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This memoir is based on the author’s memory and lived experience. Where exact 
dates, medical records, names, institutional details, or quoted words remain 
uncertain, the text states or reflects that uncertainty. Events involving other people 
are described from the author’s perspective and recollection. 

This edition brings together the narrative movement of The Man Who Stayed and 
the reflective movement of The Man Under the Tree as a single memoir. To 
protect privacy, personal names, organisations, addresses, and specific locations 
have been removed or generalised. The relationships, sequence of events, and 
meaning of the story remain unchanged. 
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DEDICATION 

For my wife, who stayed in the house with me while the old rooms were being 
named. 

For the quiet faithfulness, the tired courage, the ordinary love, and the grace of 
still being here together. 

And for every unseen child and tired man who still needs a safe place just to be. 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE 

This book is one story told in two movements. 
The first movement tells what happened: the house, the break, the roads, the 

work, the body, the marriage, the family crisis, and the father I still wanted to 
reach. The second movement returns to those events from beneath the tree. It 
asks not only what happened, but what the events formed in me, what they cost, 
what they taught, and what I no longer have to carry. 

Where a scene appears again, it is not repeated as fresh evidence. It is revisited 
as meaning. The first telling remembers the room. The later telling asks what the 
room continued to do inside the man who left it. 

I have written this as memory, not as a court record. Some things return 
through image, atmosphere, and the body before they return through exact dates. 
I have tried to hold every memory with truth and grace—not to accuse without 
mercy, and not to forgive by hiding what happened. 

My father and mother are part of my origin. They are not my identity. The 
people in these pages are human: loved and limited, wounded and responsible, 
present in some ways and absent in others. I am human too. 

This is not the story of a finished man. It is the story of a man who stayed 
long enough to see, and who is learning to build without becoming mechanical, 
bitter, or numb. It is the movement from staying, to seeing, toward building—
Gebly, Gesien, Gebou. 
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PRELUDE 

Under the Tree 

There are places a man passes through, and there are places that wait for him. 
I did not know the tree was waiting. 

At first, it was only shade. A place to sit. A quiet spot where the noise of life 
could move around me instead of through me. I had my laptop, my thoughts, 
and the strange tiredness of a man who had survived more than he could explain 
in one sitting. 
I was not there because I had won. 
I was there because I had stopped running. 

For years I had moved through houses, roads, countries, jobs, responsibilities, 
losses, prayers, mistakes, and silences. I had learned how to carry things. I had 
learned how to keep going. I had learned how to appear stronger than I felt. 

But there comes a time when survival itself becomes too small. 
A man can survive and still not know how to live. 
He can stay and still not know where he belongs. 
He can carry everyone and still lose sight of himself. 
Under the tree, I began to understand that. 

Slowly. Not in some grand moment of revelation. It came slowly, the way real 
truth often comes — through quiet, through waiting, through the same thought 
returning until I could no longer ignore it. 
I had stayed. 
Now I had to see. 
See the boy I had been. 
See the house that formed me. 
See the wounds I had carried without language. 
See the man I had become while trying not to fall apart. 

And, perhaps most difficult of all, see myself without hatred. 
That is not easy for a man who has spent years trying to prove he is not the 

problem. 
I came from a house that gave me more than one message at a time. There was 

love, but it was not always simple. There was faith, but it was not always light. 
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There was discipline, but not always understanding. There was family, but also 
loneliness. 

A child does not know what to do with that. 
He does not call it confusion. 
He becomes confused. 

Only years later does he sit under a tree and begin to separate the truth from 
the inheritance. 

My father and mother are part of my origin. They are not my identity. I came 
from them, but I do not have to disappear into their unfinished lives. I can tell 
the truth without cruelty. I can have mercy without lying. I can remember 
without returning to live there. 
That is why this book begins here. 
Not in the house. 
Under the tree. 

Because the tree is where I stopped explaining myself long enough to listen. It 
is where the noise became quieter. It is where the old rooms came back, not to 
trap me, but to be seen. It is where I began to understand that a man can spend 
half his life surviving a childhood he never fully named. 
And still, by grace, begin again. 

This is not the story of a perfect man. 
It is the story of a man who stayed alive long enough to sit still. 

A man with a laptop in front of him. 
A woman he loves. 
A home he wants to protect. 
A past he can no longer drag behind him without looking at it. 
The tree did not fix me. 

It gave me a place to tell the truth. 
And sometimes that is where healing begins. 
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PART ONE 

The House and the Break 

The life as it was lived, and the rooms that would later ask to be seen. 
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PROLOGUE 

I Hit My Father 

I hit my father. 
There is no softer way to begin. 

I was in my early twenties, working as an apprentice goldsmith in a large city. 
My father was a diamond cutter. 

Both trades demanded precision. Gold had to be measured, heated and 
shaped with care. A careless movement could damage something small and 
valuable. A diamond cutter had to study the stone before making a permanent 
decision. Every angle mattered. Once a cut had been made, it could not simply be 
taken back. 

We were two men who understood careful work. Inside the house, we did 
not always know how to handle each other with the same care. 
It happened over a weekend. 

I had returned to the family home from somewhere. I cannot remember 
exactly where I had been. 
My father was in the television room. 

He was angry about a tool in the garage. It may have been a pair of pliers. The 
exact tool has become uncertain. 

I remember the system more clearly than the object. The tools had specific 
places. Pictures or outlines indicated where each item belonged. I had helped 
organise much of it. 

The garage was one of the few places where things made sense to me. A tool 
was either present or missing. If it was missing, the empty place showed you what 
had gone. A problem could be identified. The tool could be found. It could be 
returned. 

The garage also gave me somewhere to go without leaving the property. I 
could work. Plan. Arrange. Become useful. 

Inside a practical system, a small mistake could remain a small mistake. Inside 
our house, that was not always true. 
My father began shouting. 
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I do not remember the exact words. Memory did not preserve the 
conversation as a transcript. It preserved his voice. The volume. The anger. The 
feeling that the room had become smaller. 
I had heard that anger before. 

As a child, I had learned to recognise the changes that came before it. A tone. 
A door. A movement. The moment when an ordinary problem became 
something larger. 

For years, I had responded by becoming quiet. Watching. Waiting. Trying to 
understand what was expected before the anger reached me. 
But I was no longer a small boy. 
My father continued shouting. 
Then I struck him. 
Once. 
In the face. 
He fell. 
He lay still. 

He appeared unconscious to me, although I cannot know medically what his 
condition was in that moment. 
The shouting stopped. 
There was silence. 
Not peace. 

The silence that follows when a line has been crossed. 
Years earlier, my father had struck me. Now he was on the floor because I had 

struck him. 
The positions had changed. The violence had not ended. It had travelled. 
My mother may have been in the kitchen, but I cannot remember clearly 

whether she witnessed the blow or entered afterward. 
I looked at my father on the floor. 
I did not help him up. 

I did not remain to see whether he was all right. 
I left the house. 

I climbed into my car and drove away. 
I went to a quiet place beside a dam outside the city. 
That was where I went when I needed distance from the house. 
The road gave me something I had often wanted as a child. A way out. 
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But being able to leave did not mean I knew what to do with myself once I 
arrived. 

I do not remember every thought I had at the dam. Perhaps I replayed the 
moment. Perhaps I justified it. Perhaps I was frightened by what I had done. 
Perhaps I remained too angry to feel anything else clearly. 

I will not invent an emotion simply because a book prefers a complete 
explanation. 

I remember the car. The road. The water. The silence. 
I remember wanting distance between myself and the television room. 

But distance could not undo the blow. 
I had wanted the shouting to stop. It had stopped because I had hit my 

father. 
That truth travelled with me. 

I do not think I returned home that night. I cannot say with certainty where I 
slept. 

Some parts of the memory remain sharp. Others disappear immediately after 
the moment of impact. 

My father and I spoke again approximately a week later. 
There was no proper reckoning. 

I do not remember standing before him and saying what should have been 
said. 

I should not have hit you. I was wrong. I am sorry. 
I never gave him that direct apology. 

The missing apology remained between us. Like the empty position of a tool 
on the garage wall, its absence remained visible. 

For many years, I did not know how to hold the whole truth of that room. 
I had grown up around anger and violence. My father had hurt me. I had 

feared him. I had carried years of confusion into that weekend. 
Those things explained how pressure had been building inside me. They did 

not make the blow right. 
For a long time, I believed I had to choose between two versions of the story. 

Either my father was responsible for everything, or I was simply the bad son who 
had attacked him. 
The truth was harder. 
He had harmed me. I had harmed him. 

His actions belonged to him. The blow belonged to me. 
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Understanding what happened before the television room did not remove my 
responsibility for what happened inside it. Neither could accepting responsibility 
require me to pretend that the blow had appeared from nowhere. 
Both truths had to remain. 

A man can tell the truth about his wounds and still hide from the wounds he 
caused. I do not want to do that here. 

This story begins with the worst thing I did because nothing that follows can 
be honest if I hide it until later. 
I hit my father. 
He fell and lay still. 
I left him on the floor. 
I drove to the dam. 
I did not apologise when I should have. 

I cannot return to that room and stop my hand. I cannot make the missing 
apology happen in the week when it belonged. I cannot write myself innocent. 

I can tell the truth. I can accept what belongs to me. 
What happened did not come from nowhere. But it still came from my hand. 

I hit my father. 
Then I drove to the dam. 
That is where this story begins. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Too Big for Your Shoes 

One of my earliest memories is of standing in my father's shoes. 
I was about four years old. 

The shoes were too large for me. My feet disappeared inside them, and I had 
to move carefully to prevent them from slipping off. 

My father looked at me and said something I remember as: 
You think you are too big for your shoes. 
Perhaps he meant it as a joke. Perhaps he saw only a small boy pretending to 

be a grown man. 
I remember the words because they stayed long after I stepped out of the 

shoes. 
A child does not yet understand what it means to become like his father. He 

sees the size of the shoes. The hands that work. The voice that controls a room. 
He watches without knowing what he is learning. 

At four years old, I did not know what my father carried. I knew only that he 
was larger than me and that the shoes belonged to him. 

* * * 

My parents had six children. 
My parents had six children. My eldest sister came first, followed by a son 

who died before I was born. After him, my parents lost another son through 
miscarriage. Then came another daughter, then me, and finally my younger sister. 

Three sons and three daughters. Four of us survived into adulthood. 
The brother I never met died in an accident in 1968, before I was born. 
I never met him. Still, I grew up inside a family that had known his loss. 
For many years, my father blamed my mother for that son’s death. 
I cannot tell the full truth of an accident that happened before my birth. I 

cannot know everything my father experienced when his son died. 
I know that the grief did not remain contained inside him. It entered the 

marriage. It entered the house. It became blame. Anger. Silence. 
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A child can grow up in the shadow of a brother he never knew. Nobody has 
to say that this is happening. The dead child remains present through the grief of 
the living. 

I never knew my late brother, but I knew the atmosphere that had formed 
around his absence. 

My father loved his children. He also carried pain badly. 
Both truths belong to him. 

Understanding his grief does not require me to pretend that what followed 
was harmless. 

* * * 

There was a day when my father went to collect sheep meat. 
I sat on the back of the bakkie. 
The vehicle turned a corner. 
I was not holding on properly. 
I fell. 

The road and the sky changed places as I rolled. 
When I stopped, there was blood. 

I do not remember every detail afterward. I do not remember exactly who 
reached me first or what was said. 

I remember sitting on the back of the bakkie. The turn. Losing my grip. The 
ground. The sky. Then blood. 

Adults may remember an event like that as an accident that ended when the 
child stood up again. 
The child remembers it through his body. 

For a few seconds, the world had stopped holding me. 
Then life continued. 

* * * 

There was another day involving my father, a bakkie and blood. 
By then, I was in Standard Five. 
My best friend at the time was a boy from school. 

We were in a suburb outside the city, where my father was repairing stained-
glass windows. 
It was raining. 

My father was skilled with his hands. He understood tools, glass and metal. 
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Stained glass must be handled carefully. Separate coloured pieces are held 
together by narrow lines of lead. Too much pressure can crack the thing you are 
trying to repair. 

My father asked me to fetch a pair of pliers. 
I went to get them. 
I took too long. 
Then I returned with the wrong pair. 
He became angry. 
He struck me across the face. 
Hard. 
My nose began bleeding. 
My friend saw it happen. 

Afterward, we sat together on the back of the bakkie. 
Neither of us knew what to say. 

I remember the rain. The blood. My friend beside me. 
And I remember apologising to him. 

Not because I had hurt him. Because he had witnessed my father hurt me. 
I was the one bleeding, but I felt responsible for the discomfort of the person 

who had seen it. 
I did not know how to say: This should not have happened. 
I knew only how to say: I am sorry you had to see it. 

My father returned to the stained glass. 
My friend and I remained on the bakkie. 
The rain continued. 

My father knew how to repair coloured glass held together by lines of lead. 
There was no repair between us that day. 

* * * 

The wrong pair of pliers was a small mistake. 
The anger around it was not. 

When an ordinary mistake becomes dangerous, a child begins watching 
carefully. He notices changes in tone. How someone places an object down. The 
sound of a vehicle arriving. The way a door closes. 

He tries to understand what is expected before the adult becomes angry. 
At the time, I did not call this vigilance. 

I was simply trying to remain safe. 
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I wanted to bring the correct thing. Be fast enough. Stand in the correct 
place. Avoid becoming the reason the room changed. 

Children often believe that if they behave perfectly, the adults around them 
will remain calm. 

When the adult still becomes angry, the child assumes that he has failed. 
I had brought the wrong pliers. I had taken too long. 

Those things were true. 
Neither made the blow right. 
It took me years to understand that distinction. 

* * * 

My father was not only the man who struck me. 
That was part of what made him difficult to understand. 
He could work with patience. Build. Repair. Organise. He knew the value of 

precision. 
He could also respond to his son's mistake with violence. 
The good parts did not make the harmful moments imaginary. The harmful 

moments did not erase every good thing he had ever done. 
A child does not know how to hold those contradictions. 

He asks simpler questions. 
Is my father safe? Is he angry? What must I do now? 

Sometimes the answer changed too quickly. 
A calm room could become dangerous. A practical task could become 

personal. A request for pliers could end with blood. 
I did not grow up believing that every moment would be violent. 
I grew up not knowing which moment might become one. 

That uncertainty teaches its own lessons. 
Watch. Prepare. Do not relax too completely. Do not assume that a small 

mistake will remain small. 

* * * 

There were ordinary days too. 
No childhood consists only of its worst scenes. 

There would have been meals. Family visits. School mornings. Laughter. 
Times when my father worked quietly. Times when nobody was struck. 
The good days mattered. 
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They also made the bad ones harder to understand. 
If a person is cruel all the time, the child may eventually know what to expect. 

When love, skill, humour and fear occupy the same person, the child begins 
questioning his own judgement. 

Perhaps it was not that serious. Perhaps I deserved it. Perhaps he was only 
under pressure. Perhaps I should have known which pliers he wanted. Perhaps 
the problem was me. 
The child begins putting himself on trial. 

Years later, the adult may still be gathering evidence against the boy he was. 
He could have moved faster. Held onto the bakkie. Brought the correct tool. 

Passed the school year. 
The list can continue forever. 

But a child's mistake does not transfer an adult's responsibility onto the child. 
That truth does not make the child innocent of every mistake. It places 

responsibility where it belongs. 

* * * 

School gave me another way to measure myself. 
I attended a technical high school for Standard Six. 

I failed the year. 
Afterward, I moved to another high school and repeated Standard Six. 
My younger sister and I had been in the same standard. 
When I repeated the year, she remained one standard ahead. 
From then onward, my younger sister moved through school a year in front 

of me. 
A school report contains simple language. 
Pass. Fail. Promoted. Repeat. 

The page does not show what the child carried into the classroom. It does not 
record the atmosphere at home. The energy spent watching adults. The 
confusion. The fear. The effort required to remain present when the mind is 
somewhere else. 

That does not mean the house was responsible for every poor mark. 
I had my own weaknesses. I may not have worked hard enough in every 

subject. I may not have understood what was expected. 
But children do not leave their home lives at the school gate. 

They carry them into the classroom. 
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I carried mine. 
Failing Standard Six became another fact through which I judged myself. 
My friend had seen me struck. My younger sister moved ahead. I entered a 

new school knowing that I had not passed through the previous year as expected. 
I had fallen behind. 
The feeling was familiar. 

Once, I had fallen from the back of a bakkie. Now I had fallen out of step 
with the year that should have been mine. 
In both cases, life continued moving. 

* * * 

A failed school year does not look dramatic from the outside. 
Nobody sees a man lying on the floor. There is no blood. No ambulance. 
The child simply returns to the same standard while the others move on. 

But shame does not require a public disaster. 
It can grow quietly. In a classroom. In the comparison between siblings. In 

the moment someone asks what standard you are in. In the knowledge that the 
expected path has continued without you. 
I began learning to compensate. 

Become useful elsewhere. Do something with my hands. Solve a problem. 
Help someone. 

If one part of life said I was behind, another part had to prove that I still had 
value. 

I did not form that thought clearly at the time. It became a pattern before it 
became language. 

Work hard. Become necessary. Do not give people another reason to doubt 
you. 

Later, that pattern would serve me. It would help me build systems, organise 
production and notice risks other people missed. 

It would also make it difficult to stop when usefulness began costing too 
much. 
But that belonged to the future. 

In Standard Six, I was only a boy repeating a year while his younger sister 
moved ahead. 
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* * * 

I often wanted to run away when I was young. 
I did not know where I would go. 

A child may dream about leaving long before he has the means to do it. 
He imagines another house. Another road. A place where nobody knows the 

rules of the home he came from. 
But the child remains because he has little choice. 
He eats at the table. Goes to school. Returns. Listens for the vehicle. 

Measures the room. Waits to discover which version of the day has arrived. 
Remaining was not courage then. 
It was dependence. 
I stayed because I was a child. 

Years later, I would leave countries, jobs and homes. I would mistake distance 
for freedom more than once. 

But before any of those departures, there was the boy who had nowhere else 
to go. 

The boy inside his father’s shoes. The boy on the road after falling from the 
bakkie. The boy sitting beside his friend in the rain. The boy repeating Standard 
Six. 

* * * 

For a long time, I believed becoming a man meant growing large enough to fill 
my father's shoes. 

To work as he worked. Endure what he endured. Carry responsibility. 
Remain silent about pain. Hold anger until it became force. 

I did not understand that inheritance is not the same as identity. 
A father gives a son more than a name. 
There may be skill. Temperament. Strength. Fear. Unfinished grief. Patterns 

the son begins repeating before he knows they were handed to him. 
Some of what I received from my father became valuable in me. 
I learned to work with my hands. To respect tools. To notice detail. To value 

order and precision. 
Other things had to stop with me. 

The fear. The belief that violence could correct a mistake. The idea that a 
man's pain gave him permission to wound the people closest to him. 

I would not understand that fully for many years. 
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At first, I only knew that the shoes did not fit. 
My father was part of my beginning. His work, grief, skill and anger all 

entered the house in which I grew up. 
But a son does not honour his father by repeating everything that wounded 

him. 
I came from him. 
I did not have to become him. 
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UNDER THE TREE 

The House That Sent Mixed Messages 
The earlier chapter held the scenes. Under the tree, the house returned as a 
language — love, fear, faith, silence, and the mixed messages a child had 

mistaken for his own nature. 

The first house a child lives in is never only a building. 
It becomes a language before he knows how to speak it. It teaches him where to 
stand, when to keep quiet, how much of himself is safe to show. It teaches him 
what love feels like when it enters the room, and what fear feels like when it sits 
down beside it. 
I did not know any of that as a boy. 
I only knew the house. 

Its rooms. Its voices. Its rules. Its silences. The ordinary movements of family 
life that looked simple from the outside but did not feel simple inside me. There 
were days when everything seemed normal, and perhaps to someone else it was. 
People spoke, meals were made, things were expected, prayers were said, life 
continued. 

But a child does not live only in what happens. 
A child lives in what it feels like while it is happening. 

And what I felt was difficult to understand. 
There was love in our house. I will not deny that. To deny it would be 

dishonest, and this book cannot be built on dishonesty. But love was not the only 
thing there. There was also pressure. There was discipline. There was fear of 
doing wrong. There were things one did not question. There were moods that 
changed the temperature of a room before anyone explained why. 
That is how confusion begins in a child. 

