my mom turned on me, and demanded to know where I had hidden the drugs, because she knew I had them. I told her I had tucked them under my balls, where I knew they wouldn’t look. She was infuriated.

I laughed. I went into my room, took the pinks out of my underpants, and shot up.

I remember the way the streets breathed with the collective drug-world consciousness. Addicts sought each other out, and dealers sought them out. Or was it the other way round? Everyone knew where it was all happening, without a word being spoken. As a part of it, you learnt to read the streets, to feel where it was safe and where it wasn’t. If something went down – a death, an arrest, an infiltration by the narcs – the seething tide would move again, flowing and creeping in the shadows of a city that never slept. The drug world was an organism with a life of its own. A virus, ever adapting and mutating as it needed to stay alive, and growing fat with the absorption of new souls.

The young prostitutes. Teenage girls, and boys – many of them runaways, some just trying to support their habits. There was a house they could go to to get condoms, and clean syringes.

There was a pharmacy where I could buy clean syringes without any questions being asked, or I could get them from the house when I didn’t have enough money.

I remember another house. A poor, dirty house with not a whole lot of furniture in it, because it had all been sold for drugs. I didn’t stay there. I used there. I was ‘officially’ living at my parents’ house, in Sandton. I would run from their house to this house, and then wander back again when I needed to sleep, or have a bath, or get something to sell. I used my parents’ house. I used my parents, and, as an extra spin-off, my trips to Sandton helped keep me in shape.

I had always been very fit, and no doubt my turn of speed to get to where I could use in peace, and in the comforting and uncritical company of other addicts, helped keep me that way. For a while.

The house was always full of people shooting up. A couple lived there, with a couple of kids. They were toddlers, and I had the impression that they didn’t know that anything strange was happening around them. (Though my memory often fails me, it sometimes leaves the consolation prize of an impression.) Maybe they were just used to it. They were just there.

I lived for a while with a friend in Yeoville, a notorious dealer and fellow user whose name I do remember – but I’ll call him Carl to protect my knowing his identity. I have no idea where – or who – he is now, if he is alive. He stole my Ray-Bans, and in indignant retribution I stole his sound system. Despite this little incident, however, life was easy.

(I can’t quite place this time in my head now. Was it before I went to London, or after? I think it was before. I used to go clubbing with him, his girlfriend and Savannah. So I knew him before I went to London, at least. That’s when it all started. He’s dead. Another pinks addict murdered him. I remember that now.)

That’s how it is with my memory. So many years later … So much time for me to recall the face of the man who took my Ray-Bans, and the fact that it got shot off. Were the Ray-Bans more important to me then? I laugh to myself now – I clearly remembered nicking his stuff, and him nicking mine, but not the fact that he got shot. He was a mean muther, and could have been the shooter. I’m lucky he didn’t shoot me for taking his sound system.

We had managed to find ourselves a tenant who kept us knee-deep in pinks. He had terminal cancer, and he was living out his last days shooting up pinks that he got legitimately for his pain. He seemed to have a never-ending supply of scripts, and as long as we could use them, he was a welcome guest.

We kept him alive – gave him food and a place to stay – on condition that he kept supplying. I don’t think anyone really cared about him. We would probably have tossed him out on the pavement if he had stopped supplying us. I don’t remember his name. It wasn’t important. He was just a living script dispenser. Then. Pinks had taken away my capacity to care.

It’s a murky, horrible place you go to when you start messing around with narcotics.

I remember so clearly the smell of his room. It was the sickly sweet smell of impending death. The man was rotting from the inside out from shooting up so much.

He was dying, as much from the drugs he was using to deaden the pain as from the cancer itself.

That smell. As much as I struggle to remember a lot of details now, I remember that smell. I have no problem recalling that. It was the smell of death, and it came with the pinks. It is hard to get rid of. It follows you wherever you go. It permeates you – your clothes, your hair, your skin – and it comes from inside.

It was the same smell that came from my friend in London. It was also the smell of pain, and the smell that came from me when I couldn’t walk properly any more. When the veins in my arms were gone, and the veins in my groin were collapsing, and there were abscesses at the injection sites, and the smell came from the pus when they popped.

I often shot up into the main femoral artery by mistake, because I was so out of it, and that is absolutely excruciating. It’s like missing the vein and shooting into tissue. I’ve already described this pain. When you get infected at the injection sites, it’s even worse. It’s an intense throbbing pain that doesn’t go away. Red lines run up and down your arms or your legs – wherever the vein goes. Then you get thrombosis when your veins start calcifying and then collapse, and then that limb is useless. Then you start poking about wherever you can find a vein. Everything is painful, but you start to panic if you don’t find a vein, so you just poke away.

The ache is unbelievable, and the only way to get rid of it is to shoot up more.

If you get full-blown septicaemia from infection, you’re finished, and if you get gangrene, you lose your limb. I was one of the lucky ones who didn’t get gangrene.

I remember the twenty-four-hour take-outs. Fontana’s, where I’d get food, and Bimbo’s, where I’d wait for my dealer.

Waiting for my dealer, and drinking endless cups of coffee. Getting wound up. Sweating a bit. Biting my lips. Smoking. Dragging deeply. Feeling cold. Feeling like shit.

The dealers were, by necessity, very clandestine, and they would rock up from a variety of different directions at different times. They needed to know that you knew where to find them, but they would avoid keeping any kind of regular schedule. So you could wait and wait, looking around. Goddammit, where is he? Another cup of coffee. Waiting, waiting, drinking coffee, waiting for my stash.

That’s all I did when I wasn’t lying against a wall in a room somewhere shooting up, or out stealing. Waiting to get high. Waiting my life away.

My usual dealer’s name was Frank. Frank with the flashy Mercedes-Benz and the never-ending supply of forged scripts. He had an uncanny knack of making you feel ‘real grateful’ for the poison he supplied. Frank with the gold chains, dishing out syringes and hanging around Bimbo’s like the Pied Piper of Hamlin, summoning all his followers with little pink sweets.

Frank was our main ‘feel good’ man. When you saw him, you knew, like a sigh of relief whispering in your ear … it’s not long now. The next hit is just around the corner. You can relax. It’s coming. It’s coming …

Yeah, ol’ Frank – whom I never saw shoot up once.
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In a sense pinks became my lover – and I was in love. Obsessed. Everything else took second place. Including a real relationship with a human being. I wasn’t interested in finding a girlfriend. I had everything I wanted. Let me tell you about my obsessive lover.

Before I tell you what it feels like, I’ll tell you what it is.

Wellconal is a Schedule 7 prescription painkiller. It is prescribed for people, like our tenant, who are dying from cancer and are in such pain that not even morphine can help them. It is known among the medical profession as being instantly and terminally addictive, but that doesn’t matter, because these people are dying anyway.

It is very similar in effect to heroin, and is classed, like heroin, as a central nervous system depressant. That is why it is known as a ‘downer’. But, hell, it makes you high!

I can make an analogy between shooting up pinks and having one long and intense orgasm, but in fact the feeling of a Wellconal high is better than that. (In the process it also, incidentally, takes away your actual sex drive.) It is a bizarre, almost inexplicable feeling. There is nothing more intense than a narcotic high. Words to describe it? You could try ‘mind-blowing’, ‘incredible’, ‘unsurpassable’, plus a whole thesaurus’s worth of synonyms for ‘a thousand times better than sex’, if those words existed.

It is a mixture of being completely awake and aware, and drifting and floating as if on a cloud. Reality and dream become intermingled, so you are not quite sure if you are awake or not, of what is real and what isn’t. It is just the most extraordinary sensation – that floating, drifting, unhinged state.

I think it is that feeling of being somewhere outside of the real world and being able to get there so quickly that is part of the allure and the charm of narcotics, and because of the intensity of the sensation. It is so damn real and so instant. The only problem is that you come down. And the downs ultimately become lower than the high is high. Physical dependence also sets in almost immediately, so the pain and eventually the agony of the withdrawal, should you try to stop, is not only mental but physical too. One moment floating in heaven, and the next falling, falling, down, down, and the bottom is withdrawal. The bottom is hell. All you can think of is keeping away from that hell, the only way you know how.

Unless you have been there, I don’t think it is possible to imagine emotions so intense, or desire so focused and so sharp. The fear of imminent mental paroxysm drives anxiety through your being, sickens your body with nausea, and pulls your soul into a dark recess where it is deadened until allowed to fly free again with a shot. Think of the words I used above to describe the high, now try to imagine the opposite.

The scientific term for the general malaise that sets in between highs, even when you don’t go through full withdrawal, is dysphoria – the opposite of euphoria. Sounds a lot like ‘damn miserable’, but it fails to include ‘single-mindedly intent on procuring the next hit’.

You are a slave, whipped by fear and led by desire.

You come down so quickly, and each time you are down it becomes harder and harder to re-attain that original high. Once you have experienced that first mind-blowing rush, you will go searching for it again and again, but you never find it. You will never get that feeling again. Never. But you will also never stop longing for it, and you will never stop running from its evil twin.

Trying to reclaim that original high quickly becomes your be-all and end-all. You devote all your energy to, and pour all your money (and once you start stealing to support your increasingly expensive habit, everyone else’s money too) into that search. You deny to yourself that you are not going to find it, because it is what you want more than anything. You are determined, but you are motivated and controlled by a physical and mental craving that is utterly divorced from a normal, balanced state of being. All you want is more. It’s all that matters. It’s all you can see, because you get tunnel vision, and that high is the only light in a very dark tunnel, and you have learnt to ignore the voices of reason that try to hold you back from it, because that would mean having to stay in that tunnel. It would mean never having a chance to feel so good again, and somewhere, below logic, you believe that if you can just feel that high again, you will step out of the tunnel. Misery won’t get you so bad next time. Misery can’t survive that feeling. That feeling will give you strength, because you have none now – because you feel so rotten. If you could just feel better … If you could just have it, because you want it, and you want it the way it was in the beginning, when the low on the other side wasn’t so bad. Just a step up. That’s all you need. One last one. For old times’ sake too, because it is sooo nice. First you want it, then you crave it, then you can think of nothing else … then nothing else exists. You have to have it!

If you can just feel better, then you can think. Just now. One last one.

That is the slyness of narcotics. While they take a physiological hold on you, they trick your mind into believing that they have something to offer. That you will find it again, and that this is just temporary – that you can stop if you want to, and you won’t have to pay a price. Reality goes out the window, along with your livelihood, if you ever had one in the first place, along with your youth, and, for most, eventually along with your life.

For the user, reality gets shoved aside, but for the dealers – your reality just doesn’t matter to them at all, as long as their own lives are taken care of. Dealers seldom use themselves. They can see first-hand what happens to those who do use, and they are usually not stupid enough to go down that road themselves. They can see the destruction, even as they help create it, and they leave it in their wake. As long as they get their money, they don’t care, and they will sell you anything for the right price. They suffer from a disease of a different kind – a total lack of conscience. They are false prophets that prey on weakened minds. They sell you the promise of heaven as they lead you down the path to damnation.

You want to get high on pinks, or heroin? Kiss your dreams goodbye. Kiss away all the daydreams that filled your head while you stared wistfully out of the classroom window. Kiss away all your ambitions and all the hopes your family had for you. Kiss your life goodbye, because, for 99 per cent of you, there is no getting away. It won’t let you go.

Your reality becomes weeping, gaping sores in your arms and in your groin from shooting up. It becomes dirty rooms with no furniture because you’ve sold everything. It becomes cold and desperation, theft and pawnshops, prison and rehab. The torment of withdrawal, and the dissatisfaction, fear and loss of your soul that drives you to shoot up more and more. It becomes lies and hiding, guilt and blame, loneliness and numbness. And always there is death, hovering nearby, waiting for you to hand yourself over.

You can die from one hit, even one of a lower dose than your usual, because your system has become run down (your liver and your kidneys are damaged), or you can die from having a second hit because you’ve forgotten that you had one already.

Your breathing slows and almost stops, you go into a coma from lack of oxygen, and then everything stops. But you won’t know anything. Or there is septicaemia, or hepatitis, or AIDS. Or suicide.

Pinks addicts die like flies. Especially the girls. Their body mass is generally much lower than that of males, so they overdose far more easily. In Hillbrow during the early nineties someone would overdose every few days. Then there would be a whole shutdown of the streets for a day or two. The cops would be high profile, and the addicts and dealers would lie low. Then everything would return to normal. People would forget about it and start taking risks again, not really believing that they might be the next one to go. The addicts and the dealers would begin their waltz all over again, for a day or two. Another life over. Another life forgotten. It happens. Shrug and carry on. Another overdose … and so on. Many lives lost. Young lives. Many names, many faces, many people I’d bump into on the streets – perhaps we’d have a little chat, and then a couple of days later I would hear that he or she had ODed. Many Michaels, Chesters, Darryls … someone’s son and someone’s sister, none with any hope left.

Occasionally I realised that I had shot up too much, and I’d think, ‘Oh hell, I’ve really done it this time.’ Dread creeps into your heart – for a split second. (A very justified dread, because you know how easy it is to die on these things. You see it all the time. You used to think it wouldn’t happen to you, but when so many die, even the addled brain has to face some facts.) But then the stuff is racing through your system, and you feel good as you wait for the end. Too good to care.

That fear and anxiety starts to fade over time, and that little voice inside you just gets quieter and quieter. Eventually you are able to ignore it completely. The voices of reason are gone. The whispers get drowned out. In the end you are oblivious to everything around you, and you are single-mindedly focused on your next hit. You kill all conscience, all sense of guilt, all sense of remorse – all the things that might make you question yourself, and you begin to justify to yourself what you are doing.

In living for that high, that hour of pleasure, you quickly reach a point where you can’t find your way back. Where you cannot even contemplate it. You reach a point where you don’t want to go back, because you have nothing to do with what is back there any more. You know you are not gonna make it there, but there is still a way out on this side. There is always respite in those little pink pills. They are the way out.

I remember being afraid to stop because I’d have to go through withdrawal. Then I remember being afraid to stop and go through withdrawal because the fear of not doing this – of not doing drugs and being a druggie – was greater than my fear of dying.

I had lost myself. I didn’t own my being any more. I was no longer able, capable or confident. I was nothing if I wasn’t living this life. I couldn’t do real life out there, with a job and 9–5 and responsibility. I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to do it.

I told myself that. It absolved me.

When I was down, I wallowed in my weakness. But I wasn’t always down.

Just one more time. As my body craved its chemical, my soul craved the power it would bring.

I overdosed twice. I recovered completely from the first one. I will never recover completely from the second one. The second one was my way out, and, it’s true, real life out there wants little to do with me now, while it taunts me with what I’ve lost.


At the Prison Gates

Paul

THE EVER-PRESENT THREAT OF DEATH IS NOT THE ONLY thing you would think could act as a deterrent to using. Getting arrested – now that’s another harsh reality that doesn’t make a difference either.

If someone had asked me in school if I would choose a path in life that alienated me from society, carried with it an almost certain death sentence, would see me stealing to survive, getting arrested and spending time in prison, I would have laughed. Of course not. Who would? Who would choose a life like that? Sordid and shameful. But I did. I was driven to choose that life from my first opiate hit in Port St Johns.

One of an addict’s greatest fears is having his stash stolen. The thing I feared the most was not having enough, or of not being able to get a fix, because when you need to shoot up, you need to shoot up right now. So, purely in the interests of self-preservation, I managed to hang on to enough willpower and organisational skills to do two things. One was to ensure that I had enough drugs on me to never run short. The other was to make sure that I looked neat, tidy and respectable – so that no one would take any notice of me when I walked into the Wanderers Club and the Health & Racquet in Sandton and lifted gym bags.

It was a full-time job. First one I had managed to hold down. If lifting other people’s sports goods was a listed occupation, I would be well up the career ladder.

I would go in, dressed for gym, check out the circuit or play a few rounds of squash, just to blend in and become invisible, and then off I’d go with a few more possessions than I’d walked in with.

I lived from hand to mouth like this, or rather from hand to hit, eking out an existence through theft.

As long as I looked the part and could move in the right circles without standing out like a sore thumb, I had a never-ending supply of quality goods to pawn for drugs. I got away with it for a long time because I succeeded for the most part in not looking like a junkie. I was lucky – I managed to keep one step ahead of my habit this way. I was always able to feed my ever-burgeoning addiction – the continuously starving animal that will eat its owner if he stops giving it food.

Addicts can be extremely cunning and inventive when it comes to planning their life of crime. Parents are a soft target. You know where they put everything, and how long it will be before they notice it is gone. If they notice. You know how much to take, and how much not to take so that you can keep the avenues of doubt open. But the real creativity comes in denying everything, or worming your way out of it with as many excuses and inventions as you can conjure up.

You can’t always nick from the folks, though. They are a finite resource, and so you get a bit bolder and look outside the family home. You begin lurking, waiting and scanning for opportunities to rip off something you can sell. Mmm. Car radios and CD shuttles.

I was very partial to CD shuttles. I was very quick with my hands. I would walk around a parking lot, casually bumping into cars to see if an alarm went off. If it did, I’d drift into the darkness, but if it didn’t – what a pleasure. I’d be in in a sec. As a professional tradesman, I always had my tools with me – tools like screwdrivers and other useful things. Things that could be hidden in my pockets.

I liked to make the most of a location, so I would hit the parking lots outside the gyms.

Desperation will get you a long way.

On the flip side of the coin, that same desperation can make you careless. Then you get caught.

My first arrest came for breaking into a car in Sandton. My second for running away from a rehab, my third for possession, and my fourth for breaking into a car in Hillbrow.

I did get a fright the first time, and I quite honestly intended to turn my life around after my father posted bail for me. It was a wake-up call. Diepkloof, the first prison I was sent to, was horrible and dirty and it smelt like samp and beans – like the stuff they slid along the floor of the cell for everyone to tuck into. No meals on trays for each of us.

It was scary too. There was a lot of posturing and power plays – the odd threat directed my way – and although I was left alone for the most part, I was only in there for a short time. Most of the inmates in my cell were illegal immigrants. They weren’t really criminals, so I was lucky … you know what I mean. I was fortunate in my company. Not everyone was.

I didn’t want to go back to that, and I was keenly aware of the fact that I now had a criminal record, and what that meant. So I can honestly say that I intended to pull myself together.

Truly, intention is the mother of all fuck-ups.

Prison is not pleasant, and of course when you are in lock-up you cannot use, so you go through withdrawal. Nasty, or it would be if there wasn’t a whole bunch of things to help you through it. Like grass, alcohol, buttons. Anything, really. Takes the edge off a bit. You could get anything you wanted. Grass was the cheapest and the most readily available, so I stayed stoned.

The guards must have turned a few blind eyes.

So you fear it, but just as the fear of death fades in the face of your need to keep using, so does the fear of arrest. It is always there, in the back of your mind, like your last piece of clean underwear stuffed into the back of a messy closet. Just as hard to find, and it likewise eventually becomes moth-eaten.

You start taking chances again – venturing out to score whatever you can get your hands on. Innate dishonesty has nothing to do with it. You are not stealing because you are that way inclined. You are stealing because you have to, and that is the life you now live – a life in which the only important thing is scoring your next hit.

The higher you get, the less you worry about that sort of thing, and the lower you get, the more desperation supersedes the self-preserving hesitancy to put yourself at risk once more.

And so you get arrested again, and sent to prison again, and then rehab again, and you intend to stop again, and you don’t – again – and you start stealing again.

Let me clarify my previous statement about intent. Yes, you do intend to turn things around. When you walk out of that prison into the sunlight, you walk out into a light of a different kind. By necessity, you have been off drugs (well, the hard ones anyway) for a time. You’ve withdrawn, and come back. You still think about it and you still maintain a certain amount of conscious appetite for your drugs. In fact, you talk about them all the time, and think about them all the time. (There is a term for it: ‘euphoric recall’. Every moment is taken up by talking about how high you got, how you kept your habit going, what cool times you had. They try to stop it in the rehabs. They try to introduce new topics of conversation, but with little success. It is just so interesting talking about it all.)

But when you walk back into real life, as preoccupied as you are, you are now aware of another world in which it might be possible to live without them – a state of being that you’d forgotten. You are at a fork in the road. You can see the exit sign, and it is not flying by like before. You’ve stopped. You might actually start walking up that off-ramp. One or two have been known to make it all the way up off the freeway and far enough away to only ever have to hear the noise of its traffic from a distance.

But something else walks out of that prison with you besides good intentions. When you start using drugs, you begin to hardwire your brain to the experience. When you are completely addicted, that neural network is so strong and so entrenched that it has become a part of you, like another personality. It has its own voice and its own agenda, and it wants to do the only thing that will keep it alive. It wants more drugs. It is the devil on your shoulder, and it is very persuasive, because you know that nothing really feels good any more, and it offers you what you can no longer find in simple things.

All the time you were inside, it has kept quiet, because it couldn’t get what it wanted. Now that it can, it comes to life. This other personality is as much a part of you now as the self you once were. The former self that is the angel on the other shoulder as you stand at that fork in the road.

I was never really interested in stopping drugs, because the new personality I had integrated into my self had the majority share. It was now ‘I’, and it wanted to get high. I wanted to get high.

In all the prisons and rehabs I landed myself in, I was just biding my time. I was playing along and singing their tune because in the back of my mind, I knew it was not the end, and I never wanted it to be. I wanted to get high. I loved that sensation so much that everything else seemed to pale by comparison. The back of my mind, that subconscious realm that drives you to do the things you do, was vanquished by my desire for it.

Almost everyone in the rehabs had been sent there by someone or some place else, and nobody was really interested in stopping. There was no real desire. We played with the counsellors the same way I’d played with my parents. A lot of the ‘lay’ counsellors were so screwed up themselves from taking drugs, and they’d been clean for so long, that they had lost touch with where their own minds had been. So they believed all our bullshit. They had, in my opinion, lost both their street-smarts and their acuity.

I knew that it was just a matter of time before I would get the satisfaction I craved, and, while I waited, there was plenty to distract the mind, as long as I had something to trade for it.

On the surface I was determined to reform, and grateful for the chance to stop. On the occasions I thought I really did want to stop, I was kidding myself as much as everyone else.

The new me kidded the old me that what I was doing was not so damned bad, or dangerous, or that it could end up with me overdosing and dying. I lived in denial, ignoring the voices of reason and fear till they went quiet.

At the same time that I told myself I wanted to stop, I really couldn’t see life without drugs. They were a part of me. They were my lover. Waiting for me at the prison gates.


So Much for Rock Bottom

Val

PAUL WAS CAUGHT BREAKING INTO A CAR IN SANDTON. The call from the police came fairly late in the evening. They asked us to come and pay bail for him so they could let him go.

Mark and I lay in bed and discussed what to do for quite a while.

Although this was our first ‘call’, we were, thanks to the Tough Love meetings, familiar with the pattern that usually followed them. The parents would pay bail, and take the child home. The child would leave and be back on the streets in a matter of hours.

It was a hard decision, but we agreed to not pay the bail. We had to be strong, or Paul was finished. As unpleasant as the idea of him being in prison was, we saw this as a chance for him. We decided he had to stay there.

Paul had used the one phone call he was allowed that day to call us, and he was shocked by our decision. We went to see him the next day and he begged us to pay the bail, but we refused. We put up a united front and told him that he had to stay and face it.

Paul was sent to Diepkloof in the south of Jo’burg. The place was nicknamed ‘Sun City’. Don’t know why. I had never seen anything like it in my life.

To visit him, we had to leave our car at a meeting point and we were all driven into the prison in a Putco bus. We were then taken into a large room with glass partitions between us and the prisoners. There was just this mass of people behind the glass. A sea of faces and arms holding up boards with numbers on them. Then Paul’s number was called and I saw him. It was exactly like it is in the movies. He was moved around to a glass door where we could approach him and talk to him, but we couldn’t touch him. He looked terrible. His clothes were torn. He told us that he shared a cell with about forty others.

I was afraid for him. I worried about him getting raped. I worried about AIDS. I worried about what it must be like for him in there.

He was so pleased to see us. I’d taken him chocolate, and he’d told me about the only other white boy in the cell with him, who’d put his arm across the toilet bowl and slashed his wrist so that he’d be taken out of the cells to the prison hospital.

But we’d been through too much. He’d lied and played us for so long. None of it was enough. We still refused to pay bail. This was the only way.

