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Chapters 2 & 4 from my book:  Never Let Go
CHAPTER 2   A Town called Bloemfontein

The new church we were to start was in a semi-desert area called the Orange Free State and the town was Bloemfontein.  It was an eight-hour drive from the ocean, and as I opened the car door I smelt that the air was different and dry.  Already I missed the salty sea air.  We were to learn that the journey called a “faith walk” was not as glamorous as it sounds and certainly not for the faint at heart.  My parents were to receive no salary from the main church but were to trust God and have faith for all their needs to be met.

We moved into a R.V. in the back yard of someone’s home.  It was May, and within a month we would be feeling the effects of the harsh winter weather with temperatures often below freezing.  The five members of our church were made up of my parents, my siblings and me.  It was a start!  My dad would be the preacher, my mom the adult member and my brother and I would make up the children’s church. There would even be a nursery to which my younger sister belonged.  What a vision!  We quickly joined up with another family, the Bateman’s, who had been praying for years for an English pastor.  So now there two more adults and two more children, one of which was a girl who had Downs syndrome.  Her name was Cathy and she became my dear friend.  Cathy was eight years older than me but she looked eighty years old.  She was shriveled and wrinkled but she was kind and sweet and always scrunched her face up into a smile that seemed too big for her small face.  This was except for the times someone made her mad and then she produced an overdone scowl in the hopes of showing you her intense disapproval. The scowl made her eyes cross even more and made her even more adorable, which defeated the purpose. One thing Cathy knew how to do well was to pray.  She would spend hours a day calling out to God in a loud voice asking him to bless all the people she knew, naming them one by one.  She never forgot a name and never left anyone out of her prayers.  Needless to say, it took some time to cover all the names of the new members as they were added to the church.

Our meetings started in the Bateman’s humble living room.  Not one time would you ever get there that Auntie Bateman, Cathy’s mom, did not have tea and cake ready for you and something was always roasting in the oven.  My stomach would rumble throughout the long morning service as the smell of roast beef escaped the confines of the kitchen and wafted into the living room.  Being served in this meager home did not change the fact that you felt like a queen.  In her special, quiet way without much ado, Auntie Bateman would make you feel valuable and special.  What joy she must have brought the King.  Why is it that most of us struggle so to learn the art of humble love?  Why is it that we feel like we must do big things and if we are not able to we settle for doing nothing for others?  While the little random acts of service minister so deeply to those around us.

As winter set in, we met an elderly couple who had a big home.  They said they only needed one of the rooms and invited us to live with them.  This was one of many miracles to follow during this faith walk because accommodation was extremely scarce and unaffordable to us and we were ready to move out of the R.V.

In the meantime our little church was outgrowing Auntie Bateman’s living room and we found a tiny little vacant building which now became our new church.  It was dilapidated and ugly, but after some work it became our quaint little sanctuary with church pews and all.  I was so proud of Dad standing behind the podium in his black suit and watched him tap his shiny shoe against the newly scrubbed wood floors.  I listened to the sound of his voice echo through the room and bounce off the back walls and I felt safe.

Our financial board members realized they needed to buy a parsonage for their pastor and got a great deal on a house.  In my eyes, our new home was GRAND.  It was a huge old house with hallways that went on forever with many rooms diverting off of it.  It had a huge study for my dad’s desk and many books he had accumulated.  There was a large living room that always had a peaceful but empty atmosphere and a good sized dining room and with an oversized kitchen.  Added to this were four big bedrooms, two bathrooms and a family room.  Stepping out of the kitchen I discovered a wonderful pomegranate tree.  It had big pomegranates hanging off of it and next to this was the maid’s quarters.  Most houses in South Africa had a maid’s room outside, since nearly every house usually kept a maid.

Now we often had the church’s district superintendent call to ask my parents to host traveling speakers since we were the half-way point of most travels through South Africa.  Sometimes they would stay for a meal and sometimes they would stay over for a couple of days.  My father stayed busy shepherding the sheep and was not often available to assist in the preparations for the arriving company.  I noticed that my mother became tense before they arrived and didn’t enjoy entertaining much.