Not always through one great disaster. Sometimes it begins with too many 
messages arriving at once. 
You are loved, but be careful. 
You belong, but do not disturb the peace. 
Have faith, but do not ask too many questions. 
Be yourself, but not like that. 
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No one may say those sentences out loud. They do not have to. A child learns 
them in the air. 
I became good at reading the air. 

Before I understood adults, I studied them. Before I trusted words, I watched 
faces. I learned the weight of a silence. I learned when a voice had changed. I 
learned that a room could look the same and yet no longer be safe in the same 
way. 

Children should not have to become experts in atmosphere. 
But many do. 

They learn where the danger is, even when no one calls it danger. They learn 
how to make themselves smaller when the house feels full. They learn to behave 
before they understand why behaviour matters so much. They learn to carry 
questions quietly because questions can sometimes make a room harder to 
survive. 
I was not born confused. 

No child is born already divided inside. A child comes into the world 
reaching, needing, trusting, looking for the face that will tell him who he is. If the 
face is kind, he rests. If the face is uncertain, angry, absent, afraid, or too tired to 
see him, the child still reaches — but now he also begins to adjust. 
I adjusted. 

I tried to be good. I tried to understand the rules. I tried to sense what was 
expected before it had to be said. I tried not to add weight to what already felt 
heavy. Somewhere in those early years, I began to believe that peace depended on 
my ability to read the room correctly. 

That is too much power for a child to think he has. 
It is also too much responsibility. 

My mother carried strength in a way that filled the house. Her discipline had 
force. There were lines one did not cross, expectations one did not ignore. I think 
life had taught her that control was necessary, maybe even protective. Perhaps she 
had her own fears, her own wounds, her own history pressing behind her words. 

I can say that now because I am no longer only the child inside the story. 
But the child did not know how to separate her history from his own fear. 

He only knew the effect. 
My father was there, but there are different kinds of being there. 
A man can be in the house and still not stand where a child needs him to 

stand. He can love and still not protect. He can provide in one way and be absent 
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in another. He can carry his own pain so deeply that he does not see the smaller 
pain growing beside him. 
I do not write that to condemn him. 

I write it because silence has already taken enough. 
For many years I thought truth was the same as dishonour. I thought if I 

spoke plainly about what I needed and did not receive, I would be betraying my 
parents. So I softened things. I explained them away. I told myself everyone did 
their best, which may be true, but it is not the whole truth. 

People can do their best and still leave wounds behind. 
That is one of the hardest truths to carry with grace. 
I needed my father's covering. Not perfection. Not a heroic father from a 

storybook. Just the kind of presence that notices when a boy is becoming too 
careful. The kind that sees anger and asks what pain is hiding underneath it. The 
kind that stands between a child and the things that make him feel alone inside 
his own home. 
Sometimes a boy does not need advice. 

He needs someone to look at him long enough to know he is not okay. 
I do not remember every detail. Memory does not always work like a camera. 

Sometimes it keeps the atmosphere and loses the date. It keeps the feeling of the 
room, the tightness in the chest, the sense of being watched but not understood. 
It keeps the question long after it forgets the day it first appeared. 
Where do I fit here? 

That question followed me through childhood like a shadow. 
I did not ask it out loud. I doubt I even knew I was asking it. But I lived from 

it. I tried to find my place by becoming useful, obedient, careful, sometimes 
quiet, sometimes angry. I wanted to be seen, but I did not know how to ask for 
that without feeling ashamed of the need. 
So the need came out sideways. 

That is what happens when a child has no safe place for his inner life. His 
pain does not disappear. It changes clothes. It becomes behaviour. It becomes 
mood. It becomes tension in the body. It becomes a strange guilt for existing too 
loudly. It becomes the constant work of trying to prove that he is not the 
problem. 

In many houses, behaviour is seen before pain is understood. 
The child is corrected for the smoke while the fire remains unnamed. 

I think that happened to me. 
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And because no one named the fire clearly, I began to think the smoke was 
my identity. 
Maybe I was difficult. 
Maybe I was too sensitive. 
Maybe I should try harder. 
Maybe if I became better, calmer, stronger, more useful, more obedient, then the 
house would feel less confusing. 

A child will blame himself before he blames the people he needs. 
That is not weakness. That is survival. The child depends on the house, so the 

house must remain good enough in his mind. If something feels wrong, he often 
turns the wrongness inward. He would rather believe he is the problem than face 
the terror that the place meant to shelter him is also the place confusing him. 
So the split begins. 
One part of the child loves the house. 
One part fears it. 
One part wants to belong. 
One part wants to escape. 
One part obeys. 
One part quietly refuses to disappear. 

For years I carried those divided parts without knowing what they were. I 
thought they were proof of failure. Now I see them as evidence of a boy trying to 
survive more than he could explain. 
The house formed me. 

Not only through what was said, but through what remained unsaid. Not 
only through discipline, but through the absence of understanding. Not only 
through faith, but through the way faith sometimes felt heavier than grace. Not 
only through family, but through the loneliness that can exist inside family when 
no one knows how to see beneath the surface. 

This is difficult to write because I am not interested in making my parents 
into villains. 
That would be too small for the truth. 

My father and mother were not only my father and mother. They were 
people with histories, fears, disappointments, wounds, and unfinished rooms of 
their own. I can see that more clearly now. Age has a way of making parents 
human, sometimes painfully so. 

But seeing their humanity does not require me to erase my own. 
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This is the balance I am trying to learn: truth with grace. 
Grace keeps me from cruelty. 
Truth keeps me from silence. 

Without grace, memory becomes a weapon. Without truth, mercy becomes a 
cover-up. I have lived too long under things that were not said. I do not want to 
build another room like that inside myself. 
So I return to the house carefully. 
Not to move back in. 
Not to punish anyone. 
Not to keep the wound alive for the sake of having a wound. 

I return because a man cannot be free from a place he refuses to see. 
That house taught me patterns I carried for years. It taught me to keep going 

even when I was tired. It taught me to follow rules. It taught me to read risk. It 
taught me to take responsibility quickly, sometimes too quickly. It taught me to 
prove my worth through endurance. 
Some of those lessons helped me survive. 
Some nearly destroyed me. 

That is the complicated inheritance of a mixed-message house. It gives and 
takes at the same time. It builds strength with one hand and fear with the other. It 
teaches a child to stand, but not always how to rest. It teaches him to carry, but 
not always how to be held. 
I began to see this more clearly. 

The tree did not take me back to the past in a dramatic way. It simply gave me 
enough quiet for the past to stop hiding. Old rooms returned. Old feelings found 
language. The boy I had been began to step forward, not with accusations, but 
with evidence. 
He had been there. 
In the house. 
In the silence. 
In the confusion. 
In the love that felt heavy. 
In the faith that sometimes came without gentleness. 
In the family that shaped him before he knew he was being shaped. 

And for the first time, I did not send him away. 
I listened. 
That is where this chapter begins. 
Not with blame. 
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With listening. 
The house I came from spoke in more than one voice, and for a long time I 

thought the confusion was mine. I carried it as if it belonged to my name, my 
nature, my failure. 

But I know now that confusion can be inherited like furniture. It can stand 
in the same room for years until someone finally asks why it is there. 
I am asking now. 

I am looking at the house, not as a child trying to survive it, but as a man 
trying to understand what it gave me, what it took from me, and what I no longer 
have to carry. 
My parents are part of my origin. 
They are not my identity. 

I came from that house, but I do not have to keep living by its mixed 
messages. I can honour what was good without denying what hurt. I can name 
what was broken without becoming bitter. I can step out of the old language and 
begin to speak with my own voice. 
The confusion was not my name. 
It was the language of the house. 

And under the tree, I began to learn another one. 
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UNDER THE TREE 

Shoes Too Big 
The shoes had already appeared in the story. What remained was to 

understand the burden they represented, and to give the boy permission to 
step out of what did not fit him. 

There is a picture of me I cannot leave behind. 
A small boy standing in his father’s shoes. 
I do not know whether the photograph still exists somewhere, or whether 
memory has kept it for me because it knew I would need it later. But I can see it 
clearly enough: the child’s legs, the oversized shoes, the awkward balance of a boy 
trying to stand inside the shape of a man. 
At first, it is an innocent picture. 
A boy playing. 
A father’s shoes. 
A family moment. 

People smile at such things because they seem harmless. A child steps into 
shoes too large for him, and for a moment everyone sees the future in miniature. 
One day he will grow. One day he will fill them. One day he will become the man 
those shoes pretend he is. 

But not every child playing in big shoes is only playing. 
Sometimes a picture knows more than the people in it. 
My father said something like, “Too big for my shoes.” 
Maybe he laughed. Maybe someone else laughed. Maybe the sentence passed 

through the room and disappeared like ordinary family talk. But it stayed with 
me. Not loudly. Not as a wound at first. More like a small object slipped into the 
pocket of memory, carried for years without knowing why. 
Too big for my shoes. 

Only later did I understand that he had named more than the photograph. 
The shoes were too big, yes. But so was the life around me. The silences were 

too big. The expectations were too big. The things adults carried into the room 
without explaining them were too big. The moods, the rules, the need to be good, 
the fear of getting it wrong — all of it sat around me like furniture made for larger 
bodies. 
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And still, I tried to stand. 
That is what children do when they are not given another option. They 

adjust. They wobble. They learn to balance in places that do not fit them. They 
become careful with their steps. They discover which parts of the floor creak and 
which rooms require silence. 
No one has to say, “Grow up now.” 
Sometimes the house says it without words. 

A child notices when adults are tired. He notices when money feels heavy. He 
notices when love comes with pressure. He notices when a father is present but 
far away, when a mother’s voice carries more than instruction, when peace 
depends on everyone behaving in a certain way. 
He may not understand any of it. 
But he feels it. 

And if he feels it long enough, he begins to take responsibility for it. 
I think that is where some part of me became older than I was. 

Not in wisdom. 
In weight. 

Wisdom grows slowly in a child who has been guided. Weight comes early to 
a child who has been left to interpret too much alone. Wisdom gives a child roots. 
Weight bends him before he has finished growing. 
I learned to carry weight. 

I carried the need to be good. I carried the fear of making things worse. I 
carried questions I could not ask. I carried the strange shame of not knowing why 
I felt so unsettled in the very place that was supposed to make me feel safe. 

And because I was a child, I mistook carrying for belonging. 
If I can carry this, maybe I have a place here. 
If I can behave, maybe the house will stay calm. 
If I can be useful, maybe I will be seen. 
If I do not ask too much, maybe love will remain. 
No one taught me those sentences. 
I learned them by living. 

That is how a boy begins to disappear inside responsibility. Slowly. Not 
dramatically. He simply becomes the one who watches, the one who senses, the 
one who tries not to need too much. Adults may call him mature, but sometimes 
maturity is only childhood wearing a coat that does not fit. 

For years, I thought my ability to endure was the purest thing about me. 
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I could keep going. I could work hard. I could follow rules. I could take 
pressure. I could stand in difficult places and not show everything that was 
happening inside me. Later, in factories, on sites, in foreign countries, in jobs 
where safety and risk and responsibility mattered, that part of me became useful. 
I knew how to read a room. 
I knew how to anticipate danger. 

I knew how to carry more than people expected. 
But what helps a man survive can also keep him trapped. 
The same skill that teaches a child to endure can teach a man never to rest. 

The same instinct that reads danger can make peace feel suspicious. The same 
need to be useful can make love feel uncertain unless it is earned. 

This is the hidden cost of shoes too big. 
You learn to walk, but not freely. 
You learn to stand, but not comfortably. 

You grow around the shape of something that was never made for you, and 
one day you call that shape your personality. 
I was dependable, yes. 
But I was also tired. 
I was strong, yes. 

But some of that strength had fear inside it. 
I could carry, yes. 

But carrying had become so familiar that I did not always know when 
something was no longer mine. 

When I think of my father now, I try not to see him only through the eyes of 
the boy in those shoes. That boy’s eyes are true, but they are not the whole truth. 
My father was also a man with his own history. He had his own silences, his own 
pressures, his own wounds hidden from me. He came from somewhere too. 
That matters. 

It does not erase what I needed, but it keeps me honest. 
A father can love his child and still fail to see what the child is carrying. A 

father can be in the room and still not understand that his son is learning to stand 
alone. A father can hand down more than his name without knowing it — a 
posture, a fear, a silence, a way of surviving. 

I do not know what my father thought when he saw me in his shoes. 
Maybe he saw a boy playing. 

I wish, just once, someone had seen the other thing too. 
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A child standing in what did not fit him. 
A child trying to balance inside a life too large. 

A child already learning the shape of burden. 
There are moments a boy needs his father to kneel down, not to correct him, 

not to explain life, but simply to remove the shoes and say, “Not yet. You do not 
have to wear these now.” 
I think I needed that. 

Not in those exact words. Maybe no child could have asked for it so clearly. 
But I needed someone to understand that I was not ready to be as careful as I had 
become. I was not ready to be so aware of adult weather. I was not ready to feel 
responsible for peace. 
I needed to be a child. 
That sounds simple. 

It is not simple when childhood has already become a place of watching. 
So I grew, as boys do. The body catches up. The feet become larger. The face 

changes. The voice deepens. People stop seeing the child and begin speaking to 
the man. But growing older does not automatically return what was carried too 
soon. 

Sometimes the boy remains inside the man, still balancing. 
Still trying not to fall. 
Still waiting for permission to step out. 
Under the tree, I began to see him. 

I saw how much of my life had been lived in inherited shoes. Not only my 
father’s shoes, but the shoes of expectation, survival, family duty, silence, fear, 
and proving. I saw how easily I had mistaken heaviness for calling. How often I 
had accepted pressure because it felt familiar. How long I had believed that to be 
good meant to carry without complaint. 

And I began to ask a question I should have been allowed to ask much earlier: 
What fits me? 
Not what keeps everyone calm. 
Not what proves I am strong. 

Not what repeats the unfinished life of another man. 
What fits the man I am becoming now? 
The question was not rebellion. It was recovery. 
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There is a way to honour a father without disappearing into him. There is a 
way to tell the truth about what hurt without throwing away mercy. There is a 
way to say, “I came from you,” and still say, “I must walk differently.” 

That is where the line becomes clean for me. 
My father is part of my origin. 
He is not my identity. 

His shoes may have shown me something about where I came from, but they 
cannot decide where I must go. His silence does not have to become my silence. 
His pain does not have to become my pattern. His unfinished life does not have 
to become my inheritance unless I agree to carry it. 
I do not agree anymore. 
Not with anger. 
With clarity. 

The boy in the shoes does not need to prove that he can balance. He has done 
that long enough. He does not need applause for being mature too early. He does 
not need to be praised for surviving what should have been lighter. 
He needs to be seen. 
So I see him now. 

Small feet. Big shoes. A brave little body trying to stand in the shadow of a 
man. 

And I tell him what he needed someone to say: 
You can step out now. 

You do not have to become a man by losing the child. You do not have to 
carry what was not made for you. You do not have to earn your place by standing 
in pain without moving. 
We will walk from here. 
Not in bitterness. 
Not in denial. 
Not barefoot. 
But in truth. 
In grace. 
In shoes that finally fit. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The TV Room 

At the time, I was working as an apprentice goldsmith in the city. 
My father was a diamond cutter. 

We were not working together, but both trades required precision. 
Gold had to be measured, heated and shaped carefully. A diamond cutter had 

to study the stone before making a permanent decision. 
Over that weekend, neither of us handled the other with the care our work 

demanded. 
Before the television room, there was another vehicle connected to my father 

and to the work of my own hands. 
My father bought me an old bakkie. 

He told me it was my vehicle, but I had to rebuild it myself. 
I worked on it for nearly two years. 

The bakkie gave me a project I could understand. Metal. Parts. Tools. 
Problems that could be solved one by one. 

A damaged part could be removed. A replacement could be found. 
Something that did not work could be stripped down and rebuilt. 

For nearly two years, I put time and effort into that vehicle. 
Then the police arrived. 
Within about ten minutes, they towed it away. 
They said the bakkie was stolen. 

I believed that people inside the police were involved in a syndicate that 
operated in that way. I cannot prove that now, and I will not present the belief as 
a confirmed fact. 

What I know is that something my father had told me was mine, and 
something I had spent almost two years rebuilding, disappeared in minutes. 

The work of my hands did not protect it. 
The explanation given to me did not return it. 
There are losses that arrive slowly. There are others that are removed before 

the person has time to understand what is happening. 
The bakkie was gone. 
I carried the anger and helplessness with me. 
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* * * 

The television-room incident happened over a weekend in that city. 
I had returned to the family home from somewhere. 

My father was in the television room. 
He was angry about a tool in the garage. 

It may have been a pair of pliers. 
I no longer remember the exact tool or the exact words he used. 

I remember the system. 
The tools had marked places, with pictures or outlines indicating where each 

one belonged. 
I had helped organise much of it. 
I liked the system. 

The garage was one of the places where I could create order. 
Inside the house, order was harder to find. 
A tool was either there or missing. 
A problem could be seen. 
People were more difficult. 

Their pain did not hang neatly inside an outline. 
Their anger could arrive before I understood what had gone wrong. 

My father began shouting. 
The volume of his voice became larger than the missing tool. 

That had happened before. 
A practical mistake became personal. 
The person who made it became the problem. 

I had spent much of my childhood responding by becoming quiet. 
Watch. 
Wait. 
Try to understand what was required. 
But I was no longer in Standard Five. 

I was a young man learning a skilled trade. 
I worked with fire, tools and precious metals. 
I travelled to work. 

I had begun building a life beyond the house. 
Still, when my father shouted, part of me returned to the child who had 

nowhere to go. 
Another part resisted him. 
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The two parts met in the television room. 
He continued shouting. 
I struck him once in the face. 
He fell and lay still. 

He appeared unconscious to me, although I cannot know medically what his 
condition was in that moment. 
The room became silent. 

Years earlier, I had sat beside my friend with blood coming from my nose 
after my father struck me. 

Now my father was on the floor because I had struck him. 
The positions had changed. 
The violence had not ended. 
It had travelled. 

That is one of the hardest truths in my story. 
A person may hate what was done to him and still become capable of doing 

something similar. 
He may promise himself he will never be like the person he fears, only to 

discover that fear and anger have been gathering in him without language. 
That does not make the act inevitable. 
It does not remove responsibility. 

It reveals the danger of pain that is never faced. 
My mother may have been in the kitchen, but I cannot remember clearly 

whether she witnessed the blow or entered afterward. 
I did not help my father up. 
I walked out of the house. 

I climbed into my car and drove to the quiet place beside the dam. 
The car gave me the escape I had imagined as a child. 

I had somewhere to go now. 
But being able to leave did not mean I knew what to do with myself once I 

arrived. 
Memory has kept the movement more clearly than the emotion. 

The house. 
The car. 
The road. 
The dam. 
The silence. 
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I do not think I returned home that night, although I cannot say with 
certainty where I slept. 

My father and I spoke again approximately a week later. 
There was no proper reckoning. 
No direct apology from me. 

For many years, I may have believed that apologising would mean denying 
everything that had happened before the blow. 

As though admitting my wrongdoing would declare my father innocent. 
I did not yet understand that two people could both be responsible for what 

came through their own hands. 
My father's violence belonged to him. 
My violence belonged to me. 

An apology would not have erased the years of fear, humiliation or shouting. 
It would have acknowledged my own action. 
I could not do that then. 

The missing apology remained visible between us, like the empty place of a 
tool on the garage wall. 

Families can continue around an event without ever passing through it. 
People eat. 
Drive. 
Work. 
Repair things. 
The silence sits among them. 

Nobody names what happened, but the relationship has changed. 
After the television room, my father could no longer see me only as the son he 

could overpower. 
I had become physically dangerous to him. 
That was not strength. 
It was not freedom. 
It was evidence that I had lost control. 

For years, I had measured danger according to what my father might do. 
Now I also had to live with the question: 

What might I do? 
A man cannot become whole while examining only the harm done to him. 
At some point, he must also look at the damage he caused while wounded. 

That does not mean the wounds were unimportant. 
It means they cannot become permanent permission. 
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My work as a goldsmith apprentice required restraint. 
I could hold a small object with care. 
Concentrate. 
Follow a design. 

Use heat without allowing it to destroy the piece. 
At home, I had failed to apply the same restraint to myself. 

My father's profession carried a similar contradiction. 
He could study a diamond and make careful decisions about each cut. 

Between us, precision disappeared. 
There was no measured language. 
No careful pause. 
No understanding of where pressure should stop. 