Then Chris Hani was murdered. The tensions between black and white in the country, already at boiling point, intensified. We worried about how much more volatile feelings would be in the prisons. This was apartheid prison, and Paul was among a very small minority of white prisoners in Diepkloof. We considered the possibility – the very strong possibility – that he could be a target of race violence. We agonised over our decision once again, but in the end we paid his bail.

When he came home, he asked his father to get him out of the country, but Mark refused. He wanted Paul to face the music. He had to go to court, and he had to do his time, but Mark arranged for him to be put into a government rehabilitation facility – a rehab he couldn’t run away from.

He was shipped off to Magaliesoord in Cullinan, near Pretoria. Mark and I felt relief. We thought he’d get clean there. We really did. At least we hoped as much as we could. He couldn’t walk out of this one. So we took a holiday.

We had no idea. Paul was able to continue taking drugs in Magaliesoord thanks to an apparently flourishing trading system that the inmates had devised with people on the outside.

After our holiday, we would drive through regularly to see Paul, always with a box filled with various items – mostly food, chocolate, condensed milk and the like – that Paul had requested. We hadn’t a clue that these things, intended by us to make life a little less bleak for him, were being traded at the perimeter fence for drugs. They called it the Rayton Run.

Paul and another inmate escaped from there while my husband and I were away for a week’s break at the Beacon Island Hotel in Plettenberg Bay, somehow managing to get all the way to our house in Johannesburg, convince our house-sitter (our domestic worker who had known Paul since he was a little boy) to let them in and to give him the keys to my car, load in the bar fridge and the video machine, drive to town to sell them for pinks, bring the car back and hike back to Magaliesoord – all in time for roll call the next morning.

They were found out, however, and Paul ended up back in the courtroom, in Cullinan. This time he was given a five-year sentence, suspended for five years, and he was sent to Zonder-water prison for six months. This time we didn’t pay bail. We didn’t even have the option, but we weren’t too upset by that. We wouldn’t have anyway.

There was his chance to get better if he wanted to … and surely he’d gone through enough … but apparently he hadn’t.

We didn’t know it at the time, but we know now that Paul was denied rehabilitation as a direct result of his imprisonment, because drugs were freely available there. If it wasn’t pinks, it was something else.

On his release, I followed him into Hillbrow, and saw him visit two dealers. By now I was familiar with the area and able to see exactly what he was doing from the car.

Mark and I called the Drug Squad and told them where the dealers were that day, but they told us that they chose to leave them alone, as they preferred to know where they were. We knew the reasons, but it was nevertheless very depressing to know they wouldn’t do anything.

My husband and I then decided to try a different tactic. Since we couldn’t do anything to get the dealers off the street, we decided to get Paul off the street. We weren’t going to wait for him to get himself arrested again, so we waited for him to come home, as he did time after time, and we looked for the telltale evidence that he was using. Sure enough, we soon found a spot of blood – a sure sign that Paul had just shot up and almost certainly had more drugs on him. We called John Vorster Square … again. Considering the fact that they wouldn’t do anything about the dealers, their reaction was fairly surprising.

Two officers from the narcotics squad arrived at the house – big and burly and kitted out, complete with Uzis! They searched Paul, his room and the house, but found nothing. After all that they left, unable to arrest Paul for lack of evidence.

I knew he had drugs on him. I had been so sure, and now I was as angry as I was defeated. After they had gone I rounded on Paul and demanded that he tell me where the drugs were hidden. He nonchalantly pointed out that they were in his underpants, where he had been, rightly, sure that two macho cops like that would not want to look.

So much for that route.

But, knowing what we know now, it wouldn’t have helped anyway.

After that it was Shekane, the rehab in Pietermaritzburg, again. He left after one day.

He was well into full-blown Wellconal addiction by the time he came back, and was shooting up in his groin, as the veins in his arms had collapsed.

We didn’t want him back. We had done everything we could, and he’d got worse. If he came home, he’d just steal from us. We felt helpless even as we desperately worried about him. We knew what kind of state he was in, because we had asked a friend to watch him. Not allowing him home had nothing to do with not caring. We cared and worried, constantly, but had reached a point where we realised we were helpless to influence him and could no longer tolerate his behaviour in our home. I didn’t want him there. I just wanted to know he was okay. You get like that. It’s hard.

It was a sordid existence my son was living, and it pained me to think of the places he was going to, like the Pads and Ponti, and the people he was mixing with. Anything could happen to him …

Our friend was a man we had met in Magaliesoord. He had been arrested at the age of eighteen for dealing drugs, and had recently been released after eleven years inside.

He had learnt a trade while incarcerated, and been set free to begin life again in his thirties. He had made such an impression on us. We liked him, and he was very concerned about Paul. He had told us that he thought Paul had a lot of potential, and that it was sad to see it wasted.

After his release, he had taken on the personal task of trying to help drug addicts like Paul, and so he moved in the right areas in Hillbrow and Yeoville to be able to keep us informed.

He had told us that Paul was walking very badly – a sure sign that he was shooting up into his groin. It also meant possible infection. That was a frightening thought, as Wellconal addicts have lost limbs from gangrene. He also told us that he often saw Paul sitting through the night in all-night coffee shops, clearly with no place to stay, or no desire to stay anywhere.

He had approached Paul, and he said that Paul didn’t want help. He was too far gone. He was utterly dysfunctional.

What was clear from what we were hearing was that Paul was fast reaching the bottom of the relentless and ever-quickening spiral of Wellconal addiction. He was being sucked down the drain, faster and faster the closer he got to the bottom, and the bottom would be dead.

Perhaps that is what influenced me.

Mark was overseas on a business trip that time Paul came home.

I heard him at the door. I knew what I had to do. I had to turn him away, and there can be no harder thing for a mother than to have to turn her child away, knowing what I knew.

I just kept telling myself that I had to do it. There was no alternative any more. I would not be helping Paul in the long run by giving him the assistance he wanted. We had caught him out. We had confronted him. We had spent a fortune on rehabs. We had bailed him out. And all the time we had given him a home. We had given all we could give, and the more we gave, the more he took. There was no shame and no gratitude – certainly not enough to have effected any positive changes anyway.

I knew that I would simply be aiding the maintenance of his addiction by giving him sanctuary, as much as if I were to open my purse and offer him money for his next fix. I could not stop the inevitable. Only he could, if things were hard enough out there.

So when I heard him at the door that night, I opened a window to tell him to go. I told him ‘No – I can’t do this. You have a choice. If you want to come home, you must be clean, but if you want to continue taking drugs, you must go, and if you die, you die.’

I closed the window and tried to forget that he was there until he left, but he didn’t leave. He stayed and he begged. ‘Please, Mom! You have got to let me in! Please, Mom! Please let me in.’ It was incessant.

I went to bed and he stood under my bedroom window, calling and pleading. He was so persistent and he wouldn’t leave.

You can be as tough as you like, but it is so hard to just lie in bed and listen to that, and eventually it erodes your resolve. Mother instinct takes over, and so I decided to let him in. Mother instinct and a measure of embarrassment too, I have to admit. I had neighbours and they must have been able to hear him.

I crumbled. I did not expect Paul to look the picture of health, but what I saw when I opened the door shocked me.

Paul had previously always maintained a fairly fit appearance. Having been a sportsman most of his teenage life, and having a naturally healthy constitution, had no doubt put him in good stead to survive the physical ravages of drugs longer than most. But now he was thin, and he looked sick. He looked at me and tried to walk through the door, but couldn’t. He had walked this far, but now he didn’t even have the strength to step over the threshold. He was in bad shape, and he really did need help. I had to half-carry my tall and formerly strapping son into the house on my back, with him barely able to place one foot in front of another. It wasn’t just exhaustion that had crippled him. It was the wounds in his groin from shooting up. For him to have come this far … he must have been in agony.

Perhaps this was it. Perhaps he had hit rock bottom. Did I dare allow myself to hope?

I put him in a hot bath and gave him something to eat. Then I nursed him for two days. He told me it was over. He wanted to stop. He meant it this time.

Two days, that’s all it took. His innate strength saw him recover so quickly, and he was off again. He had to go see a friend.

So much for rock bottom.

Not yet ready to give up on the rehabs, we then approached Phoenix House in Johannesburg. We were desperate by this stage, and we asked them to please take Paul. It was our last choice, because we’d heard before that they didn’t take Wellconal addicts.

The doctor in charge flatly refused. He said he didn’t take Wellconal addicts because you had little chance of success with them. We were disappointed, and I felt as if we were being left alone with no support at all now. I had to concede, though, that as let down as I felt, this man – this highly qualified man – knew what he was talking about. He had obviously tried and failed to the point where he would not waste his time with them any more.

It left us without hope. We realised that there was nothing more we could do. We had kept trying. He had been arrested, been to prison and rehabs, stolen from us and lied constantly, and we had kept on giving him chances. He had kept on promising to clean up his act. The financial drain of all the rehabs, the drives to visit him and the emotional drain of the days in court … It was getting so that I couldn’t cope with any of it any more.

He kept coming home. He kept telling us he wanted to reform, and this time he’d do it. Nothing was about to change.

We didn’t want him in the house if he was using, so he was clever. When he needed us, or our belongings, he would tell us that this time it was it. He really wanted to stop. He hadn’t used for a while and he wanted to come home and stay home. Then he’d put himself in his room.

We’d stopped believing him, but we couldn’t turn him away again. That hadn’t worked. It sent him back to the streets. He wasn’t going to get better there any more than he was going to get better in his room.

He was arrested again. This time for breaking into a car in Hillbrow. Mark was overseas again, and I remember walking into the police station alone. It was full of the human evidence of what Hillbrow had to offer, and Paul was among them – bruised and battered. He had been beaten up by a night watchman before his arrest. I didn’t pay bail, but there was so much confusion in the place that they lost the docket and had to release him.

We had to get him out of Johannesburg, but since rehabs were not helping, we took up an offer from my niece. It was that or nothing, and ‘nothing’ was to let him kill himself.

He agreed to go, just as he had always agreed to the rehabs. It was just a matter of getting him at the right time, when he wasn’t so high that he didn’t feel the need for help, and not so far down that the craving had taken over, but of course it was also because he knew no matter where he was, he could carry on.

The night before we left, Paul asked me if he could borrow my car to go to the shops. He needed toothpaste and a few other things. He said he’d be back in a few minutes.

We got a call a short while later from the Millpark Holiday Inn. Paul had been found unconscious in a toilet stall in the hotel after someone saw his foot sticking out from under the door. They’d called an ambulance and the paramedics were giving him oxygen.

Paul was comatose and they rushed him to hospital. Incredibly, he had been found in time, and the oxygen administered to him saw him recover very quickly. He woke quickly and was only in hospital for two days, but it had been a close call.

I thought of an evening when I’d called him for supper and he hadn’t answered. He’d been living in the flat downstairs, and when he didn’t answer, I’d gone down to find him. I’d knocked on the locked door, and I’d looked in the window, because I thought he might be sleeping and I could see his bed from the window. The bed was empty. I was sure he was there. I knocked and knocked, and when I looked through the keyhole to see the key in the lock, I knew without a doubt that he was inside.

I left him, but after several hours when he still hadn’t emerged, I became worried.

I went round the back, calling all the while, and looked in the bathroom window. Empty. I carried on calling, and I tried to push the key through the lock so I could open it from the outside. Then I went round to the bathroom window again and called through it, finally getting my answer.

‘Ja, Ma, what do you want?’

He must have been passed out against the wall by the door.

[image: Image]

I recently found a notebook in which I listed the things that Paul stole from us and the things we knew he pawned and stole from shops. It’s called my ‘So Sad’ book. Those words are written on the front, with teardrops drawn underneath them.

 



	2 suitcases
	New watch



	Mark’s cuff links
	Padded jacket



	My father’s cuff links
	Video games



	New radio from Singapore
	Spotlight



	Duvet
	Walkman



	Bedside table
	Roof racks



	Fridge
	Tape recorder



	Videorecorder
	Pants



	20 new CDs from a shop
	Jersey



	Clothes and ladies’ gym shoes
	Army kit



	Leather coat
	Tackies



	Gold necklace
	Shoes



	All the clothes we bought him for a new job
	Shirts



	Overcoat
	Pots



	My velvet coat
	My new shoes



	My black jacket
	Baseball mitt



	Lifejacket
	2 wetsuits



	Bottle whisky
	Car radio



	Lynn’s riding hat
	Car jack



	Blue blanket
	2 guitars



	More shoes
	Mark’s watch



	Videos
	New binoculars



	Gas cylinder
	Records & tapes



	2 suits
	Antique typewriter



	Digger’s tools
	Nigel’s tools



	Bedside lamp
	Maid’s silver chain



	R650 out of account
	2 hammocks



	R150 out of account
	More blankets



	Goods lifted from Wanderers
	Gold & pearl brooch



	 
	 



	So sad
	 





Determination Can Get You Nowhere

Dale

PAUL’S DRUG HABIT WAS FAIRLY ADVANCED BY THE TIME I found out about it. As cousins, we had known each other all our lives, but we hadn’t been very close – he growing up in Johannesburg and I in Kroonstad, and his parents had, understandably, tried to keep things quiet and deal with it all themselves.

I had gone to stay with them for a while in Johannesburg, and it had come up at some stage. They had to tell me, because I had noticed things.

The most obvious was the stuff that disappeared from the house while I was there, including the microwave, but I had also been very aware of the emotional undertones in the house. I could see and feel that his parents were taking considerable strain. Once I knew the reason, they opened up even more to me, and Uncle Mark in particular became very emotional when talking about Paul.

He questioned where he and his wife had gone wrong, why Paul had turned out this way. He also worried a great deal about the effect all of it was having on Aunt Val.

I remember feeling confused and angry. I couldn’t understand how Paul could throw his life away like that. He’d had everything growing up – wonderful parents, a beautiful home, the best schooling, plenty of money. He’d had everything his heart could desire. I had grown up with so much less than him, and he was throwing it all away. Didn’t he appreciate it? Didn’t he know that he could have been anything he wanted to be? He’d had it all.

It upset me deeply, as did the fact that he was hurting his parents. I felt very sorry for them. I didn’t think they deserved all this after all they had given him. I grew very fond of them during the time that I stayed with them, and I admired their strength. I felt that they should be enjoying their grown children, not being ‘run through the mill’ by one of them, worrying all the time, and dreading a phone call at some unearthly hour that might deliver the news that he was dead.

I had returned to Kroonstad with the knowledge of Paul’s habit, but without a clue as to what to do about it. They had tried everything. What could I do? My aunt and I had become close during my stay, we kept in contact, and the opportunity eventually arose for me to help. Although I hadn’t been close to Paul growing up, and as angry as I was, I was not prepared to just dismiss him. I had grown fond of him too, and I wanted to do something … and I desperately wanted to help my uncle and aunt. They had been so good to me.

So when Paul returned home from his latest arrest, and Aunt Val told me that she had no idea what to do with him, I offered to take him off her hands.

Val told me that she and my uncle couldn’t face another prison sentence. They’d had it. Enough was enough.

They agreed that it would be a good idea if Paul spent some time with me and my (then) husband Garth. It would give them a much needed break, and we hoped that his being away from Johannesburg would help him, as it would be harder for him to get hold of ‘pinks’. Aunt Val gave me a book on Tough Love and coached me a little as to what signs to look for as evidence that he was using again.

I knew that I was letting myself in for a heck of a time, but, being an optimist and a Christian with a strong faith, I was sure I could manage, and that my efforts would amount to something.

Garth and I offered Paul a job in our restaurant. We reasoned that he would need something to keep him occupied and out of trouble, and it would help reintroduce him to a ‘normal routine’ after his stint in prison.

I don’t remember the exact date that Paul was due to arrive in Kroonstad – it was a long time ago – but it was winter. Around June or July 1993.

I do remember, however, that it was late on a Sunday morning when I received another call from Val. They were supposed to have driven Paul through to us that afternoon, but he was in hospital. He had overdosed, but he was going to be okay.

I was so angry! How could he do this? How could he let his parents down again?

I was also disappointed on another level. I had psyched myself up for his arrival, and I had been looking forward to seeing him and getting him on the straight and narrow. (I was so confident then!)

Aunt Val said that she had allowed Paul to go to the local shops that morning to buy some toiletries. She had given him just enough money to buy what he needed, but he hadn’t returned. He’d been found a little later in a toilet stall at a Holiday Inn, unconscious. He had taken the money his mother had given him and used it for one last ‘hit’ before leaving Jo’burg.

However, over the following week we heard that Paul was recovering well, and that he would make it to Kroonstad after all, and I became excited at the thought of the challenge that lay ahead.

Val tried to warn me …

When they finally brought Paul to us a week later, I was shocked. It was the first time I had seen someone who’d overdosed.

He was thin and very pale, with big dark rings around his eyes. He looked sick, but, still, there was hope. I was sure of it. As awful as he looked, those sick eyes still had a sparkle in them, and in typical Paul style, he somehow managed to keep up a semblance of cheeriness. Paul always had a smile on his face.

There was a lot of work to be done. First there were rules, boundaries, to be set.

Paul smoked, but we didn’t, so the first thing was that there would be no smoking in the house. The second was that as long as he was under our roof, the use of any drug, including dope, was strictly forbidden.

We tried to provide a certain amount of structure, such as rules on keeping his room tidy and washing put away. Everyday stuff that we believed would help us live with him, and keep him grounded.

My husband was a health and fitness devotee and trained with weights every day in the local gym. He decided that it would be good for Paul if, once he had recovered a little more and was feeling stronger, he joined him on his daily workouts. The intention was to try to make Paul more aware of his health, the idea being that when you feel healthy, you are more inclined to want to continue feeling that way.

Poor Paul! As if it wasn’t enough for him that I wouldn’t allow him to smoke in the house (he had to face the freezing cold winter mornings and evenings dressed up from head to toe to smoke outside). No! Garth took the poor boy off to the gym and worked him as hard as he could. Paul was almost crippled for the first few days, but he endured it all with great aplomb, as usual, and he survived.

I was optimistic and determined, but I was also afraid. I was afraid that he would connect with the ‘wrong crowd’, and I was very apprehensive about what I would be faced with if he started using again. I was reading the Tough Love book, but I knew that putting the theory into practice wouldn’t be as easy. I prayed the day would not come that I would have to do that – that I would have to fight him.

Paul started to look good again after two to three weeks of gym and three hearty meals a day. He had put on weight, and he had his colour back. His physical state was accompanied by an attitude to match and a delightful sense of humour, and he began working in the restaurant as a waiter.

At that time, one would never have looked at him and believed he had recently overdosed.

Paul enjoyed the restaurant. He was conscientious, never missing work, and the customers and staff enjoyed him. He made a great waiter. He seemed happy and to be coping well in general. Always friendly and easy to have around, he was getting on very well with Garth, and our two little boys, aged five and three, loved him to bits. He loved playing with them and they hung around him like two little shadows.

He attended a Bible study class with me once a week (by choice!), and he spent a good deal of time with my minister, chatting and playing guitar. The minister was young – twenty-three – so he and Paul were able to relate easily from the point of view of both being young and ‘modern’.

Over time he also made some friends. Our restaurant had a pub section, and Kroonstad being the small town that it was, people of all ages ‘hung out’ there. There were some who I didn’t think were so good, though – at least in the sense that I knew they smoked dope. (I knew because it was small-town common knowledge, and my younger brother had been at school with some of them.)

I worried about these friends, but rather than insist that Paul not see them, I threatened them to within an inch of their lives. They were not to allow drugs around him. I was very determined to keep Paul clean, and I told them that nobody, but nobody, was going to compromise my efforts.

I must say, with regard to this, the friends were great – or scared!

Everything looked good for a while, and it seemed as if my optimism hadn’t been unfounded.

Then his behaviour began to change. It was so subtle at first. There was nothing you could pin down exactly – he just didn’t seem quite the same. Then he began ‘sleeping in’ a great deal, often till past midday. He also started coming home later and later at night. He stopped going to gym, and began skipping meals. Some nights I would find him camped out in the lounge, as if he hadn’t been able to make it to his room.

He was very convincing when we questioned him about what he was up to – of course, he was just spending time with his new friends. I knew something wasn’t quite right, but he denied that he was using again. I guess I went into a kind of denial. Paul was so conveniently believable too. I didn’t want to face the possibility that he might be using again. It was too painful to contemplate that possibility because the prospect of having to face failure after everything had been going so well – well, that was huge.

So I prayed, and put it all down to youth and attributed everything to simple common-or-garden late nights …

… until the day I decided to pack his washing away for him, and came across bloodstains in the groin area of a pair of his underpants.

The walls of denial and hope came crashing down.

When Paul’s behaviour had first begun to change, I had done some further research into Wellconal, and I had been in communication with Paul’s mother regarding what to look for and how to interpret his behaviour.

In addition to the change in sleeping patterns, she had told me to watch out for yellow hands and red eyes (along with a constant supply of eye drops), things disappearing from the house, and blood on his underpants, which would indicate that he was shooting up in his groin.

So there it was.

I was devastated, not only that he seemed to be using again, but because by that time I was well versed in the extremely discouraging statistics for recovery from Wellconal addiction, which were not far above nil.

That afternoon I confronted him in the kitchen. I expected him to deny it, to have to drag it out of him, or to have to find more proof, but he never denied it.

He just came out and admitted that he was using again. Just like that. I really hadn’t expected such blatant honesty, and was quite taken aback.

He told me that as soon as he had earned enough money during the week, he’d hike to JHB, a distance of 195 kilometres, to his supplier, then hike back. I never asked him where he used. To this day I don’t know. It must have been in public toilets.

Not in my house, I’m sure …

Disappointed is not the right word for how I felt. Man, that feeling is hard to explain. Crushed.

I thought we had come so far.

I begged him to tell me the name of the dirt bag who was supplying him. In my naivety I thought that I would simply hand him over to the police and he would be off the street … and that it would be a bit better, I guess. One less dealer.

He refused. He said that these people were dangerous and he would not take the chance of putting me in danger or me putting myself in danger. I never asked what he thought this guy would do. I just took his word for it. It must have been the way he said it. I felt so frustrated. So angry and helpless. Name it – I felt it. We all felt it, and I began to really understand what his parents had been going through. I also, however, understood their need to just ‘cope’. There was no room for anger and disappointment. Those feelings were there, but they were so utterly useless in the face of something that was clearly bigger than the best one could do, and they couldn’t be permitted to take over one’s life.

I understood the helplessness. I understood the worry that he would self-destruct and that there was nothing anyone could do to prevent it.

One couldn’t stop the dealers. One couldn’t stop him. I felt that the only option was to pray.

He cried that day, in my kitchen, and he promised that he would try not to use again. Try. He said that it was so hard. He tried to explain it to me by using my dieting as a metaphor. He told me to think of something that I craved to eat when on a diet, and then to multiply that feeling by a million – and that that was still little in comparison to the way his body ached – hungered – for Wellconal.

I kind of got the idea, but I refused to back off. I was not going to watch Paul kill himself or, for that matter, hurt my aunt and uncle any more than he already had. I also knew that they were worried that he would begin stealing from us, and put us under financial strain, just as he had them. They didn’t want that, and that fear was adding to what they already had to deal with. They no doubt felt a certain amount of responsibility for his actions. How could they not, even if they weren’t responsible? He was their son.

I told them. I had to. I had promised them that I would keep them informed of Paul’s progress – or lack thereof, if that was to be the case. It was hard to tell them, though. I didn’t want to hurt them, but I was obliged to keep my word.

It was all very unpleasant, for all of us.

They didn’t seem at all surprised, and I realised that this was just another in a long list of disappointments for them. It was decided that the best thing would be for him to remain in Kroonstad – a decision made jointly and based on the fact that it would still be harder for him to get hold of the stuff if he stayed than if he went back to Johannesburg.

We decided to try again, and this time to be a little less trusting and a little tougher with him.

I made it clear to Paul that I would not tolerate him continuing to use drugs in the town where I lived – any more than I would have tolerated it in my house. Kroonstad is a small town. My husband and I had a good business and small children …

I also told him that I would have him arrested if I caught him using again.

Paul responded with humility and regret that he had hurt us. He said that he didn’t want to hurt us, because we had been so good to him and to his parents. He promised to try his absolute best to stay out of trouble this time.

He was so charming, as always, and he had that smile – the kind that could melt ice. Even after being let down, it was so easy to want to believe in him. He seemed so earnest!

My determination and optimism returned.