Because we were living by faith and not always receiving a salary she would have to entertain on a shoestring budget.  Many were the days that the visitors would ask her for salt or pepper or any other item and she was embarrassed to say, ‘I’ve just run out of that”.  Since my mother had been raised in a family of affluence they had always enjoyed entertaining and having parties, but under these circumstances the pleasure of entertaining turned into stress.  As the years in the ministry passed, a deep sense of inadequacy started creeping in and with it withdrawal.  The more charismatic my father became the less open my mom became.  One fed off of people and the other wanted to escape them.  This very often is the case in most pastors’ homes.  The more privacy that is taken from the woman the more she withdraws to protect herself.  What mom needed was a friend but who in the ministry really had time for friends?  Could you freely tell them your secrets, your pain, your fears?  No, better that you just prayed some more and asked God to forgive you for your lack of faith and negative attitude and everything would be all right.  Even if one could find such a friend, where would you find them?  Being friends with your own church members was not really acceptable because that would produce jealousy among the flock.  No, my mother was in a fine pickle indeed, and would have to go deeper into herself to find answers to these questions.

While eating at the dining room table, I would quietly observe our guests.  I would hear bits and pieces about the trouble brewing between the blacks and whites.  More and more of the news was turned toward the “apartheid” issue.  This was the Afrikaans word used for “separateness”.  There were stories of the violence that was increasing in the country, and I could feel the tentacles of apprehension in the air.  As a child, it is very unsettling to see the adults around you become concerned.  I always worried about the oddest things and listened carefully to make sure there was nothing I needed to worry about.  I remember hearing a conversation about possible water supply shortage at one of our meals.  I worried everyday that I would wake up the next morning and never see water again.  I wondered what I would do then.  Almost everything in life comes down to, “how will this affect me?”

I wished these people would leave and take their tales with them because with the tales came the suffocating fingers of fear that would tighten around my neck.  I watched the conversations bounce back and forward like a tennis match, and all the while I was invisible to the players.  The motto was, “children are to be seen and not heard.”  Well, maybe those adults did not hear me but I certainly heard them.  Generally I was not even seen, but that suited me just fine as I was painfully shy and preferred my own company anyway.  I would slip away from the table and head outside to the arms of the pomegranate tree where I could be anything I wanted to be and my world was safe from the evil stirring out there beyond the six-foot concrete fence and green gate of my home.

In winter, the sun would shine through the big window in my room and fall across my bed, warming my beautiful yellow and pink duvet.  When my fingers and toes would feel icy from the brutal winter I enjoyed snuggling under the heated cover of my duvet and let my little parakeet run up and down on it.  I also had a treasure box full of fat silkworms.  Much of my time was spent trying to figure out where to get the precious mulberry leaves from to feed the silkworms.  One day a friend and I walked the ten blocks to an old lady’s house that had a mulberry tree in her backyard.  She allowed me to pick as much as I wanted but I imagined myself to be one of the Israelites that was only allowed to pick up manna for one day at a time.  The silkworms did not care for stale leaves and would not spin fine silk cocoons and produce butterflies without fresh leaves.  “It sure is a long walk!” I mumbled to myself as I filled my bag with the big juicy green leaves.

I was walking home eating the banana that the old lady had given me to sustain me on my journey when I got to the big main road.  I finished the banana while waiting for the traffic to ease before crossing.  I have no idea why this thought came to me but I wondered if I could throw the banana peel across the wide road and have it land on the other side.  I tossed it as hard and high as I could.  I watched it as it hurdled through the sky only to plop in the center of the windshield of an unsuspecting victim.  In slow motion it slid down leaving a sticky trail of mashed banana peel on the window.  Unfortunately for me, the victim was an angry, menopausal, hormonally-imbalanced woman.  Otherwise, it was because her car was brand new.  Regardless, the car screeched to a sudden halt next to me and I was assaulted with a string of violent words.  She kept asking me for my address so she could go and report me to my parents. I was absolutely dumbfounded because I had not suspected that things would take such an ugly turn from just wondering how far I could throw a stupid banana peel!  The next thing I knew I was standing in a warm puddle.  Horror of horrors, I had wet myself right there on main street!  Even worse than that, my friend was a silent observer to this fiasco. Just as quickly as the woman had stopped, she left. We walked home in silence and never once spoke of the incident. She was a wise friend I think. Sometimes our silence serves us better than our words.  