Two men who worked with valuable materials had treated each other as 
though nothing fragile remained. 

After the incident, I could no longer manage what was happening around me 
or inside me. 
I asked for something to calm me down. 
I expected temporary relief. 
Instead, I was injected. 
An ambulance arrived. 

The next clear place in my memory is a large ward in a state psychiatric 
hospital. 
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UNDER THE TREE 

The Slap 
The narrative remembered the rain, the blood, and my friend beside me. 
Under the tree, I asked what the humiliation had taught my body, and 

what dignity still remained beneath it. 

Some memories do not begin with the hand. 
They begin with the room. 

The air before it happens. The nearness of another person. The feeling that 
something is about to move faster than you can understand. A voice, a look, a 
shift in the body. Then the moment itself — sharp, public, impossible to take 
back. 
My father slapped me in front of my friend. 

I write the sentence plainly because there is no gentle way to make it honest. 
A slap is a small thing to some people. They speak of it as discipline, as 

correction, as something that happened in those days. They say children survived 
worse. They say a man must not make too much of old things. 
But the body remembers what other people minimise. 

It remembers the sound. It remembers the heat in the face. It remembers the 
shock before the pain has even decided where to land. It remembers the strange 
silence that follows, when the room has seen something and everyone must 
decide what to do with what they have seen. 
That was the part that stayed with me. 
Not only the slap. 
The exposure. 

To be struck by your father is one thing. To be struck in front of someone 
else is another. The pain is no longer private. It becomes a scene. Your dignity is 
pulled into the open before you have the strength to defend it. 

A child does not know where to put his face after that. 
He cannot step out of his body. He cannot undo the moment. He cannot 

make the witness disappear. He stands there carrying two wounds at once: the 
sting of the hand and the shame of being seen like that. 
Not seen as a child in pain. 

Seen as a child being put in his place. 
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I do not remember every detail around it with perfect order. Memory does 
not always keep the furniture. Sometimes it keeps the temperature. It keeps the 
humiliation. It keeps the way time stops for a second and then continues as if it 
has not left something behind. 

What I remember is the meaning my body took from it. 
My father’s hand had crossed the distance between us, and in that moment I 

did not feel protected by him. I felt exposed by him. 
Even now, I do not want to make him smaller than he was. He was not only 

that hand. He was a man with his own pain, his own history, his own failures and 
burdens. I know enough about life now to understand that parents often act 
from places in themselves they have never examined. 
But understanding is not the same as erasing. 

I can have mercy for the man and still tell the truth about the boy. 
The boy was ashamed. 
The boy was shocked. 

The boy learned something that day, even if no one meant to teach it. 
He learned that a father’s strength could turn against him. He learned that 

correction could arrive without covering. He learned that humiliation could be 
called discipline by the people with power to name things. 

Perhaps no one else carried that moment the way I did. Perhaps to them it 
passed and became one of many incidents in a family’s life. That is often how 
wounds travel: lightly for the one who gives them, heavily for the one who must 
live with the imprint. 

For a long time I did not know what to do with that memory. 
I could not put it in the right place. If I made it too large, I felt guilty. If I 

made it too small, something in me refused. So it stayed inside me unresolved, not 
as a dramatic story I told often, but as one of those hidden pieces that quietly 
shape a man’s understanding of himself. 

A public slap does not only strike the face. 
It strikes the child’s sense of safety. 

It tells him, rightly or wrongly, that his dignity can be interrupted. That love 
can embarrass him. That the person who should stand near him can also make 
him feel alone in front of others. 
And when that happens, something closes. 

The child becomes careful in a new way. He learns to protect his own face, 
not only from hands, but from exposure. He begins to understand that shame 
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can come quickly, that rooms can turn, that the people watching may not rescue 
him. 

I think part of me became harder after moments like that. 
Not strong in the clean sense. 
Hard. 

Strength can still feel. Hardness tries not to. Strength can forgive without 
lying. Hardness says it does not matter. Strength stands in truth. Hardness 
pretends nothing happened. 
For years, I confused the two. 

I thought not speaking about it meant I had overcome it. I thought carrying 
it quietly meant I was mature. I thought making space for everyone else’s 
humanity meant I had to abandon my own. 

But the boy in that room did not disappear just because the adults moved on. 
He stayed. 
He stayed in the heat of the face. 
In the silence after impact. 
In the question he could not ask. 
In the dignity that had nowhere to go. 
I found him there. 

Not screaming. Not demanding revenge. Just standing where I had left him, 
still trying to understand why the man who should have covered him had 
uncovered him instead. 
I sat with that for a long time. 

There are memories you cannot heal by explaining them away. You have to 
let them tell the truth they have been carrying. You have to stop forcing the child 
to be reasonable before he has been comforted. You have to stop asking him to 
protect the adult version of the story. 
So I let the memory speak. 
It said: I was hurt. 
It said: I was ashamed. 
It said: I needed protection. 

It said: I needed someone to see that this was not only discipline. 
That is not bitterness. 
That is evidence. 

I do not know what my father would say about that day. Maybe he would 
remember it differently. Maybe he would not remember it at all. That possibility 
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is painful in its own way — that what shaped me may have been forgettable to 
someone else. 
But forgetting does not decide what was real. 
My body remembered. 
My spirit remembered. 
The boy remembered. 

And now the man must be honest enough to remember with him. 
Here, grace becomes difficult. It is easy to speak about grace when the wound 

is vague. It is harder when the memory has a face, a hand, a witness, a room. 
Still, I choose grace. 
Not the kind that excuses everything. 

The kind that refuses to let pain make me cruel. 
I can say my father should not have done that without turning him into a 

monster. I can say I was wounded without making the wound my whole identity. 
I can say the slap mattered without giving it the power to write the rest of my life. 
That is the narrow road. 

Because the purpose of this chapter is not to punish my father. It is to return 
dignity to the child. 
The child who had to stand there. 
The child who had no language for humiliation. 

The child who learned that being seen could also mean being shamed. 
I see him now differently. 

Not as the boy who was put in his place. 
As the boy whose place was never supposed to be under shame. 
And I tell him what the room did not say: 

That should not have happened like that. 
You were not made smaller by the hand that struck you. 
Your dignity did not leave you because someone failed to protect it. 

You were still a child. 
Still worthy. 
Still seen by God. 
Still more than that moment. 

A slap can echo for years if no one tells the truth about it. 
So I tell the truth here. 
Not loudly. 
Clearly. 
My father slapped me in front of my friend. 
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It hurt more than my face. 
And under the tree, many years later, I finally stopped pretending it did not. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Belonging to the State 

I woke early in a large ward at the psychiatric hospital. 
There were more than twenty beds. 
Bright lights. 
Men waking around me. 

I was wearing institutional clothes that were not mine. 
One of the staff began shaving my beard. 

I did not yet understand the full sequence between asking for something to 
calm me down, being injected, travelling in an ambulance and waking in that 
ward. 

I knew only that other people had taken control of my body. 
My clothes had been changed. 
My appearance was being altered. 

I was now inside a place whose doors I could not simply open and leave. 
Before the injection, I had been a young man in crisis inside his family home. 

When I woke, I was a patient. 

* * * 

The morning routine began early. 
We were forced to bath or shower. 
Privacy was limited. 
Choice was limited. 
You did what you were told. 

You were fortunate if you could get a cake of soap. 
You were fortunate if you could find a toothbrush. 
Things that had been ordinary outside became small forms of privilege. 

Soap. 
A toothbrush. 
Clean clothing. 

The ability to decide when you wanted to wash. 
The institution reduced life to basic needs and controlled access to them. 
After washing, we dressed in the hospital clothing provided to us. 
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Then the day moved according to the institution's routine. 
We ate in a dining hall. 
Sometimes the food was difficult to trust. 

As I remember it, you were fortunate if there were no worms in it. 
You ate because food was placed in front of you and because there were few 

alternatives. 
At night, shortly before sleep, the men spoke to one another. 
During the day, there were long hours to fill. 

Some men were severely unwell. 
Some were withdrawn. 

Some spoke in ways that were difficult to follow. 
Some carried their distress visibly. 

Perhaps the people outside would have placed all of us into the same 
category. 
Mad people. 

Perhaps I belonged there too in the eyes of others. 
I knew that something had broken in me. 
I had struck my father. 
I had become overwhelmed. 

But I still felt different from many of the men around me. 
I could work. 
Follow instructions. 
Help. 
Build relationships. 

That difference became one of the ways I held onto myself. 

* * * 

One staff member, in particular, looked out for me. 
He came from a community different from mine. 
He helped me, and I helped him. 
I washed his car. 

I was allowed into staff areas to wash dishes and peel vegetables. 
I was trusted to accompany patients to other sections of the hospital. 

These responsibilities mattered. 
Inside an institution, trust gives a person back a small part of his identity. 

I was not only being watched. 
I could also be relied upon. 
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Someone could give me a task and expect me to complete it. 
That was familiar territory. 
When life became confusing, I became useful. 
It was what I knew how to do. 
Wash the dishes. 
Peel the vegetables. 
Clean the car. 
Help move someone from one department to another. 

The tasks were small, but they gave shape to the day. 
They also allowed me to move through parts of the hospital that other 

patients may not have entered. 
The staff trusted me. 
I believed they liked me. 

I did not feel like only a number in the ward. 
At least not all the time. 

* * * 

We played football. 
That became another place where I could exist outside the role of patient. 
When teams were chosen, people wanted me on their side. 
For the duration of the game, the institution became a field. 

There was a ball. 
Two sides. 
Movement. 
A clear purpose. 

The players did not need to know what diagnosis had been considered for 
me. 
They wanted to know whether I could play. 
I helped many of the men there. 
White and black. 

The ward contained people from different backgrounds, but suffering had 
placed us inside the same system. 
Outside those walls, the country was still divided by race and history. 
Inside, we all wore institutional clothes. 
We all ate the same food. 

We all waited for medication, permission and the possibility of release. 
Some men needed more help than others. 
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I gave what I could. 
Perhaps helping them also allowed me to believe that I had not disappeared. 
A patient who could still help another person remained a person. 

* * * 

Medication formed part of the routine. 
I remember being heavily drugged by what I was given. 

The medication affected my body and mind. 
It did not always feel as though I was being helped toward clarity. 
Sometimes it felt as though I was simply being subdued. 
Doctors considered diagnoses including schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, 

as I remember it. 
I do not have the original medical records in front of me. 
I cannot say with certainty what was formally diagnosed, what was written 

down and what was only discussed. 
I know that I was medicated. 
I know that I was confused. 

I know that I was living through something serious. 
I also know that the labels could not contain the whole history of the house 

from which I had come. 
A diagnosis might describe what other people observed in me. 
It could not tell the complete story of fear, anger, family pressure and the 

blow in the television room. 
That did not mean I needed no help. 

It meant that the person requiring help was more than the behaviour that had 
brought him there. 

* * * 

There was a small shop. 
The telephone was near it, a coin-operated telephone box. 
Sometimes, if I asked properly, I was also allowed to make calls from inside 

the ward. 
One day, I phoned my oldest sister. 

I wanted only enough money for something small from the shop. 
A packet of chips. 
A cold drink. 
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Something ordinary. 
I was not asking her to remove me from the hospital. 
I was not asking her to solve my life. 
I wanted a little money so that I could buy one small thing for myself. 

Her response was something like: 
What do you want? I cannot talk now. 
I understood that I was bothering her. 
The call was brief. 

I had reached toward someone I believed I could trust. 
The response told me that I had made a mistake. 

That is what stayed with me. 
It was a mistake to depend on her. 
Perhaps she had her own pressures. 

Perhaps she did not understand where I was or what I needed. 
I cannot tell her side of the conversation. 
I know what the call did inside me. 

It confirmed that even a small request could make me a burden. 

* * * 

My younger sister responded differently. 
When she heard what my parents had done and where I had been taken, she 

was deeply upset. 
She could not believe it. 

She did everything within her ability to try to get me out. 
She contacted advocates and attorneys. 
She searched for someone who could intervene. 

By then, events had already moved too far and too quickly. 
She could not reverse what had happened. 

Her response must not be confused with the telephone call to my oldest 
sister. 

They were two different sisters and two very different responses. 
One made me feel that asking for a packet of chips or a cold drink was an 

inconvenience. 
My younger sister tried to challenge the system from outside. 

At the time, her efforts did not get me out. 
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But they showed me that someone in my family had heard what happened 
and believed it was wrong. 

* * * 

At times, I was allowed home. 
My father collected me. 

I returned to the same family environment from which I had been removed. 
The hospital was restrictive, but its expectations were clear. 

At home, the old emotional atmosphere remained. 
I knew that I had to get out of that house. 
At the same time, I did not want to be sent back to the psychiatric hospital. 
I was caught between two places in which I did not feel safe. 

During one of those periods, I contacted family. 
Another cousin had a contact within the police. 
One of my uncles was still alive then. 

I was told that I had better return to the hospital. 
If I did not, the police would come to the house and fetch me. 
I do not know whether that was legally correct. 
Those were different times, and I did not want to test the threat. 

I believed that they could send the police. 
The words created a new understanding inside me: 
I belonged to the state now. 
My movements were no longer entirely mine. 

Even outside the hospital, I was still attached to it. 
Eventually, I told my parents that I wanted to return. 

Not because I wanted the ward. 
Because I wanted to get out of the house and did not see another place 

available to me. 
Sometimes a person returns to an institution because the outside world does 

not feel safer. 
I went back. 

* * * 

There were different wards. 
Some were more severe than others. 

Eventually, I was in what I remember as the roughest section. 
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The people there were more isolated. 
The atmosphere was harder. 
The door could be locked. 
The sense of control was stronger. 

It was there that I believed members of staff were preparing to sexually assault 
me. 
Three staff members were present. 
They moved to lock the door. 
I was ordered to pull down my trousers. 
These were not vague feelings arriving from nowhere. 
There were words. 
Instructions. 
People physically controlling the space around me. 
I believed I was about to be molested. 
I did not tell anyone immediately. 

Inside such a ward, the people you might report to could be connected to the 
people you feared. 
A patient's account could easily be dismissed. 
Fear could be described as another symptom. 
I remained silent until my father visited. 

* * * 

My father and I walked outside together. 
That is where I told him. 
Dad, they wanted to molest me. 
He became upset. 
Angry. 

The kind of anger I had feared in him turned toward the people I believed 
had threatened me. 
He acted immediately. 
He went to management. 
He demanded that I be discharged. 
That happened quickly. 

As I remember it, a staff member became involved in the situation. 
I later heard that he had been fired. 

I cannot confirm every administrative detail of what happened after my 
father complained. 
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I know what happened between us. 
I told him I was in danger. 
He believed me. 
He acted. 
That truth matters. 

It does not erase the other things that happened between my father and me. 
It stands beside them. 

The father who had frightened and hurt me was also the father who became 
furious when I told him someone else had threatened me. 
People are rarely only one thing. 
My father was not. 

* * * 

I was discharged. 
My medication came with me. 
I was still heavily affected by it. 

Leaving the hospital did not mean I felt safe. 
It did not mean I was clear-minded. 

It meant the doors had opened and my father had taken me away. 
He drove a small bakkie. 
We were going to my grandfather's old plot. 

A cousin had bought the plot from my parents and was paying them for it 
monthly. 

My father may have been going there to collect money or discuss something 
connected to those payments. 

I do not remember every practical reason for the journey. 
I remember where I was inside the bakkie. 
On the floor in front. 
Curled into a ball. 

I was not sitting upright like a man travelling somewhere by choice. 
I had made myself small. 
I felt ashamed. 
Afraid. 
Anxious. 
Nauseous. 
Confused. 
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The road was taking me somewhere again, and I did not want to be taken 
anywhere. 
Hospital. 
Home. 
The plot. 
Another destination decided by someone else. 

My body did not understand that discharge meant freedom. 
It understood only movement without control. 

I curled into the smallest space I could occupy. 
My father drove. 
It was only the two of us. 
The medication was still in me. 
The confusion was still in me. 
The institution had released my body. 
It had not returned my sense of direction. 

* * * 

The staff member who had befriended me did not disappear from my life when I 
left the hospital. 

He came to visit me at home several times. 
I also visited him in the community where he lived. 

We remained in contact. 
He was a good man. 

He had helped me inside the hospital, but he continued treating me as a 
person after I was no longer under the institution's control. 

He was Muslim and wanted me to understand his faith. 
At times, he tried to persuade me to convert to Islam. 

He gave me a copy of the Qur'an. 
He taught me some of the basic practices. 
How Muslims washed before prayer. 
How they positioned themselves. 
How they prayed. 

He taught me words connected to Islam and explained what they meant. 
I listened. 
I learned. 

I respected the seriousness with which he practised his faith. 
But I did not convert. 
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He showed me that a friendship formed inside a psychiatric hospital did not 
have to end at the hospital gate. 

He did not continue seeing me only as a patient. 
He visited me at home. 
He welcomed me into part of his community. 

He treated me as someone capable of listening, thinking and deciding for 
myself. 
That mattered. 
The institution had placed labels around me. 
Patient. 
Schizophrenia. 
Bipolar disorder. 
State. 

I cannot state with certainty what was formally diagnosed without the 
original records. 

But those words were never the whole of me. 
I was different. 
I thought differently. 
I noticed things deeply. 
I could become overwhelmed. 
I had experienced trauma, confusion, anger and fear. 

I had also remained capable of friendship, loyalty, work, compassion and 
independent thought. 

A label may describe part of a person's experience. 
It must never consume the person's entire name. 

I was not only what the institution called me. 
I was still myself. 

He understood enough of that to remain my friend. 

* * * 

People often imagine that discharge is an ending. 
A patient walks out. 
The crisis is over. 
Life resumes. 
That was not how it happened for me. 

I left carrying the medication, fear and uncertainty with me. 
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I returned to a family that still did not know how to speak about the 
television room. 

I had been treated, observed and controlled, but I did not yet understand 
what had happened inside me. 
Nor did I know what would happen next. 
I knew that I had survived the ward. 
I knew that I could help people. 
He had trusted me. 
Patients had wanted me on their football team. 

Staff had allowed me into places because they believed I would complete the 
work given to me. 
Those things mattered. 
They reminded me that I remained capable. 
But capability was not the same as safety. 

I could wash a car, peel vegetables, help another patient and still curl into a 
ball on the floor of a bakkie. 
Both were true. 
I was useful. 
I was also deeply afraid. 
The institution gave other people words for me. 
Patient. 
Diagnosis. 
State. 
Problem. 

Some of those words may have been attempts to understand. 
Others became ways of controlling what happened next. 
I did not yet have my own language. 
I knew only the experiences. 
The forced shower. 
The scarcity of soap. 
The bright lights. 
The food. 
The medication. 
The football. 
The staff member who became my friend. 
The telephone near the shop. 
My oldest sister's impatience. 
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My younger sister trying to get me out. 
The warning that the police would fetch me. 
The locked door. 
The order to pull down my trousers. 
My father's anger when I told him. 
The small bakkie. 
The floor beneath me. 
My body curled into a ball. 

Those were the facts through which I understood myself then. 
The hospital doors had opened. 

My body had not yet understood that I was free to leave. 
I was no longer inside the ward. 
I still did not know where I belonged. 
Not to the state. 
Not fully to the house. 
Not yet to myself. 

When the opportunity came, I would do what I had imagined doing for 
years. 
I would go far away. 
PART TWO 
Distance and Covenant 
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UNDER THE TREE 

The Child Who Was Not Seen 
Institutions saw behaviour, records, symptoms, and compliance. The deeper 

question remained whether anyone had seen the child beneath what was 
being corrected. 

A child can disappear without leaving the room. 
He can be there in every ordinary way — sitting at the table, standing in church 
clothes, answering when spoken to, moving through the house with his body 
visible to everyone — and still be missing in the place where it matters most. 
I do not mean that no one saw me at all. 

They saw the outside. They saw whether I behaved, whether I listened, 
whether I fitted into what the room expected. They saw the boy who could be 
corrected, instructed, judged, spoken to, sent somewhere, called back again. 
But there is another kind of seeing. 

The kind that looks past the behaviour and asks what is happening beneath it. 
The kind that hears a silence and does not mistake it for peace. The kind that sees 
anger and wonders what pain has put on that clothing. The kind that notices 
when a child has become too careful. 
I needed that kind of seeing. 