This time we would get it right. We could get it right – we just needed to keep a better eye on him, and Kroonstad was so small that it was the perfect place to keep tabs on someone. Whatever he did, or if he went missing, someone would be bound to have seen or heard something. There was a way. We just had to keep trying.

Paul then decided that he should move out – get a flat of his own, and that way he would have to be more self-reliant and responsible. He would have to fend for himself. He reasoned that as he would have to use his money for rent, he would not have enough left to indulge his habit. He convinced us that he needed to fight this fight alone. He had put us through enough. He needed to take his life into his own hands and stop relying on others to bail him out when he messed up, etc., etc.

I still cannot believe I fell for this story!

Paul pulled the wool right over my eyes. Right over. I really believed that he was sincere, and (was it my thought or his?) that to be totally self-reliant was exactly what he needed to pull himself together. To take the hard road … no time for destructive self-indulgence if he was dealing with rent, electricity bills and such.

I agreed to help him find a flat, and we soon did. It was a rather grotty one, but he seemed happy with it. He was very excited at the idea of this ‘new beginning’, and so eager to have his own ‘spot’.

We decided to pay him monthly rather than weekly in order to help him budget for his rent, and we thought that we could keep a ‘reasonable eye’ on him.

However, it wasn’t long before he started coming around with stories. He needed some cash for this and that. Please could he have an advance? I always said no.

He responded by making other arrangements. For example, he stole our speakers, and my minister’s guitar – the very one he had played at Bible study. He pawned a door from his flat for R50. All while he was still working and asking for cash.

We couldn’t pin the thefts on him, and of course he always denied having been responsible when something went missing, but a few weeks after he moved out, I started getting calls from a local pharmacist questioning why Paul was in there more than once a week to get syringes. His excuse to her had been that he was using them to treat chronically infected tonsils.

I thanked God that day that I lived in a small town and that everyone wanted to know everyone else’s business.

By this stage there had been a million stories about advances, requiring a million rebuffs from me, so I called his father. My uncle decided to drive to Kroonstad to try to talk some sense into him.

By the time he arrived, however, Paul had disappeared. We couldn’t find him anywhere. We thought he had most likely hitched back to Jo’burg, and that his father could well have passed him on the way.

Uncle Mark looked washed out. He was very stressed, and worried about Val, who was in Durban visiting Paul’s older brother. She didn’t know that her husband was in Kroonstad, and he didn’t want her to know. They had both reached the end … but when is it the end when it is your son? When is it the end when it is your child? It doesn’t go away. So here he was, on his own, because it was hopeless, and he knew it, and she would have known it too, but he had to try.

My heart ached for them both.

With Paul missing, and the opportunity to talk to him gone, my uncle, pushed as far as he was willing to go, told us that when Paul came back we should do whatever it took. The time for talking and pleading was over.

He told me that Paul had a five-year suspended sentence for theft, and that I should get someone to lay a charge of theft against him.

Perhaps a five-year stint in prison would sort him out. He wouldn’t be able to use and he would have to learn a trade.

Then my uncle left.

I had also had enough by this stage. I had warned Paul that if I found out he had used again I would have him arrested. Of course, when Paul reappeared he promised to clean up his act. He looked at us with these lovely big repentant blue eyes and promised to try. He turned on that marvellous charm that had served him so well in the past … so sorry, so sincere, so helpless … so impossible to stay angry with!

His charm, his sense of humour, his happy, laughing manner that appeared never to take anything too seriously (and quietly mock you for doing so) – this had always been his ticket out of trouble. He would convince you and lay waste your defences, then leave you kicking yourself for falling for his tricks.

Not this time.

I arranged with the SAP drug squad SUNNOP to be on stand-by for me.

I then arranged with the pharmacist that she call me the minute Paul came in for a syringe – which she did, after only a day or two.

I made the call.

SUNNOP insisted that I go to Paul’s flat and knock, as he would most likely be reluctant to open the door to anyone else.

It was a dreadful day. I felt like such a traitor, but I knew that if I didn’t do this, he would end up dead – sooner or later. He would kill himself with his addiction. I knew enough about pinks to know this, and that Paul’s apparently good physical state was no indication of the nearness of death, because the end could be so sudden. You didn’t necessarily just waste away till it was over. I knew that, and it scared me. He was still making it to work, for the most part. It would have been so easy to continue being naive about the outcome, but I refused to succumb to that temptation.

So on that dreadful day that I turned traitor to try to be a saviour, I knocked. He opened and they bust in.

Paul didn’t even get a chance to speak to me, nor I to him. It was so quick, and the agents would not let him speak to me. I think they knew how hard it was for me.

They didn’t find any drugs, but they found used syringes, and I guess that this was sufficient grounds for arrest, in addition to the physical evidence on Paul himself – his very punctured groin.

They took him away and I went home. It was done.

I felt so sad, and doubt began to creep in. Had I done the right thing? I kept reminding myself that Paul would have ended up dead sooner or later, but it didn’t console me much. I had a very heavy heart that day. It wasn’t the way things were supposed to have turned out.

I spent that first night fighting self-recrimination. I knew that I had to pull myself together and visit him the next day, and that when I did that it would not do to show any doubt. It would be bad enough, and to show a crack in the armour would only make it worse.

They took him to Kroonstad Correctional Services, so I was able to visit him easily. I needed to do that. I needed to see that he was okay. Every day.

At first he was mad at me. He didn’t want to speak to me. He didn’t even want to look at me.

I remember trying to explain my actions to him. I reminded him of the many warnings I had given him, and that I had done it because I cared very deeply for him and for his parents.

He never said much during those first visits, except to ask me for chocolates and cigarettes. He said that would help him.

After the second or third visit he started to look dire. He started wearing his jumper hood over his head and he’d sit there on the other side of the glass from me, not speaking, and shaking. The dark rings around his eyes became very pronounced and he went deathly pale. He was sick.

Withdrawal.

It was the first time I had seen it, and it was very disturbing. Days went by like this, and it was so sad to see someone usually cheery and animated just sitting like that, depressed and morose. Then came the mood swings, veering wildly from depression to okay, and back, but still with this angry, reproachful silence.

When he started to ‘come around’, I showered him with chocolates and fruit. His mother said it helped with the detoxification process.

When he was first incarcerated, and still awaiting trial, he told the prison psychologist that if he had to stay in prison he would kill himself. He also told her that he knew how to get drugs in prison, that he would be able to get anything there that he could get on the street, and that he would make no effort whatsoever to stay clean.

With regard to the suicide threat, we knew that it was just not in Paul’s character to seriously consider that … but they didn’t. We also knew him well enough to know what game he was playing. Paul was no fool – he knew the ins and outs of prisons, and he clearly knew that if he played the part of a suicidal person he stood a better chance of not being sentenced at all.

He was so manipulative that it was easy for him to convince the prison psychologist that he was too unstable to cope with a prison sentence.

He just wanted to get out of there. We had a talk with the psychologist, and she requested information on his previous evaluations to back up our argument.

During the three weeks before his trial date, we got hold of pages and pages of evaluations from the psychologists who had dealt with Paul in all the rehabs he had been to. They all stated that Paul showed no suicidal tendencies.

While Paul did everything that he could to pull the wool over everyone’s eyes, we counter-attacked. We wanted him to stay in there, and so we presented the evaluations to the magistrate. We wanted any sentence – as long as it kept him off the streets long enough to learn a trade and learn to live without drugs. We didn’t believe that he would get drugs in prison as easily as he would be able to on the street, although we didn’t discount the fact that there were prison networks. It would be harder for him, and we would be able to keep an eye on him.

If he got out, he’d be gone. Beyond our knowledge and our help. That’s what he wanted. There was no possibility of him sticking around after I’d had him arrested.

We wanted him to stay in prison. It was the only way that we could imagine he had a chance to recover fully from his addiction. It was, in our opinion, his only chance – however harsh it might be for him. It was also our only chance of not losing him for good.

On the day of his trial, Paul climbed out of the prison van in high spirits. I think he knew what was going to happen. He had been through the whole process before. As for me, I was sure that the magistrate would be on our side. Naivety, I guess. It was not to be.

He asked Paul if he would go back to rehab, and Paul replied, in his clever, innocent way: ‘No, sir, nobody can help me but myself. I have hurt so many special people who love me. I know now to clean up my act myself.’

To my horror, the magistrate replied: ‘Mr Bateman, you seem to have learnt your lesson and you are mature enough to do the responsible thing. YOU ARE FREE TO GO.’

Just like that. Paul was gone, and I was left in shock. They didn’t care! They didn’t care that he could go out there and die. They told me that it cost the state too much to keep people like him in prison. They were hopeless cases. So it had nothing to do with the magistrate believing him. They just couldn’t be bothered to assist in the rehabilitation of people like Paul.

To my even greater horror, the magistrate then said that Paul was being released because it was his first offence for drug use.

Theft! He should have been arrested for theft in order for him to have to serve his suspended sentence.

I couldn’t reach his parents, as they were away at the time, so I called Paul’s brother, and he was as horrified as I was that he’d gone. He was also afraid that he would go back to their parents’ house to help himself to anything of value while they were gone. He’d be on his way back into Hillbrow, and he’d want a fix, because that’s all he had left if he’d chosen to run, but he’d have no problem making a detour if it was worthwhile.

That was the last I saw of Paul, up until the day I visited his fragile body in hospital shortly after he had come out of his coma.
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I have repeatedly referred to Paul’s cheery nature, as I’m sure have others.

How does one reconcile the image of a manipulative, self-destructive (and self-destructing) drug addict with that of an eminently likeable, innately happy young man?

Perhaps the best way to explain it is simply by recounting something that happened when I visited Paul after his overdose.

When I first saw Paul in the hospital, he looked extremely frail. I remember being shocked at the sight of him. He had come out of his coma but was heavily sedated, and he was sleeping when I walked into the room.

I sat with him for a while, until a nurse came in and gently woke him up.

As he sat up, I was even more shocked. He looked worse than he’d looked lying down. He looked damaged. One of his eyes looked strange – as if it were hanging loose and sunken in at the same time.

‘Hey, cuz,’ I said. ‘It’s me, Dale. How’re you doing?’

He sat up further and lifted his head, as if he needed to look down his nose to see me properly, even though he was blind.

‘GREAT!’ he replied, and smiled.


Under the Bridge Downtown

Paul

I HIKED BACK TO JO’BURG FROM KROONSTAD. I HAD DONE that trip so many times to buy pinks, but I remember this particular trip because of how I felt.

As I sat in the cab of the truck that had stopped to pick me up, I wondered if it would ever end. I’d been happy in Kroonstad, and I’d messed up.

I was so tired of it all. I was trapped, like a bug in a web, and I was so very very tired of fighting. I had no will, and it felt like a nightmare. There had been times, many times, when I thought I’d kick it forever. There had been so many last shots that never were. And yet here I was, on my way back. I felt desperate, and I hated myself. I was in a very dark place in the cab of that truck. I was in pain.

I thought about why I’d done it. I thought about why I’d done those trips to Jo’burg.

I remembered hearing a song by the Red Hot Chilli Peppers – ‘Under the Bridge’. I think they’d played it in the restaurant.

‘Under the bridge downtown is where I drew the blood’, or something like that. It had made me want to go and do it. The way a note or a lyric can strike a chord in someone’s soul.

It had made me want to get high. It had told me that that is where I belonged. Downtown. Drawing blood.

I loved music. I’d had a couple of guitars in my time, both stolen and bought, but they were the first to go when I wanted money, because they would become the last thing in the world that I thought I would need. I never learnt to play the guitar properly.

I felt such relief when I got back to Hillbrow. I was home, because home was the best place for me, and Hillbrow was the best place for me. I fitted in there. It gave me what I wanted. It welcomed me and told me it was all fine. Go there, it told me. The smell of the place, the sounds of the place. The dealers outside the corner café. They all took me in with open arms. Time stopped again, and the only thing that mattered was now. I didn’t have to fight any more. It was over.

But whatever had entered my soul on that truck stayed with me, and it took me home.

I don’t know how it all stopped. Only that it did.

I followed my parents to their new home in Ballito.

It wasn’t overnight. I spent quite some time in Durban and fell into a new crowd. There were lots of buttons. Pink and white. It’s all blurry now. I only know that there was a plethora of substances available in Durban in areas that outdid others in shadiness because of the thriving illegal prostitution trade that necessitated an underworld.

I guess that the variety and quantity of substances available bounced me off the one-track addiction I’d had before, and I slid uphill on to softer things, and an apparent improvement.

My parents put me on a bus to Plettenberg Bay. Lynn had moved there, and we’d always had a good relationship, so they sent me to stay with her.

I got a job at the Beacon Island Hotel, and I started running again. It was over. Somehow I was off the pinks.

It was over.

From this point on, I’ve little to tell.

I met Kate, the last girlfriend I had, and I ended up in Cape Town with her after the season. We lived together, and the people we lived with hated me. I don’t remember who they were, but I remember that they hated me. I worked at a Longhorn Steakhouse, and Kate and I were saving to buy a car, and we had plans to go overseas together.

I remember honestly intending to turn things around. It was time. I was happy, and I even went as far as enrolling myself to do a marketing course at Damelin about halfway through the year. Life was good. I had climbed up off that frenzied freeway of drug addiction, up the off-ramp, and so there to everyone who didn’t think I could.

There was no Wellconal to be had in Cape Town. It was one of those bizarrely city-specific drugs. Or was it? I don’t remember if I got it there. I was doing other stuff. Maybe that just took its place.

So I smoked some rocks and buttons, but I reckoned that it was a long way from where I’d been. It wasn’t the same. I didn’t like the rocks so much. Crack was an ‘upper’. I’d always preferred the ‘downers’.

I don’t remember much about Cape Town. I think the closer things were to the end, the less I remember. I honestly don’t know how much, or if, I studied. I can reasonably assume that I went to a few classes.

What I do remember involves quite a bit of Mandrax.

I remember smoking buttons in a house in Salt River, in a room with a bunch of other people.

I remember doing that a lot – that and drinking.

I remember a gun being pulled on me, in that same room, and then everybody falling about laughing because it was a big joke. I remember being highly unamused because the gun was loaded.

I remember the ‘whacking’ sound people’s heads made on the floors and walls when they keeled over from the buttons.

I remember a lot of gangsters and violence, flashy cars and guns, and people being shot and set alight in the area. These were the people I smoked with, and this was the conversation. This was their world. This was my world when I was there. This was a world a friend of mine didn’t think I belonged in, because even though he didn’t use himself, he’d patiently wait in the car for me outside the house while I did my thing and then take me home. He didn’t like to leave me there. I think I respected him for that, but I also think I liked that house in Salt River. I think I liked that world. I think I was fascinated with it.

The course went out the window, because I was working, and every cent I made went on rocks and buttons.

Kate was gorgeous. Vivacious. She had such a nice, supportive way about her. She was a really nice girl.

Hardly thought of her at all.

My parents took me away after a while. I wasn’t going to lectures, and they were pouring their money down the drain. They took me back to Durban.

I remember selling my passport in Point Road.

Then I was back in Cape Town. I hiked back to Kate. Another nightmare ride during which I questioned my life. I remember feeling utterly alone, and intensely ashamed and unhappy about the way my life was working out. I remember thinking that I really didn’t want to take drugs any more. Ever. I guess I must have been lower than down, and past hanging, in the lowest possible place a person could be, because I must have been feeling pretty damn bad to remember that.

I must have worked again, because Kate and I ended up in Jo’burg with a little Alfa Romeo. Maybe she bought it. Maybe it belonged to someone else. Whatever … I don’t remember exactly, but I remember going to my cousin’s wedding in Hartebeespoort.

Everyone in my family remembers me at that wedding, because I was clean. For the first time in my adult life. I remember the reception. It was a fantastic party.

That was in January 1995.

Kate and I moved in with her dad in Melville, and I got a job at Juicy Lucy at the airport. I was doing well. So well, in fact, that I was offered a job managing a branch in Durban. They flew me up there, but I didn’t stay long. I wanted to be with Kate, and I missed Jo’burg, so I left. The plan was to go overseas anyway, so it didn’t matter where I worked, as long as I worked.

There was another reason I missed Jo’burg. While working at Juicy Lucy, I’d hooked up with a couple of guys whom I’d known from before, from the Café Zurich days. I always had the Alfa. I had to use it to get to work, so I was mobile. I didn’t like to unwind after work by going to a bar or a club for a couple of drinks. That really wasn’t my scene. But I wasn’t really coping with the grind. I was restless.

I thought that it would be okay to do some pinks again, because I wasn’t going to be in Jo’burg all that long. I thought of myself as being a different person from the one who’d been really down and out in Hillbrow before. I had progressed. I had grown up. My confidence had come back, and once again I thought I could control it. I had stopped before. I could do it again. I was just unwinding.

Each shot was the last shot. The next shot would be the last shot, but the last shot never happened, the same way that tomorrow never comes.

Kate and I started arguing. I just wanted to do my thing, and she started giving me ultimatums. I knew that what I was doing was going to cause a rift, but I made excuses for it. It wasn’t that serious. It was just some fun for now, for goodness’ sake.

After I’d had a shot I would think, okay, this is it. That’s enough. I don’t need it any more, but then after a few hours I would think, okay, just one more time. We were leaving soon. I wouldn’t have the opportunity again.

I’d missed being a part of something less ordinary. I’d missed the street. I’d missed the movie I had been living in. I’d missed the smell of Hillbrow. It smelt like a bottle store. I’d missed the sound of Hillbrow. It sounded like chaos. I just wanted to say goodbye.

After a month I was shooting six pinks at a time. At the height of my addiction I had been shooting eight at a time.

It’s funny how my memories of things, and feelings, that related directly to the drugs I used have survived far better than anything else.

As if they were more important.


Hope Doesn’t Float

Val

THE COLLEGE IN CAPE TOWN HAD CALLED TO TELL US THAT Paul wasn’t attending lectures, and we brought him home to Ballito, where we’d moved the previous year. We hadn’t seen much of Paul for almost a year. It had all been going on for so long that we had eventually both physically and mentally distanced ourselves, but not before Paul had shown enough of an improvement to allow us to do so.

Paul had come home after his disastrous stay in Kroonstad, the way he always did, and, like all the times before, he hadn’t come home alone. He’d brought it all with him. The lies, the manipulation, the fear that he’d steal from us, the anxiety and conflict that came from living with him. The disappointment. Not long after that, we’d moved to Ballito, near Durban. We had left him to his own devices in Jo’burg, because there was nothing we could do for him … nothing … and we’d wanted our lives back.

He’d followed us. He always followed us.

He’d come to Ballito, full of promises and tales, and then he told me he needed to borrow my car to go and visit a friend in Durban.

He was always just going to see a friend, and so I said no. I had a chance to stop him, and I was going to use it. I wasn’t afraid of him.

Paul was all right most of the time. This may seem completely at odds with everything, but, most of the time, he was level from having shot up. The trouble started when he didn’t have anything on him and the craving set in.

He never became truly awful. He never became violent or threatened any of us in any way. When the craving became too much, he’d walk off with something and just leave.

But when I tried to stop him from leaving the house, I saw another side of addiction that I knew of but hadn’t personally experienced with him. Ballito was different from Jo’burg. He had to get into Durban to get his fix, and to do that, he needed a car. It was too far for him to run.

He got the keys, but I managed to hide the gate control in time. Then he became violent. He went mad and started throwing the garden chairs around, ranting and raving, screaming at me that he’d throw the car keys in the dam if I didn’t give him the gate control. I’d never seen him like that before. He never touched me, but he raged on and on for so long that it gave his brother time to drive up from Durban. My husband was away at the time, and I’d called him at a loss as to how to handle Paul.

Mark had managed to get the keys off Paul, and then he told him to just go – which Paul did, on foot, again disappearing for months.

But he came back again, and wherever he’d been, whatever he’d been doing, he seemed better, and we sent him to Plett. He was a willing traveller, and by the middle of the following year, he called us to say he’d enrolled in a marketing course at Damelin. It was as if, after all the rehabs and prison sentences, he’d finally reached the end of the road himself.

It was a miracle, really, because most pinks addicts die.

By the time we sent him to Plett, he was looking healthy and fit again, and held down a job for the very first time in his life there.

So, after having to remove him from Cape Town, we were more encouraged about his chances than we should have been. Whatever he’d been up to there, it was a sight better than where he’d been before, and so we did what we had to do. We paid his fees, and we set him up in Durban as best we could.

We were still sceptical of Paul, but I, for one, was hopeful. You never lose hope completely. It has a way of floating to the surface of even the deepest well of disappointment. It’s always there, and it just needs something to cling onto to be restored.

We rented a flat for Paul near the college and fitted it with a few basic essentials like curtains, beds, a kettle, a hot plate … just to help him get on his feet.

I went to visit him after a couple of weeks. We had supplied the flat and I was curious to see what it looked like, and how he and his new flatmate were doing.

I was immediately suspicious when Paul met me at the bottom of the stairs and suggested we go for coffee in the little café below the flats. I wanted to go upstairs, and he tried everything to persuade me not to. He said he wanted to go out and buy posters for the flat, among other things.

But the more he tried to dissuade me, the more adamant I became that I wanted to go upstairs, and so he eventually had to let me in.

I stood and I looked, and I cried. I actually broke down there and then and wept.

Everything was gone. Everything. Even the bed and the curtains. Even the cutlery – except for one teaspoon. No doubt the last essential item to go.

It had all been sold for drugs. Paul and his flatmate had been sleeping on towels.

Nothing had changed. Then, to add insult to injury, the landlady approached me and asked me to please take him away from there. She said that there were pensioners living in the building and they were becoming disturbed by the goings-on in this flat. They had complained that all sorts of shady characters were coming and going all the time. No doubt the people who were helping to relieve Paul of our things. On top of all this, Paul had dropped out of Damelin almost immediately after his arrival in Durban, or, to be more accurate, he just wasn’t attending classes – unbeknownst to us, of course. It had all gone to pieces again in such a short time.

What could I do now? I was drained. Nothing had changed, and I was once again reminded that nothing ever would.

I did not want him to come back to stay with us in Ballito. He needed us, but his need was the wrong kind of need. He didn’t need us for comfort or healing, love or security – the things most parents would be only happy to give their child. He needed a prop to allow him to continue with his lifestyle.

I didn’t want to be that prop, living day in and day out with the fear that he would not only steal from us, but from our neighbours too. I could no longer cope with that – with never being able to relax in my own home, unable to deter him. Unable to watch him every minute and ultimately feeling responsible should anything go missing from a neighbour’s home or yard, or if he should borrow money from them and not pay it back. Living a life of constant suspicion.

I knew he had both the gall and the charm to borrow, and I knew he would steal.

I’d had enough. I had simply reached that stage in my life.

I was exasperated and I threw up my hands at the idea of bringing him home to Ballito.

It was such a lovely block of flats where we lived. Nobody felt the need to lock anything, and everyone thought that Paul was so nice … He would just take advantage of them. He was such a smooth operator.

In fact, during the short while that he had been there in 1993, two children’s bicycles had disappeared. Anybody could have taken them, but I suspected Paul immediately. I knew him (what a way for a mother to know her son), and nothing had ever been taken from the flats before Paul was around.

‘A bicycle?’ he said. ‘What could I get for a bicycle?’ Incensed, staggered, all innocence. But his protestations were ridiculous, because of course he could get something for a bicycle. He’d get something for just about anything, or he’d try.

(I think of the times we had gone to get a tyre changed, and … what do you know, no spare tyre.)

So when he asked to come home I said no, but I wasn’t just going to leave him either.

He couldn’t come home again. Not this time.

I knew that Paul had nothing, but as far as I was concerned, nothing, at this stage, was a good thing. The less he had, the less he had to sell for drugs.

Paul’s brother donated a suitcase of clothes he no longer wore, and I took that. I planned to put him on a bus out of Durban, away from his contacts and so-called friends. Bloemfontein. It was about as nondescript a place as any in which I thought he might still have a chance of getting employment and pulling himself together. Surely it was harder to get drugs in Bloemfontein? I just wanted him to go. It didn’t really matter where.

‘Bloemfontein?’ he’d asked. ‘What am I going to do in Bloemfontein?’

‘Get a job,’ I told him. ‘Just try to get a job, and get away from the people you know. You’ve tried Jo’burg. You’ve tried Cape Town and Durban, so now try Bloemfontein. Stop taking drugs. Just stop. Just stop!’