CHAPTER 4     Farms and summers in South Africa

From time to time, my parents allowed us to go with them to visit the church members.  We had quite a few farmers in the church so we would end up on these farms sometimes.  I loved these visits because of all the discoveries we made on these old and unique farms.  As the parents visited inside over tea, the children played all kinds of imaginary games outside.  We were pirates and sailors and conquerors.  We swam in the cow troughs and swung from the trees and chased the animals.  However, more and more I seemed drawn to any piano I found in the homes we visited in.  While the other kids were playing hide and seek outside, I found myself sneaking in to sit at the piano.  I was totally enchanted with it and craved to place my fingers on the smooth ivory keys.  My mother tried to keep me from banging a tuneless clash of notes on the piano but many times they would give up and let me hammer away.  A passion for music was beginning to blossom and Gods gift was being born.  A piano of my own began to be a dream but seemed impossible.  It would be very costly but God provided my parents with the money to buy me an old upright German piano.  I sat for hours at a time behind those ivory keys, trying to compose beautiful melodies.

Sometimes while spending the day on the farm, I would agree to spend the night, but would always forget in the bright sunshine how eerie the farm would be by candlelight.  I would lie in bed and not be able to see my hand in front of my face.  It was pitch dark and so cold.  The old farms didn’t have electricity and a lot of them didn’t have inside toilets.  I would have to light a candle to get around and would pray for morning to come.  The night would drag on and on as if the sun was gone for good.  One night I lay in the bed for hours and hours trying to warm my feet on the icy sheets.  I longed for a pair of socks but it was too dark to find any.  I felt around for the matches so that I could light a candle but they had disappeared off the night stand.  I lay in the bed and begged God to allow the sun to rise a few minutes earlier because the darkness was suffocating and I felt trapped in that bed.  I vowed that it would be the last night I ever spent on the farms again, and it was. 

I was not to leave that day without one final memory.  But first I must mention that most of the farmers had many dogs that were trained to be vicious for protection.  In fact, many of the dogs were bred to be so aggressive that they often turned on their owners and tore their own masters apart.  The newspapers were reporting increasing numbers of these attacks.  Often the children of the owners became victims too, like the eighteen-year-old daughter of a farmer who returned home after a school dance one night and was attacked and killed by her own dogs.  On this particular day, my friend and I went walking down the gravel farm lanes.  It was Sunday afternoon and the maids were returning to work after going home for the weekend.  As we were walking along I saw such a scene being played out in front of my eyes.  The maid walking along the road had been surrounded by four black Doberman pinscher dogs.  Like a pack of wolves, they surrounded her and pounced.  She started screaming hysterically but I did not move, I only watched paralyzed in fear.  I was so afraid the pack would turn on me, too.  They were tearing her to shreds, and once again the screaming wouldn’t stop.  Finally the owner ran out and called the dogs off.  I tried not to look at the bright red blood soaking into the dirt road.  I don’t know what I hated more, the violence or the fear.  I became more and more afraid of the things in life over which I had no control.  What would happen next?  How would one be prepared for it and when would it happen?

I was living in a world of opposites, a paradox it seemed.  There were always two sides opposing one another.  Good versus evil, faith versus fear, hope versus despair.  And always my father tipped the scales.  Yes, good would win.  He was strong and his teachings were filled with excitement about what God would do and everything would be all right.  I felt safe with my father and loved him desperately. Surely the world could not keep turning on its axle without him in it, and I was proud to be his daughter.