I did not know how to ask for it. 
Children seldom do. They do not stand in the middle of a family and explain 

their inner life. They do not say, “I feel unseen,” or “I am carrying confusion,” or 
“Something in this house is making me afraid to be myself.” They speak in other 
ways. Through their eyes. Through their shoulders. Through quietness. Through 
anger. Through trying too hard. Through withdrawing before anyone can send 
them away. 

The trouble is, adults often answer the signal and miss the message. 
If a child is angry, they correct the anger. 
If he is quiet, they leave him there. 
If he resists, they call it rebellion. 
If he tries too hard, they praise the effort and miss the fear inside it. 

I think much of my childhood lived in that gap between what I was showing 
and what no one understood. 
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There were rooms where I learned not to take up too much space. There were 
moments when I watched faces before I trusted words. I knew when something 
in the air had shifted. I knew when to be careful, when to keep quiet, when to 
become useful, when to stay out of the way. 
No one taught me this as a lesson. 
The house taught me without speaking. 

A child who is not properly seen becomes a watcher. He studies the adults 
around him because their moods become part of his safety. He learns to read the 
weather of the room. He learns the difference between ordinary silence and 
dangerous silence. He learns that peace can be fragile, and that somehow he must 
help protect it. 
That is a lonely education. 

From the outside, nothing may look unusual. There may be food on the 
table, people in the house, family habits, church, school, ordinary days. A 
photograph may show everyone standing together. But a photograph cannot 
show whether a child feels known. 

Being in the picture is not the same as being seen. 
For years, I carried that difference without language. 

I only knew that something in me wanted a witness. Not an audience. Not 
attention for the sake of attention. A witness. Someone who would look at the 
boy behind the behaviour and say, “There you are. I see what this is doing to 
you.” 
I think every child needs that. 

Someone to help him understand himself before shame begins to do the 
explaining. 

When no one helps a child name what he feels, he often names himself 
wrongly. He does not say, “This is heavy.” He says, “I am too much.” He does 
not say, “This is confusing.” He says, “I am confused.” He does not say, “I am 
not being understood.” He says, “Something must be wrong with me.” 
That is how shame enters quietly. 

Not always through cruelty. Sometimes through absence. Through the 
missing conversation. Through the question no one asks. Through the long habit 
of seeing the child’s behaviour but not his burden. 
I became good at carrying things quietly. 

At the time, I may even have thought it was strength. Later, other people may 
have seen it that way too. The one who keeps going. The one who tries again. The 
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one who does not make a scene. The one who can be useful when things become 
difficult. 

But usefulness is a poor substitute for being known. 
I spent years being dependable while something younger inside me was still 

waiting to be noticed. He can work hard, travel far, carry responsibility, stay loyal, 
endure pressure, and still feel the old question rise in him when life becomes too 
heavy: 
Can you see me now? 
I did not know that question was there. 
I only knew its effects. 

I knew the need to explain myself too much. I knew the fear of being 
misunderstood. I knew the strange panic that came when silence returned in a 
certain way. I knew the ache of being judged by the surface of a thing when the 
deeper truth had not been heard. 
The child was still speaking. 

I had simply learned not to recognise his voice. 
That began to change. 

The quiet did not make the past neat. It did not give me perfect memory or 
easy answers. But it gave me enough stillness to notice what had been moving 
inside me for years. 
There was a boy I had left behind. 

Not because I wanted to abandon him, but because survival had required me 
to keep walking. I had become the man who stayed, the man who carried, the 
man who tried to build something from the pieces. But somewhere behind that 
man was the child who had never been properly received. 
He was still in the room. 
Still watching faces. 

Still waiting to know whether it was safe to be fully there. 
I do not want to write about him with self-pity. That would make the wound 

smaller than it is. Pity looks down. Seeing kneels. 
So I kneel there now, in memory, beside the child I was. 

I do not tell him to toughen up. 
I do not tell him other people had it worse. 
I do not tell him to be grateful and keep quiet. 
I do not tell him everyone did their best, as if that should end the conversation. 
I tell him something cleaner. 
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You were there. 
You were not imagining the heaviness. You were not wrong for wanting to be 

understood. You were not weak because silence frightened you. You were not 
bad because anger found you before language did. 
You were a child. 
That sentence has become important to me. 
A child. 

Not a problem to solve. Not a mood to correct. Not a small adult who should 
have known how to carry complicated things with grace. A child with a soul, 
with questions, with fear, with love, with a need to be held in more than 
discipline. 
There is mercy in seeing him that way. 
It changes the story without changing the facts. 

The house remains what it was. The people remain human. The past does 
not suddenly become harmless. But the blame moves. Not onto others as a 
weapon, and not onto myself as a sentence. It moves into the light, where truth 
and grace can both stand. 

I can say now that my parents had their own wounds. 
I can also say that I had mine. 
Both things can be true. 

That is the narrow road this book must walk. Not bitterness. Not denial. Not 
the kind of forgiveness that asks the wounded child to disappear again so 
everyone else can feel comfortable. 
I will not make him disappear again. 
He has waited long enough. 

The child who was not seen does not need revenge. He needs recognition. He 
needs the man I am now to turn back toward him and say, “I know you were 
there. I know you felt alone. I know you tried to be good. I know you watched 
the room because the room did not know how to hold you.” 
That is not weakness. 
That is repair. 

I cannot become whole while still treating my own childhood as an 
inconvenience. He cannot build a peaceful home if he is still carrying the old 
belief that his inner life does not matter. He cannot love well while secretly asking 
love to prove, again and again, that he is not invisible. 
So I begin with seeing. 
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Not seeing everything perfectly. 
Just seeing enough to stop abandoning myself. 
The child in the room. 
The boy at the table. 
The watcher of faces. 
The one who wanted to belong without disappearing. 
I see him now. 

And perhaps that is where healing starts — not when the past is excused, not 
when every question is answered, but when the unseen child is finally allowed to 
exist in the story. 
Not as shame. 
Not as blame. 
As truth. 
He was there. 
I was there. 
And I am not invisible anymore. 
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UNDER THE TREE 

Words Became a Sentence 
Some rooms end when a man leaves them. Their words may continue as an 

inner verdict. The page became the place where an old sentence could be 
answered with another one. 

A house is built with more than bricks. 
It is built with words. 

Some are spoken across tables, some through doors, some in anger, some in 
prayer. Some are repeated so often they become part of the furniture. Others are 
said once and remain for years, not because they were loud, but because they 
entered a place in the child that had no defence yet. 

Words do not always look powerful when they leave the mouth. 
They are small things in the air. 
But they can settle. 
They can become weather. 
They can become law. 
They can become the voice a man later mistakes for his own. 
I learned that slowly. 

In the beginning, words were simply words. Instructions. Corrections. 
Warnings. Rules. The ordinary language of a house trying to keep itself together. 
But somewhere along the way, certain words stopped passing through me and 
started staying in me. 
They began to form a sentence. 
Not a sentence on paper. 
A sentence like a judgment. 
A vonnis. 

That is the strange thing about language. In English, a sentence can be 
something you write. In Afrikaans, a vonnis can also be what is handed down 
over a person. A decision. A penalty. A declaration made by someone with 
authority. 

A child does not know the difference at first. 
He hears the words and receives them as truth. 
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If the words say he is difficult, he carries difficult. 
If they say he is wrong, he carries wrong. 
If they say he must be careful, he carries fear. 
If they say he must be good, he carries the pressure of goodness. 

Not all of those words are meant to harm. That is what makes it complicated. 
Some are spoken by tired people. Some by frightened people. Some by people 
trying to discipline, guide, protect, correct, survive. A parent may say a thing 
quickly and forget it by evening. 

But a child may spend years living inside it. 
I do not remember every word that shaped me. Memory is merciful in some 

ways and cruel in others. It loses whole conversations but keeps the tone. It 
forgets the exact sentence but remembers the shame. It cannot always produce 
evidence, yet the body still reacts as if the court never adjourned. 

That is how I know words became more than sound. 
They became an atmosphere I carried. 

There were words in our house that told me how to behave. There were 
words that told me what was acceptable. There were words that belonged to 
faith, and some of them were beautiful. But even beautiful words can become 
heavy when they arrive without gentleness. 

A child can hear about God and still feel afraid. 
He can hear about right and wrong and begin to believe love depends on 

never getting it wrong. He can hear about obedience and lose the ability to ask 
honest questions. He can hear about sin before he has been taught safety, grace, 
or tenderness. 

Then faith, which should have opened the heart, begins to tighten the chest. 
I have had to separate those things carefully. 
God was not the fear. 

But fear sometimes wore God’s name in the room. 
That is not easy to write. It sounds dangerous, as if one is stepping too close 

to something holy with muddy shoes. But perhaps honesty is not disrespect. 
Perhaps it is the beginning of cleaning the floor. 
Because I still believe in holy things. 

I believe words can bless. I believe truth can heal. I believe grace can enter a 
sentence and change the life inside it. But I also know words can be used without 
grace, and when that happens, they do not guide a child. They corner him. 

For a long time I lived as though I was under a sentence I could not read. 
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I worked hard. I tried to follow the rules. I tried to be correct, responsible, 
useful. I tried to prove that I was not careless, not lazy, not bad, not the thing 
some hidden voice inside me feared I might be. 
Always playing by the rules. 
Even when the rules changed. 
Even when no one explained them. 

Even when the judge was no longer in the room and the voice had become 
my own. 

That is how old words travel. They leave the mouth of the person who first 
spoke them and move into the mind of the person who heard them. Years later, 
no one needs to say the sentence anymore. The man says it to himself. 
Be careful. 
Do not fail. 
Do not disappoint. 
Do not be too much. 
Do not need too much. 
Do not get it wrong. 

A life can become very small under words like that. 
From the outside, it may still look active. A man may travel, work, marry, 

build, survive, make plans, carry responsibilities. He may look like someone 
moving forward. But inside, he may still be answering to a court that was formed 
in childhood. 
I think part of me lived there. 

Not every day. Not in every moment. But enough. 
Enough that pressure felt familiar. Enough that rest felt suspicious. Enough 

that I could carry responsibility more easily than I could receive kindness. 
Enough that failure felt less like an event and more like a verdict. 
That is what a sentence does. 
It does not only punish what happened. 
It tries to define who you are. 

Later, I began to hear the old words differently. The quiet gave them shape. 
At first, they came as feelings rather than language — guilt, fear, heaviness, the 
familiar need to explain myself. Then, slowly, I began to ask where those feelings 
had learned to speak. 
Not everything inside a man belongs to him. 
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Some things were handed down. Some were absorbed. Some were taught 
before he knew he was learning. Some were repeated so often they became the 
walls of his inner house. 

And if words built those walls, words would have to open them too. 
Not cheap words. 
Not positive thinking pasted over old wounds. 
True words. 
Clean words. 

Words with enough honesty to name the sentence and enough grace to break 
it. 

I had to learn to speak differently over the boy I was. 
He was not bad. 
He was not too much. 
He was not born confused. 

He was not responsible for holding the whole house together. 
He was a child trying to survive the language of adults who were themselves 

carrying sentences they may never have questioned. 
That last part matters. 

Because I do not believe the sentence began with me. 
My parents inherited words too. They inherited ways of speaking, ways of 

correcting, ways of fearing, ways of keeping quiet. They came from histories I can 
only partly understand. Perhaps they too lived under sentences handed down by 
people who had forgotten where the judgment first began. 

Pain often speaks in the language it was taught. 
Unless someone stops it. 
That is one of the reasons I write. 
Not to win an argument with the past. 
To stop repeating its grammar. 

It must stop with me — not because I am stronger than everyone before me, 
but because grace has finally made me responsible for what I can now see. 

If I do not examine the words that shaped me, I will speak them again. Maybe 
not with the same mouth. Maybe not in the same tone. But I will pass on the 
atmosphere. I will let old fear borrow my voice. I will build another room where 
someone else must become careful. 
I do not want that. 

I want my words to become shelter, not sentence. 
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That does not mean soft words only. Truth is not always soft. Sometimes 
truth must stand upright in the room and refuse to move. But even hard truth 
can be spoken without cruelty. Even correction can protect dignity. Even pain 
can be named without turning a person into the wound. 
This is what I am learning late. 

A word can be a door or a lock. 
A sentence can release a man or keep him in prison. 
For years I lived under words I did not know I was obeying. Now I am 

learning to ask each one who sent it, what it wants from me, whether it belongs to 
truth, or whether it is only fear dressed as authority. 
Some words must be returned. 
Some must be buried. 
Some must be forgiven. 
Some must be answered. 
And some must be replaced. 

So I begin here, in my own mouth, under the tree, with the page open in 
front of me. 
I am not the sentence spoken over me. 
I am not the old verdict. 

I am not the child still waiting for the room to decide whether he is 
acceptable. 

I am a man learning to speak truth without cruelty and grace without silence. 
The words that once confined me do not get the final word. 

Not anymore. 
I write another sentence now. 
Not a vonnis. 
A beginning. 
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UNDER THE TREE 

The First Visible Crack 
Not every breaking begins with collapse. Sometimes an outer accident gives 

visible shape to an instability the child has already felt for years. 

Some things break long before anyone hears the sound. 
A family can continue. People can still speak, eat, work, pray, visit, and carry on 
with the ordinary duties of life. From the outside, nothing may look as if it has 
changed. But somewhere beneath the surface, a crack has opened. 
I think the accident across the border was one of those cracks. 

Everything did not begin there. The house had already been speaking its 
mixed language for years. The silences were already there. The fear, the pressure, 
the strange confusion of love and heaviness — all of it had already shaped the 
rooms behind us. 

But sometimes life gives an inner crack an outer event. 
A moment where something hidden becomes visible. 
The car rolled. 
That is the sentence. 

Simple. Physical. Almost too small for what it carries. 
A car rolled, and suddenly the body knew what the soul had been trying to 

say for years: things can turn over quickly. A road can become danger. A journey 
can become impact. The world can lose its balance without asking permission. 

There are moments when time changes texture. One second life is moving 
forward; the next it is metal, glass, dust, noise, shock. The body reacts before the 
mind understands. Hands search for something to hold. Breath becomes sharp. 
The heart moves faster than thought. 
Afterwards, people tell the story in facts. 
Where it happened. 
Who was there. 
What was damaged. 
Who was hurt. 
What could have happened. 
What did happen. 
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Facts are necessary. They give the mind a place to stand. But they do not 
always tell the whole truth of an event. 
There is another record. 
The body's record. 

The body remembers the violence of suddenness. It remembers how quickly 
control can disappear. It remembers the strange quiet after noise, when everyone 
is still trying to understand that they are alive. 

I do not want to make the accident into something it was not. I do not want 
to force meaning onto it for the sake of drama. But I also cannot ignore the way it 
remains in me as a sign. 
A visible crack. 
My mother was there, and that matters. 

A mother is not only a person in a car. She is an entire world to a child, even 
when that child is older, even when the relationship is complicated, even when 
love has carried fear alongside it. When something happens around a mother, it 
touches places in a son that are not always reasonable. 
It touches origin. 
It touches dependence. 
It touches the old question of safety. 

Perhaps that is why the accident stayed with me in a different way. It was not 
only about the road. It was about fragility. The fragility of bodies. The fragility of 
family. The fragility of the story we tell ourselves that everything is still under 
control. 
A rolled car tells another story. 

It says control was never as strong as we thought. 
It says life can turn. 

It says what is hidden can suddenly be seen. 
For years I had lived with a feeling I could not fully name — the sense that 

something in our family system was unstable beneath the surface. Not always 
visibly. Not always loudly. But there. A tremor under the floor. A tension in the 
walls. A knowledge in the stomach that peace could not always be trusted to 
remain peace. 

Then, across the border, there was an actual turning over. 
The inner feeling had found an outer shape. 

That is what I mean by the first visible crack. 
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It did not explain everything. It did not heal anything. It did not announce 
itself as a chapter in a future book. It simply happened. And like many things that 
happen, it left more behind than the facts. 
It left an image. 
A car no longer upright. 
A journey interrupted. 

A family forced to look, even briefly, at how quickly things can leave the 
road. 

Later in life, I would know other forms of rolling. Not with wheels, but with 
work, health, trust, money, family, and the body itself. I would learn that a man 
can look fine from the outside while something inside him has already 
overturned. I would learn that collapse is not always sudden, even when it 
appears sudden. Sometimes collapse is the final movement of something that has 
been leaning for years. 
That journey gave me an early picture. 
The world can turn. 

And after it turns, you cannot pretend you have not seen it. 
I think every family has moments like that. Events that expose what everyone 

has been managing. They may be accidents, illnesses, betrayals, deaths, moves, 
failures, or words spoken at the wrong time. The event itself may not be the 
whole wound, but it opens the wall and lets the older things breathe. 
For me, this was one of those moments. 
It showed me that safety was not guaranteed. 

It showed me that life did not stay in its lane simply because we wanted it to. 
It showed me that the body can be thrown into truth before the mind has 

prepared a sentence. 
And still, after such moments, people often carry on. 

That is what families do. 
They repair what can be repaired. They speak about what must be spoken 

about. They avoid what no one knows how to hold. They thank God it was not 
worse. They return to the road. 
Life continues. 
But something has seen the crack. 
I carried that. 

Not always consciously. Not as a constant thought. More as a private 
knowledge that would return later whenever life felt unstable. A part of me had 
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learned that the road can change without warning, and that the people you love 
can be inside the turning. 
This made me more watchful. 

Perhaps I was already watchful before. Perhaps the house had trained that 
into me. But after enough moments like this, watchfulness becomes more than a 
habit. It becomes a way of living. You begin to scan for what might go wrong. 
You begin to prepare for impact before there is impact. You begin to feel 
responsible for preventing things no one person can control. 
That is a heavy way to live. 
It is also understandable. 

A person shaped by instability does not easily trust ordinary calm. Calm feels 
temporary. Calm feels like the road before the roll. 

Under the tree, I began to see how much of my life had been spent bracing. 
Not only living. 
Bracing. 
For the next change. 
The next silence. 
The next financial pressure. 
The next family crisis. 
The next body failure. 
The next thing that might turn over. 

And I began to understand that bracing had once helped me survive, but it 
could not teach me peace. 
Peace requires something different. 

It requires the courage to stop living as if every road is about to roll. It 
requires trust, but not blind trust. It requires truth, but not panic. It requires a 
man to admit what happened without giving the memory permission to drive 
every journey after it. 

Especially when the body has kept the old lesson so faithfully. 
The body says, Be ready. 
Grace says, Be present. 
Fear says, It can happen again. 
Truth says, Yes, but you are not there now. 

That is the conversation I still have with myself. 
I cannot remove that journey from the story. I cannot pretend the car did not 

roll or that the image did not stay. I cannot deny that it became part of my 
understanding of life’s fragility. 
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But I can decide what it means now. 
It does not have to mean that I must live forever waiting for disaster. 
It does not have to mean that every silence is danger, every road is threat, 

every calm moment is a trap. 
It can mean something more honest and less cruel. 

It can mean that life is fragile. 
It can mean that I have seen things turn over and still survived. 
It can mean that the crack was real, but not final. 

The crack was real. 
But it was not final. 

A crack can expose weakness. It can let in fear. It can show where the 
structure has been under strain. But it can also show where the light enters, where 
repair must begin, where pretending must stop. 

For many years, I only knew the fear of the crack. 
Now I am learning to see its mercy. 
The crack tells the truth. 
It says something needs attention. 
It says this cannot be hidden forever. 

It says the structure must be looked at before the whole thing gives way. 
Maybe that is why I return to that journey here, in this part of the book—not 

to relive the accident, but to honour what it revealed. The car rolled, yes. But 
something else became visible too. 

The family was not as safe as it looked. 
The road was not as certain as it seemed. 
The boy inside me was not imagining the instability. 

Something had been leaning for a long time. 
And now I had seen it turn. 

Under the tree, I write this not as accusation, but as witness. The accident 
belongs to the story because it gave shape to what had no shape before. It became 
one of the first visible signs that the world I came from could not hold forever 
without cracking. 
And perhaps that is where breaking begins. 
Not when everything falls apart. 

But when the first hidden line appears in the wall and a man finally admits: 
I saw it. 
I felt it. 
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Something was not whole. 
And I do not have to pretend it was. 
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PART TWO 

Distance and Covenant 

Leaving, travelling, being recognised, and learning that peace is not the 
same as distance. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Far from Home 

When I finally left home, I did not leave with a carefully designed future. 
I left because I needed distance. 
Distance from the psychiatric hospital. 
From the house. 