I took him to a backpackers for the night, bought him a burger, gave him the clothes and the bus ticket, and drove home to Ballito. He’d obviously given the impression of really wanting to change his life, or I would not have left him at the backpackers, to his own devices. Or perhaps just buying the ticket out was as much as I could do by then. I had really had enough. It was time for him to help himself, or not. He had the ticket. He had a choice to use it, or to sell Mark’s clothes and sleep on the street. It was his decision.

I didn’t know what to feel any more. Constant struggle, worry and disappointment had created a vacant space within me – a place where feelings and emotions don’t die, but lie dormant for lack of direction and the need to just carry on.

He actually did take the bus to Bloemfontein, but upon his arrival he met a truck driver headed for Cape Town, and persuaded the man to give him a ride in exchange for sharing the driving.

I had asked Paul to phone me when he arrived in Bloem. My phone call came, but a day late and from Cape Town.

It was the end. I had tried, and failed, again. I felt helpless, but I had to admit that Paul was a survivor. He still had some ingenuity. It wouldn’t do him any good, but at least he wasn’t the passive empty shell that two days before had accepted the clothes and the burger and the order to leave.

I had no idea how he was going to survive. He wouldn’t be able to hold down a job while he was still drugging, and I did not doubt the ease with which he could continue to do so in Cape Town, but I left it alone. I’d given up. I wanted to give up. I didn’t want to hope any more. There was no point. It did nothing.

He quickly met up with Kate again, so I suppose she supported him while he was there, as she would continue to do in the near future in Jo’burg, working while he got high. Working for her future while Paul finally threw his away.


The Call

Val

PAUL AND KATE DROVE UP TO JOHANNESBURG IN JANUARY 1995.

My husband and I were most concerned about Paul being back there. It was worse than Cape Town for him, because there he was in the heart of Wellconal territory. He had Kate, but we knew better than to think that having support would deter him from further self-destruction.

Nevertheless, we saw him at my nephew’s wedding later that month, and I was once again encouraged. He seemed to be doing so well. He didn’t look like he was using. He looked healthy and together.

Paul and Kate told us that they were going to work and save money to go to the UK.

Did Paul actually ever believe that himself? Possibly Kate did. Paul did actually get a job, but then he left after just a few weeks (after having been promoted), and we heard that he was frequenting the seedier parts of town once again.

Kate had got herself a waitressing job, and they stayed with her father.

He must have been charmed with the situation – his daughter out working and supporting her drug-addicted and jobless boyfriend, but we didn’t get much time to dwell on our disappointment.

We got the call on the 22nd of March 1995.

Paul had overdosed just three months after his return to Johannesburg.

Apparently he and Kate had argued that night before she went to work, about his drug taking. She wanted him to stop and help her save to go to London.

Paul has no memory of the night he overdosed. Kate returned home from work to find him already in a coma. How long he had been like that, we will never know.

Kate told us that it took a nauseatingly long time to get Paul to the hospital. The ambulance drivers wanted all sorts of details and forms filled in before they would take him.

She called Mark, Paul’s brother, and he in turn contacted us. He told us he would go and see Paul and then let us know what his status was, as this had happened before.

The second call came from the hospital. Mark told us that we had better come up as quickly as possible, because this looked very bad.

It had happened. The inevitable.

We rushed up to Johannesburg, all the time thinking that this was it. It. He was going to die.

The scene that greeted us when we walked in was horrific. There is no other word for it. My son was lying in a cot bed, his arms and legs tied to the side because he had been thrashing around, and there was dried blood everywhere.

The nurse told me he had been bleeding from the nose.

He was in a coma.

I couldn’t bear the blood all over his face, and so I took a washcloth and tried to wipe it away. As I touched his mouth, he suddenly moved his head as if trying to grab the cloth with his mouth. I got such a fright! I hadn’t expected the movement, and I thought he was trying to bite me, but then it occurred to me that he must be thirsty and he could feel the moisture on the cloth.

I told the nurse he must be thirsty or his mouth must be dry, and he needed water, but she said that he was getting enough liquid through the drip in his arm. If I wanted to give him water, I was welcome to try, but ‘it would be on my head’.

I was a little taken aback by her attitude, but not surprised. Why should they care? They probably saw a spoilt little Northern Suburbs boy who’d messed it all up on drugs and they had so many other patients to care for.

Still, I had been given the go-ahead, and I wet a cloth and started squeezing the water into his mouth. As I did so, he began desperately mouthing for the water with his lips – like a little bird. I’d been right. He was thirsty, and I knew something else then too. I knew that he was there. He’d responded, whatever his official status might have been.

When he stopped reacting to the water drops and lay still, I took the cloth and wiped out the inside of his mouth. It was caked with blood. I thought that he must have bitten his tongue.

I remembered reading years before (I don’t remember where) that one should never leave a comatose person alone, that they can hear, and that you should talk to them. So I did.

I’d sit with Paul and chat to him about anything and everything. I’d tell him about the family, about his niece and nephew – anything that came to mind. When Mark or the others sat with him, they would do the same.

I was careful never to ask any questions, though. Never ‘What happened?’ or ‘Can you hear me?’, even though those things were constantly on my mind. He couldn’t answer, and it would have put him under stress.

That was when we could talk to him – when he wasn’t screaming. That started very soon after we got there.

The screaming and the violent thrashing.

When we visited, we could hear him screaming even before we got out of the car. He was going through withdrawal, even in his comatose state, and that is when we first knew for certain that he could never have got clean if this hadn’t happened. He could never have got through that fully awake and aware and in control of himself. He wouldn’t have been able to.

The doctors initially told us that it was unlikely that he’d live. They gave him a 5 per cent chance of survival.

After seven days, they said that they didn’t know when, or if, he’d wake up.

Mark had business to take care of back in Ballito, so we decided to go home for a while. We felt we could – he was in good hands. After five years of no contact, Savannah had come back into our lives. She and her mother, Wendy, had come to visit him each day since we’d told them, and they promised to continue visiting daily while we were gone.

The last time that I sat with him before we went back to Ballito, I was the only one there and the ward was quiet. He was all hooked up, tubes going into and out of his body, and the only noise was the hum of the machines and beeping of the heart monitor.

As I sat with him, the rhythmic beeps faltered and slowed. I immediately thought to myself ‘Oh, what do I do?’ in that instantaneous and panicked moment that takes your breath. Then I stopped and relaxed a little. Relaxed is the wrong word. I let go. In that same instant, I decided that I would not call a nurse. If it was his time to go, it was his time to go. I did not want him to live out the rest of his life on machines, so I gave the decision to do something away. I just sat there, closed my eyes and prayed, ‘Lord, either he must go, or he must live,’ and the beeps picked up and steadied again.

I knew then that it would be okay. How okay, I didn’t know. They’d said at the hospital that if he made it out of the coma, he’d be a vegetable. That it was unlikely that he’d walk or talk again. They’d told us not to hope for too much. I was not unrealistic, but I knew then that there was a life for him.

I could go home, because I knew I’d be back to visit, and I was, only a day later, when he woke and asked for his mom.
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If only someone had been there when it happened, he could have been given oxygen sooner, and the damage might not have been so extensive.

Perhaps he could even have been revived.

If only … perhaps. All what-could-have-beens.

What is certain, though, is that if Paul had recovered completely, he would have continued on exactly the same path as before. Nothing would have changed.

He had overdosed before, and that had not deterred him in the slightest. If anything, he had actually got worse after that.

His destination was eventual death, and if he had not overdosed this time, or if he had been given oxygen before any serious brain damage could result, he would be dead now. I am sure of that.

I am also sure that if he had gone overseas with Kate (if she had earned enough for them both to go, of course), he would have died there and we would most likely have been the last to know about it. I would never have seen my son again.

I have him now. So sad that it had to be this way, but I can honestly not see how else it could have come to pass.

Paul has asked me if I was relieved that he ended up in hospital and so disabled that he could not continue taking drugs.

It is a difficult question for me to answer. Relief is a happy emotion. How could I possibly feel happy that this happened to him? Yet it meant that it was all over. Finally. His drugging. The not knowing – where he was, how he was, how long it was going to be before I got the call to say he was dead.

Now I knew. I had him back, but it is hard to see your child so damaged. It’s heartbreaking.

Yes, I am relieved that he is alive, and I am relieved that he did not end up in the UK to die unknown and alone in a gutter from a heroin overdose, with no one to help. With no family to fall back on, or to mourn his loss before his body turned cold.

I am relieved that I have not lost him, that through this we have been spared the ordeal of what we believed was inevitable for a Wellconal addict.

But I am not happy that the ‘relief’ had to come the way it did. It has been a bitter pill to swallow, and it has left us with an uphill battle of a different kind.

A child on hard drugs, or lying in a hospital, destined, according to doctors, to be a vegetable for the rest of his days. It’s just one rotten apple weighed up against another.

Relieved that he overdosed – no. Relieved that he didn’t die – yes. Nothing is absolutely black and white, but life demands that you stop examining the shades of grey in between and move on to deal with reality. There is no time for self-pity. Why me? Why my son? Why not? No one is so special that they can be confident they will be spared pain and hardship. You just have to get on with it. At least we had something to get on with, instead of a diary full of misdemeanours and a photo album full of loss.

Paul was alive. That’s all that mattered. Relieved is the wrong word. Grateful for small mercies, perhaps.


Part II

A Second Chance
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A Hand for the Damned

Savannah

IT WAS 1995 WHEN PAUL CAME BACK INTO MY LIFE. I had not seen him for five years, when I came home one day to find his mother at my house with the news that he had overdosed.

She told us it was serious, and we left immediately to see him.

By this time, Paul had already been in the hospital for about three days. He was still in a coma, so I walked in expecting him to be, well, like a person in a coma. Just lying there in the bed. All hooked up and still.

Well – much later for that, because he was screaming and shouting and wriggling. Yelling out strange and disturbing things. It was awful. The reality of what had happened to him sank in then. It hadn’t really hit me when his mother first arrived at the house. It had been so long since I had seen him – and then to see this. It was shattering.

There are different levels of coma, which I hadn’t known until then. Technically, he was classified as being in a coma because he was non-responsive, but where one might imagine a comatose person to be basically unconscious, Paul was clearly conscious of something, something horrible. There were things going on in his head. Things that scared him. He was locked up in his own nightmare world.

We knew it was frightening because of the things he was constantly shouting out. It was very distressing for us to see. Terrible.

‘Please, please help me. Help me! Let me out! Get me out of here! Please!

‘Oh. Ouch. Ouch! Gotta go! Gotta go! Ouch! Eina! Please HELP ME!’

I’d ask him, ‘Paul. What do you want me to do?’ But he couldn’t show it if he heard me. He couldn’t acknowledge any of us. Knowing he couldn’t connect with us was heartbreaking. Could he even hear us? He seemed so panicked and so desperate, and we couldn’t help him!

He was also very, very thin. He was obviously already thin from the drugs at the time of the overdose, and had lost even more weight since. He couldn’t eat, and the nurses could not put in a nasal feeding-tube, as they were afraid it would interfere with his breathing. I don’t remember now exactly why, just that it had something to do with his asthma. A glucose drip provided his only sustenance.

He looked like he had come out of a concentration camp.

Seeing him like this absolutely ripped my heart out. Having known him for so long, and remembering what he had been like, I couldn’t believe that this is how he would have wanted to end up. I remember thinking that he would surely prefer to be dead than be like this.

My mother and I continued to visit Paul from that first day on – twice a day during visiting hours. I also took him a radio, hoping that the music might penetrate his consciousness and perhaps calm him.

Paul had always loved music. When we’d been together he had never been without it, so I thought that that might be something that could reach him. That it would be something that might somehow infiltrate his nightmare.

It being a government hospital, I had to chain the radio to the bedside table to be sure it wouldn’t get stolen.

The doctors were still unsure, at that stage, of the extent of the brain damage that Paul had suffered, because nobody knew how long he had gone without oxygen before his girlfriend had found him. He had massive brain swelling. They needed to do a brain scan, but as the J.G. Strijdom did not have the equipment, the doctors were waiting for the swelling to go down before they moved him to a hospital that did.

So no one really had a clue what state Paul would be in when he woke up, or even when he would wake up … or if he would wake up at all. We continued to visit each day, waiting and just being with him while he shouted and wailed horribly, writhing and banging against his cot … and swearing.

He swore a lot, and I remember that this upset the nurses. They were these sweet, genteel nurses from Coronationville, and his cursing distressed them no end!

After a while it really began to get to me too – all of it. I was frustrated at not being able to do anything for him or get to him, and the constant shouts and begging for help didn’t make it any easier. It was easy to feel despondent.

He didn’t know I was there. He couldn’t hear me. Or could he? Did he know I was there? Was he aware of any of us? How could we know?

He couldn’t respond. He couldn’t let us know if he could hear us or feel us. He was gone.

Or so I thought.

Paul had been in a coma for eleven days when he woke up.

At the time I remember feeling that I had had enough. He was rolling around and thrashing and wriggling, and you can’t do that when you are all hooked up with drips and catheters and tubes. I was holding his hand, trying to stop him from hurting himself, when I just reached the end of my patience. For all the good that it would do, I couldn’t stop myself. I yelled at him.

‘PAUL!’

And he sat up.

He just sat straight up and yelled back at me, ‘What! What’s up?’

I tell you, I got the fright of my life!

‘I dunno, Paul,’ I said, gathering myself. ‘You tell me what’s up.’

It was amazing. Truly amazing, but the elation and astonishment we all felt dampened quickly.

He couldn’t see.

Reality bit again, with the realisation that things were about to get very difficult for all concerned, but especially for Paul.

He was out of the coma, but, although he was aware now of what was going on around him and able to respond to it, he was still distraught and confused. He couldn’t remember what had happened, he was blind, which of course made everything ten times worse, and he had absolutely no short-term memory.

He’d ask what was going on, and I would explain – over and over. We went through what had happened about ten times a day – and this was only during visiting hours.

At least he had stopped thrashing and screaming.

Trying to communicate with someone with no short-term memory is very difficult. For instance, I would ask him to try to remember the number 3, and then I would immediately ask him what number I had asked him to remember, and he would say, ‘Ja!’

Despite the gravity of the situation, not to mention the difficulties involved in dealing with someone in his state, Paul managed to be quite amusing at times, because he had this way of speaking that was very funny.

We’d say, ‘Paul, you are in the hospital,’ and he’d say, ‘What the fuck has the hospital got to do with it?’

‘Um. You ODed, and Kate found you, and now they have brought you here. You’ve been here for about four weeks.’

‘What the fuck has four weeks got to do with it?’

‘This is the nurse, Paul, and her name is …’ whatever it was.

‘What the fuck has whassername got to do with it!’

Or the doctor … anything and everything elicited the same nurse-upsetting response.

‘What the fuck has anything got to do with anything …’

Then he’d sleep, and when he woke up, it would all start over again.

‘Where am I?’

‘You are in the hospital’

‘I CAN’T SEE!’

‘I know you can’t see.’

‘I can’t see!’

‘I know that, Paul.’

‘NO. YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND. I CAN’T SEE!’

He was completely frazzled about not being able to see. As one would expect – it would have been very confusing and disorientating even for someone with no other brain injury.

‘I know you can’t see, Paul,’ I would say. ‘The doctors say it will come back. You’ve just got to wait for the swelling in your brain to go down. You must be patient.’

‘What the fuck have doctors got to do with anything?’

‘Well … you’re in hospital.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you ODed.’

‘Oh … shit!’ he’d say.

The he’d sleep. Then he’d wake. Then we’d start all over again.

Aside from being blind and confused, Paul woke up hungry – ravenously hungry. Ferociously, insatiably hungry.

The poor guy was so skinny, and all he wanted to do was eat. He had no idea from minute to minute where he was or why he was wherever he was, only that he wanted food – and heaps of it.

The hospital food was totally insufficient, so each day on the way to the hospital, I would stop at the shops and at Steers to get him those big tubs of yoghurt, and cheeseburgers. He loved those yoghurts. He’d floor them, and he would devour a cheeseburger in about three seconds flat. Every day. It seemed as if he couldn’t reach a point where his hunger was satisfied.

My mother and I continued to visit each day for several weeks before he was well enough for us to think about getting him out of his bed – or ‘cot’, to be more precise.

We wanted him to start moving around, because his muscles were beginning to atrophy from lack of use, but the doctors insisted that we wait for his brain swelling to go down and for him to go for the scan before we started trying to move him.

It took weeks for the swelling to go down sufficiently for him to be taken for the scan, but when he was returned to the J.G. Strijdom, we weren’t told anything that we didn’t already know. They told us that the scan had revealed areas of damaged brain tissue, but that they couldn’t really say one way or another what disabilities would result. They couldn’t say that it would definitely be this or definitely be that, only that it would definitely be something.

It is amazing how little is known about the human brain and how it works.

The only thing that they could say for certain was that the scan indicated problems with his short-term memory. Well, I could have told them that! He really needn’t have gone for a scan to obtain that piece of information.

With the scan done and his brain swelling sufficiently reduced, we were permitted to move him – and the task then became to encourage him to start trying to walk.

For this we took advantage of his ever-present hunger. We bribed him with chocolate.

We discovered that Paul had a ‘thing’ for chocolate – like many drug addicts, I believe. (I used to take slabs of chocolate to my best friend when she did a stint in prison. She had just wanted chocolate and more chocolate.)

We also discovered that Paul could hear a chocolate being unwrapped from fifty metres away. It was uncanny.

No matter how quietly I unwrapped a chocolate, Paul would cock his head and say, ‘I can hear chocolate!’

I’d say, ‘You’re a freak, man! How did you hear that?’

It was very helpful that he had this chocolate radar, because we could use it to encourage him out of bed. I’d stand out in the corridor, by the lift, and unwrap a chocolate, and that would invariably bring Paul to his unsteady feet.

It proved a much needed aid in a very slow and torturous process. Paul was very weak, and his legs were shaky and unstable. In addition to that, he was far from being used to being blind or even beginning to cope with it.

Nevertheless we persisted … and then came the glorious day that we could take him outside.

The J.G. Strijdom had a really big garden, and we would start on one end – Paul and myself, with my mother often sitting on a bench on the other side with a chocolate.

Paul was still very distressed, even though he was being medicated. He was also still very confused and unable to remember much for any length of time. So we would walk, and he would keep asking me what the hell was going on.

When someone approached or passed us, he would ask who the fuck they were and what they had to do with it all. Still swearing, and still unable to comprehend the big picture.

He had no trouble recognising us – me, my mother and his family members – because he remembered us from before the overdose. His long-term memory, though severely compromised, was much better than his short-term memory.

Paul was very rude when he was confused, but in his moments of clarity he could be charmingly polite.

The doctor would sometimes come and say hello to him during these walks in the garden, and Paul would blurt out, ‘Who the fuck are you?’

I’d tell him that it was a doctor, and then he’d say, ‘Oh! Good morning, sir!’ – as if he hadn’t actually just sworn at him.

Paul still had all this ‘stuff’ going on in his head – residue from the nightmare he’d been in while in a coma. He’d still get panicky and think that he couldn’t breathe, and beg over and over for someone to ‘help him’ and ‘let him out’. He was very anxious, and so I had to find ways to calm him and distract him from his inner world. Again counting on his love of music, I encouraged him to sing while we walked. We’d sing ‘Angie’ by the Rolling Stones, and ‘California Dreaming’. I remember that one in particular. I’d sing the first part – ‘All the leaves are brown’ – and then he’d carry on. He could remember many of the words.

Then I’d take him for food at the garden tuck shop, and that became another ritual exercise, because he had a ‘lazy side’ – I think it was his left side – and I used this time to try to encourage him to use that hand. If he wasn’t pushed to use it, it would just lie limp at his side. So I would put his drink into his other hand to keep it occupied, and his sandwich into his lame hand so that, ravenous man that he was, he would have to lift it to take a bite.

We would do this every day. The singing and the tuck shop, walking up and down, up and down, till he could sit on the bench and have his chocolate.

I was dedicated to helping Paul. He couldn’t help himself, and even though our relationship had been over for years, I had truly loved him. We had been together for a long time, but, apart from that, we had grown up together. He had been my boyfriend and my best friend during my teenage years. Those are important years to spend with someone.

We carried on until the last of his brain swelling dissipated and he began to build up some muscle tone, gradually regaining strength and mobility, and a sense of continuity from day to day, to the point where he could be moved into a general ward. Then he really became a handful.

Because he was now stronger and able to move around, he began getting frustrated on top of everything else. He was in a permanent state of agitation – blind, confused, distressed and unable to function fully without help. His mental, psychological and physical conditions, coupled with his inability to see what was going on around him and his lingering inability to make sense of where he was and why, were a recipe for disaster. He wasn’t receiving quite the same attention on the general ward as he had been getting in intensive care, and this left him with too much time to start getting frightened – and aggressive. He wasn’t coping, and aggression is in any case common among people with brain injury.

It was a government hospital. I don’t want to say that the doctors and nurses didn’t care. They did, but they didn’t have the time to give him the constant attention he needed – they had many other patients to attend to. There was no one outside of visiting hours to sit with him and explain things to him over and over as we had been doing. The nurses had a job to do. They needed to get his drips changed and his bed made. They needed to get him washed (it would be many years before he regained sufficient co-ordination to do that for himself without help), and they needed to get him fed. They went about doing their job in an understandably perfunctory, and what might be perceived as rough, manner, and that didn’t help things either. Paul was desperate for attention, and their practical and dispassionate manner with him fed his aggression.

He began getting seriously ‘snarky’ with them, and it wasn’t long before Paul was moved to the psychiatric unit, because no one could cope with his attitude.

As if things weren’t bewildering enough for him, he was now surrounded by mental patients who harassed him and took advantage of his blindness to steal his things.

I had no idea that they were going to move him until it happened. I went to visit him one day in the general ward, and he just wasn’t there. When I found out he was in a lock-down ward for the insane, I was horrified, and I was even more horrified when I went in.

The patients were all sedated – Thorazined out into a state of near semi-consciousness, and when people are like that, a strange thing happens. They lose their sense of space, so they walk up and stand right next to you. Like on you. It is extremely disturbing – even when you can see them. It must have been ten times worse for Paul.

When I went in, they surrounded me and started demanding cigarettes.

‘GIMME a cigarette.’

‘I don’t have any cigarettes.’

‘Gimme a cigarette!’

They don’t listen to you, and they are right on you, and they won’t move away. It upset me, and it upset me even more when I learnt that one of the patients had taken a jersey I had given Paul. Paul didn’t have much stuff, but most of the little he did have got taken from him. He was powerless to stop it.

Paul was scared in that place, and to make matters worse, Kate had left for America, and Paul’s parents were in Ballito. I decided right then and there, on that first visit, that Paul could not possibly stay there. I called my mother and told her that there was no way we were leaving him in this place. I didn’t care how difficult it would be, but I was bringing him home.

My mother and I obtained the necessary permission from Paul’s parents that day, and the next day he was released into our care.

I still remember so clearly walking through the door of the psychiatric unit to collect him. There was a long corridor leading from the entrance to the ward, and as I walked in and called Paul’s name, he came flying round the corner at the end of the corridor and ran towards the sound of our voices. He couldn’t wait to get out of there. He was barefoot as he ran, because someone had stolen his slippers.

It was all I could do to persuade him to wait long enough for us to get what little was left of his things together. He wanted to leave the minute he reached me at the door, and he held on to my arm like a frightened child. He would not let go for love or money. There was no way anyone was going to get him back in there! It must have been really terrible for him.

Paul was very distressed about Kate. He kept asking for her – where was she and why wasn’t she coming to see him? All in this plaintive and sad little voice.

‘Where’s Kate? I want to see her.’

‘She’s gone, Paul,’ I’d tell him. ‘She was planning to go overseas and everybody told her that she must go. What was she going to wait for? She had stuff to do, Paul. She had to get on with her life. She’s gone. I’m sorry. She had to go. Don’t be a selfish bastard.’

Six weeks after his overdose, we took Paul home and put him in our spare room. They had given us his medication at the hospital – an anti-depressant, an anti-psychotic, a sedative and a sleeping tablet. All of them to be administered three times a day.

We had known that Paul was going to be a handful, but in fact we’d had no idea.