Our little church with its wooden floors had gotten too small for our growing congregation and Dad decided to build a new church.  Dad spent every day after that building the church.  Every Saturday was a work day for anyone who could help.  Mother was always organized and would put together baskets of food for lunch.  The men would stop at tea time and enjoy tea and cake as mom served them.  You could count on her to be there everyday.  And all the while she took care of our family in an excellent manner and always met our needs.  As I grew older I realized how wobbly life could be and what a gift it was to have a dependable mother.  

The paradox continued the day I climbed over the wall into the next door neighbor’s yard.  I stepped into another kind of life so different from ours that day.  They had very generously invited my brother and me to swim with them in their big sparkling pool.  What an honor! I had become tired of listening to the splashing and fun taking place on the other side of the six-foot concrete wall that separated our homes.  As I entered their home I observed that the mother had long blond hair and wore a skimpy bikini on her bronzed body.  She smelt like rich oils and the sun.  Her husband was a balding university professor and they both smoked long cigarettes.  Now I understand where Craig is getting his stash from, I thought.  The bronze goddess looked very sophisticated as she put the cigarette between her bright red lips and blew out a haze of blue gray smoke.  It twirled in the air above her golden hair.  How wrong could smoking be if one looked so confident and beautiful while doing it, I thought?   I couldn’t wait to get home and light up the ends of my crayons and puff away.  I made sure to tilt my head at exactly the same angle as I exhaled the imaginary curly gray smoke.  I smoked those imaginary cigarettes for months and I felt beautiful too.

The best part about that summer next door was the sweet hot coffee milk that the beautiful lady served us in the pool.  The tray she carried brought the coffee in a fancy long-stemmed plastic glass.  She looked like a queen from a faraway island as her long silk wrap around skirt trailed the ground as she walked.  For a single moment I was rich and important as I sipped the sweet milky coffee.  Forever after that time I loved the taste of coffee in a plastic glass, but alas, as with the pink candies it never tasted the same anywhere else!

The swimming always left me famished, and I would climb over the ladder we had erected on both sides of the concrete wall and run into my kitchen to make ketchup sandwiches.  Although this might not sound very appetizing, I promise you that the thick buttered bread with the salty red ketchup was a fine snack on those warm summer days.

On one such day in the neighbors’ yard, all the kids decided to play a game under the big willow tree next to the pool.  We would take turns climbing up onto a huge empty fish tank that was standing under the tree and then swing onto the lowest branch of the tree.  One by one like monkeys ascending we went up into the monstrous tree.  Finally it was my turn and I hoisted myself up onto the big fish tank.  As I stood up, the glass gave way under me and I fell through it onto the ground.  The jagged glass had sliced my leg open and a piece of glass three inches long had entered my heel as I landed on it.  Like a wounded animal I shrank from every hand that tried to reach out to me.  My only objective was to scale the ladder and be on my side of the wall.  As I climbed the ladder the balding neighbor man grabbed the piece of glass protruding from my foot and swiftly pulled it out.  My parents were out visiting church members and I sat outside on the step at the pomegranate tree waiting.  My mother wanted to take me for stitches but I was relying on my father’s fear of doctors and needles to be my ally in allowing nature to take its course and allow my wounds to heal on their own.  My big green eyes pleaded with my father for mercy and I was spared that day.

Left with an ugly scar and a hobble, I was thankful that the dreaded trip to the hospital was avoided.  For months I forced myself to walk on my heel around my mother, but out of her sight I walked on my toes because my heel hurt so much.  But we could never fool mom and her keen eye soon saw the truth. Something was wrong.  So the inevitable occurred and I was ushered into the dreaded doctors’ room and I learned another lesson that day.  Your imagined fear is worse that the actual event.  The procedure was painless as the doctor extracted a piece of glass the size of a small stone which was still embedded deep in my foot.  I wish I had kept that lesson closer to my heart over the years because much of living is tainted with needless fear and in the end we say, “That was not as bad as I imagined it to be and I wish I had done it sooner!” 