From the labels other people had placed over me. 
From the feeling that my life could be decided by relatives, doctors and 

institutions before I had even understood what was happening. 
Living abroad became the opening. 

Two friends had visited me while I was in the hospital. 
Their visits had mattered. 

They had entered a place where many people outside would rather not go 
and had still treated me as a friend. 

A friend’s father later arranged for money to appear temporarily in my bank 
account so that I could produce the financial statement required for travel. 
The money was returned afterward. 
A support worker from an assistance organisation helped with the arrangements. 
I left home with very little. 

What I had was the belief that somewhere new might give me enough space 
to become more than the story people already knew about me. 

Abroad, nobody knew that I had struck my father. 
Nobody knew about the ambulance or the ward. 
Nobody knew the possible diagnoses. 

Nobody knew that I had once curled into a ball on the floor of my father’s 
small bakkie. 

They saw a foreign worker who needed a job. 
For a while, that was enough. 

* * * 

The workdays began very early. 
We lived in hostels or worker accommodation and travelled to jobs in small 

buses. 
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Drivers collected us and took us to whichever farm, factory or worksite 
needed labour that day. 
The places changed. 
So did the work. 
The routine remained similar. 
Wake before the day felt ready. 
Get dressed. 
Climb into the vehicle. 

Travel through cold morning darkness with other workers who were also too 
tired to speak much. 
Then begin. 
We picked things. 
Lifted things. 
Collected things from the ground. 
Packed. 
Carried. 

Repeated the same movement until the body stopped asking whether it 
wanted to continue. 

Much of the work could be done with the hands. 
That was one reason I managed it. 
The instruction was physical and clear. 
Pick this. 
Move that. 
Fill the container. 
Carry it there. 
There was little need to explain myself. 
The country was cold. 
Wet. 
Muddy. 
The weather entered your clothing and remained there. 
The ground held onto your shoes. 
The hands became stiff. 
Sometimes the job involved leaf lettuce. 
Sometimes potatoes. 

There were factories, mills, roadwork and a glass factory. 
I helped tar roads. 
I worked wherever work was available. 
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I moved between several places during my time abroad. 
I cannot now create a perfect map of every town, hostel and employer. 
There were perhaps four or five places where I stayed or worked for periods 

of time. 
The details changed. 
The need did not. 
Work. 
Eat. 
Sleep. 

Move again when the work ended or another opportunity appeared. 
Food was not a social occasion. 

You ate what was provided or what you could afford. 
There was always someone different around the table. 
Workers arrived and left. 

Workers came from many countries and from different parts of my own. 
At the end of a shift, everybody was tired. 

The bus took us back to the hostel. 
Bodies that had spent the day bending, lifting and carrying sat quietly as the 

road moved beneath them. 
I was exhausted, but the exhaustion made sense. 
My muscles hurt because I had worked. 

My hands were dirty because I had used them. 
That was easier to understand than the exhaustion I had carried at home. 
There, a person could become tired from waiting for anger. 

From trying to read a room. 
From defending his own memory. 

From wondering whether he was the person other people said he was. 
There, tired meant the shift was over. 
I could live with that. 

* * * 

I met another man from home. 
He became my first proper friend there. 

Far from home, a familiar accent can create an immediate bond. 
You recognise the rhythm before you know the person. 
For a while, the shared country behind you is enough. 
We smoked cannabis together in the workers’ accommodation. 
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It was the first time I smoked it. 
For a short period, the pressure inside me became quiet. 

The past receded. 
The need to explain myself disappeared. 
That was the attraction. 
Not wisdom. 
Not healing. 
Absence. 
When the effect ended, the life remained. 
My body had travelled across an ocean. 
The house still lived inside me. 

I could work all day and still return at night to the questions that had 
followed me across the ocean. 
Who was I? 
What had actually happened to me? 
Was there something wrong with me? 

Had my family protected me, punished me or simply not known what else to 
do? 

Would I ever be able to return without becoming the same person again? 
Cannabis could make the questions quieter. 
It could not answer them. 

* * * 

I remained in contact with my mother. 
At some point, I sent her a fax. 
That was how a message travelled then. 

You wrote it onto paper and fed it into a machine. 
The page disappeared into a process you could not see and emerged 

somewhere far away. 
One of the rougher men noticed what I was doing. 
He told me I was far from home and should stop behaving like a mother’s 

boy. 
The remark found the contradiction in me. 

I had travelled across the world because I wanted to get away from home. 
Still, I wanted my mother to know where I was. 

I wanted some thread to remain between us. 
Leaving did not make me stop being a son. 
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Anger did not remove the need to be remembered. 
A man can want distance from a house and still want someone inside it to 

care whether he is alive. 
At the time, I did not know how to explain that. 

I only knew that I kept reaching back. 

* * * 

There was a period when I was staying in a city neighbourhood and refused to 
return to the place where I had been living. 

For several nights, I slept outside in the snow. 
Not near the snow. 
Not while snow lay somewhere in the distance. 
I lay outside in it. 

I ate fish from tins and tried to make it through the night. 
The cold entered everything. 

There was no hostel bed waiting for me and no movement from a working 
day to keep my body warm. 

Still, I preferred sleeping outside in the snow to returning. 
That was how strongly I resisted going back—not only to the place where I 

had been staying abroad, but eventually to my parents’ house. 
Late one night, a young woman above me noticed that I was there. 
She threw down a booklet from work with a note written inside it. 
I called up to her and tried to explain why I did not want to return home. 

She did not know my whole history. 
She saw a man sleeping outside in the snow and reached toward him. 

It did not solve anything. 
But in that cold, her small act meant that somebody had seen me. 

* * * 

I continued moving. 
Different accommodation. 
Different work. 
Different people. 

At one point, I found work as a barman in an affluent area. 
The environment was very different from the muddy fields. 

There were customers with money. 
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A restaurant or bar arranged for people who expected service. 
Glasses. 
Orders. 
Tables. 
Voices. 

A person working behind a bar has to watch several things at once. 
Who has been waiting. 
What has been ordered. 
What needs to be poured. 
Which customer requires attention. 
I understood that kind of awareness. 
I could adapt. 
On the factory floor, I followed production. 
In fields, I followed the physical task. 
Behind a bar, I read people and movement. 

Living abroad had shown me that I could enter unfamiliar environments and 
learn quickly. 

I did not need my family to introduce me. 
I could work. 
Earn. 
Move. 
Make decisions. 
Everything I needed, I arranged for myself. 
Until the telephone call came. 

* * * 

The restaurant manager approached me. 
He said there was a telephone call from home. 

It was my father. 
His voice carried urgency and fear. 
There was serious trouble at home. 
Could I come back? 

He did not give me a complete explanation that allowed me to weigh every 
fact carefully. 

Or perhaps I was too alarmed to absorb everything. 
What I heard was: 
Something is badly wrong. 
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You need to come home. 
The old claim of the family crossed the distance immediately. 
I had built a life there through my own effort. 

Found work. 
Moved between accommodation. 
Managed my own money and belongings. 

Then my father's voice entered the restaurant and pulled the family house 
into the room. 
I became afraid. 
I did not eat. 
I wanted to know what was happening. 
The uncertainty was worse than a clear answer. 

My parents' marriage had been breaking down around that wider period, 
perhaps in 1998 or 1999. 
I did not yet know the full situation. 

I knew only that my father believed I had to return. 
Within approximately twenty-four hours, I was on my way home. 

* * * 

I had to dismantle the life I had built abroad very quickly. 
Everything that belonged to me had to be packed, left or entrusted to 

someone else. 
I had bought a television on hire purchase. 
There was still an agreement attached to it. 

I asked one of the chefs to return it to the shop where I had obtained it. 
He did not. 

Later, after I had returned home, I received a solicitor’s letter from abroad 
concerning the television that had not been returned. 
Even an emergency departure leaves loose ends. 
An unpaid obligation. 
Property left behind. 
A request someone else does not carry out. 

A letter that arrives later to remind you that leaving quickly does not make 
every responsibility disappear. 

At the time, the television was not the main concern. 
My family was in trouble. 
My father had called. 
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I was going home. 
I had travelled abroad partly to escape the role in which every family crisis 

became my responsibility. 
One telephone call placed me inside it again. 

I did not stop to ask whether I could fix what waited there. 
I did not know enough to ask what part truly belonged to me. 

I moved. 
That was the pattern. 
When the family called, I went. 

* * * 

The journey back happened so quickly that the chapter abroad never had time to 
close properly. 

One moment, I was working in a restaurant in a wealthy part of the country. 
The next, I was packing. 
Leaving instructions about a television. 
Arranging the journey. 
Returning to the airport. 
Then home. 

I had done almost everything for myself while I was overseas. 
I had worked. 
Moved. 
Found accommodation. 
Survived mud, factories, hostels and nights outside. 

I had proved that I could live beyond the house. 
But I had not yet learned how to remain separate from its emergencies. 
When I came home, I did not arrive with peace. 

I arrived with fear. 
What had happened? 
Why had my father called me so urgently? 
What would I find? 
Would I be expected to take sides? 
To repair the marriage? 
To protect one parent from the other? 

To become the responsible man inside a family whose problems had begun 
long before I was born? 
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I did not yet understand that a son cannot become the missing structure 
inside his parents' marriage. 

He cannot absorb their grief and call it loyalty. 
He cannot put every person back into the correct position as though the 

family were the tool wall in a garage. 
There was no outline showing where love belonged. 

No marked place into which blame could be returned. 
No procedure for repairing what years of silence had damaged. 

Still, I returned. 

* * * 

Living abroad had given me something real. 
It showed me that I was capable. 
I could work among strangers. 
Adapt to unfamiliar places. 

Live without my family controlling the first impression people formed of me. 
I was not only the patient. 

Not only the son who had struck his father. 
Not only the person relatives believed belonged to the state. 

I was a worker. 
A friend. 

A man who could enter a field before sunrise, work in cold mud and return 
exhausted. 

A man who could stand behind a bar and serve people in a world far removed 
from his own beginnings. 

A man who could survive nights outside in snow with tins of fish. 
Those discoveries mattered. 

But distance had also taught me its limits. 
I could cross an ocean and still want my mother to hear from me. 
I could sleep outside rather than return home and still answer when my father 

called. 
I could become unknown to everyone around me and still remain 

emotionally organised by the family I had left. 
Distance was not peace. 
Movement was not freedom. 

I had left home to discover whether I could survive elsewhere. 
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I returned because the old house still knew how to call me back. 
The world beyond home had shown me that my family was not the whole 

world. 
I had not yet learned that my life could be larger than their crisis. 
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UNDER THE TREE 

Distance Was Not Peace 
The roads and countries were real. So was the lesson they carried: the 

unfinished house travelled with me until I stopped long enough to listen. 

For a long time, I thought movement meant progress. 
If I could get far enough from one place, perhaps I would also get far enough 
from what followed me there. Another town. Another job. Another country. 
Another road. Another room where no one knew the whole story. 
Distance has a way of feeling like freedom in the beginning. 

The road opens. The old house falls behind. The names, the rules, the 
expectations, the silences — all of it becomes smaller in the rear-view mirror. A 
man can almost believe that leaving has changed him simply because the scenery 
has changed. 

I travelled far enough to learn that it does not work that way. 
Peace is not waiting at the border. 

You can cross into another country with the same fear in your chest. You can 
stand in an airport, a mine, a factory, a strange street, a foreign room, and still feel 
the old house inside you. The passport changes. The language around you 
changes. The weather changes. 
But the unfinished things travel well. 
They pack themselves quietly. 

I passed through places far larger than the world of my childhood: across 
borders, overseas, through foreign industrial sites, mines, project towns, and long 
roads that eventually brought me to the coast. 
Each place gave me something. 
Some gave me work. 
Some gave me pressure. 
Some gave me beauty. 
Some gave me hunger. 
Some gave me fear. 
Some gave me proof that I could survive more than I had imagined. 
But none of them gave me peace. 
Not the kind I was looking for. 
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I did not know that at first. I thought I was building a life. And in many 
ways, I was. I worked. I learned systems, safety, risk, responsibility, planning, 
people, factories, sites, mines, procedures, rules. I became useful in places where 
danger had to be managed and men had to think before things went wrong. 
There was a strange fit in that. 

A boy who had learned to read a room grew into a man who could read risk. 
I knew how to watch. I knew how to anticipate. I knew that silence could 

hide danger, that a small crack mattered, that people often ignored what would 
later become obvious. In safety work, those instincts had value. What had once 
made me nervous in a house made me alert on a site. 
Life can use what wounded you. 
But use is not the same as healing. 

I became good at carrying responsibility. I knew how to move through 
pressure. I knew how to stand in places where others needed answers. A part of 
me even trusted myself more in crisis than in calm. Crisis had rules. Crisis 
demanded action. Crisis made usefulness clear. 
Peace was harder. 

Peace asked me to be present without bracing. Peace asked me to sit still 
without proving. Peace asked me to believe that I did not have to earn my right to 
breathe. 
I did not know how to do that. 
So I moved. 

Living abroad stripped away another illusion. There is a particular loneliness 
in being far from home and discovering that home was never only behind you. It 
lives in the nervous system—in the way you hear footsteps, measure money, 
study strangers, and hold your dignity together when the day has taken too much. 

Survival in a foreign place can make a man both proud and tired. 
Proud because he did not collapse. 

Tired because not collapsing is not the same as being held. 
I learned that on streets where no one owed me anything. I learned it in the 

cold knowledge that being far away does not make a man new. It only removes 
familiar witnesses. If he is broken, he is broken with a different sky above him. 
Still, I kept going. 

There were jobs to do. Roads to take. Places to reach. Men to answer to. 
Systems to understand. Risks to manage. I travelled with the discipline of 
someone who had long ago learned that stopping was dangerous. 
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In foreign countries, on industrial sites, in mines, operations, and projects, I 
saw how men build worlds with concrete, steel, procedure, fatigue, and ambition. 
I saw responsibility written into machines, signs, reports, inspections, meetings, 
incidents, and near misses. I saw how easily people can become part of a system 
and lose the sound of their own inner life. 
I understood systems. 
Perhaps because I had been raised inside one. 

A family is a system too. It has rules, spoken and unspoken. It has hazards. It 
has control measures. It has failures people investigate too late. It has incidents 
nobody records. It has patterns repeated until someone finally asks why the same 
thing keeps happening. 

I did not think of it that way then. 
But now, under the tree, the connection is clear. 
I spent years helping other systems become safer while my own inner system 

was still full of alarms. 
That is not failure. 
It is human. 

Sometimes a man can see danger outside himself before he can see the danger 
within. Sometimes he can write procedures for other people while his own life 
has no safe operating instruction. Sometimes he can protect a workplace and still 
not know how to protect the child inside him. 
That was part of my journey. 
I was travelling, but I was also searching. 

Not always consciously. I would not have said, “I am searching for peace.” I 
would have said I was working, earning, surviving, building experience, making a 
plan, doing what needed to be done. Men often hide their searching inside 
practical language. 
But the soul knows. 

The soul knew that I was looking for a place where I could finally stop 
performing strength. A place where I did not have to read every face. A place 
where silence was not a threat. A place where love did not arrive with a test 
hidden inside it. 
I thought distance might give me that. 
It did not. 
Distance gave me perspective. 
It gave me stories. 
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It gave me proof that the world was bigger than the house I came from. 
It gave me skills, scars, memories, roads, and a kind of endurance. 
But peace was not in the distance. 
Peace would require return. 

Not necessarily return to the old places, but return to myself. Return to the 
boy in the room, the child in the shoes, the man under pressure, the husband still 
trying, the writer waiting for language. I had to come back to the parts of me I 
had outrun. 
That is the strange mercy of travelling far. 

If you go far enough, you eventually meet yourself there. 
In another country, under another sky, at the end of another workday, the 

old questions are still waiting. Who are you when no one needs you to be useful? 
What remains when the job ends, the road quiets, the room closes, and there is no 
one left to impress? What if the thing you are running from has been travelling in 
your own chest? 
Those questions did not all arrive at once. 
They came slowly, like weather changing. 

There were moments when I felt the old emptiness even after doing 
everything right. Moments when achievement did not settle me. Moments when 
hard work did not heal what it had helped me avoid. Moments when I realised 
that a man can be far from home and still live under the roof of his childhood. 
That was difficult to admit. 

Because movement had become a kind of hope. If the next place could not 
save me, perhaps the next one would. If this job could not settle me, perhaps the 
next responsibility would. If this road did not lead to peace, perhaps the next road 
would. 

But roads do not give peace simply because they go somewhere. 
They only reveal what travels with you. 

By the time I reached the tree, I had enough roads behind me to understand 
that. 

The tree was not impressive in the way foreign places can be impressive. It did 
not have the drama of airports, the danger of sites, the pressure of projects, the 
strangeness of countries where I had to find my footing. It was ordinary. Quiet. 
Still. 

Maybe that is why it could tell the truth. 
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Under that tree, there was nowhere to perform. No distance to chase. No 
new place to become another version of myself. Just shade, a laptop, memory, 
and the slow humiliation of realising that peace had never been a destination. 

It was a way of being I still had to learn. 
I do not regret the travelling. 

I cannot. Those roads are part of me. They taught me that I was capable. 
They widened my world. They gave me evidence that I could survive beyond the 
borders of the life I was born into. They showed me people, systems, danger, 
beauty, and the loneliness of a man who keeps moving because stopping feels like 
falling. 
But I no longer confuse movement with healing. 
Distance helped me see. 
It did not make me whole. 

The boy who left was still with me. The house was still with me. The words, 
the slap, the shoes, the mixed messages — they had all learned to travel. They 
were not tied to a town or a surname or a childhood address. 

They were waiting for me to stop long enough to listen. 
That is why this part of the book matters. 
Because the journey was real, but the lesson was not what I expected. 
I had to travel to know what peace looked like. 

And what I learned was this: 
Peace did not look like another country. 
It did not look like another job. 
It did not look like another road. 

It looked, strangely, like a man sitting still under a tree, no longer trying to 
escape himself. 

A man with nowhere left to run that would help. 
A man beginning, at last, to come home. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Here I Am 

At some point during those unsettled years, I considered finding a monastery or 
another place of withdrawal. 
I was not searching for a religious title. 
I wanted quiet. 
A place where nobody shouted. 

A place where the rules remained the same from one day to the next. 
Perhaps chosen solitude seemed safer than continuing to feel alone among 

people. 
I did not become a monk. 
Life continued moving. 

Travel had shown me that I could survive beyond the family home, but it had 
not answered the question that followed me: 
Who was I beneath everything that had happened? 
Was I the frightened child? 
The son who struck his father? 
The patient? 
The traveller? 
The worker? 
The family problem? 

I did not yet know how to separate my identity from the events attached to 
my name. 

Eventually, I began attending courses dealing with identity, trauma and 
personal development. 

One of the courses was connected to a specialist and formed part of a wider 
body of work. 
I attended the identity course three times. 

Perhaps I hoped that repetition would eventually give me a clear answer to 
the question of who I was. 
The course gave me language. 
It helped me notice patterns. 

But identity could not be completed inside a training room. 
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The question followed me home. 
Who are you when someone becomes angry? 

Who are you when fear tells you to run? 
Who are you when another person needs you to remain present? 

* * * 

In 2001, during one of those courses, I noticed a woman who would later become 
my wife. 

The first thing I noticed was her feminine face. 
Something about her drew my attention. 
I looked at her and said: 
Here I am. 
She laughed. 
It was a small moment. 
No declaration. 
No certainty about what would follow. 

Only a man making himself visible to a woman he had noticed. 
For much of my life, being noticed had often meant being examined for what 

was wrong. 
This felt different. 

I had not arrived with a defence or an explanation. 
I had simply said: 
Here I am. 

At the time, I did not know how much those words would eventually require 
of me. 

* * * 

She already had a life of her own. 
She was a teacher. 

She had experienced grief, responsibility and loneliness before she met me. 
Her brother had been killed during a hijacking, and she had lived through the 

consequences of that loss. 
I will not use her pain merely to deepen my own story. 
It formed part of the woman I was beginning to know. 
She was not waiting for a wounded man to give her life purpose. 
She was deciding whether I belonged in the life she already had. 
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She later told me that she thought I was a beautiful person. 
Those words reached a part of me that had spent years believing people saw 

the problem before they saw the man. 
She had my telephone number. 
She kept it. 

She later told me that she had dreamed about me. 