He would not sleep. At all. We gave him Rohypnol to try to make him sleep. Rohypnol is very powerful. I could take a quarter Rohypnol and sleep for twelve hours, but we would give Paul two whole tablets and he would sleep for fifteen minutes. His body was too accustomed to chemicals, and he was too agitated.

Day or night, Paul was awake and demanding care and attention. We couldn’t just leave him to his own devices. He was still too disorientated and uncoordinated to be left alone, even in his room. He would just bang about and injure himself.

He wouldn’t sit still for even a minute. He would do anything to have an excuse to get up and move around.

I’d beg him to just sit still for ten minutes and he’d say, ‘No. No. I have to go to the toilet.’

He would have just been, so I’d tell him that he didn’t need to go.

‘No. No. I do. Let’s go. Gotta go. Gotta go.’

So we’d go. I’d help him up, and then halfway to the bathroom, he’d say, ‘Just kidding!’

It was maddening.

We spent a lot of time walking in the garden, just as we had done at the hospital, and we listened to music. We talked a lot. Paul could remember quite a bit from when we were together, so we would talk about London, the people we had known and the things we had done. He could remember that, but he still couldn’t remember anything from one day to the next. His brother, Mark, would come and visit and bring him pizza, and Paul would be so thrilled to see him. The next day he’d do the same, and Paul would be just as thrilled, because he’d think this was the first time Mark was visiting him.

I had to keep him busy as much as possible. It was exhausting as much as it was pleasant to reminisce and spend time with him out of the hospital. He couldn’t do anything for himself. He couldn’t use a knife or fork to eat, and he would damage stuff in the house if left alone because he wouldn’t keep still.

Since he needed round-the-clock care, Mark hired nurses for us. Paul needed a day nurse and a night nurse, but he was impossible, so we went through about five nurses in four days.

He also wanted a cigarette. As desperate as he was to smoke, however, there was no way we were going to give in to that. No one in the household smoked, and we decided that while he was at it, he may as well give up everything. In any case, if I had given him a cigarette, he would probably have burnt the house down.

Paul became extremely distressed about the cigarette situation, despite not having smoked all the time he was in the hospital.

One of the nurses was called Emission, and I remember Paul being adamant that Emission must have cigarettes.

He’d say, ‘I’m sure Emission has cigarettes. Let’s frisk her.’

‘She so does not have cigarettes, Paul! She’s a nurse!’

But he wouldn’t listen. It was like this big plan, and he was gonna get me in on it. He was all conspiratorial about it.

The whole time, ‘Let’s frisk Emission!’

It was very funny at first, but he became quite irate about it after a couple of days. He actually got a bit frisky on one occasion, when he suddenly leapt up out of his chair and slammed his little fist into the palm of his other hand, and demanded that he be given a cigarette RIGHT NOW!

My father was sitting there and very calmly but firmly told him, ‘Paul. Sit down!’, and – voops – he sat down.

‘Sorry about that, sir. Sorry. Sorry.’

He was a nightmare, but as long as he was on his meds, he was okay. He was actually quite funny. Trying to frisk the poor beleaguered nurses!

He also had this way of clapping and then eagerly rubbing his hands together, as if … I don’t know … strawberries and cream were coming!

As long as he was medicated we could cope. Even though he wouldn’t sleep or sit still, he was quite entertaining and came across as happy and friendly, but as soon as they began wearing off – well, that was another story altogether.

We knew when the pills started to wear off, because he would start getting distressed, the way he’d been in the hospital. He would begin saying those things over and over again.

‘Let’s go. Let’s go. Please help me!’

He’d look right at me, and even though I knew that he couldn’t see me, it seemed as if he really was looking at me, and he would plead with me to help him.

‘PLEASE! HELP ME!’

I’d feel so helpless, and I’d ask him, ‘What must I do? What can I do to help you, Paul?’ But there was nothing I could do, and I knew it.

It was dreadful, but then the minute he went back onto his meds he would be all happy again.

After he had been with us for about three or four days, we decided to stop the meds, because it was clear that they were simply suppressing and masking whatever was going on inside him, not taking it away. We thought that the best way to do it would be to stop them one at a time rather than all at once. That would have been too much for Paul – and us, for that matter – to cope with.

So we kept him on the sedative and took him off the anti-depressant and then the anti-psychotic.

It was like opening a floodgate of emotion, and, if I may use the expression, that is when ‘the shit got real’.

The following two days were very upsetting for all concerned.

It was the first time that Paul was able to even begin to comprehend the full scope of what had happened. As much of a handful as he had been, and as chaotically active as his mind had been – as distressed and confused as he was in the hospital – he had never truly grasped reality. Of course he had been unable to remember much from one day to the next, so he had lacked the continuity of thought to understand what had happened to him. He had been largely living from moment to moment. Like a goldfish.

As a result, even though we must have explained it to him ten thousand times in the hospital, it only really sank in during those two days that he was off the medication, and he was overwhelmed. He understood that he had ODed and that he was blind as a result, and that Kate was gone, and … everything. It really sank in, and he was absolutely devastated. The futility of the situation finally sank in, and he became deeply disheartened. Sad. He was so sad.

For the first time he started wanting details about the night he’d ODed, but he was frustrated in this because there really wasn’t all that much we could tell him.

We told him that we didn’t know much – that Kate had come home from work at about 3 a.m. and found him. That she had called the ambulance and that he had been taken to hospital.

‘But what happened? What happened?’

‘I don’t know, Paul. No one knows. Only you can know what happened. No one else was there.’

He wanted to know, over and over. Our answers never satisfied him, and he still battled with his short-term memory.

The next question was, ‘Why can’t I see?’

‘I don’t know. The doctors don’t know if you will regain your sight.’

We told him what we knew – that the doctors had originally told us that he should regain his sight once the brain swelling had gone down, because it was putting pressure on his optic nerve. We were told that it is quite common for people with brain injuries to lose their sight temporarily for this reason.

We couldn’t tell him why he was still blind. His sight wasn’t coming back at all, but there was nothing wrong with his eyes or his optic nerves. At that stage we didn’t know anything about cortical blindness, and the doctors had told us nothing.

He wasn’t totally blind. We realised that he could tell the difference between light and dark after he began commenting that someone had turned the light on when they had, but that was about it. He couldn’t distinguish shapes or follow movement.

If we were out in very bright sunlight and I waved my arm, he could see the shadow, but that was the closest he could come to ‘seeing’ anything.

Funny, though – I remember not being sure whether or not I should believe him when he said he couldn’t see anything. Despite the five years that had passed since the end of our relationship, I was still so used to him being cunning – so used to him having a hidden agenda for everything – that it actually crossed my mind that he was lying about being blind.

I’d sit and think, well, why would he tell us if he could see? Then I’d think, why wouldn’t he tell us? Then I’d think, well, because if he can see, then he can get up in the middle of the night and go around looking for cigarettes.

Paranoid thinking, perhaps, but that is how you begin to think about things after living with a drug addict who lies and manipulates constantly. It was quite incredible that my mistrust had not died after five years.

Another thing that evidently had not died after five years was Paul’s hurt and anger with me for leaving him.

During those two days that he was off his medication, he began to talk about it – but, interestingly, as if he was talking to someone else about me.

He’d say, ‘You know that Savannah girl? She wasn’t very fair, you know.’ He would go on about me being a horrible person, and what had happened between us, and that he was very upset about it.

‘She really hurt me.’

‘Well, Paul,’ I said, ‘maybe you hurt her too.’

‘Ja, but she really hurt me!’

He had so much to say about Savannah. It had all been locked away for so long because I had refused to speak to him after we broke up. I had refused to take his phone calls or reply to his letters, so he now took the opportunity to say everything he had wanted to say then and couldn’t.

He said it all in the third person. As if I wasn’t there.

Those two days were difficult, but necessary. He worked through a lot of stuff. It was the first time that he could really get a hold of his own mind.

On the last night we took him off the sedative too, but then he was up the whole night – ‘Gotta go. Gotta go. GOT TO GO! Let’s go. Let’s go.’ All the time. It was a never-ending loop that he couldn’t seem to get out of, so we decided after that to put him back on the sedative. It didn’t keep him in bed all night, but it at least calmed him and he would sleep a little, as opposed to not at all.

We didn’t put him back on the other stuff, though. It was time for him to start dealing with the real world again.

As I’ve said, we went through nurses at a ridiculous rate. They couldn’t deal with him. Each of us, my mom, my dad and I, had also taken a turn to spend a night watching him, so when a friend of mine, David, offered to look after him one night, we had a bit of a laugh. We were nurseless by this stage. Each of the night nurses had left after only one night on the job, and the agency wouldn’t send us any more.

We tried to discourage David, but he insisted. He had no idea, of course. We tried to tell him …

In the end we let David do it, because none of us were volunteering, and of course it was the same as always. Gotta go. Gotta go. Let’s go. The whole night. No sleep for the weary – and this with both a sedative and a sleeping tablet.

There was clearly no way that we could continue to take care of Paul indefinitely, and so after he had been with us for about ten days or so, my parents contacted his parents in Ballito and told them that Paul would have to go into some form of care. They needed to find a place for him to live.

My parents offered to drive him down to Natal, which they did. We had done all we could.

The morning he left, I remember sitting at the table drinking tea with him. I had this huge pink tea cup, and Paul started staring intently right at it – as if he could see it. I asked him if he could see the cup and he said, yes, he could. I asked him what colour it was.

He said, ‘Oh. It’s brown. It’s brown because it’s Royco Tea!’


A Hard Decision

Val

THERE ARE THINGS THAT COME TO MIND FIRST WHEN I look back on the months after Paul came home. Things that make time disappear, bring tears unbidden and make it impossible to talk for a few seconds.

Not coping with him. Not being able to cope with him, and having to send him away. That wasn’t a hard thing to face. It was no surprise, and we had to be pragmatic. It’s the things that came after that fact that still pinch.

Having to turn away after we signed him in to a state psychiatric hospital, even after he begged us not to leave him, even after he promised he would be good if we took him home.

Walking in on one of our weekly visits to see him fishing with his hands in his plate, trying to get his food because the nurse who was supposed to be feeding him was chatting to someone else and not paying attention to him.

Seeing him unable to bring his hands to his mouth, as hungry as he was, and knowing that I wasn’t there to help when this happened.

Hearing the other patients egging him on to run, because he was forever making a dash for the fence to escape even when he didn’t know where the fence was.

Knowing how desperate to escape he must have been to keep doing that.

‘Run, Paul, run!’ they would call out, after pointing him in the right direction, because it was entertainment for them to see him run into the fence.

They weren’t bad people, I told myself. Just lost, like Paul.

‘Run, Paul! Run!’

Knowing that they were doing this when we weren’t there.

Knowing how desperate he was to escape, because even when I walked with him in the gardens, he’d keep asking me how he could get out – telling me that all he wanted to do was get out.

The cut on his cheek from when he’d bolted down a corridor in the building and run into a fire extinguisher.

Pleading with me to take him home.

‘I’ll be good, Mom, I promise. Just please don’t leave me here. I promise I won’t be bad.’

‘You’re not bad, Paul. You’re not here because you are bad. You’re here because you have had problems. You have an illness, and this is a hospital, and we are trying to help you.’

‘Please, Mom. I PROMISE to be good. Please take me home!’ Crying.

The day we had him committed. I think of that day and then the memory is replaced with a flood of emotion so intense that it chokes me, and I sit unable to speak, tears welling up in my eyes.

It is at moments like these that everything … everything … ceases to be a series of events in the past and there are no more words to describe what has become a part of you.

I had to leave my child, and this time there was no anger, no desperation, no conscious turning away for his own good. There was no exasperation, no disappointment, no thoughts of ‘if he dies, he dies’. That was all gone. That Paul was gone.

The son I left behind at Townhill each time I visited was totally helpless and he wanted his mom, and I was never more his mother then, nor he ever more my child, than at those moments. After everything we had been through, after all the ‘be tough’, I’d cry every time we drove away.

We had intended to try to look after him ourselves. We had known full well that he would be in need of professional help, because of what Wendy and Buster had told us, but when they brought him to us, we had no clear idea of what we’d need to do.

We realised very quickly, though, that he would need more than professional help. He would need professional care.

We had taken him and done our best to get him settled down. The days were not too bad. They were full, but we managed. We’d sit in the sun. He loved the sun on his face. We had so many wonderful, supportive friends who would visit, and the attention would keep us all distracted. We’d take drives to the beach.

It was the nights that rapidly took a toll.

My husband and I took turns looking after him at night.

There were two beds in his room, and we’d take it in shifts to lie on the bed opposite Paul’s to watch over him. We didn’t sleep much, because he would wake often and call for us. He was still very lost and confused, and when he woke, he would want to know where he was, and where we were.

Then he’d sleep for a short while and wake again, as lost as before, again wanting to know where he was, wanting to get up, and so it would go on.

I was particularly worried about the glass sliding doors in our house. I was terrified, day and night, that Paul would blunder into them. Day and night made no difference to him, he wouldn’t see them at all, and he was always moving about and wanting to go somewhere.

After a month, we knew that we couldn’t handle it.

A friend of ours had contacts at St Luke’s, a home for cerebral palsy children in Stanger, and we took Paul there to meet them. He was always very amenable to being led off somewhere, so getting him to St Luke’s was not difficult, but I realised as soon as we walked into the place that there would be a problem.

The residents were very loving and friendly, and they were all over Paul the minute we arrived. They hugged him and touched him and hung on him. They seemed so pleased with him, but the tactile attention from all sides evidently alarmed him because, as collected as he seemed, I was holding his hand and I could feel the sweat break out. He didn’t panic, but in minutes his palms were absolutely wet. He didn’t really know what was going on, and he was afraid of these children, who only wanted to please.

Still, Mark and I knew that we could no longer cope with caring for Paul on our own. A private nurse at our home was not an option, for both financial and practical reasons, so when the administrator at St Luke’s said that we should leave him with them, we decided to give it a try.

It didn’t work out. After a very short time, the administrator called and said that they couldn’t cope either. There was a large staircase in the residence, and they said that Paul kept getting up at night and wandering around and they were afraid he would fall down the stairs. She added that the constant attention he received from the other residents, who were trying to help him, seemed to be distressing him, especially that of the little ones who seemed to be in his way all the time. They were just being nice, but it was ‘freaking him out’.

No one could cope. We were at a loss. He needed to be in a psychiatric hospital where they’d have the experience and resources to deal with him. It seemed wrong, though. He wasn’t crazy or delusional. He wasn’t mentally ill. He was injured and bewildered.

But he needed twenty-four-hour care, and we felt that we had no choice.

The woman at St Luke’s told us about Townhill, but she explained that the only way we could get him in there would be to have him certified – in effect, declaring him mentally incapacitated and relinquishing him to state control. It was a hard decision to make, but it only took one day to do what had to be done. One incredibly unpleasant and difficult day. In one day, Paul became a ward of the state, and they took him from us. Until they gave him back, we would only be able to visit him. We couldn’t even take him to Pietermaritzburg in our car. We were expecting to, but after all the relevant documents had been signed and stamped, by us, the district surgeon and the police, we were gently informed that we might accompany him in the ambulance, but we could not take him to Townhill ourselves.

Sending him to Townhill was no easy thing to do after we had seen what it was like for Paul in the psychiatric ward at the J.G. Strijdom.

We’d given Paul some of the medication he’d been left with from the J.G. Strijdom to keep him calm, but he knew that something was happening, and, unable to grasp the situation in its totality, he’d become ever more confused over the course of the day.

To my great relief, he fell asleep in the ambulance. We had to go back to Durban for the ambulance to drop off another patient at the hospital, and then on to Pietermaritzburg, so it was a long journey – about two and a half hours.

Paul lay in the back, his head on my lap, and I prayed he’d sleep all the way.

He did wake, but thankfully only when we were almost there.

I remember the ambulance attendant becoming concerned when he showed signs of waking, and asking if he’d need to be restrained.

‘No, no,’ I said, ‘he’s harmless.’

He was harmless. There was no violence in him, just this bewilderment and worry that hurt so much to see.

‘Where are we going, Mom?’ he kept asking, and I kept telling him that he had to go back to hospital, and that it would all be okay.

It would all be okay. It was a stage he had to go through, that’s all.

When we got there, they took him. More papers to sign, and then we had to go. Mark had brought the car and met us there.

Paul was completely awake when we left, and while he might not have understood much, he could sense that this was something different from St Luke’s, and he understood that we were leaving him. He began to cry, and then to plead with us. ‘Don’t go! Don’t go! Don’t leave me here!’

He thought we were abandoning him. The nurses were so kind, and they kept on reassuring him that we’d be back to visit, but he wasn’t hearing them.

He was only hearing us say goodbye.


Swimming

Paul

A HUGE SWIMMING POOL. A POOL THE SIZE OF AN OCEAN, the edges so far away on all sides that although I knew they were there, I couldn’t reach them. I could only keep swimming, the tide against me, fighting to keep my head above water. Fighting to stay alive.

I couldn’t reach the side of the pool, but I couldn’t stop swimming, because if I did I would drown.

I remember nothing of the overdose, and I never will, and the only clear recollection that I have from the time I lay in the hospital is what I’ve just told you. That and the rhythmic sound of the heart-lung machine that sounded like the sea to me, and fed my dream.

Everything else is just a mass of confusion, and almost everything I know of that time has been told to me.

I remember feeling disturbed by the things that were sticking into my body and by being strapped down – which I was because I was constantly trying to rip the strange things (the tubes, drip-line and various other things keeping me ‘connected’) out of and off me. Sounds came through in waves, and didn’t seem to make any sense. Voices were just voices. I was unaware of who they belonged to, and I never knew who was with me. Other tattered recollections seem out of sequence, so that what little I remember happening, as I heard it and felt it – because I couldn’t see anything – is difficult for me to place or associate with any one part of the weeks following my recovery from the coma. I’m not sure where to put things, so I have left that bit for others to tell. I was fairly solidly drugged up in any case, so it is no wonder that it is all a blur.

When I stopped ‘swimming’, I remember walking in the gardens. Noo walked with me, but I only knew that after the fact, when I was told. I have no memory of her being there now, although I have also been told that she was one of the few people I could identify from day to day.

I remember the gardens, because I loved to sing, and I could feel the sun shining on me.

My memory begins to clear from the time I was sent to Townhill.

Townhill is a state psychiatric hospital near Pietermaritzburg, with three divisions allowing for accommodation of the full range of certified cases, from the criminally insane to the temporarily deranged.

It was probably the shock factor that got my synapses going, because I remember being absolutely terrified! I was confused. I didn’t really know what was going on around me or what people were doing with me. I couldn’t see a thing or even feel my way around people and things properly, because I struggled to understand what I was touching or what was touching me. They initially put me in the lock-down ward for the most dangerous – or perhaps I should say ‘high-care’– patients, who were dangerous to themselves at the very least.

I have been told that I was placed in a padded cell soon after arrival because I freaked out so badly. The doctors attributed it to all the medication I’d been on since the J.G. Strijdom. I don’t remember this episode, but it fits.

I was very aware of the other inmates around me, even though they were all in their individual ‘cells’ and so couldn’t touch me. They still scared the wits out of me, because I could hear them. Hearing them was enough. It was a cacophony of sound. They were forever calling for stuff, and screaming and banging, banging, banging.

I also felt absolutely abandoned, although I understand now why my parents had to put me there. I now know that they had had no choice, because neither they nor anyone else could cope with me, and with my prognosis for recovery to a state of ‘normality’ still looking extremely slim at that stage, it was then not outside the realms of possibility that I might have had to be institutionalised forever.

So they’d had to do it. They couldn’t have kept me in private care indefinitely, and state care was the only other option open to them. I also know that they felt terrible about it.

The only way to get me onto the government healthcare system was to have me ‘officially declared in need of psychiatric care’, i.e. certified. So I was – certified, sealed, stamped and delivered.

I was traumatised, but the terror and the misery that I felt proved to be a catalyst for my recovery. It forced me to find within myself every last ounce of personal strength that I could, just to get through each waking moment, and once I’d found that strength, it slowly but surely began to hold me up.

It was hard. It was incredibly hard. I had to dig very deep to find those wells, and so often they were just filled with tears.

What had I done to myself? How had I come to be here? Hell, I had really stuffed up! The severity and the permanence of the situation I was in slapped me in the face so hard, I was left not just reeling, but broken on the floor. I was blind, and I was in an institution for the insane! The worst thing was that it didn’t just slap me once, but many times, because I was still medicated twenty-four hours a day, and that kept me from grasping the situation on any kind of continuous level. I would be ‘zoned out’ for hours, and it would hit me just before I was due for the next lot of pills. I was medicated throughout my stay at Townhill – as were all the patients. I can’t blame them, really, because with over 400 patients to cope with, I guess it is easier for the staff to keep everyone docile than to have to deal with the true extent of each individual trauma and madness.

On being ‘upgraded’ to an open ward, the cacophony of sound changed. There was less banging and screaming, but the voices were now all around me, and close to me. Many voices – belonging to the creatures that brushed up against me and crowded in on me. I often couldn’t make sense of what they were saying, nor could I understand the movement, and so I was no less panicked than before. I felt harassed. I was harassed!

I also discovered that there were long fingers in Townhill. The other inmates (I assume it was them) stole my things. I was a soft target because of my blindness, and so the few possessions I had with me – my Walkman, a little radio and other bits and pieces – vanished very quickly.

I clearly remember being depressed and incredulous as to how people could steal from me when I was helpless. Ironic.

Then there was the noise outside. There was a workshop on the grounds, and they did a lot of metalwork there.

I had always had particularly acute hearing, but now the loss of my sense of sight heightened it even more, so that I was intensely aware of and affected by sound – even distant sound. The noises coming from the workshop consequently drove me to distraction all day, every day. As if it wasn’t bad enough. I just couldn’t block it out. There was banging and hammering, and, worst of all, the angle-grinder! It screamed through my brain.

All I wanted to do was get out of that place.

I was not ‘all there’ cognitively, in many respects, and I laugh now at an acutely clear memory I have of wanting to escape.

I had made friends with another inmate in the open ward. I wasn’t sure at the time what his problem was, but he didn’t scare me like the others, and he quickly became a much needed ally. I remember hatching an idea one day that if I could only get the key, I could get out, and thinking that since he could see, he could find the key for me … because I had had enough of this shit and I wanted to go home! I remember whispering to him to ‘pass me the fucking key!’ and him replying, ‘I don’t have the fucking key!’

I think he was schizophrenic. I was blind and permanently beside myself. Two loonies in a loony bin, conspiring to escape. Hilarious.

I think I realised how laughable it was even then, because I started getting better. It was the first of many light moments in the general gloom and distress of my existence in Townhill, and I began finding the strength to focus more and more on the positive day-to-day things – of which there were a few.

First and foremost was my psychologist. She stood out from many of the others for me because we ‘clicked’, and she came across to me as being an incredibly good person. She became a good friend while I was in Townhill. She helped me a great deal. I had weekly therapy sessions with her, and thanks to those I soon faced re-evaluation and transfer to another, more relaxed, section of the institution.

Then there were the gardens. They were huge and expansive, and beautifully kept.

I couldn’t ‘see’ this, but I could feel it. I could feel the way they were laid out, and I could sometimes see the colours if not the actual shapes of the trees and flowers – and in the strange way that people with cortical blindness sometimes know what it is they can’t see, I knew. I walked often in the gardens, led by one of the nurses, a Zulu woman whom I remember as being very kind and gentle with me, and I gradually traced them with my slow steps till it seemed to me as if I could see them.

There were trampolines and a physiotherapy gym in the grounds, and they had specific exercise regimes designed for patients. My motor skills were not all that great, in particular my fine motor skills. My left hand was weaker than my right, as it still is today, and I was given a lot of exercises to do with that.

I was taught to walk with a cane, so that when I was finally transferred to the third and most relaxed ward, appropriately named Libertas, I was able to move around relatively easily by myself. I never fully mastered the use of the cane, but it was an improvement in that I didn’t need to be led everywhere as before.

There was the weekly Friday night dance, held for the patients in the two open wards. Everyone enjoyed them, and I didn’t need to be able to see to get the general atmosphere of hilarity that reigned on those nights. Two wards full of mixed nuts dancing and partying together … and endlessly trying to bum cigarettes off each other, even though no one ever had any!

It wasn’t all good, even after the initial trauma had passed and I had learnt to deal with the facts of life. There was unpleasantness. I encountered it in some of the caregivers, some of whom I really thought were in the wrong line of work (but, hey, I guess they can’t be too choosy. It’s not as if people beat the door down to work in a mental hospital), and I encountered it in my fellow patients and inmates.

Some of it was sad. Some of it was disturbing. There were people in there who never ceased to give me the heebie-jeebies, and there were some for whom my heart bled. There was ‘Wa Wa’, as we called him, who’d had his skull smashed in by a bunch of thugs with a baseball bat, and growled and spat constantly in hatred of the race group to which his attackers had belonged, no matter in which direction you tried to steer the conversation. ‘Damn bloody …’ He couldn’t say anything else.

Then there was one guy who’d ended up in there because he had severe epilepsy and suffered incessant fits. Like me, he was in there because no one could take care of him on the outside, but he shouldn’t really have been there. At least I thought so. It wasn’t his fault, and he wasn’t mad. He was just a danger to himself and needed constant supervision.

Then there was the guy who’d been caught having it off with a goat. Illegally sick.

Oh yeah, they were all in there.

There were the truly criminally demented, the schizophrenics, and the people who had been badly hurt or traumatised, or who just couldn’t cope with the world, with all the kaleidoscopic behaviours that came with them, and all the tragedy that came with their histories. There were many who had very little chance of getting out of there – ever. It was a strange place to begin finding meaning and happiness in life again, but I was faced with a choice. I could choose to see my cup as half empty, or I could choose to see it as half full. I chose the latter, as difficult as it was at first, because I knew that if I moped and felt sorry for myself, I was going nowhere. I would only get worse with the passage of time. I had a long way to go and a long, hard slog ahead of me. I could do very little for myself. I had to be bathed and dressed by the nurses. I had to be fed, like a baby, unable to bring a spoon to my mouth with my own hand. I couldn’t find my mouth.

As my resolve, and my ability, grew to be positive, I became less afraid, and found more to regard as interesting and entertaining. The same blithe outlook on life that had probably helped bring me down before, now helped me get up again. I was able to get on with ‘today’ without worrying too much about next week, or next year, or ten years down the line.

However, I do remember being very conscious of what I must have looked like to people who had known me from before my overdose. I particularly remember visits from my psychologist friend from Shekane. The first couple of times she visited, I didn’t really know who she was or why she was there, but after she had come to see me a few times, I was struck by the fact that we had played squash together at the courts in Dalton the last time I had seen her as the ‘old me’. I had been as close to recovery then as I had ever been … and yet here I was.

She was incredibly patient with me, and I remember thinking that it must have been very disappointing and painful for her to see me this way – physically impaired, blind, disorientated and confused – and it made me acutely aware of just how quickly things can change.

In remembering just how close I had been to recovery, just how close I had come to not being where I was, I thought that the rehabs don’t actually give people enough time to recover. They expect the impossible. They should keep people there longer, far longer, though I know that for financial reasons, and also because they can’t always keep people there against their will, that is not really feasible.

It was hard to think these thoughts. It was hard to be so aware of the fact that it was me who had done this to myself, and not some outside force that I could blame and rave against.

It was so hard.

Yet, in retrospect, I think my concern for what my friend felt is evidence of my growth in the face of that challenge: it would previously have been unlike me to have thought about how anything could make someone else feel.

My ‘freedom’ was granted after a battery of simple tests to gauge whether or not I had the potential to cope with life on the outside – things like what the date was and what my name was. Basically, they needed to know that I had a consistent awareness of who and where I was from day to day, and that I was not simply swimming around in my own mental fishbowl – just reacting to what was going on around me without much insight.

I was in Townhill for just under a year, and although I left with an impression of a place well run, I’d be lying if I said that it was an easy time. It had been incredibly difficult. Yet it was the time that I grew the most, because I had nowhere to go but up, and as the months went by, I had to face the psychological challenge of acceptance anew with each level of improvement. That, coupled with the desire to get out of there, is what pushed me past the stage where I could easily have collapsed in on myself and fulfilled the doctors’ prognosis.

When I left Townhill, my sister took me in (or should I say took me on), and it was she who finally stopped all the medication.

That decision effectively gave me my life back, because I could then begin to match my attitude with a physical improvement. It wasn’t overnight – in fact it took months – but I eventually progressed to the point of being able to dress, bathe and feed myself.

What had been missing before was as much the concentration as the co-ordination required to do those simple tasks. The medication had been keeping me from re-learning that, but at Townhill they had just put it down to severe brain damage.


The Unimaginable

Lynn

THE DAY I GOT THAT CALL FROM MARK TO TELL ME PAUL had overdosed, that they thought he was going to die and that I must come up to Jo’burg immediately was, for me, less of a shock than the delivery of a profound sorrow.

As brother and sister, Paul and I had been incredibly close, and I had experienced his addiction first-hand when he’d stayed with me, on numerous occasions, when I’d lived in Jo’burg. Yet this came as, if not exactly a surprise, a horror that I’d not thought about rather than thought would not happen.

He’d had so much life in him – so much fire – too much fire to go down. Yet, at the same time that I thought this, I had never really believed that there was any way out for Paul.

I’d had a good relationship with him, but I’d always had so much going on in my own life, that as much as I’d looked out for him, I had removed myself from any familial obligation to try to fix him. I truly believed that the only person who could do that was Paul himself, and that freed me to have a relationship with him that precluded the distance that constant disappointment creates between two people. I had accepted his addiction. I hadn’t liked it, but I was powerless against it, and so I took a more practical approach to dealing with it. I’d had him followed in Hillbrow, so that I always knew where he was. If I found he was passed out somewhere on the street, I was happy to know he was alive. He always made it, so I didn’t worry. I couldn’t. It wouldn’t do Paul any good, or me, and I knew that he would always come to me, because he could. My door was always open for him because I wasn’t trying to change him.

When my mother became sick with worry because he’d disappeared into Hillbrow again, or walked out of an expensive rehab after a couple of days, I didn’t commiserate with her. I knew he’d turn up at my door within forty-eight hours. I became inured to worry because I had neither the time nor the inclination to fight a fight that was neither mine nor within my power to win. I was not naive about the drugs he was taking, and Paul never tried to pull the wool over my eyes. He actually went the other way. He was very direct with me. Very honest. He’d tell me that if I didn’t give him fifty bucks he would go and steal it from someone else.

Eventually, I was so tired of it all that I’d give him the money. It wasn’t going to make a bit of difference to his habit not to.

It drove a wedge between my mother and me. I knew that what they were doing was futile. All the money and all the attention in the world were not going to bring Paul around. It frustrated me that they could not see this. As long as he was living the life he’d chosen and getting away with it, they were wasting their time and their money, and the longer they continued to waste their time and money on him, the longer he was going to get away with it.

I believed that he should take responsibility for himself. I believe that is all anyone can do.

Paul had never been ‘bad’ in the ugly way a person can become when they are on drugs.

There had been the theft and the prison sentences, but to me he was basically a nice kid. He was always easy with me. I didn’t judge him. I treated him with respect, and so he treated me with respect. He was wayward, in trouble, and getting into lots of trouble, and he even stole from me, but I understood that it was the drugs and not he.

None of it was good, but I guess I always assumed that he would somehow just … well, go on.

He was simply out of control. I hadn’t thought that he was at death’s door at any point. He had always looked okay to me. He’d had that emaciated ‘heroin chic’ look in Jo’burg, but the last time I had seen him, in Plett, two years before his overdose, he’d been running – and I’d thought he looked good. Stunning actually – and totally oblivious to the stares of appreciative women in the small seaside town where I have been living now for the past ten years.

I had just moved down to Plett then, and Paul was working at the Beacon Island Hotel. He stayed here for about six months, and as he looked fine, I didn’t pry into what, if anything, he was up to. It had seemed like the worst was long over, though I never doubted he’d play with whatever came along. I just didn’t stick my nose in his business. If he’d survived Wellconal addiction, he’d survive anything.

He looked fit, he was young and he was good-looking. Hardly the profile of someone on the slippery slide to nowhere, or death. It wasn’t like he was filthy and rummaging through dustbins, or incapable of functioning socially. There had been bad times, and he had done bad things, but he didn’t seem that bad himself. I didn’t think that it had changed his person all that much, and he wasn’t inherently bad or dysfunctional. He was my brother who took drugs and kept landing himself in hot water. It would end. He would come right. He would have to. Or it would go on, as life does, and it would all end up somewhere in a place beyond anyone’s control except his.

It would just be a matter of time and maturity. Of hitting his head hard enough so that he would wake up and smell the coffee. No one could help him but himself, so eventually he would – to some degree, or just keep on taking drugs till … whatever. The outcome was in a future that had nothing to do with my daily life, and I was sick of it anyway. To me, Paul was a survivor. He had survived one overdose. He looked okay. It was the best that could be hoped for at the time, and I’d left it at that. I had to. His drug problem had ripped my family apart already. I wouldn’t let it take me down or wreck my relationship with my mother any more than it already had.

Then after Paul left Plett and returned to Johannesburg, I had other things on my mind. I had a son, Daniel, in December 1994, and he became my whole world. I didn’t really take much heed of anything else after that.

When I got the call, I flew up to Jo’burg as soon as I could get my son and myself ready, and went straight to the hospital.

It was terrible to walk in and see Paul lying there, in a coma, hooked up to this heart monitor. Beep. Beep. Beep. That machine made the only noise in the room.

It was devastating, but it soon got worse. Much worse. Paul ‘woke up’, and then things got really awful. There was no more eerie beeping, because it was drowned out by the noise Paul made.

He was still technically in a coma, and would be for eleven days, because he was unresponsive to outside stimuli, but he went MAD.

He started screaming. He screamed and bashed on the bars of his cot. He rattled them. Rattle. Rattle. Rattle. Screaming all the time. It was hideous. He was like something possessed and in terrible pain. He couldn’t talk. When he wasn’t screaming, he grunted and growled – these deep guttural sounds, like an animal.

Wherever he was in his head, it must have been a horrible place. He must have been so scared and so lost in that place, and it didn’t seem as if he could hear us at all. I don’t think that he was at all aware that we were there.

The first time I visited, I was with my brother Mark, and we both left after about forty-five minutes. We couldn’t take it any more. I’m sure they must have medicated him to calm him down, but I don’t remember anything except those screams. They were the screams of someone in HELL.

He was withdrawing.

I stayed there for little over a week after he came out of his coma. After that I had a life to get back to, and I couldn’t take much more anyhow. We were told that, if he even lived, he was going to be a vegetable, that there was no point in looking forward to anything else. It was over.

I thought he should rather die. I couldn’t stand seeing him like that. It was unimaginable. Pointless.

But he did live, and the unimaginable continued.

After the hospital, my parents, unable to look after him (no one could at that stage), put him in a government-funded psychiatric hospital. It was a true archetypical state mental asylum, and he was placed in the lock-down ward for the criminally insane. Level One. What a peach.

I remember the palms of my hands turning icy cold when I went to visit him there. There were truly mad people in that place. You could look into their eyes and see the insanity. Young people too. Good-looking young people, but when they looked at you … you could see it. Psychotics. There was no bright future in store for them. They were gone, and Paul, blind and confused, was placed in among them. He could see nothing, nothing, nothing, and they would attack him because he was so vulnerable. After the hospital, it was just more hell for him.

It was unbearable for him. It was unbearable to see him in there. He didn’t know what was going on. When my parents visited him, my father would hold his hand and Paul would just cry and cry and cry.

He begged us all to help him. ‘Please,’ he would say, ‘please help me. Please get me out of here. I don’t know what is going on. I can’t see. Just take me away. Please!’

He was very, very scared, and always crying. It was rough for all of us to deal with his emotions and the place he was in, what had happened … what was going to happen, but it was especially hard for my parents.

It was some measure of relief to me, however, when, after an assessment, they moved him from Level One to Level Two in the asylum. He was at the very least no longer at the mercy of the completely and criminally insane inmates against whom he could not defend himself.

There was just nowhere else for him to go. He needed the intense care that Townhill could provide. He had to be left there.

After a year he had improved enough to be taken out, but things were hardly much better.

My parents were unable to place him in the home for the blind in Durban because he was still quite severely incapacitated. He was utterly unable to dress himself, brush his teeth, or even feed himself. They had tried, but he had been sent home after the caretakers there had said they couldn’t cope with him. He’d get out of the shower and just stand there, and they had too many people to take care of to be able to dress him day in and day out.

He did not have the necessary motor co-ordination to do even the most basic things, and as a result he needed more intensive care than could be provided for him at such a home. Everything he did had to be supervised and assisted.

The only other option seemed to be a home for the mentally disabled. Stunning old building, but that’s where it ended. It would have been a sad place for Paul to be in. It was also run by the mentally disabled, and not to make light of their efforts and dignity, it was no place for my little brother. These people had very low ceilings on their lives, and the place seemed to me to be permeated by a lack of hope that would not do Paul any good. He had no hope of recovery if he was going to be there.

I could not bear the thought of him having to live like that, and so I told my parents that I would take him. He would live with me in Plett.

Paul was still a very frightened kid. He had also put on an incredible amount of weight. He had not been active for months, being blind, unable to move around much, and heavily medicated for much of that time. He had ‘blown up’. He was a big, big boy. From heroin chic to tick. With a horrible state haircut above his little round face.

It was probably the medication more than anything that made him so big. It was so disconcerting seeing him like that. He had been absolutely stunning – really ‘out there’. Hot. He’d had a huge personality, and now it was replaced by a huge body. His mind … well, he just wasn’t the same person. He was only capable of very childlike conversation – very simple and very innocent. I felt so much heartache for him and for what was gone.

In general there was a lot of sympathy and heartache for him, but I knew that he needed more than that if he was ever going to enjoy any quality of life. He needed to be pushed, or he was never going to improve. Softness and ‘ag shame, just try your best’ were not going to get results. I was determined to do the pushing, and to do it till I got results.

My son, Daniel, was two years old when Paul came to live with us. I’d had one child to look after. Now I had two. Much of a muchness. He couldn’t dress himself, so I would teach him, just as I was teaching Daniel. It would be a process that would take a little time, but I didn’t think that it would be all that difficult.

It was absolutely impossible.

I had to teach him to take basic care of himself, so I started with trying to get him to take his toothpaste, toothbrush and soap with him to the shower. That’s all he had to do – then come back, washed and brushed, and put his clothes on.

I didn’t think it was much to ask, but for Paul it was an enormous task.

Sometimes he would just sit on the step outside the shower, and I would say ‘Pauly, what have you forgotten now? Where is your soap?’ Then he would go back to the shower and get his soap. He couldn’t remember it all. Then he would come back and I’d tell him to put his clothes on, and he couldn’t. I got so frustrated with him that I took to prodding him with a coat hanger to jolt him into action, so he wouldn’t just sit there or not respond to directions. As for initiative, there wasn’t any. Trying to get him to do things was worse than trying to get a two-year-old to follow instructions. Pauly, get this. Where’s that? Do this. What have you forgotten now? The same thing every day! Pauly, here comes the coat hanger! Where’s your soap? Where’s your toothpaste?

Apart from his inability to do simple things like dress himself, he also couldn’t see a thing, and he couldn’t co-ordinate his movements sufficiently to eat without throwing his food all over the place. He would end up feeding the table and the floor more than himself. It was a nightmare.

He had been such an intelligent guy, so it wasn’t just frustrating for us to deal with him the way he was now, but terribly sad. So much of him was lost. Not just his intelligence, but his personality and his spontaneity, his wit and the fire in him. So much of what had made him Paul.

It was emotionally painful, but he was my brother and I could do something this time, so I was happy to have him with me, whatever the practical day-to-day difficulties. I persevered, and I also stopped all the medication he’d been living on because I was sure it was keeping him dulled.

It took eight maddening months, but I did it. I got him to put his clothes on.

Being able to dress himself meant that Paul was then a better candidate for a home for the blind. It was a relief, because he couldn’t stay with me indefinitely. Apart from the fact that I had a child to raise and I needed to work, Paul now needed to learn to cope with his blindness, and the best teachers would be other blind people. The prognosis for his ever regaining his sight was extremely poor, and he would have to learn to live with it to give him the best chance of a fulfilling life.

So after he had been with us in Plett for about a year, we sent him back to Natal to a hostel for the blind. Things were easier on everyone then, and I went to visit him there, spending whole days with him. He was far more able to get on with his life in that environment, not least because he also started attending Headway – a centre for people with brain trauma.


Headway

Veronica Raaf

I FIRST MET PAUL IN 1998 WHILE DOING VOLUNTARY WORK for the Association for the Blind in Durban. They asked me if I would help with transport for a young blind and brain-damaged man between the John Palmer Hostel for the Blind in Durban and a centre called Headway Natal, situated about twelve kilometres outside of Durban in the suburb of Westville.

I was not familiar at that time with Headway Natal, but soon learnt that it was a centre for people who had suffered brain injury and stroke, and had been opened earlier that year. At the time that I became involved, there were already about twenty attendees – mostly, though not exclusively, young adults with brain trauma from accidents.

Headway South Africa had been started in the early 1980s by a group of parents with brain-injured children to provide support and information, and had developed over the following years. The Headway centres, five across the country, are now places where brain trauma victims can go to receive therapy or just to spend their time in a stimulating environment, with the services of occupational therapists, psychologists and other professionals available to them and their families.

Headway Natal has an activity programme that begins at 8 a.m. and ends at 3 p.m. every weekday, offering pottery, woodwork, art, cookery and music classes, among other ‘diversional activities’, for those who, like Paul, are no longer able to function independently in society.

I warmed to Paul from the minute I met him. He seemed positive and cheerful, despite everything, and in fact would remain so for the most part throughout the period that I was involved with him.

From the time I agreed to begin giving this young man lifts, I had decided not to patronise him, but to treat him with the respect that he deserved as a fellow human being and adult. Yet when I met him, the teacher in me immediately prompted me to try to find ways to help him. I wanted to do my bit to help him improve, even if only during the short time that we spent together in the car.

It was immediately apparent to me that his co-ordination and awareness of himself in space and in relation to what was around him was not too good. I would ask him to do up his seatbelt, and he would clearly have no clue where to begin. He wouldn’t be able to find the clasp for the belt, and when I tried to direct him, for example saying, ‘the clasp is closer to your body’ or ‘the clasp is next to your hand’, he wouldn’t understand what that meant.

The injury to his brain, apart from his blindness, was very apparent. It is hard to imagine how a person would not be able to follow such simple instructions, not understand the concept of closer, and not be able to do the ‘little things’ – the ease of which is something we all take for granted. Yet here he was, in my car, unable to do up his own seatbelt no matter how hard he tried.

Nevertheless, over the months that I ‘lifted’ Paul, he made some improvements in those areas. Improvements that I increasingly viewed as impressive as I came to know him better, and came to know better the difficulties he had to face.

Paul’s blindness was mystifying, and initially a little disconcerting for me until I learnt more about it. There was nothing at all wrong with Paul’s eyes or optic nerves. His blindness was a result of hypoxia and the resultant death of the cells in the part of his brain responsible for interpreting the signals sent from the optic nerves. Yet this area of his brain was clearly not absolutely dead, because Paul could see things – if only sporadically. It could come and go, just like that, and sometimes so quickly that he would ‘know’ things that he was not consciously aware that he had seen.

So I was somewhat startled and intrigued when Paul first commented on the trees and flowering shrubs along the side of the road. How on earth …?

He began to do this fairly frequently, and he would often walk up to me and greet me when I came to pick him up from Headway. I would keep absolutely quiet, to test him, but he was extraordinarily good at ‘knowing’ that I was there. He would look right at me. It was not what I expected from a blind person, but I got used to it after Paul explained it to me. He told me that he could see on occasion – to greatly varying degrees, and that his peripheral vision was often quite good. He was also often able to distinguish movement and the difference between light and dark.

Sometimes, however, he could see nothing at all. Strangest of all, oftentimes he just ‘knew’ what it was he couldn’t see.

Paul’s ‘blindsightedness’ is a phenomenon about which much has been written, and it is peculiar to those who are cortically blind. The strangeness of it all, for me and for others who have come into contact with Paul, is that until one understands blind-sightedness, one cannot help but suspect that the person is lying about being blind! I would test him all the time. How does a blind man comment on the pretty flowers over there when he cannot see your hand in front of his face? Yet so it was with Paul.

He had been sighted, so his brain sometimes interpreted the blurry shapes and colours he did see into a picture, and sometimes got it right.

Through providing transport for Paul, I got to know the staff at Headway, and they soon asked me if I could find some time to teach at the centre on a voluntary basis.

I began with a class twice a week, teaching two young men how to read and write. They had both been injured in car accidents and had lost these skills. I found it very rewarding work, and I soon began getting more involved in Headway.

In January 1999, I took over as interim administrator at Headway to give the committee time to find someone who could take on the position permanently. My contact and involvement with Paul therefore increased greatly, and it was then that I really began to understand just how extensive his disabilities were.

Paul’s short-term memory was not to be relied upon, and he was unable to write or even conceptualise letters, numbers or their meanings. There was therefore no possibility of him learning a typewriter keyboard or learning to read Braille – skills that could help him connect with and function within the ‘real’ world.

Occupational therapists worked with Paul on life skills – things like making a cup of tea, cutting a slice of bread and so on – but with limited success. All of these skills required spatial awareness, and Paul struggled with them as much as he had struggled with doing up his seatbelt. It was extremely difficult for Paul to do something like put a spoon in a cup of tea, less because he was blind than because he was unable to mentally visualise where the cup was in relation to the spoon and his hand. Most blind people quickly learn such tasks and execute them with ease. Paul struggled to figure out the orientation of one object in relation to another.

He could not be directed easily, either. Behind/in front, forwards/backwards, over/under, near/far – these were now alien concepts to him. I remember that we worked and worked on teaching Paul to tie his shoelaces, as it was something he particularly wanted to be able to do. He was even sent back to his hostel after each day at Headway with a shoe-shaped piece of wood with laces so that he could practise. To this day, I don’t believe he ever got it right, and eventually a pair of ‘self-winding’ laces solved the problem.

Volunteers were also assigned to work on the use of a telephone with Paul – this time with a little more success, but not much. They tried to teach him to learn the pattern of the telephone buttons off by heart, but he had difficulty moving his hand from one direction to another. He tried so hard, and every now and again he would get it right.

‘I’ve got it!’ he would exclaim triumphantly, but the next minute it would be gone. Though Paul’s belief in himself never wavered, he did get frustrated, and I remember that, particularly at this time, he needed a lot of reassurance that he was making progress, however minutely incremental. The efforts of the volunteers paid off with this exercise, because I believe Paul uses a cellphone very effectively these days!

Other exercises were not so successful. Volunteers worked tirelessly with him to try to re-teach him the letters of the alphabet and the meaning of numbers, but ultimately to no avail.

Paul was given sessions on the computer to try to help re-learn letters with screen-sized lettering, as he was often able to just make out the shapes due to the difference between light and dark. This method was, however, not always viable.

One enterprising volunteer also made letters out of cardboard so that he could feel them, and another worked with him to actually write the letters down.

It wasn’t as simple as him not remembering letters and numbers or their meanings. If it had been, he would have been as teachable as a child, or as the other young men I had taught. It was a little more complicated with Paul. Because he was blind, he couldn’t be taught visually. He had to feel the letters to re-learn them, and that was where the primary problem came in.

Again related to Paul’s lack of spatial awareness, he was largely unable to interpret the feel or shape of something in his hand.

Volunteers would assemble a collection of familiar objects, such as pens and scissors, and ask Paul to hold them one at a time, describe what each one felt like and then interpret what it was. Yet more often than not, he was utterly unable to do so. He would have no idea at all what he was holding, even if it was something really simple, like a block or a clothes peg.

Over time a certain amount of improvement was made in these areas, but never enough for him to be able to consistently identify a cardboard cut-out of a letter as being what it was, let alone visualise a letter or string them together to make a word. Paul was never going to re-learn the letters of the alphabet or how to count, because the ability to make any real sense of such ‘symbols’ on any level was not there, and didn’t seem like it would ever be.

Nevertheless, Paul responded diligently and enthusiastically to each of the volunteers’ efforts, and he was always gracious and grateful for their help. His attitude throughout was incredible. He never became discouraged, and he never succumbed to hopelessness, nor did he ever appear to feel sorry for himself.

On the contrary, he came away from every session, no matter what it was, feeling very encouraged and firmly stating that he would get it right eventually!