* * * 

On 28 May, my birthday, she phoned. 
I was attending a seminar at a conference venue and had stepped outside 

during a break. 
Her call felt like the best birthday gift I could have received. 
She was not calling because there was a crisis. 

She was calling because she had remembered me. 
There had been many calls in my life that brought trouble. 

Something is wrong at home. 
Come back. 
Someone needs something. 
Her voice carried possibility instead. 

I told her that I would like to visit her. 
We arranged to meet for coffee. 
A first coffee is an ordinary event. 
A table. 
Two cups. 

A conversation between people who do not yet know what they may become 
to each other. 

During that meeting, I knew that I wanted to marry her. 
I did not know where we would live. 
What work we would do. 
What difficulties would follow. 

I knew only that I wanted to see her again. 
Before I met my wife, movement had allowed me to become unknown. 

With her, another possibility appeared. 
I wanted to be known. 
That was more frightening than crossing a border. 

A stranger can admire your abilities without ever meeting your silence. 
A temporary friend may know only the version of you that fits the moment. 
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A wife eventually meets the parts that movement and work can hide. 
The fear. 
The withdrawal. 
The anger. 
The need to be reassured. 

The habit of preparing to leave before anything has ended. 
I did not understand all of that over coffee. 
I knew only that I wanted to remain near her. 

When I first noticed her, I had said: 
Here I am. 

The first coffee became another meeting, and gradually recognition became a 
shared life. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

I Chose My Wife 

Our first practical life together was built in small places. 
One of our early homes was a small flat on the same property as a goldsmith’s 
workshop. 
I worked as a draughtsman for a design company. 
My wife taught at a local school. 
We supported ourselves. 

The flat was not large, but it belonged to the life we were beginning together. 
There was dignity in paying our own way and deciding what kind of home 

we wanted to create. 
A new home does not automatically create a new person. 

I brought my history with me. 
So did my wife. 

We loved each other, but love did not remove the habits and relationships 
that had formed before we met. 
At that time, I still had rough friends. 

Around them, drinking, risk and confrontation could easily become normal. 
I knew how to fit into that world. 
Adaptation had helped me survive many different environments. 

It could also pull me toward a person I no longer wanted to remain. 
I was trying to hold two lives at once. 

There was the small home I shared with my wife. 
Work. 
Responsibility. 
A future. 

Then there was the older world of friendships, restlessness and men who 
expected me to remain the person they already knew. 

My wife saw what those relationships were doing to our shared life. 
Eventually, she said: 
You must choose between your friends and me. 

It was not a demand that I isolate myself from everyone. 
It was a boundary around the home we were trying to build. 
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I chose her. 
More accurately, we chose each other. 

She chose to continue building a life with me. 
I chose not to keep feeding what threatened it. 
The decision did not instantly change everything inside me. 
A man can end a friendship and still carry the reasons he needed it. 
I still had to understand why danger felt familiar. 

Why intensity sometimes felt more alive than peace. 
Why a quiet home could make part of me restless. 
When a person grows up monitoring tension, calm may initially feel 

unnatural. 
The body waits for something to happen. 
My wife had not caused that reaction. 

But she would have had to live with its consequences if I refused to face it. 

* * * 

During those early years, I travelled overseas for a time. 
My wife trusted me enough to let me go. 

She did not use love to control my movement. 
But I was no longer travelling as a completely unattached man. 

Someone was waiting for my return. 
That changed the meaning of leaving. 
I went. 
I returned. 
The return mattered. 

My earlier journeys had often been attempts to escape. 
This time, I returned to a shared life. 

Afterward, I began working as a production planner for a manufacturing 
company. 
The work suited me. 
Orders. 
Raw materials. 
Timing. 
Movement through the factory. 

I could see how separate parts belonged inside one process. 
The professional ability was real. 

So was the home to which I returned at the end of the day. 
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* * * 

Before I met my wife, sex and commitment had not always belonged together in 
my life. 

Between approximately twenty-one and twenty-seven, I was sexually active 
with a number of different adult women. 
Some were older than me. 
Some were younger. 

I will not reduce them to a list or present those encounters as proof of the 
kind of man I was. 

They were people with lives beyond the time our paths crossed. 
But I must tell the truth about myself. 

During that period, sex could mean desire without permanence. 
Closeness without being fully known. 
The temporary assurance that someone wanted me. 

The body could enter an intimate space while much of the deeper person 
remained hidden. 

Physical closeness is not always the same as being seen. 
For a while, that difference suited me. 

An encounter did not require the same surrender as a life shared with another 
person. 

Meeting her began to change what intimacy meant to me. 
Physical closeness became connected to trust, belonging and a life we were 

consciously building. 
Then came our wedding day. 

Something changed that I cannot reduce to a legal document or public 
ceremony. 
What we shared became sacred. 
Marriage placed a boundary around our intimacy. 
It joined the body to the promise. 

Sex was no longer separate from fidelity, home and covenant. 
I chose one woman. 
My wife. 

That choice carried weight because I had known another way of living. 
On our wedding day, something became sacred. 
Point. 
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* * * 

A close friend stood beside me as my best man. 
He was with me before the ceremony. 

He was a good friend. Our lives have since taken different roads, but on that 
day he stood beside me as I prepared to marry the woman I loved. 
My younger sister served as my wife’s maid of honour. 
I knew this was real. 
Not another course. 
Not another journey. 

Not another place through which I would move before leaving again. 
This was an event that would divide my life into before and after. 
The ceremony took place at a secluded garden venue on the edge of the 

countryside. 
It was a small venue, almost hidden among plants and trees. 

The chapel stood beneath a thatched roof. 
There were fountains and greenery around us, giving the place the feeling of a 

small forest. 
It was intimate. 

Only a limited number of people could fit inside, although we had invited 
those who mattered to us. 
The October weather was warm and beautiful. 

Shortly before the ceremony, my future mother-in-law stood beside me. 
Then I felt something move through my whole body. 

Energy. 
Not nervousness alone. 
Not fear. 
Something stronger. 

It travelled through me before the chapel door opened. 
I had experienced unusual energy in my body at other times in my life, but 

this was different. 
I knew that something important was about to happen. 

Then the door opened. 
I saw the woman I was about to marry. 
Her wedding dress. 
Her eyes. 
The woman walking toward me. 
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For a moment, the other people seemed to disappear. 
There were guests around us, but nobody felt close. 

There was only her. 
She was beautiful in the way a fairy tale describes beauty, except she was real 

and walking toward me. 
I knew she was for me. 
From God. 

I do not mean that she had no life or will of her own, or that she had been 
created only to complete mine. 

She was a complete woman making her own decision. 
But as I watched her coming toward me, I knew that our meeting had not 

been meaningless. 
The identity course. 
The first time I noticed her feminine face. 
Here I am. 
Her laughter. 
The telephone number she kept. 
The birthday call. 
The coffee. 

All of it had brought us to the chapel. 
I had known many women before her. 

That morning, I did not stand at the front of the chapel as a man who had 
never known another woman. 

I stood there as a man who knew the difference between an encounter and a 
choice. 
She was my choice. 

When she reached me, I looked into her eyes. 
That is the image I remember most clearly. 
Not the guests. 
Not the programme. 
Not every word spoken during the ceremony. 
Her eyes. 
I had first noticed her face. 

On our wedding day, I saw the woman who was placing her future beside 
mine. 

We stood before the minister and made our promises. 
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The words were public, but what happened between us was deeper than 
what the people around us could witness. 
A marriage certificate could record the date. 
24 October 2003. 
It could record our names. 
It could prove legally that we had married. 

But it could not record what happened inside me. 
Something became sacred. 
Marriage joined the body to the promise. 

Intimacy was no longer separate from loyalty, home and permanence. 
I chose one woman. 
My wife. 
I was twenty-eight. 
She was thirty-six. 
The age difference did not stand between us. 

The histories we carried were more significant than the years between our 
births. 

My wife had already known grief and responsibility before she met me. 
I carried the house in which I had grown up, the psychiatric hospital, life 

abroad, and the many forms of running through which I had tried to find myself. 
Neither of us arrived empty. 
The vows did not erase those histories. 

They placed a covenant around what we would build from them. 
Before that day, I could still imagine my life mainly as my own. 

My movement. 
My work. 
My decisions. 
My consequences. 
Marriage changed the meaning of those things. 
Where I went would affect her. 

What I brought into the home would affect her. 
My friendships. 
Work. 
Money. 
Anger. 
Silence. 
Sexual faithfulness. 
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None of these belonged only to me anymore. 
That did not mean I had lost myself. 

It meant that my freedom now carried a promise. 
A sacred boundary had been placed around us. 
Not a prison. 
A covenant. 
The difference matters. 
A prison keeps people together through force. 
A covenant says: 
I remain because I have chosen you. 

Standing beneath the thatched roof, surrounded by plants and water, I knew 
the choice was right. 

I did not know how often life would test it. 
I did not know that work would one day expect me to choose between the 

company and my wife. 
I did not know that my body would fail and that my wife would have to keep 

our household moving. 
I did not know about the debt, the retrenchments, the years by the sea, the 

days beneath the tree, or the difficult family seasons still ahead. 
Perhaps it is a mercy that a couple cannot see every future burden while 

speaking their vows. 
We knew only what belonged to that day. 
She had come through the chapel door. 
I had watched her walk toward me. 
We had chosen each other. 

After the ceremony and our time with the guests, we returned to the 
temporary place where we were staying before travelling to the coast for our 
honeymoon. 

Our housing arrangements had already been shaped by family loss. 
After my wife’s father died, we stayed with her mother for a period. 
Her mother had been deeply shocked by his death, and the arrangement did 

not unfold as expected. 
We had to move and establish our own place again. 
We were not entering an imaginary life without grief, rent or household 

responsibility. 
We were becoming husband and wife inside a real one. 
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The road to the coast was different from the roads I had travelled before. 
Some roads had taken me away from pain. 
Some had taken me toward work. 
Some had taken me back because family called. 
This road carried me with my wife. 
That word was new. 
My wife. 
The promise had been spoken. 
The boundary had been drawn. 
The covenant had begun. 

Choosing a wife is not completed on the wedding day. 
The choice must be repeated when friendships threaten the home. 

When work demands too much. 
When silence becomes easier than honesty. 
When pride resists apology. 
When another family member's crisis arrives. 
The wedding made the promise public. 
Ordinary life would reveal whether I meant it. 

My wife was not simply the woman who made me feel seen. 
She had her own dignity, boundaries and right to safety. 
If I wanted a different home from the one in which I had grown up, I had to 

participate in creating it. 
Her boundary was not violence. 
It was not rejection. 

It was an attempt to protect what we had chosen. 
Among the trees at that garden venue, we made a promise larger than either 

of us fully understood. 
I chose her. 
She chose me. 

We did not know everything the choice would cost. 
We knew it was ours. 

I had once looked at her during an identity course and said: 
Here I am. 
On our wedding day, the meaning changed. 
It no longer meant only: 
See me. 
It meant: 
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Here I am, and I choose to remain. 
PART THREE 
Work, Loss and Stillness 
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PART THREE 

Work, Loss and Stillness 

The systems I could repair, the work that carried me, and the quiet places 
where usefulness was no longer enough. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Chasing the Dragon 

There was a time when I could look at a disorganised process and see what it 
could become. 
Within the larger manufacturing group, much of the production planning was 
still being done on paper. 
People wrote things down. 
Passed information from one person to another. 

Then expected something complete to emerge from the factory floor. 
There was no reliable way to see the whole process at once. 
An order might exist on paper, but the people responsible for producing it 

did not always know where it was, what material it required or what had already 
been completed. 

The system depended too heavily on people remembering, asking and 
searching. 
I began building a database to bring the process under control. 
A colleague helped me get it started. 

We were not merely transferring pieces of paper onto a computer. 
We were building a way to see the entire production process. 

The orders. 
Raw materials. 
Planning. 
Progress on the factory floor. 
What had been completed. 
What was still outstanding. 
What had to reach the customer and when. 
It brought the separate parts into one system. 

The philosophy was close to the just-in-time production principles I 
understood. 
The correct material. 
At the correct stage. 
At the correct time. 

Information had to move before the physical product could move properly. 
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When the system began working, the difference was immediate. 
People could see what was happening. 

They no longer had to wait for the factory floor to produce an answer from 
scattered paper. 
They knew what had entered the system. 
Where it was. 
What still had to happen. 
It was not a small improvement. 

It made the process, in my view, a hundred thousand per cent better. 
People looked at what the database could do and asked: 

What is going on here? 
We did not know this could be done. 

By the time I left, the factory floor was operating with remarkable precision. 
Tick. 
Tick. 
Tick. 
Each part moving in relation to the next. 
That was not imagination. 

It was not an inflated title on a CV. 
I had taken disorder and helped turn it into a working production system. 

I was good at that. 

* * * 

Work gave me a form of clarity that life at home had not always provided. 
Inside a production system, the questions could be answered. 

What entered? 
Where did it go? 
Who was responsible? 
What failed? 
What must happen next? 

If the information was accurate, the process could be corrected. 
I understood relationships between parts. 

I could see that one delay would create another. 
I could find the missing point between an order and the finished product. 
The same ability later carried me into health, safety and environmental work. 

I qualified as a behavioural-safety practitioner through an internationally 
recognised system. 
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I trained people. 
I worked as a process champion in different organisations and environments. 
Behavioural safety was not only about signs, rules or protective equipment. 

Much of it was psychology. 
Why does a person take a risk even when he knows the rule? 

Why does a supervisor allow unsafe behaviour? 
Why does production pressure override what everybody claims to believe 

about safety? 
What does a worker gain from the shortcut? 
What does he fear losing if he refuses? 

I tried to help people change behaviour for their own benefit. 
Not merely because the company wanted a better statistic. 
The worker was the person whose body would be injured if the process failed. 

Sometimes the work succeeded. 
Sometimes it did not. 

People do not change simply because they have attended training. 
A person may understand the correct behaviour and still return to an unsafe 

habit if the surrounding system rewards speed, silence or obedience. 
That was where behavioural safety became more than presenting 

information. 
It required understanding people. 
Listening. 
Observing. 

Recognising the difference between what an organisation said and what its 
daily decisions encouraged. 
I addressed behavioural problems in the workplace. 
I coached people. 
I trained safety officers. 
I tried to be fair. 
Honest. 
Consistent. 

Some of the people working under me treated me with great respect. 
I did not see them merely as subordinates. 
I tried to guide them. 

At times, I was almost like a father to them. 
Perhaps I was trying to offer something I had needed myself. 
A person in authority who could correct without humiliating. 
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Who could be direct without becoming cruel. 
Who expected responsibility but remained fair. 
I did not always succeed everywhere. 
But the work mattered to me. 

* * * 

In 2012, the operation achieved the best safety performance in the wider 
construction group. 
A senior manager received the formal recognition. 
I had done much of the groundwork. 
That is how I remember it. 
The systems. 
Training. 
Behavioural work. 
Following up. 
Working with the people on the ground. 
The recognition went upward. 
That is often how organisations work. 

The person at the top receives the award for results created through many 
hands beneath him. 

I do not say that to remove all credit from him. 
Leadership carries responsibility too. 
But I knew what I had contributed. 

When the recognition came, it did not change much inside me. 
I received nothing personally. 
It became another item that had been completed. 

Another thing the organisation could say had been achieved. 
Senior leaders from across the construction group were present. 

Then the event ended. 
I went home. 
There was no great sense of arrival. 

No feeling that I had finally proved my value. 
The next workday still waited. 
Another risk. 
Another requirement. 
Another system needing attention. 
That was the dragon. 
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Not one employer. 
Not one manager. 

The belief that if I remained useful enough, worked hard enough and solved 
enough problems, I would eventually reach a place where my value was secure. 
The dragon always moved. 
Achievement gave me another target. 
Responsibility produced more responsibility. 

The person who carried pressure was given more to carry. 

* * * 

By 2013, I was working in a manufacturing division within a large construction 
group. 
The problem eventually became very practical. 
Petrol. 

I had to travel to sites to perform my work. 
That required fuel. 
I asked for a petrol card. 
They refused. 
The work still had to be done. 
The sites still had to be visited. 
The expectation remained that I would travel. 

But the company would not provide the basic means through which I could 
perform the role. 

I reached the point where I had to borrow money or create personal debt 
merely to put petrol into my car and drive to work sites on behalf of the 
company. 

That was where the situation became impossible for me. 
I do not describe it simply as burnout. 
I could still think. 
I could still understand the work. 
I still knew what needed to be done. 

But I could no longer continue under an arrangement in which I was 
expected to finance the company's operational requirements from my own 
struggling household. 

There comes a point when commitment becomes exploitation: when a 
worker must damage his own home to remain useful to his employer. 

One morning, I could not put the petrol into the car. 
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I could not continue pretending that the next site visit was only another 
professional duty. 
It had become a household decision. 

Would I borrow money so that the company could send me somewhere? 
Would my wife and I carry more debt so that I could keep proving I was 

committed? 
I had reached the line. 
My wife saw it. 
She said, in effect: 
This has now happened. 
This is how it is. 
She did not create the crisis. 
She named what was already true. 
I could no longer continue. 

* * * 

The conversation about my wife took place in the CEO's office. 
The HR manager was also present. 

The discussion was presented as though they wanted to help me. 
But the company could not, or would not, give me the fuel support I had 

requested. 
I remember being told that sometimes a person has to choose. 
Perhaps I should divorce my wife and stay there to work for them. 

The words were extraordinary. 
The company was not offering the practical resource required for me to 

perform my role. 
Yet my marriage was being presented as the obstacle. 
The problem was not that I was expected to finance business travel 

personally. 
The problem, according to that logic, was that I had a wife and a household 

whose needs prevented me from surrendering everything to the work. 
My answer formed immediately. 
Inside me, it was blunt: 
Fuck you. 
I choose my wife. 

I did not need a long period of reflection to decide. 
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There had been mornings when I had spoken pleasantly with that manager in 
person. 
We had sometimes had good conversations. 

He was not someone with whom I disagreed about everything. 
But there were decisions and behaviours I could not support. 

The suggestion involving my wife became the final confrontation. 
I had spent years building a marriage. 

My wife had already asked me to choose between her and friendships that 
threatened our home. 
I had chosen her then. 

Now a company was asking for the same surrender under the language of 
professional commitment. 
My answer remained the same. 
My wife above everything else. 

That was the end of the debate inside me. 

* * * 

My wife and I attended counselling in another town. 
Her consulting room was at her house. 

I remember the large couch where my wife and I sat together. 
There were paintings in the room. 
I think we went approximately three times. 

While the counsellor spoke with us, she handed us a collection of papers. 
I still have them. 
That matters to me. 

They were not disposable worksheets from a forgotten appointment. 
They became part of the record of a time when we were trying to understand 

what was required for our marriage and household to survive. 
She said the situation could not continue as it had. 
She also told us not to give up our security and sustainability. 
The basic things had to remain in place if we were going to survive. 

Income. 
Stability. 
The foundations of the household. 
She was right. 

Then we did exactly what she had warned us not to do. 



THE MAN WHO STAYED LONG ENOUGH TO SEE 

108 

We gave up the security. 
That is one of the painful contradictions of the period. 

We understood the principle. 
But the existing work arrangement was no longer sustainable either. 

Remaining meant borrowing money to travel to sites. 
Remaining meant treating the marriage as a problem. 

Remaining meant continuing an arrangement that was already damaging the 
basic security we were supposed to protect. 
Sometimes every available choice carries loss. 

The question becomes which loss you can live with. 
I could live with leaving the company. 

I could not remain there at the cost of sacrificing my wife. 

* * * 

I reached the decision: 
Up to here. 
No further. 

I would not take on personal debt to do my employer's work. 
I wrote the resignation letter. 
I printed it. 
I also sent it by email. 

I cannot now remember whether I handed the printed copy to one of the 
senior managers or to the HR manager. 
The precise recipient has become unclear. 
The decision has not. 
I resigned. 

I do not remember a dramatic reaction from them. 
What could they do? 
The company would continue. 
Another person could occupy the role. 

The systems and work I had contributed would remain behind. 
I knew I was entering a difficult period. 
My wife knew I was going to resign. 
I told her I would find another job. 
I believed I would. 
I had skill. 
Experience. 
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A proven record. 
I had built systems. 
Trained people. 
Improved safety. 
Managed responsibility. 
Surely another position would open. 

But skill does not protect a household during the period between salaries. 
The accounts continue while the person searches. 
That is where principle becomes expensive. 

* * * 

I interviewed with a father-and-son business in an industrial area. 
The position involved draughting and planning. 