However, we could see that at best it was a fun exercise, and it was soon evident that that avenue was a dead end for Paul.

In an attempt to try to improve Paul’s ability to transfer tactile sense into something meaningful in his brain, he was encouraged to participate in art and pottery classes.

However, one swirl of a paint-loaded brush was the sum total of what Paul was able to conjure up to paint. He was also unable to visualise even the simplest of shapes, such as ‘ball’ or ‘sausage’, and so he quickly lost interest in the pottery.

This was unfortunate, because we thought that the pottery would be easier for him and more likely to bring about some improvement, as it is very much a craft where tactile sense, more than any other, is stimulated – invaluable for someone who is blind.

Paul nevertheless participated well and enthusiastically in many of the other activities on offer.

There were regular sessions on improving cognitive functions and memory, anger management (many brain-injured people have difficulty in regulating emotion and display aggression), and how to cope from day to day with the limitations and difficulties arising from brain injury. There was a lot of emphasis placed on the so-called ‘executive functions’ that underpin successful social and life skills, which include the ability to make judgements, the ability to make connections between events, past and present, the ability to read nuance in a person’s face (or voice, in Paul’s case), and the ability to understand complexities. There were also sessions on how to have a conversation, how to make a cup of tea, and so on. There was music therapy, which Paul particularly enjoyed, and Trivial Pursuit, at which he shone, because his ability to recall factual information from before his overdose was still good.

Paul also enjoyed cookery classes, and, as he made slow progress with the life skills, he was encouraged to participate in the preparation of meals. He was given jobs such as stirring and mixing. Chopping and slicing were a little more problematic, though!

We also discovered that Paul had not lost any of his rhythm, after we took him to a big band evening held by the Durban Rotary Club to raise funds for a number of organisations, including Headway. Each group had to choose a theme, and ours was the Wild West. We all went appropriately dressed, with picnic baskets, and the mood was high. The band was fantastic and we danced the night away. Even those in wheelchairs spun them around on the dance floor and the ones on crutches boogied until they were exhausted! In the playful and exuberant atmosphere, Paul showed a side of himself we hadn’t seen before. He did not sit down the entire evening and he danced like a dream. He was so happy and carefree. Part of the fun was helping him to creep back into the hostel after midnight – like Cinderella coming back from the Ball.

There was no doubt that there were many areas of Paul’s brain that were no longer, or barely, functioning, and that the damage was extensive and permanent. There was also no doubt that Paul had a long and difficult road ahead of him, and that ‘normal life’ and independence were out of reach.

At least, there was no doubt in our minds. Not in Paul’s, however.

It became increasingly clear to me that Paul’s blindness and lack of spatial awareness were, if not the least of his problems, certainly not the sum of them. I also began to learn a great deal more about the behavioural and psychological consequences of brain trauma, and I was able to recognise many of them in Paul, and see them for what they were, and as distinct from his inherent character.

Paul’s overriding inherent qualities were his optimism and cheeriness, and his perseverance in the face of slow or, in some cases, no progress.

What wasn’t inherent was his tendency to lose all sight of reality and become obsessed with ideas and desires that were completely impossible for him. My daily involvement with Paul meant that I had to deal with this constantly, and it could be utterly maddening.

This tendency or behaviour has a name in psychology terms. It is called ‘perseveration’, but it is not to be confused with ‘perseverance’ – an admirable trait in most people and in most situations.

Perseveration is a typical feature of post-brain-trauma behaviour, but the fact that it is fairly common does not make it any easier to cope with.

When Paul exhibited this behaviour, he would become absolutely fixated on an idea and he would not for love or money let it alone. It would drive me crazy, as a lot of the thinking was ‘pie in the sky’, and I would get exasperated with him.

For example, at one point I mentioned (foolishly, I realised soon after, but not at the time) that my son was working in London and doing some travelling, and in so doing triggered a major bout of Paul building castles in the air. He began to hold forth at length about how he was going to go overseas and do some travelling and … why shouldn’t he?

I put up every argument, and there were plenty to put up, but he was not to be diverted.

He would get a job – why shouldn’t he? – and he would buy a car – why shouldn’t he? – and he would pay someone to drive him around. On and on and on he went. I eventually had to ask our psychotherapist to have a chat with him to try to direct him back to reality.

This happened with many things. Most of us are able to divert our thoughts, particularly if they are unrealistic, but Paul’s brain injury made it impossible until the ‘feeling’ eventually passed.

‘Get real, Paul!’ I would say, and his reply would often be a quote from his little nephew: ‘Can’t want to!’ – which, when you think about it, put his experience of it in a nutshell.

I wanted Paul to have goals and I wanted to encourage ambition in him, but to do so was to tread a fine line through a minefield of extreme idealism and impracticality. If you stepped on one of those mines, it triggered another few days or weeks of Paul grabbing on to an idea and not letting go. He was like a pit bull with its jaws locked on to a dream, thinking that it was something real.

I knew that it was a consequence of his brain injury, but it would often test my patience to its limits when he walked into my office to tell me of his latest plans. We banged heads on many occasions over his unrealistic expectations of life and his sense of entitlement to whatever it was he was after. Why shouldn’t he do this? Why couldn’t he have this?

Because it is impossible, Paul. Because you are not able to do this, Paul. Because other people won’t do that for you, Paul. But he did not understand. He ‘couldn’t want to’.

Reality did eventually creep into Paul’s consciousness, though, after he tried to follow through with one of his plans – and we let him.

Paul’s parents had been living nearby, and providing a certain amount of support and contact with the world outside of the Hostel for the Blind and Headway. After they left to resettle in Plettenberg Bay, Paul got it into his head that he was going to leave the hostel and live in the real world. Despite much resistance and many tempering arguments, Paul would not leave it alone. Eventually his urge to be independent became unavoidably strong and he insisted that he wanted to share a flat with a friend who had previously lived at the hostel. The fact that his friend was also totally blind was no deterrent for him, and he steadfastly refused to listen to any and all arguments against this move. There was no way that two totally blind men would be able to live together and make it work. It would have been difficult enough if Paul was only blind, but considering his other disabilities, the idea was ludicrous. Paul’s friend was very well rehabilitated, and was already running his own basket-weaving business, but the logistics of him trying to cope with Paul without a sighted person to assist were impossible to comprehend.

Nevertheless Paul insisted, and his friend did not deter him, so the hostel let him go. There was nothing we could do.

As expected, it did not work out, and Paul had to return to the hostel with assurances from all that it was no loss of face that it hadn’t worked out.

Paul became a little depressed for the first time after this. His parents were no longer always on hand to provide the support and attention he had relied on, and he was very disappointed that his bid for independence had failed. He began making excuses not to come to Headway, and preferred to lie on his bed and listen to music. We were not going to let him wallow, however, and a concerted period of nagging by those of us who cared for him at both the hostel and at Headway eventually got him back on track.

He had bumped his head, but perhaps it had been a good thing …

Paul had regular sessions with the psychologist, dealing with his unrealistic expectations, and also with what had happened to him and how he was going to accept it and move on with his life.

They discussed how drugs can affect a person’s personality, and how Paul’s drug use and overdose had affected his family. They delved into his childhood and school experiences and tried to identify anything that could have been contributing factors. They discussed his vulnerability and his predisposition to becoming drug dependent, his experiences during his drug-dependent years and his feelings about his prison terms.

Paul could remember much of his former life, and the psych ology sessions were aimed at helping him to accept the consequences of his actions and to integrate it all into his present life, with a focus on what he still had and not on what he had lost.

Other sessions revolved around cognitive rehabilitation, and the psychologist read to Paul from a book written by a woman who had gone blind as a result of a suicide attempt, and the coping mechanisms that she had employed to go on with her life.

At Headway every attempt is made to make the brain-injured person feel validated, as many lose their jobs and the majority of them are unable to find employment again. If there is a window of opportunity for a person to be able to do something or find employment, Headway encourages them to take it. Still, it is rare to find such windows, and the changes in a person’s personality and abilities have to be taken into account when trying to match them to a new occupation.

Fortunately for Paul, such a window existed, and it was during one of these sessions with the psychologist that the suggestion was made for Paul to go out and tell his story. Paul’s verbal abilities were still good, and this would be a way for him not only to build on that capability, but to also consolidate his experiences and derive some kind of meaning and positive outcome from them. We also hoped that he might be able to earn a small income from it, although that was never the primary motivation. Paul needed purpose, and he had a naturally positive outlook that made him an ideal candidate to reach out to others.

His blindness and often confused thinking were fairly big obstacles, but not so big that they couldn’t at least be worked around. He was articulate, and he certainly had a story to tell. He was alive and kicking. He was one of the lucky ones. He could have been dead, and if you look at the statistics for the survival rate among Wellconal addicts, you could quite justifiably say that he should have been dead. He was around to tell the tale, and he was capable of it. That was the most important thing.

The rest could be dealt with.

We prepared Paul for his talks by asking him questions to try to force him to remember what had happened during all those years of drug addiction. Paul remembered a lot – but not enough, and not enough in sequence, to sit down and tell his story without gaps and confusion. It wasn’t just a matter of lost pieces of information – it was getting him to open up to things that he was ashamed of, and that he didn’t necessarily want to remember.

We all took turns at ‘grilling’ him until, slowly, piece by piece, the story began to unfold. At first it was a shambles, but he persevered and it began ‘coming together’ a little more each day. Paul had to lay bare his soul, and his willingness to do that – to stand in front of an audience of strangers and do that – was, to me, highly admirable. I also admired him for his honesty and his perseverance in his efforts to unscramble and make sense of the jumble of memories that comprised his former life. There was nothing for him to be proud of, but he was willing to tell his story anyway.

Paul went off for his first talk after about six weeks of preparation, accompanied by a therapist from Headway, and came back both elated and eager to do more talks. Despite his very limited ability to recall events in any kind of order, and his equally limited capacity to go into things in any kind of depth, it had been a success, and so for the next couple of years we sent off letters to schools in and around Durban requesting that they invite Paul to give a talk. We decided not to charge them, but we did point out that it was the only way that he could earn any money at all, and that if the school would be willing to make a donation to Headway, we would pass on a portion of the donation to Paul.

There was an enthusiastic response from the schools, and Paul gave lots of talks. He derived enormous pleasure from his new career, and it showed. Somehow it worked. Something about Paul’s manner seemed to reach the kids. His natural eloquence was not well supported by content, until he was asked a question, but I have always thought that the talks were successful because, as simple as his replies might have been, he was so honest and forthright, and he spoke with a notable lack of self-pity.

He generally came across well. Throughout his life Paul had apparently had the gift of charm, and it was evidently no different now. The teachers loved him.

I believe that a part of the success of Paul’s talks was the fact that he was clearly no down-and-outer from a messed-up or impoverished background.

Paul was like them, and the kids could see that. They could see it in his manner and hear it in the way he spoke. They could relate to him, and so his story touched them. He was from a good family. He’d had every possible chance in life, and no reason to fall by the wayside other than his own actions. He had been taken down by addiction, and nothing else. It had been so avoidable, and that is what I believe made his story so relevant for these teenagers.

Certainly the many letters that Paul received from pupils after his talks backed this up.

Headway is proud to have been a part of Paul’s life. Paul took his lot and made the effort to do something with it, and that is the best we could ever have hoped for him. That he succeeded to the extent that he did is more than we could have hoped for.


Time to Think

Paul

SINCE MY RETURN FROM HEADWAY I’VE HAD PLENTY OF TIME to think. I haven’t had a job. I am, if not completely blind, highly visually impaired, I haven’t any skills … and the years have rolled by.

I spend much of my time listening to music. I have always loved music. It takes me to a place outside myself, where I can just be – separate from the self that has concerns and worries.

I like all music, but am especially fond of listening to songs that take me back to my youth, to the time before it all went bad. I listen to a lot of U2, the Waterboys, The Pogues – all eighties and early nineties stuff that takes me from where I am lying on my bed with my eyes closed, back to Savannah, to my friends, and to all the happy places we were in together. It doesn’t make me sad. It lifts me up. Those times are still a part of me now, whatever may have happened in between.

Each song seems to have a particular association, but I don’t dwell too much on the past. I just let the associated feelings take me away from the here and now, and I am at peace.

Images flit through my mind. The Transkei, with Savannah, and another time getting arrested for breaking ‘curfew’ there when I hiked down with a good friend. I think I was still in school then, and we’d hiked down to visit my sister in Port St Johns. The Transkei being the small community that it was, she had ‘connections’, and arranged with ‘Mr Fix-It’ (the local police chief) that we be released into her care so as not to have to spend the rest of the night in a Transkei prison.

I was so happy then. I was having a good time. Weekends were a ‘jol’, and life was just, well … normal.

I like to visit that time of my life, but sometimes other images intrude, unbidden, of the other times I was arrested, after things got out of hand, and the shithole prison cells I called home for months at a time. No ‘Mr Fix-Its’ in sight.

I remember playing chess with a member of the Wit Wolwe in Kroonstad Prison, and having to endure listening to his racist ideology while I whipped him at the game of all games. That memory brings a pang of loss with it.

I was good at chess.

I remember Dale visiting me in prison, and I remember being soooo damn angry with her, but I don’t remember why.

I remember getting a little flat in Kroonstad, and painting the walls with a fresh coat of paint with a friend. The kind of thing you do when you get a new place and want to make it look nice. The only other memory I have of that place is that there was nothing left in it because I had sold everything, including the door.

I remember playing frisbee by a dam just outside the town, and I remember hiking all the way to Jo’burg and back on a Friday night so I could score and get back without anyone knowing.

I don’t remember the Bible study group I attended with Dale, but I remember the pastor’s face, and I remember relieving him of a couple of musical instruments.

I remember more and more as time goes by, but the fuel for reflection will always be a few sticks short of a log pile.

My years of introspection started at Headway, where I was encouraged to start organising my thoughts and memories sufficiently to tell my story of drug addiction to schoolchildren.

There were so many things I couldn’t do, but I was still fairly articulate, so the talks were less of a mission to go out into society and spread a message or a warning than an activity to provide me with a meaningful occupation and short-term purpose. They were also a way for me to contribute by earning some money, so that, while full independence was still far out of reach, I was no longer fully dependent. I was, in a small way, helping to support myself.

A spin-off of preparing for the talks was that I was forced to look back at my past, and to try to put the memories that I retained in some kind of order. My past was never a blank. In fact, while I did not try to delve into any kind of detail, it seemed to me that I had a full picture, but what I really had was more of an outline – a frame, with the inside of the picture in disarray.

Earlier in my story I used the analogy of a puzzle, with pieces missing. Staying with that, in trying to assemble that puzzle over the years, I started, as one does, with the outside border and the corner pieces, gradually finding places for each of the inside pieces. Five years down the line, I have found a place for many of them, but there are still pieces missing, and some others that may or may not be in the right place. I don’t know, because I haven’t got all the pieces, and a puzzle piece only fits when it hooks into the other pieces around it.

More and more pieces have appeared, though, over the years – especially in the last year – and it is gratifying when the reappearance of one lets me place a whole lot of others correctly for the first time. It’s a work in progress.

For a long time, I didn’t want to think about certain things because I felt ashamed of what I’d put my family through, but I have had to in order to tell my story. The years of thieving. Going into gyms and scaling gym bags. For some reason, maybe because it was my favourite employment at the time, that sticks in my head when I think of the things that should shame me now. Pretty much all of it is nothing to be proud of, but I was a drug addict and everything, my actions and their consequences, were a product of that. It can’t be undone, and rather than feel the need to hide what I find when I dig into the past, I lately feel uplifted. It has been a huge boost to my self-confidence to be able to tell my story, and each new recollection, however tiny or indistinct, adds to that feeling of confidence. I want to remember now, because it has become a good thing to do so. I have had to push myself mentally to tell my story to schoolchildren and on tape, so that it can be written. I have had to challenge myself to put my memories in order and to translate them into words that can capture and convey them.

And I am getting better and better. Remembering has helped lead me back to the self that was gone for so long. That’s what’s important, and remembering new things feels great. I can even laugh at myself at times.

Then there is reality. My head over the past few years has been a jumble of what was and what is – like most people’s heads, I suppose – except that my ‘was’ and my ‘is’ have always combined to make ‘what cannot be’.

Independence. Living on my own and supporting myself. That is what cannot be.

I’d tried – once. It was an ill-fated attempt at getting back on my feet that left me sorely disappointed when I moved into a flat with another blind man in Durban. Suffice to say it didn’t work out.

The thing that I remember the most about that was the loneliness. My flatmate had a sighted girlfriend, and he would be out with her all day, or at the gym, and doing all sorts of things because she could drive a car. I, on the other hand, went nowhere, literally. I’d sit in the flat and listen to the sounds of a busy city outside. The sounds of a world I was not participating in, a world I could not participate in. It was awful.

The loneliness was killing me. I couldn’t do much for myself. I was no less dependent than I had been before. He cooked. He cleaned. He did things. I sat, listened to music, admired him for the way he got on with his life, and gradually, through the lonely hours, lost my arrogant attitude that I had the right to try to do the same no matter what difficulties I might face – and consequently no matter how many extra responsibilities I placed on others. I was therefore relieved when the time came to call it quits and go back to the hostel, where life was, at the very least, entertaining, thanks to the variety of characters living there. There was the blind Casanova who ran after the staff, and the man who spent his time breaking his radios. (He fiddled with them constantly, and broke them quickly – one after another.) There was the elderly lady who loved her vodka and got rollicking every evening at supper, the deaf and poorly sighted woman who’d lost her sight at the age of thirteen, just when she should have been starting her life. (And her sighted boyfriend who I thought was demented, and who assaulted me with a chisel over an incident with her as a result of her attempts to teach me Braille.)

Then there were the tragic – the quiet nice man who was both totally deaf and blind, and the man who had been sighted but had gone blind in a car accident.

Some made me laugh, some inspired tenderness, some made me raise my eyebrows, some disturbed me, but all in all I was in good company for the three years I lived there.

Everyone had a story to tell, and mine was no worse than anyone else’s. Moreover, my blindness was self-inflicted, if not intentioned. There was no room for self-pity while I was living there, and not just because I was forced to see my situation in perspective, but because of the fact that the others there had to do the same. There was no room for self-pity for anyone, and the general mood was good. The place was like a Chumbawamba song, and it exuded the kind of life force that comes from a pool of individual strengths.

We were all restricted through our blindness, but we were not isolated. There was always a member of a church group popping in to help with activities, and a woman whom I could not see but remember as being beautiful because her voice, the way she spoke with her Irish lilt, was beautiful. She’d come twice a week to read the papers to us and help us do crossword puzzles.

Through my failed attempt to fly, I learnt, among many things, that I had a place and that I didn’t have to prove anything to my detriment.

It brought me back down to earth a little, and I look upon that as less of a failure than a step in my progression.

I don’t think that full independence is absolutely impossible. It is now, but I have never really let go of my so-called ‘unrealistic’ ideas of living on my own. I will continue to work towards independence, however painfully slowly it goes.

The world is changing. There are so many new technologies to assist people with disabilities.

I am very aware, though, that unless I fully regain my sight, I will always need assistance to some degree, especially if I want to go anywhere. I have never had a guide dog, because I couldn’t look after myself, let alone a dog, and one is not permitted to keep dogs in the complex where I have lived for the last five years, but there is scope for that in the future.

It will come. There will be something. I can’t see it yet, but I am the eternal optimist. I have a great deal of confidence in a fundamental truth of life. Things change. That is the only thing that is sure. Life goes on and things change. I know that only too well, but that is what keeps me going.

I hope more than I believe that I will fully regain my sight.

I get depressed sometimes, in measures, but never to the point where I am totally hopeless. I’ve never been ready to give up. When I get depressed, it is more a case of thinking, ‘Whoa, what’s happened? How did things get so crazy so fast?’ Time seems condensed, and it also seems to rocket past me. The present seems to move so slowly … and yet the years have gone by and I’m not sure where they went. What happened? Was I there? I feel at times that life has ‘happened’ to me in the blink of an eye, and here I sit, reeling.

At these times I get a little nostalgic for a time before, when everything was okay. I still wish sometimes that I could take drugs, but it is not a wish for the substance. It is a wish for the time of my life when I could do it.

The temptation to smoke a dube is strong, but I know what it means to me. I’m tempted by it to use it to take back the control I lost. Dope is not pinks, but it is a gateway to an altered state of mind. Part of me wants to go through it, armed to the teeth with experience and vanquish my demons. Be the Master.

Then I remember that I thought I could control it once before. It was just dope after all. But I didn’t. I walked through that gateway and kept going. Why would things be different now?

No – it’s not really that. It’s that that part of my life is over. Sad. Who doesn’t think of being able to live their life over again and have a chance to do things differently?

Who doesn’t daydream of a time when they were carefree and life was all fun?

Wouldn’t it be great to taste a little of that past?

I am afraid of that innocuous little joint. I am afraid that, for me, it might be the devil dressed in lamb’s clothing.

I can’t go back.

I run every day on the beach. Until recently, my mother would drive me the short distance from our house to Robberg Beach – a stretch of golden sand several kilometres long and spanning about a third of the bay’s shoreline. She’d leave me there, and I’d run the length of the beach and back, tracing my way along a difference in colour that marked the waterline.

She’d be waiting for me on my return.

In the last year my eyesight has improved sufficiently (though very slightly) for me to walk to the beach myself – a small measure of independence, but an important one. I can cross the road at the traffic circle without getting run over or causing a pile-up … and this, along with a number of other improvements, has given my parents some freedom to move on and live their own lives without having to be on hand for me all day every day.

Actually, let me revise that last statement about the traffic circle. Truth is … it scared the hell out of my parents when I insisted on taking myself off to the beach. They were not happy about it at all, and for good reason.

I can see shapes, colour and movement, but not details – particularly when I try to look closely at something. When I eat or drink, I have to feel around for everything, and I walk around the house slowly, feeling my way from item of furniture to item of furniture. Things are a bit more than just blurry.

(When I get hold of cigarettes, I rely on our housekeeper to tell me when I need to kill my smoke because I can’t see when it is done. ‘Can I switch off the cigarette for you now, Paul?’ she asks.)

My vision fluctuates considerably from day to day. A lot depends on the light. In bright sunshine I can distinguish between objects of different colour, or light and dark. In the dark, I can’t see anything, but I can ‘sense’ movement.

I can see the cars because they are big, car-sized shapes, but I suspect that distance is more of a problem because I’ve heard car horns and screeching tyres. I actually hear that all the time. In fact, I heard that a couple of days ago. I walk with a cane, or I’ll bump into things. The cane helps me find the edge of the pavement.

Still, I haven’t been run over, or caused an accident, in a whole year, and it is important for me to do this. My parents recognise this, and that in order for me to continue improving I need to take every opportunity to be independent. It’s not just a case of practicalities. Suffice to say that there’s a minefield of dependency issues that go along with years of living like this, being taken care of by family members.

I need to try to do things by myself, and they also need me to try.

It’s working too. I have learnt, in the last year, to make myself a snack if I am hungry. I had tried in the past, but it was always a disaster. There’d be flames and … never mind.

I can wash up. I can make myself tea. I can make other people tea. I can dial numbers on the phone, and I can feel for and identify objects in drawers and in the fridge. I can do a lot of things I couldn’t do before, because I have had to.

I won’t say I don’t leave a bit of a mess behind when I do stuff in the kitchen. But I can’t see it, so it’s okay.

I often ‘watch’ movies or sports matches on TV, and, understandably, it puzzles people when I tell them I am off to watch a video or the cricket. I do watch it. I look at the TV screen, but I watch it in my head. Having been sighted before, I am able to, almost subconsciously, integrate the sound and the vague movement and shapes from the screen to form a picture in my mind. Yet, unless I am really on top of the TV I don’t see much at all, so I am mainly listening to it. I don’t strain too much to understand what I do see then, because the constant movement makes it very difficult to consciously interpret the images. I can’t see any specifics. So it’s easier to listen, and imagine.

People don’t always believe me when I say that I can’t see. I try to explain cortical blindness to them, but sometimes they don’t have the time or patience to listen, and sometimes I don’t have the time or patience to explain – particularly when I go out to the local pub, Flashbacks, which I occasionally do with friends or my cousin. I look right at people because, even though I cannot distinguish features, I can see their shape, and I greet people by name because I can identify them by their voices, even among a crowd of people in a noisy bar. A spin-off of deficient eyesight is extra-efficient hearing.