I could see that the situation would not work for me. 
We were also offered an opportunity to relocate overseas. 

After a long process, the contract eventually arrived. 
But the offer came with serious concerns. 

My wife and I considered it and decided it would not work for us. 
I continued applying locally. 
I interviewed for a position elsewhere in southern Africa. 

I also accepted a position on a hydroelectric construction project in an inland 
town. 
My wife travelled there with me. 

I had been appointed chief HSEQ officer for the site through an 
international project manager. 
The title sounded important. 
The reality was difficult. 

We were placed in an extremely small living space on the site. 
We lasted about three weeks. 
I could not remain there. 
Another title. 
Another attempt. 

Another environment that looked possible from a distance and became 
impossible once we were inside it. 
Leaving that manufacturing division had not opened a simple road. 

There was no immediate replacement that restored everything we had lost. 
There were interviews. 
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Contracts. 
Travel. 
Hope. 
Doubt. 

We walked away from offers that did not protect the life my wife and I were 
trying to build. 
I had chosen my wife. 

That did not mean every next step became clear. 

* * * 

Eventually, an opportunity opened in a larger coastal city. 
The regional director arranged for me to fly in for the interview. 

I got the job. 
He also warned me about the principle that would later apply to me: 

Last in, first out. 
I entered the position knowing that I was the newest person. 

Still, it gave us a way forward. 
My wife and I moved. 
For approximately a year, the work went well. 
I coached the safety officers. 
I supported them. 
I tried to be fair and honest. 
They treated me with respect. 
I was direct. 

That had always been both a strength and a problem. 
A person in safety who softens everything to protect management's comfort 

eventually stops protecting workers. 
I spoke plainly when I believed something was wrong. 
The group HSE manager did not particularly like me. 

I was too direct with him. 
I did not always agree quietly merely because a person held a senior title. 
I had learned too much about what happens when truth is softened until it 

becomes useless. 

* * * 

Then the day came when several people were called in. 
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Two colleagues were present when I was retrenched. 
They asked me what I planned to do next. 

I told them: 
I am going to become a minister now. 
I said it partly as a joke. 

Perhaps humour was the only immediate answer I had. 
I had entered the room as an HSE manager. 

I left carrying a box. 
The title was gone, but I was still expected to have a plan ready for the next 

version of my life. 
I drove home. 

My wife opened the front door and saw me standing there with the box in my 
hands. 
There was silence. 
The question between us was simple: 
What now? 

I claimed UIF and remained at home for approximately three or four months. 
During that period, something began moving strongly through my body 

again. 
It felt like energy or electricity. 

I do not need to give it a medical or spiritual name that I cannot prove. 
That is how I experienced it. 
I began researching seriously. 
I read books. 

I followed questions that work had previously left me too tired or occupied 
to examine. 
For years, my energy had been directed outward. 
Factories. 
Sites. 
Safety officers. 
Reports. 
Management. 
Problems belonging to other people and organisations. 

Now I was sitting at home in that coastal city with no formal role to contain 
that energy. 
I began turning it toward understanding. 
Toward my own life. 
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Toward the patterns beneath the work. 
I had joked that I would become a minister. 
I did not enter a church or begin preaching from a pulpit. 
But something in me had begun searching more seriously for meaning. 

* * * 

During our time there, I also helped my wife’s brother. 
He had found work there and needed somewhere to begin. 

We gave him most of our furniture. 
We gave him a place to stay. 
I helped arrange a flat for him. 

I paid the deposit and his first month's rent. 
At the time, I did not see it as a business transaction. 

He was family. 
He needed help getting onto his feet, and we had something we could give. 
My oldest sister strongly disagreed with what I had done. 
She phoned her brother and told him that he would have to repay every cent 

he owed me. 
I was angry about her interference. 

It felt as though an act of help had immediately been converted into an 
account that had to be collected. 
But that anger belongs to that period. 

Today, I do not know how her life has unfolded. 
I hope she is well. 

Helping my brother-in-law revealed something that would appear again later, 
when my younger sister came to our home. 
My instinct was to make space. 
Give what I had. 
Help someone reach work, accommodation and stability. 
There was goodness in that instinct. 

There was also a question I still had to learn to ask: 
How much could I give without weakening the home my wife and I were 

responsible for protecting? 
At that stage, I was still more comfortable helping another person than sitting 

quietly with my own uncertainty. 
My brother-in-law had a job and needed a flat. 
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Those were practical problems. 
I could solve them. 
My own future was less clear. 
I had the books. 
The research. 
The strange energy moving through my body. 
The UIF payments. 
The silence after the working life had stopped. 

I had once helped a factory operate with remarkable precision. 
Now I was at home trying to understand what had been happening inside the 

man who built the system. 
The work had ended. 
The search had not. 

* * * 

The hardest part was not believing that I had failed at every job. 
I knew that was not true. 
I had evidence of what I could do. 

I had built a production database that transformed the way work moved 
through a factory. 
I had trained people. 
Addressed behavioural risk. 
Coached safety officers. 
Helped operations achieve excellent safety performance. 
I had led fairly. 
People had respected me. 

The difficulty was that competence had never guaranteed permanence. 
A system could work beautifully and still remain behind when I left. 
An employer could praise results and still refuse a petrol card. 
A senior manager could call the organisation a family and then suggest that I 

abandon my actual wife. 
A person could do the groundwork while someone else received the 

recognition. 
A team could respect me and the company could still retrench me. 

Those truths did not make the work meaningless. 
They changed what the work was allowed to mean. 

It could be part of my identity. 
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It could not become the final proof of my worth. 
I had chased the dragon because every achievement promised security. 

The database. 
The safety results. 
The management title. 
The next appointment. 
The dragon always moved ahead. 

When I finally stopped chasing, I did not arrive at peace immediately. 
I arrived at the front door with a box. 

My wife opened it. 
We stood in silence. 
Then we had to decide what came next. 

My mother-in-law and a relative had a small one-bedroom flat in a village by 
the sea. 
We had nowhere more secure to go. 
They opened the door. 
The career had not carried us there. 
Family did. 

I left the coastal city without the title I had hoped would restore our life. 
I still had my wife. 

I had chosen her when the company asked me to choose. 
Now we would discover what remained when the work disappeared again. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Coastal Village 

We did not move to the village by the sea because we were searching for a coastal 
lifestyle. 
We moved because I had been retrenched and we needed somewhere to live. 

I had returned home carrying a box. 
My wife opened the door. 
The work was gone. 
The salary was gone. 
The question between us was simple: 
What now? 

My mother-in-law and a relative lived near the village. 
They had a small one-bedroom flat available. 

They allowed us to stay there. 
That gave us a roof. 

At that stage, a roof mattered more than pride. 
For years, I had described myself through work. 
Production planner. 
Safety practitioner. 
HSE manager. 

I had built systems, trained people and carried responsibility across large 
workplaces. 

Now I was an unemployed man living with his wife in a small flat offered by 
family. 
The difference was difficult to absorb. 
But the household still needed food. 
Accounts still arrived. 
The car still needed petrol. 
A former title could not carry us. 
We had to work with what remained. 

* * * 

I knew computers. 
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I could identify faults, replace components, install software and help people 
whose machines had stopped working. 

My wife and I began advertising computer repairs in our village and a 
neighbouring coastal village. 
People brought us laptops and desktop computers. 

The work was smaller than the operations I had once managed. 
There were no executive meetings. 
No national systems. 
No safety teams reporting to me. 

Only a person with a machine that no longer worked. 
The problem was usually visible. 
A computer arrived broken. 
I investigated. 
Repaired what I could. 
Returned it. 
There was dignity in that. 

A household does not survive on the importance of the work. 
It survives on whether the work is honest and whether it brings something 

home. 
I had once developed a database that helped a factory operate with 

remarkable precision. 
Now I was helping one person at a time recover a working computer. 

The scale had changed. 
My need to do the work properly had not. 

Then I made a serious mistake. 
I accidentally wiped a client's laptop. 

I do not now have enough information to state exactly what could or could 
not have been recovered. 

What I know is that the failure occurred while the machine was in my care. 
The client had trusted me. 
I felt responsible. 

The mistake reached the part of me that had always depended on 
competence. 
I had spent years identifying risk. 
Preventing failure. 
Creating controls. 
Now I had caused a failure myself. 
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Perhaps I could have built stricter backup procedures and continued. 
Perhaps I could have treated the incident as a hard lesson rather than a final 

judgement. 
I did not. 

That became the last client computer I worked on. 
Shame ended the work before a business decision did. 

The income stopped. 
Again, my wife and I had to look at what remained. 

* * * 

The beach gave us stones. 
Ordinary pebbles. 
Pieces most people walked past without noticing. 
We began making Pebble Art together. 
A round stone could become a head. 
A longer stone could become a body. 

Two pieces placed beside one another could become a couple. 
Several stones could become a family. 
A branch could become a tree. 

We arranged the pieces until they began telling a story. 
The work was simple. 
It required patience. 
Attention. 

The willingness to see possibility in material that had no obvious value. 
Perhaps that was also what the village was asking us to do with our lives. 
We did not have the professional structure we had once trusted. 

We did not have predictable income. 
We had a small flat. 
Our hands. 
Stones. 
A marriage. 
The next practical thing. 
We made what we could. 
Tried to sell what we made. 
Continued. 
It was not a grand business plan. 
It was survival through small acts. 
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One repair. 
One artwork. 
One sale. 
One meal. 
Another week. 

* * * 

When I later considered what we had lost financially, the simplest answer was: 
Everything. 
Not every possession disappeared on one day. 

What disappeared was the structure we had expected to carry us. 
Regular income. 
Career progress. 

The belief that hard work would always lead toward greater security. 
Money uncertainty narrowed the world. 
Every decision required calculation. 
Food. 
Petrol. 
Repairs. 
The next unexpected expense. 

A person can begin measuring himself through what he cannot provide. 
I did. 
My wife lived inside the same uncertainty. 

It is easy for a man without work to think that he is the only person suffering 
from the loss. 
The wife sees it too. 
She watches the accounts. 
The confidence leaving her husband. 
The future becoming smaller. 
She encourages him while carrying her own fear. 
Our flat was small. 

There was nowhere to hide the uncertainty from each other. 
We had to live inside it together. 

* * * 

Life in the village moved at a slower pace than the professional environments 
from which I had come. 
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There was wind. 
Sea air. 
Open space. 
Fewer urgent calls. 

At first, the slower rhythm did not feel peaceful. 
A body accustomed to pressure continues waiting for the next demand. 

The phone call. 
The meeting. 
The site problem. 
The person expecting an immediate answer. 

Even after the pressure disappears, the body continues preparing for it. 
Slowly, I began breathing better. 
The financial uncertainty remained. 
I still wanted work. 
I still wanted to provide. 

But the constant professional chase was no longer driving every hour. 
I had spent years believing that movement meant progress. 

More responsibility. 
Another site. 
Another title. 
Another problem solved. 
The village reduced our life to its essentials. 
At first, that reduction felt only like failure. 
Less income. 
Less status. 
Fewer options. 

But it also revealed what remained when the professional identity 
disappeared. 
My wife remained. 
The marriage remained. 
I could still work with my hands. 
We could still make something together. 
I remained. 
Not the manager. 
Not the award winner. 

Not the man with the answer for an entire operation. 
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A husband living in a small flat beside his wife, trying to find the next honest 
way forward. 

* * * 

My mother-in-law saw an advertisement for a teaching position at a rural primary 
school. 
My wife applied by email. 
She was invited for an interview. 
She got the job. 

Her appointment opened the next road for our household. 
That must remain clear. 
It was my wife’s work that gave us direction. 
I felt relief. 
I also felt shame. 

Part of me believed I should have been the person creating the secure next 
step. 
I had been the manager. 
The planner. 
The person responsible for others. 
Now my wife's appointment was carrying us forward. 
But shame could not support the household. 
Her work could. 

There are seasons in a marriage when one person carries more. 
The dignity belongs to the household, not only to the person whose name 

appears on the payslip. 
My wife’s work gave us income. 
Routine. 
A destination. 
It also created a practical problem. 
We had one vehicle. 

For approximately six months, she travelled from the village by the sea to the 
inland village where she taught. 
We woke early. 
Drove the long road. 
She began teaching at seven. 

I needed somewhere to remain until the school day ended at approximately 
quarter past two. 
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The property owner allowed me to wait there. 
There were trees. 
Plants. 
An old couch. 
We called it the spot. 
At the time, it was not a symbol. 
It was somewhere to sit. 
Life by the sea had slowed the chase. 
The inland village would require me to remain still. 

* * * 

We lived in that flat for approximately three years. 
The small flat held us during a period when the previous structure of our life 

had failed. 
It did not restore everything we had lost. 
It did not give me a new title. 
It gave us time. 
A roof. 
Space to try small forms of work. 

A slower rhythm in which my body began breathing again. 
Then my wife’s appointment opened another road. 

Eventually, she received a permanent departmental teaching post with 
benefits. 
We moved to a nearby coastal town. 
Our years in the village came to an end. 

I did not leave with the professional life I had once imagined rebuilding there. 
I left with a different understanding of survival. 
Repair what you can. 
Make something from the stones. 
Accept the roof offered to you. 

Allow your wife's work to carry the household when it must. 
Breathe. 
Then take the road that opens. 

We had arrived in the village because we had nowhere more secure to go. 
We left because my wife’s work had created a future. 
Between those two doors, we learned that losing almost everything did not 

mean that nothing remained. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

The Spot 

In 2019, my wife began teaching at a rural primary school. 
We were still living by the sea and had only one vehicle. 

On weekdays, we woke at five and drove inland in time for her to begin work 
at seven. 
The house was still dark when we left. 
The road became part of our routine. 
My wife went into the school. 
I remained behind. 

The property owner allowed me to wait there until my wife finished at 
approximately quarter past two. 

There were several trees, plants and an old couch. 
We called it the spot. 

The spot did not begin as a retreat or a symbol. 
I needed somewhere to wait. 
It was not on the school grounds. 

It was a place where I could sit without disturbing anyone. 
The deeper meaning came later. 
At first, there was only the practical arrangement: 
My wife taught. 
I waited. 
Then we drove home together. 

* * * 

I had no laptop. 
I had my phone and listened to audiobooks. 

Some days were warm. 
Others were cold, wet and windy. 
I sat there during winter and summer. 
The couch was not always comfortable. 
The hours were not always peaceful. 
Sometimes I listened carefully. 
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Sometimes my thoughts moved away from the book. 
Sometimes I checked the time repeatedly and waited for the school day to 

end. 
The weather did not arrange itself around my need for comfort. 

Rain came through. 
Wind moved between the trees. 
Cold settled into the body. 

There were days when waiting felt like a practical contribution to our 
household. 

There were days when it felt like proof that I had no proper place to go. 
My wife had a classroom, a salary, and a clear role. 

I had a couch beneath trees. 
That difference was difficult for me. 

I had once worked in positions where people depended on my decisions. 
Now most people did not know where I was. 
But waiting was part of what our household required. 

We had one vehicle. 
My wife’s work was carrying us forward. 

I drove with her, remained nearby and fetched her at the end of the day. 
It was not impressive. 
It was necessary. 

* * * 

For years, work had divided my days into tasks. 
Calls. 
Meetings. 
Reports. 
Problems. 
Deadlines. 

At the spot, there was no system deciding what the next hour should contain. 
I had to remain inside it. 
At first, silence did not feel peaceful. 

My body had learned to wait for the next demand or change in tone. 
A quiet room in childhood could make me listen for my father's voice. 
A quiet workplace could mean a problem had not yet announced itself. 

At the spot, nothing dramatic happened. 
The trees moved. 
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Rain fell. 
The audiobook continued. 
The school day passed. 
Then I fetched my wife. 
The next morning, I returned. 

Slowly, I learned that quiet did not always mean danger was approaching. 
A memory could arrive without becoming the present. 

I could remember the house without being inside it. 
Remember the psychiatric hospital without belonging to it. 
Remember my career without still holding the title. 
The past remained part of me. 
It did not have to control every hour. 

* * * 

I listened to other people's words and allowed my own thoughts to move around 
them. 

I was not yet writing a book beneath those trees. 
I did not understand roots, identity or the deeper meaning the place would 

later carry. 
Those belong to another part of the story. 
In 2019, the truth was simpler. 
There was an old couch. 
I had my phone. 
It was often cold. 
I waited for my wife. 
The boy in his father's shoes. 
The apprentice goldsmith. 
The son in the television room. 
The patient. 
The worker abroad. 
The husband. 
The HSE manager. 
The retrenched man by the sea. 
They were not separate people. 
They were one life. 

For years, I had moved quickly enough to avoid sitting with that whole life at 
once. 
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The spot gave me nowhere else to go during the school day. 
So I sat. 
Not wisely every day. 
Not peacefully every day. 

I simply remained long enough for the running to slow. 

* * * 

At quarter past two, I left the property and drove to the school. 
My wife climbed into the vehicle carrying her own day. 

Children. 
Lessons. 
Colleagues. 
Responsibilities. 
Then we travelled back to the village together. 
Sometimes we spoke. 
Sometimes we were quiet. 
The next morning, the alarm came again. 
Five o'clock. 
The same road. 
The same school. 
The same spot. 
That repetition became its own form of loyalty. 

My wife’s work was the road opening ahead of us. 
My presence made the daily travel possible. 
The contributions were not financially equal. 
They were both part of our household. 

I had to learn that being carried for a season did not remove my dignity. 
A marriage is not a permanent competition over who earns more or carries 

the greater load. 
There are seasons. 
One person works while the other waits. 
One remains strong while the other rebuilds. 

Later, when my body stopped walking, my wife would carry far more than 
the road between the village by the sea and the inland school. 

At the spot, I was only beginning to understand how difficult receiving could 
be. 
I preferred being the useful person. 
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The person with the answer. 
The person helping someone else. 

Sitting on the couch did not allow me to hide behind usefulness. 
Some days, I produced nothing visible. 

Still, I remained part of a marriage and a life. 
That was a necessary lesson. 

A man is not worthless because one season contains more waiting than 
achievement. 

* * * 

For approximately six months, I returned to the spot. 
There was no certificate at the end. 
No title. 
No visible achievement. 

The arrangement ended when my wife received a permanent departmental 
appointment and we moved to the nearby coastal town. 
The couch remained on the property. 
The trees continued without me. 
The spot had not restored my career. 

It had taught me that I could remain in one place without proving my value 
every hour. 
For years, I had survived by leaving. 

At the spot, I began learning how to stay. 
Not holding onto every job. 
Not remaining inside every harmful room. 
Returning to the life that was actually mine. 
At the time, the truth was simple. 
There was an old couch under the trees. 
I had my phone. 
It was often cold. 
Sometimes it rained. 

I sat there from morning until the school day ended. 
Then I fetched my wife. 
For six months, I returned. 

The spot did not ask me to become impressive. 
It asked me to remain. 
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Three years after those days of waiting beneath the tree, my body brought 
movement itself to a stop. 
PART FOUR 
The Body, the Home and the Father 
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PART FOUR 

The Body, the Home and the 
Father 

When the body stopped, the household carried on, and the old question of 
fatherhood returned to the telephone. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The Body Stops 

A BAPTISM OF FIRE 

On 12 January 2022, I woke in pain and discovered that I could not stand up 
from the bed. 
I tried. 

My body would not lift itself into the ordinary position from which a day 
begins. 
Until then, standing had required no decision. 

You move your legs over the edge of the bed. 
Place your feet on the floor. 
Push yourself upright. 

That morning, the movement was no longer available to me. 
The pain was severe. 

This was not weakness after a poor night's sleep. 
It was not the kind of stiffness a person walks off after a few careful steps. 

I could not stand. 
My wife was preparing for school. 

She had a working day ahead of her, children waiting in a classroom and 
responsibilities that could not simply disappear because my body had failed that 
morning. 
I phoned the ambulance myself. 

My wife packed a hospital bag for me so that it could be brought through the 
following day. 
Then she went to school. 

That may sound strange to someone looking at the scene from outside. 
A husband unable to stand. 
A wife leaving for work. 

But our life did not contain another person who could simply take over her 
responsibilities. 

We did not know how long the crisis would last. 
The household still needed income. 
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Her pupils still expected their teacher. 
She did what had to be done. 
So did I. 
I waited for the ambulance. 

* * * 

The paramedics brought the stretcher into the house. 
I could not walk out to meet them. 