I am also able to meander my way through a crowd of people without bumping into them, because I have, after nine years, regained some of my self-awareness in relation to what is around me. I am used to it now. A variety of sensory input amalgamates in a split second to help me place myself in such surroundings.

There are a couple of people in Plett who are consequently convinced I am shamming.

It hasn’t all been progress, though. I gained nothing from my attempt to learn Braille. If anything, it set me back, because it knocked my confidence. I just couldn’t do it, and my teacher would shout at me. I may have mistaken her raised voice for something it wasn’t, because she was also deaf, but to this day I have not tried again – though I feel ready for it now.

Trying to do something I couldn’t do made me feel useless. As much of an optimist as I am, the realities of not being able to do the things I’d been able to do before my overdose knocked my self-confidence for a serious loop. Sometimes the effort of trying to cope with what I could do was as hard as not being able to do things at all.

When I first started seeing things – mostly just very vague shapes and movement – in Townhill, I sometimes pretended that I couldn’t see anything. I didn’t have the confidence to be able to see, if that makes any sense. I felt lost in my surroundings, and even more so when the effort of trying to interpret them visually was added to the effort of trying to move around and do things.

I didn’t always know where I fitted in relation to what I’d begun to see, or where to put my feet. It was even more difficult to find my way around the shapes and colours at times than it was to feel my way around in absolute darkness. It was therefore sometimes easier to just withdraw into myself and sit. No one would question my lack of confidence if they thought I was still totally blind, and they wouldn’t expect too much of me too soon. If they knew that I could see some things, they might think that I could see more than I actually could, or, worse, they might think that I understood what I could see.

That is how I thought, but I must clarify that I never shammed or used my blindness as an excuse to not do things for myself. There was, at that stage, little that I could do for myself in any case. I had the memory and concentration of a goldfish, I was drugged and confused and severely disorientated for much of the time. I was also afraid. I was paralysed mentally by a combination of these factors and I reacted the same way anyone would when confronted by an overwhelming situation that they don’t feel able to cope with. I curled up inside myself, and when I did that, I saw less, or nothing. It is amazing what the mind is capable of.

When I was first encouraged to tell my story at Headway – in preparation for the talks – I was very unconfident. I didn’t think anyone would be interested, and I didn’t really feel like I was capable of doing anything like that at that point. I didn’t feel worthy. I felt shamed by, and deeply ashamed of, my disabilities – perhaps because telling my story meant telling people how I had made myself this way.

I know that I came across as confident in my relentless optimism about the future and my dedication to the remedial therapy that I was being given there, but I didn’t want to tell people everything I remembered. I was guarded then – far more than I am now – and I think that a part of that was fear of not being able to handle my own emotions.

Even now, I don’t elaborate too much when people ask me what happened. I am not proud of anything, and I fear condemnation as much as the next person.

I get bored sometimes. Besides running, swimming, listening to music and listening to the TV, there is not all that much to do, and I have whole days to fill. I do exercises for balance, and I use a squeeze-ball to exercise my left hand, which is still ‘lazy’ and difficult to operate due to muscle deterioration.

When I think of the things I’d like to do, I don’t think so much of reading, or trying to learn Braille again. I think of sports. I was ‘sports mad’.

I would sincerely love to be able to play squash again, particularly as there is a squash court here in the complex. I was a very good squash player once, but I can’t go and whack a squash ball around. People would be ducking and diving and screaming. I’d knock myself unconscious.

I would love to windsurf again, and I don’t think that is outside the realms of possibility. I’d just need to develop a little more confidence, but I think I could do it. If I can navigate my way to the beach and back, I am sure that I’d be able to navigate my way around the lagoon.

We’d have to get new windsurfing gear, though. I sold our boards for drugs years ago.

I attend a Tuesday night religious cell group at the complex, mainly because it is close by, and the people are very nice. I like people and I enjoy the contact. Lately I go out a bit with friends, to supper or even to go dancing at a club. Life is not bad, but nevertheless I feel lonely at times. I don’t always feel accepted, perhaps because the level of socialisation that I enjoy is not what it could be if I wasn’t disabled.

I sometimes think about Savannah and what could have been if I hadn’t gone the way I did. She was my childhood sweetheart. Who knows what the future could have held? There is no way of knowing, but I do know that I lost her far sooner than I ever should have. It makes me sad to think I screwed up something so good.

I threw away a good thing. Twice.


In Closing
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The Million-Rand Teaspoon

Mark Bateman

I WILL NEVER FORGET THAT LITTLE TEASPOON. IT WAS THE only remaining item left in Paul’s flat in Durban when I went there with my wife to see what Paul had done. The only thing left. Not even a fork, or a knife or a cup to go with it. A teaspoon. Other than the clothes on his back, it was the only material thing that Paul had left in the world.

I call that my million-rand teaspoon, because when I think back on all of it, I think of that spoon, and the ‘all of it’ that I am thinking back on has set us back (my wife and I, as we sit now, in our retirement) about R1000000. Yes, that’s right. One million.

That is the monetary cost of Paul’s drug habit. As the family breadwinner, I’ll deal with that first. It’s practical.

How do I justify coming up with such a large amount? It is the cost of all the rehabs, all the cars he wrote off stoned or high, the bail we paid after his first arrest.

It is the cost of the things he stole from us – the videorecorders, TVs, jewellery I’d bought my wife, and the money we at times paid to pawnshops and dealers to get our things back. It is the money he plundered from my credit card account after he found the pin number. (To put all of this in perspective, at the height of his addiction, Paul needed R400 a day just to get through it.)

It is the cost of the trips we made to visit him in prisons and rehabs before his overdose, and in care and therapy facilities after it. It is the cost of the twenty or so hour-long hyperbaric oxygen treatments that we sent him for years ago, and to which he owes his minimally improved eyesight. It is the cost of all the lost dividends from investments that had to be liquidated to pay for these things – money that was meant for our retirement.

Since we were already in our fifties when it all started, it amounted to over thirty years of working and saving.

I’ve worked it out. One million. Gone.

But that one million is also the price paid to have something else.

It is the price we paid to see our lives in perspective.

When my wife and I became involved in Tough Love, she took a counsellor’s course. She has an attentive, understanding and forthcoming manner that made her ideally suited for the task. I considered myself too emotional to cope with that, and so, unwilling to simply sit back and do nothing to try to help the others in our position, I got involved with the court process.

When Paul was first arrested, we refused to pay bail, as we had seen what happens when parents pay bail. The child invariably sees it as a free ticket to carry on, because he or she knows that Dad will come to the rescue again.

Of course, as has been told, we did eventually pay bail because of the political situation in the country, but Paul was due to be sentenced to go back to prison, and I did not want him there, less for those reasons than because I wanted him to have the opportunity to be constructively rehabilitated – an opportunity that would be denied him in prison.

While attending meetings, I had heard of several cases where children had had to spend up to six months in prison before being transferred to rehab facilities. The ‘rehab’ sentence would be simply tacked on to the end of the prison sentence, effectively separating the crime from the cause.

I approached the prosecutor on the day of Paul’s trial to petition for an immediate transfer to a rehabilitation facility.

I asked her to please bring it to the magistrate’s attention that the theft for which he had been arrested was drug-related.

Paul was sentenced before lunch, to Magaliesoord, a (supposedly) secure government rehabilitation facility, pending an evaluation by the District Surgeon.

(I say ‘supposedly’ because at that time we thought it was secure and drug free, although we know better now.)

In addition to this, I was not only permitted to transport the now ‘confirmed’ drug addict there myself, under police escort, but I was paid to do so! They also offered to handcuff him for me, but I declined.

I had obtained a warrant for the transport from the director of Magaliesoord after arranging an interview with him immediately after the sentencing.

The total time that elapsed between my approach to the prosecutor and Paul’s entry into Magaliesoord was under twenty-four hours.

It all happened so fast and so easily that I was encouraged to help other parents through the court and sentencing ordeal, and from then on I made it a personal mission, where and when possible (given the constraints of a business that took me overseas regularly), to attend their children’s court appearances.

When your child is imprisoned it is devastating, not only because of the circumstances, but also because of the loss of influence you experience. They are effectively taken from your control, and the only influence you retain is the ability to set them free temporarily by paying bail. You may not have had any control before, in any actuality, but when they are imprisoned that actuality is formalised when they are in the worst possible environment.

So, to have influenced my son’s fate so easily in this case was enormously empowering.

My only stipulation for doing an intervention was that the parent or parents were not to attend their child’s court appearance themselves. The reason for this was simple. When the question of bail is raised, it is extremely difficult for parents to resist the desperate appeal on the face of the accused as he or she turns around to will them to pay. I knew how hard it was.

However, my decision to intervene in the court process was primarily motivated by concern for the children themselves, and for the life they’d be thrown back into if bail was paid.

The extent of the desperation faced by the addicts themselves was for me more than aptly illustrated by an incident that occurred shortly after I started involving myself in the court and bail application process.

It was the usual story of a broken home, with a mother and a son living with a friend, as they were unable to support themselves. The friend had not been able to tolerate the drug-addicted boy’s behaviour, and told him to leave. When the mother went away for a short holiday, the boy broke into the friend’s house, along with two other people, and proceeded to denude it of all items that could be easily sold – things like the TV, video machine and so on. The maid heard a noise and went to investigate, and they stabbed her.

The boy was arrested for this, and the mother, familiar with my association with the courts, requested that I get the magistrate to agree to bail. She told me that she wanted to get him out of the country.

I refused, and I will never forget the barrage of verbal abuse I received from her for that refusal.

Despite this incident, my involvement with the other parents from Tough Love was very rewarding, aside from being a lifeline for my wife and I. The dedication and care that we ourselves received has had an enormous impact on both of us.

Self-pity has been quashed over the years through our encounters with various kinds of people. The first of these were the parents at Tough Love and their children. The second were the other drug addicts we met during our visits with Paul in the minimum-security wing of Zonderwater and at Magaliesoord. The ones whose parents seldom if ever visited them. Some didn’t care, some didn’t have the resources due to poverty or single-parent status. I remember one in particular. We gave him R10 for Christmas. No one ever visited him. He was so grateful for that R10.

When he finished his prison sentence, he was given a bus ticket, and I have always wondered what happened to him. He had nothing. No money, no job at the other end, and no family. He would have to have been a truly special person to have not done what I suspect he did do. I suspect he went home to the only family he knew – his dealers – and the only friend he had – his drugs.

That is what happens.

The third category were the many, many physically and mentally (or both) disabled that we met during our efforts to find a suitable care facility and home for Paul before and after his release from Townhill.

Some were, like my prisoner, alone in the world, abandoned by family or by fate. Others were so severely disabled that it was with absolute wonderment that we saw them doing things with their lives.

We met a woman who was unable to move any part of her body besides one foot. She did embroidery with her toes for a living, and she was happy. She was happy!

Exposure to the misfortune of others does not lessen your own experience, but it does encourage acceptance of it. There are so many people who are worse off.

I therefore live now, not in bitterness, but with a sense of gratitude for my experiences of both the breadth of human kindness to which we were exposed, and the seemingly endless scope for human suffering that we have been spared.

We are lucky to have anything left at all, and we are lucky to still have our son, and I have a better relationship now with Paul than I have had for twenty years. We talk about things now, and he knows and acknowledges, probably for the first time since he was fourteen, that we have his best interests at heart.

That’s something.
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There is some more money to spend now, but it will be money well spent.

I am finally sending Paul to college – this ‘college’ being the adult section of a school for the blind in Worcester.

Despite extremely discouraging early prognosis, even during the first couple of years that Paul attended Headway, he is finally able to spell. It’s not perfect, but it is good enough for him to learn to write again, and this he is doing by learning the keyboard.

He has recently been (provisionally) accepted into the school, after several weeks of intensive tuition on the keyboard. If he hadn’t been able to learn that, there would have been nothing they could do for him.

He has had to apply himself very seriously to this, but that hasn’t been difficult, because he is highly motivated. It’s a way out for him – an escape from the somewhat twilight existence he has been living out here in Plett for the past three years. He needs to know that there is something more he can do.

His final hurdle before he masters the keyboard is learning the difference between left and right. We help him at the moment by placing a bracelet on his right wrist, so he is able to feel it and identify that as his right hand.

He’s getting it right, and that’s also something.


Hindsight Is an Exact Science

Paul

SO HOW DO I WRAP IT ALL UP?

When I first started telling my story for this book, I spoke of what I know now about drug addiction. Before I talked about the things I experienced and felt, I listed a number of truths that I sit with now.

So it is with those that I will end this story, because they came at the end – at the end of twelve years of learning them, and eight years of regaining the capability to understand them.

Firstly, when I think back, it seems to me that I have traded one form of blindness for another. I have not just been blind since my overdose, but for the greater part of my adult life.

Drug addiction is pure selfishness, and it makes you blind to the destruction and pain those closest to you suffer as a result of it. It makes you blind to the source of the destruction and pain you suffer, and it makes you blind to the fact that there is not necessarily going to be a way out when you look for one.

I was seldom, if ever, able to take an honest inventory of my behaviours. I know that I initially thought I had some sort of control – you know, just one more shot and it would all be over if I really wanted it to be.

I stored that belief in the back of my mind when I knew it to no longer be true, so that when things got bad and I got scared, I could bring it out and use it right about the time my cravings took control. I’d whip it out like a safety blanket and smother all other thoughts so that I could be comforted while I did what I had to do.

I lost complete control of myself. I was utterly unable to reason with myself. Even when I became unhappy, desperately unhappy, I was unable to identify myself as the cause of my unhappiness, and therefore change myself.

Every time I was given a chance, I thought that this would be the time I would stop. But I never did. I remember thinking, on so many occasions, When is this hell going to end? – but it never did. I had reached the point of no return. It was beyond my control. I was beyond being able to help myself.

When I almost made it out, I was fool enough to think that I could be the same person who did the things I did and not fall again. Stupid. Look at me now.

I never woke up to the fact that I couldn’t just stop. To do so would have meant interfering with the addiction. My actions could not be the problem. That would have meant changing them. That would have meant ‘no more drugs’. My addiction would not allow that, and that brings me to my second truth.

Addiction is an entity in its own right. One that plays you and closes down all avenues of thought and action that might interfere with its survival. It robs you of your conscience, of remorse, of the morals you were raised to hold dear. It robs you of your self. It robs you of your soul.

I had every opportunity handed to me on the proverbial silver platter, but the habit that controlled me always reached out and pushed the platter away. No thanks. He’d rather have some more drugs. No appetite for opportunity.

Whenever I did try to stop, during those lucid times when I could recognise that I had a serious problem and when I kidded myself that somewhere within me I had the willpower and self-control to come clean, my demon would reappear to take the reins again.

Addiction takes away the capacity for independent thought. It makes you do things you would never do. It guides every decision you make. It doesn’t change you. It subjugates you. You don’t become a bad person from taking drugs. Drugs make you do bad things, and it is those actions that destroy you.

It empties you, and deadens you. It takes away your ability to feel good under normal circumstances.

It places shame inside you, and you’ll do anything to run from that.

You become a puppet.

By the time I was completely, irrevocably addicted, drugs weren’t something I was doing. They were the tools of something that was doing me.

I honestly believe that when I started using drugs, I opened myself up to a dark energy. It may not be biblical possession, but it certainly is possession of a kind. You do not need to believe in a higher power, which I do – now – to recognise good and evil, and identify the latter as something that will harm you. Well, drug addiction is an evil that systematically destroys you, mind, body and soul, and it will taint everything, and everyone, around you. Evil is evil, no matter where your beliefs lie or what philosophies of life you subscribe to.

Thirdly, it is so easy to blame things outside of your control (I had a hard time with whatever … so I took drugs), but in one particular instance the blame is justified. Some people just have addictive personalities. There is probably a gene for it, but whatever the reason, they are the ones that go down.

Even before I became completely addicted to heroin and pinks, my need for substances overrode everything else in my life. Whatever I touched, even marijuana – my first ‘drug of choice’ – took an instant hold on me and would not let go. Each substance opened another door and encouraged me to try something else, to move on to different and harder drugs. There was no stopping me. I could not stop me.

In hindsight, my first joint set me on the road to addiction. To go searching for a different and a better high. Marijuana, for me, opened up the gate to a Jacob’s ladder to a living hell.

I can see so much now that I couldn’t see then. I can identify each rung on that ladder.

Fourth, immaturity feeds all of these things. I was young when I started down that road, like 99 per cent of drug users. I was immature. I thought I had all the answers at my fingertips, like most young idiots, and that made me the perfect victim.

I was too young to be vulnerable. I was too young to recognise that whatever I was feeling, I didn’t have to hide it. I was too young not to mask my insecurities, my disappointments and my doubts about life by getting ‘out of it’.

I was too young to ask for help.

I was too young to relinquish my false sense of control.

I was too young not to hurt before I got hurt.

I was too young to stop running.

I was too young to stand outside myself and see what I was doing.

Addiction in turn feeds immaturity, because it ensures that you will never do any of these things.

Addictive personality and immaturity. Now that’s something. When coupled together, they are the ingredients for a walking, talking human bomb. A suicide bomber. Why take yourself out when you can also take out those who love you?

It is a testimony to my parents’ strength that they never allowed me to destroy their lives or relationship, as could so easily have happened.

Hindsight is an exact science, and if I could have my life over again it would be completely different.

Each person’s life, experiences and character are different. Each person will sail a different ship. But if you can be warned where the reefs lie? I know where they are. I know how they can break you and how easy it is to die. I didn’t die – not everybody who overdoses dies – but many do. I didn’t die, but the life I took for granted did.

I didn’t die, but I have been left with a legacy, one which will never allow me to forget the depths I fell to.

Still, I was one of the lucky ones. I was given a second chance, and I am now at a point in my life where I urgently need to consider how to use that second chance, though I have pondered on it at length.

I hope that somehow, through my experiences, I will be able to touch someone else. Even just one person. If one person can read my story and stop to think. One person who is, or could be, on the same path that I went down.

If, by telling my story, I can prevent what happened to me, or worse, from happening to another person, another family, that would be first prize.

I often still struggle to find meaning or purpose in what has happened to me. I am positive, and grateful for what I do have. I thank God for the second chance that I was given, but I need to put out my feelers to discover exactly what I can do with my life now. I need to try to turn my past around by making it a springboard for something positive, because my life has to be more than this. It has to be more than lying on my bed, listening to music, in my sister’s house in Plettenberg Bay, not being able to see. Not having a job. Not having a girlfriend. There has to be more to life than this, and I have to find it.

The loss of autonomy has been very difficult. I am not only blind. I’ve had to struggle for eight long years to regain much of my brain function. Something as simple as dialling a telephone number … well, I guess it is hard to believe that it has taken eight years to only begin to be able to do that again. So how do I live on my own? How might I be employed? At thirty-five years old, I am utterly dependent on my family. They are a comfort. They have never deserted me, even when I deserted them, and myself. Yet there has to be more than this.

It may sound as if I am crying over spilt milk, but I know that I have no one else to blame but myself. Since my overdose, I have, for the first time in my life, had to take responsibility for my actions, and I have had to face my own contribution to my downfall. I need now to make an equal contribution to making amends. Guilt is a heavy thing to live with, and my life must have a purpose. I want a chance now.

The physical damage that I have inflicted on myself turned out to be the only thing that finally forced me to want a chance. I was unable to make the choice to change, so I guess I had to be coerced by fate into making it. Now I am unable to make the choice not to move forward. Choice has been taken out of my hands because I didn’t know how to use it.

The initial prognosis was so bad after my overdose. I have beaten the odds, and there has to be a reason for that. If good can be borne out of what I have done, then there is light at the end of the tunnel. Life can be so rich and interesting. There is a world out there I can access. That I must access. There is a universe of possibilities – and this is something I have only been able to see since I stopped taking drugs completely.

I can’t see, but perhaps that is part of the process. Being able to see the outside world might distract me from exploring what can be seen within, in that inner world that holds all the answers – if we only ask the right questions.

If I hadn’t gone blind I would probably be dead. As it is, I am being healed all the time in little ways, beginning with the realisation or consideration of the possibility that my overdose and subsequent blindness could be a gift if it can serve to warn and help others.

The core of my message is that I could be anyone’s son or brother. I could be one of your friends, or one of your child’s friends. I could be you. You could be me. I know that there are so many others out there who are, or are about to be, as out of control as I was. There are other family members out there who are being harmed, and who may not be able to understand the psychology of addiction – the desperation and powerlessness that the addict feels, and the insidious blankness that can grow inside an addict’s mind.

If you are a teenager, or older, reading this – someone who is experimenting, or who uses casually, the odd joint here or there, the odd line or E on weekends, you are no doubt disassociating yourself from me. What have I to do with you? Probably very little for many of you, but not for all of you. I started off that way too, and so did many others who share with me a lifetime of consequences.

My message is that drugs are a Ouija board. A bit of fun that no one really believes will unleash a demon. A bit of fun that probably won’t impact on your life too much, if at all. A laugh. Possibly true. Except for some.

I once thought that I had all the answers. Well, I didn’t, and you could be another me. If you are susceptible to addiction, it will take you down if you open that door. It doesn’t matter how strong you are, or think you are. Of course some drugs are more dangerous than others – ones that are unarguably physically addictive, like the opiates. For some of you the lure will be cast, and you may find it irresistible to bite. If you do, well, what makes you think that you are so special that it won’t render your life a tragic, wretched mess?

It doesn’t seem so long ago that I was just a school kid smoking my first joint in the schoolyard, looking for a little kick, and thinking, ‘This is not too bad, this is something I can control and stop if I want to.’ But that’s not the way it turned out for me. In the end, no matter what I did, no matter where I went, my addiction stayed with me.

Perhaps if I had realised at an early age where I was likely to end up – if I had been informed enough or in some way better equipped to accurately assess my personality type – I could have escaped.

Perhaps if I had had enough sense to see beyond the next high, when I was still able to, I would not be where I am now.

Perhaps, perhaps. It’s too late now for that kind of thinking.

From Joe Average school kid to this. It is poles apart, and sometimes, as much as I try to think of the future, as much as I recognise how lucky I am to be alive, to be able to walk, talk and think, I am overwhelmed with regret. It’s a real shame.

It’s a shame I can’t read my own story, but at least I could tell some of it.


Postscript

 

Paul attended only two terms at the school in Worcester. Despite initial hopes, it quickly became evident that he would not master the computer keyboard, and further that he would be unable to gain sufficient credits to pass. Val and Mark took him home to Plett, and from there once again sent him to the John Palmer Hostel in Durban to give them time to investigate other avenues for a longer-term solution. This they believe they have now found.

Since March 2006 Paul has been resident at the Horizon Farm Trust in Natal – a welfare organisation that caters for people unable to hold their own in society – from mentally handicapped school-leavers to disabled children.

As a ‘villager’ there, Paul is involved in a number of activities, which include growing vegetables and looking after farm animals as part of the organisation’s animal-care-assisted therapy programme.

His eyesight is somewhat improved. He can now see the primary colours – red, blue and green. He is also able to see movement up to a distance of several metres, but still no detail. He is ever more articulate, and an avid listener to news, music and sport.

He cannot write or sign his name, but he is optimistic … as always.


 

 

 


Do you have any comments, suggestions or
feedback about this book or any other Zebra Press titles?
Contact us at talkback@zebrapress.co.za
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What drives a mother to murder her child?

In September 2007, Ellen Pakkies, a working mother from Lavender Hill on the Cape Flats, strangled her son to death. The judge in the subsequent trial sentenced her to community service for her crime. What had driven Ellen to this horrific deed, and why the ostensibly light sentence for such a heinous crime? And why did Ellen’s tragic story grip the imagination of the country?

The scourge of drug addiction has swept across South Africa in recent years, affecting every level of society. The use of tik, particularly in the Western Cape, has skyrocketed over a short period of time, unlike anything else ever experienced. It was Abie Pakkies’s addiction to this drug and the horrendous impact it had on his and his family’s lives that drove Ellen to murder. Her trial exposed the dark underbelly of a community crippled by drug and alcohol abuse and focused attention on the plight of those who live in poverty and do not have recourse to drug rehabilitation centres and other measures effective in the treatment of drug addicts.

Dealing in Death looks at the global and local drugs culture, the predicament of Ellen Pakkies and other mothers like her, and an impoverished community and the apartheid laws that gave birth to it.

ISBN: 978 1 77020 031 9 (print)
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