They had to enter our private space and move me from the place where I had 
been lying. 

There is a particular loss of control in that. 
A man is accustomed to deciding when he stands, where he walks and how he 

leaves his own home. 
That morning, strangers decided how my body would be lifted and carried 

through the door. 
I was in pain from the house to the ambulance. 

I was in pain while they secured me. 
I was in pain for the entire journey from our coastal town to a regional 

hospital in a larger city. 
The distance is long when you are well. 

In pain, every movement of the vehicle becomes part of the journey. 
Every change in the road enters the body. 
There was nowhere to move away from it. 
I could not reposition myself and find comfort. 

I had to remain on the stretcher and travel inside the pain. 
The ambulance took me away from the home in which I had woken unable 

to stand. 
I did not know when I would return. 

I did not know whether I would walk back through the door. 

* * * 

I remained at the hospital for three days. 
An MRI was performed. 

I wanted someone to explain clearly what was happening in my body. 
I knew what cerebrospinal fluid was. 
I knew what I was experiencing. 
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I knew my own body and knew that something serious had happened. 
The specialist did not offer me an explanation that accounted for my 

condition. 
The neurosurgeon spoke to me once. 

That was the contact I remember during those three days. 
I had arrived unable to stand and in severe pain. 

I expected investigation. 
Questions. 

A careful explanation of what had happened and why my legs would no 
longer carry me. 

Instead, I felt the attention move too quickly toward cutting me open. 
To me, he seemed more interested in operating than in explaining. 
I did not want my body treated as though surgery were the answer simply 

because it was the procedure available to him. 
My years in safety and risk had taught me something important: 
Before drastic corrective action is taken, the cause must be properly 

understood. 
You do not cut into a system because you have run out of patience with the 

investigation. 
A human body deserves at least the same care. 
I signed a document giving permission for an operation. 
At the time, I was in severe pain, unable to walk and dependent on the people 

around me. 
Fortunately, that consent document also carried an expiry date. 

The operation did not take place. 
I remain grateful for that. 

* * * 

When the time came for me to leave the hospital, I was waiting for transport 
home. 
I was still angry. 
I was still in pain. 

I still did not have the explanation I had gone there needing. 
I threw my arms into the air at reception and said that it was a bloody stupid 

doctor and a stupid hospital. 
Those were the words of a man who felt unheard. 
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They were not calm. 
They were not diplomatically chosen. 
But they came from somewhere real. 
I had arrived unable to stand. 
I was leaving without understanding why. 
I laid a complaint there and then. 

A complaint can look like a small administrative act. 
A form. 
A name. 
An account of what happened. 

For me, it was a refusal to disappear quietly. 
I had spent enough of my life in systems where other people decided what my 

experience meant. 
At the psychiatric hospital years earlier, I had learned what it felt like to 

become the patient whose own account might be dismissed. 
This time, I would not accept that a specialist’s position made my knowledge 

of my own body irrelevant. 
I complained. 

* * * 

A few weeks later, the neurosurgeon wanted to see us again. 
My wife and I made arrangements and travelled from our town back to the 

hospital in the larger city. 
That journey required money, petrol, time and physical effort. 

I was still severely limited. 
We went because we believed there might finally be a proper discussion about 

my condition. 
Instead, the meeting became about the trouble my complaint had caused 

him. 
He told me that I had made problems for him. 
He said that everything at reception had been captured on camera and that he 

was in serious trouble. 
I had travelled back expecting medical answers. 

I found myself being reprimanded because I had objected to the way I had 
been treated. 

He still did not give me an explanation that satisfied me. 
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The centre of the conversation was not my inability to walk. 
It was the consequence of my complaint for him. 

That made me furious. 
I had not complained for entertainment. 
I had not travelled back to be chastised. 

I had complained because I had entered the hospital unable to stand and had 
left without the careful explanation I believed my condition required. 

The system wanted me to feel guilty for speaking. 
I did not. 

* * * 

I returned home using a Zimmer frame. 
That was how I entered the house. 
Not walking freely. 
Not cured. 

Holding onto a metal frame and moving through the doorway one limited 
movement at a time. 

The same home from which the stretcher had carried me now had to receive 
me in a different body. 

The first days established the reality of what lay ahead. 
There was no team of full-time carers. 
There was my wife. 
She still had to work. 
She did what basic help she could provide. 

The rest of the time, I had to manage within the severe limits of my body. 
For approximately four months, I urinated into a bottle. 

That sentence is not included for shock. 
It is part of what losing mobility means. 

Independence disappears through the most private parts of ordinary life. 
Going to the bathroom was no longer something I could do automatically. 

Every so often, I managed to shower. 
When I needed to empty my bowels, I had to make the difficult journey to 

the toilet. 
Those movements required planning, pain and effort. 
The bathroom was only a short distance away. 
It could feel like another country. 

A healthy person crosses a room without recording the event. 
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When the body has failed, every metre becomes evidence. 
Can I reach it? 
Can I remain upright? 
Will the leg support me? 
Will I be able to return? 
The home had not grown larger. 
My world had grown smaller. 

* * * 

My left leg became badly swollen. 
This happened after what had been injected into my body at the hospital. 

The swelling increased the fear and difficulty. 
The leg no longer looked or felt like something I could trust. 
I was dealing not only with pain and the inability to walk normally, but with 

a body visibly reacting and changing. 
I knew that cerebrospinal fluid was serious. 

I knew what it did and why it mattered. 
I was not an empty container waiting for a doctor to tell me whether my own 

experience was real. 
I researched. 
Observed. 
Thought. 
Tried to understand. 

That did not mean I knew every medical answer. 
It meant I refused to surrender my own awareness merely because someone 

else held a title. 
There is a difference between respecting medical expertise and abandoning 

your own voice. 
I had already spent part of my life being defined by institutions. 
This time, I remained involved in what happened to me. 

* * * 

A physiotherapist came to the house several times. 
She examined what I could do and gave me instructions and exercises. 
She used an electrical-pulse machine as part of the physiotherapy. 
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I bought my own unit so that I could continue using electrical stimulation at 
home. 
Recovery needed more than waiting. 

It required repeated effort, even when the movement seemed small. 
I also obtained a stationary exercise bicycle. 

At first, using it was not a matter of climbing on and beginning to pedal 
normally. 
I dragged myself onto it. 
That was the movement available to me. 
Drag. 
Position. 
Try. 
My body had once travelled through countries. 
Worked on industrial sites. 
Walked through factories. 
Moved between meetings and emergencies. 

Now getting myself onto a stationary bicycle was an achievement. 
The bicycle did not carry me anywhere. 
That was not its purpose. 

It allowed my body to begin remembering movement while remaining in one 
place. 
I worked with what I had. 
The electrical pulses. 
The physiotherapist’s instructions. 
The exercises. 
The bicycle. 
The Zimmer frame. 
The pain. 
The bottle beside me. 

There was no dramatic moment in which everything turned. 
There was repetition. 
Attempt. 
Failure. 
Rest. 
Another attempt. 
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* * * 

My wife continued working through this period. 
She helped with the basics she could manage, but she could not remain beside 

me every hour of the day. 
Her work was carrying the household. 

She had to leave a husband who could barely move and enter a classroom 
where other people expected her to function. 
Then she had to return home. 

The working day did not end when she left school. 
The situation waiting at home still needed attention. 
I was the person in pain. 

She was the person whose life had to stretch around my pain. 
That distinction matters. 

When someone becomes seriously ill, the suffering is not distributed equally, 
but it is distributed. 
My body carried the physical crisis. 
Our marriage carried its consequences. 
I was frustrated. 
Angry. 
Afraid. 

I knew what I believed had happened, but I did not have the explanation or 
treatment I felt should have been provided. 

Those emotions did not remain neatly separated from my wife. 
The person closest to you often receives what the doctors, hospital and 

circumstances have created. 
I was not always easy to help. 
Pain did not automatically make me patient. 
Dependence did not make me gentle every day. 

The fire did not only test whether I could endure physical suffering. 
It tested what I would allow the suffering to do inside our home. 

* * * 

At some point, I looked at the rubbish. 
Taking the rubbish out had always been my job. 

It was a small household task. 
No award. 
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No salary. 
No professional title. 

You remove the full bag from the house and place it where it belongs. 
Before January, I would have done it without thinking. 
Now it stood between the person I had become physically and the husband I 

still wanted to be. 
I made a decision. 
I would take out the rubbish. 
Not because my body was suddenly ready. 

Because I needed to begin helping my wife with what I could. 
My wife had been carrying the household while I struggled to carry myself. 
I could not return immediately to the man I had been. 

I could choose one task. 
The rubbish belonged to me. 
So I decided to move it. 

That decision became one of my first meaningful steps back into the life of 
our home. 
The action was ordinary. 
Its meaning was not. 

I was not taking out a rubbish bag to prove that I no longer needed help. 
I still needed help. 
I was not declaring myself healed. 

I was choosing to contribute from inside my limitations. 
There is a difference. 
Pride says: 
I will do everything myself. 
Dignity says: 
I will do what I honestly can. 

That day, taking out the rubbish was what I could attempt. 
It was my job. 
My choice. 
My first movement toward carrying something again. 

* * * 

I continued with the exercise bicycle. 
I continued with the electrical-pulse unit. 
I followed the physiotherapy instructions. 



THE MAN WHO STAYED LONG ENOUGH TO SEE 

139 

I moved through pain. 
Slowly, my body allowed more. 
Recovery was not a straight line. 

A better day could be followed by one in which the leg felt unreliable again. 
Strength and confidence did not return together. 

The muscles might manage a movement while the mind still expected 
collapse. 

After the body has betrayed you once, every step contains a question. 
Will it hold? 

The only way to learn was to place weight on it again. 
Carefully. 
Repeatedly. 
A little further. 

I had to rebuild trust in my own body one action at a time. 
Stand. 
Hold the frame. 
Move. 
Rest. 
Try again. 
Get onto the bicycle. 
Pedal. 
Take the rubbish. 
Return inside. 

The movements were small enough to be invisible to the wider world. 
Inside our home, they mattered. 

* * * 

What happened to me made me wiser. 
Not because pain is automatically a teacher. 
Pain can destroy without explaining anything. 

It can make a person bitter, frightened or cruel. 
Wisdom came through what I was forced to confront. 
I learned that a professional title does not guarantee that the person holding it 

will listen. 
I learned that a patient has a right to ask questions, object and complain. 
I learned that consent given in pain and dependence deserves careful scrutiny. 
I learned that my knowledge of my own body mattered. 



THE MAN WHO STAYED LONG ENOUGH TO SEE 

140 

I learned that anger can be necessary, but it still has to be handled responsibly. 
I learned that my wife could not carry my body, the household, her work, 

and every emotion I directed at the situation without cost. 
I learned that accepting care did not remove my dignity. 
And I learned that dignity could begin with something as ordinary as taking 

out the rubbish. 
It was a baptism of fire. 
I entered it unable to stand. 
I came home with a Zimmer frame. 

For four months, my life was reduced to bottles, difficult bathroom journeys, 
exercises, electrical pulses, swelling, pain and repeated attempts to move. 

I had been carried from my own bed on a stretcher. 
I had challenged a hospital. 

I had faced a specialist who did not give me the answers I needed. 
I had returned home in a body I no longer trusted. 

Then I began again. 
Not by running. 
Not through a grand achievement. 
By dragging myself onto a stationary bicycle. 
By following the physiotherapist’s instructions. 
By placing my weight on my legs. 

By choosing to take out the rubbish because it was one thing I could still do 
for my wife. 
My body stopped. 
Our life did not. 

My wife kept the household moving while I learned how to enter it again. 
Even the man who stayed was sometimes carried. 

But being carried was not the end of my responsibility. 
The fire taught me to ask a different question. 

Not: 
Can I do everything I once did? 
But: 
What can I do now? 
Then do that. 
And begin again tomorrow. 
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UNDER THE TREE 

The Body Told the Truth 
The first telling recorded the collapse and recovery. The later telling listened 

to the body as witness — not an enemy, but the place where an old way of 
living could no longer continue. 

The body has its own honesty. 
It does not argue like the mind. It does not explain itself neatly. It does not 
prepare a speech or soften the facts for the comfort of the room. It simply begins, 
at some point, to tell the truth. 
For years, my mind had helped me survive. 

It helped me reason, plan, work, travel, solve problems, follow rules, read 
danger, carry responsibility. It helped me stay upright in places where falling 
apart was not an option. I had learned to keep moving, and because I kept 
moving, I thought I was still in control. 
But the body was keeping a different record. 

It had been there from the beginning. In the house. In the silence. In the 
shoes too big for a boy. In the shame of the slap. In the roads, the sites, the foreign 
rooms, the pressure, the fear, the constant work of holding everything together. 
The mind can forget so that life can continue. 
The body continues so that it can remember. 
I did not understand that at first. 

When the body began speaking, I thought something had gone wrong 
suddenly. That is how collapse often appears — as an event, a line crossed, a day 
when the legs do not obey, when the nerves burn, when the spine becomes a 
message, when walking becomes something you can no longer take for granted. 
But very few collapses are truly sudden. 
Most have been gathering for years. 

A man can look functional while his body is carrying alarms he has trained 
himself not to hear. He can work, drive, answer calls, make decisions, smile at the 
right moments, and still be living on borrowed strength. He can call it discipline. 
He can call it endurance. He can even call it faith. 
Until the body refuses the language. 
There came a time when mine did. 
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I remember the humiliation of not being able to trust my own legs. A man 
thinks of walking as simple until it is not. He thinks of standing as ordinary until 
standing becomes a negotiation with pain, fear, and weakness. The floor becomes 
something to consider. A doorway becomes distance. A bathroom, a chair, a bed 
— all the small geographies of life become larger than they were the day before. 

There is a special kind of silence in that. 
The silence of a man meeting his own limits. 
Not the limits he chose. Not the noble limits of wisdom or restraint. The 

brutal limits. The ones that arrive without asking whether the bills are paid, 
whether the marriage is tired, whether the mind is ready, whether the dignity can 
survive another reduction. 
The body says, Stop. 

And the man, who has built a life on continuing, does not know who he is 
when he cannot. 

I had been strong in the way men are often expected to be strong. Quietly. 
Practically. Usefully. I knew how to carry pressure. I knew how to keep moving 
through uncertainty. But this was different. This was not a problem I could solve 
with a plan. It was not a site risk, not a checklist, not a procedure, not a road to 
drive. 
It was inside me. 
That was the frightening part. 

A man can fight the world more easily than he can fight his own body. At 
least the world stands outside him. The body is closer than that. It is the house he 
has lived in since birth. When that house starts shaking, there is nowhere else to 
stand. 

I remember medical rooms. Questions. Waiting. The strange authority of 
machines and scans and words you do not want to hear because once they are 
spoken, they become part of your life. I remember the way a person becomes 
smaller in a hospital setting, reduced to symptoms, images, possibilities, test 
results. 

And yet, beneath all that, something more ancient was happening. 
My body was no longer willing to carry the silence. 
That does not mean every illness is caused by memory. Life is not that simple, 

and I will not make it false for the sake of meaning. Bodies fail for many reasons. 
Nerves, bones, blood, accidents, age, disease, strain — all of it belongs to the truth 
too. 
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But I also know this: what is not spoken still lives somewhere. 
For me, much of it had lived in the body. 

The old bracing. 
The watchfulness. 
The pressure to be good. 
The fear of failing. 
The anger without a safe room. 
The grief without a name. 

The need to keep standing long after the child should have been allowed to sit 
down. 

Perhaps the body finally said what the mouth had not been able to say: 
This is too much. 

I did not receive that sentence as mercy at first. 
It felt like betrayal. 

How could my body do this to me now? How could it fail when I still needed 
to work, protect, provide, think, move, help, stand? How could it take from me 
the very thing I had relied on — the ability to keep going? 

But later, under the tree, I began to wonder whether the body had not 
betrayed me. 

Perhaps it had protected me in the only way left. 
If I would not stop, it would stop me. 
That thought is hard to accept. It takes away the old pride of endurance and 

replaces it with something humbler. It suggests that a man’s survival methods can 
become dangerous when they are never questioned. It suggests that strength 
without rest becomes a form of violence against the self. 
I had done that. 
Not because I hated myself. 
Because I did not know another way. 

I had learned early that carrying was safer than needing. That standing was 
better than falling. That being useful gave me a place. That if something hurt, I 
should continue until it did not matter. 

But pain does not disappear because a man outruns his tenderness. 
It waits in the muscles. 
It waits in the spine. 
It waits in the breath. 

It waits in the nervous system, faithful as a dog at the door. 
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One day, it asks to be let in. 
When I could not walk properly, when my body became weak and uncertain, 

I was forced into a different kind of life—slower, smaller, more dependent. I did 
not like needing help. I did not like being reduced. I did not like the fear in my 
wife’s eyes or the weight my condition placed on our home. 
There is love in being cared for. 

There is also shame, if a man has believed his worth depends on being the 
strong one. 
That shame had to be faced. 

Because love is not only proven by carrying. Sometimes love is proven by 
allowing yourself to be carried without turning your weakness into anger. 
I did not always do that well. 

No honest book should make the wounded man look too noble. Pain does 
not automatically make a person gentle. Sometimes it makes him afraid. 
Sometimes it makes him short-tempered, withdrawn, defensive, ashamed. 
Sometimes the body’s collapse exposes not only weakness, but pride. 
I saw some of that in myself. 

I saw how deeply I had tied dignity to usefulness. I saw how frightened I 
became when I could not function in the ways I trusted. I saw how hard it was to 
be still without feeling like a burden. 
That word has followed many men. 
Burden. 

It is one of the cruellest words a man can speak over himself when he is 
already suffering. It turns pain into guilt. It makes care feel undeserved. It makes 
weakness feel like failure. 

But under the tree, slowly, I began to answer it. 
A man is not a burden because he is wounded. 
A man is not useless because he cannot do what he did before. 
A man is not finished because the body has forced him to listen. 
There are truths you can only learn when strength leaves the room. 
I would not have chosen that road. I would not dress it up now and call it 

beautiful. It was frightening. It was humiliating. It cost too much. It changed the 
way I saw myself, my work, my future, my marriage, my body, and God. 
But it also stripped away a lie. 

The lie that I could survive forever by continuing. 
I could not. 
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No man can. 
At some point, the body tells the truth. And if grace is present, the man does 

not only hear a sentence of failure. He hears an invitation to another way of 
living. 
Slower. 
Truer. 
Less proud. 
Less driven by fear. 

More willing to ask what the pain is saying before forcing it back into silence. 
That is part of why I write now. 

Writing became a way to listen without collapsing again. A way to empty the 
pressure before the body had to carry it alone. A way to give language to what had 
been stored in nerves and memory. A way to say, on paper, what the body had 
already been saying in pain. 
The body told the truth first. 
The writing came after. 

And maybe that is why the words matter so much to me now. They are not 
decoration. They are not performance. They are not a hobby to fill quiet hours. 
They are part of staying alive honestly. 

Under the tree, with the laptop in front of me, I began to understand that the 
body had not ended my story. It had interrupted the false one. The one where I 
was only strong. Only useful. Only responsible. Only the man who could carry. 
The interruption hurt. 
But it also opened a door. 

Beyond that door was a man I did not know well yet — a man who could still 
have dignity when he was weak, still have value when he was not earning, still 
have purpose when the old pace was gone, still have a voice when the body had 
taken away his certainty. 
I am still learning to be that man. 
Some days I do it badly. 

Some days the old fear returns, and I want to prove myself by carrying too 
much again. Some days I resent the limits. Some days I look at the life I thought I 
would have and feel the ache of what changed. 

But I no longer believe the body is my enemy. 
It is the place where truth arrived when I would not listen any other way. 
And truth, even when it hurts, is still mercy. 
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The body told the truth. 
It said the old way could not continue. 

It said the man who had survived by standing needed to learn how to live 
without always bracing. 

It said the silence was too heavy for flesh. 
So I listened. 
Not perfectly. 
But enough to begin. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Two Suitcases 

Around 19 March 2026, my younger sister arrived at an airport several hours 
away with two suitcases. 
Nothing else. 

The details of the crisis that brought her there belong partly to her. 
I do not need to place every private part of her life into this book. 
What belongs to my story is what my wife and I saw: 

My sister was deeply unsettled. 
She needed to get away from an unstable situation. 

She had no secure next step. 
She needed somewhere safe to go. 

Before reaching us, she had spent a night stranded at another airport. 
My wife and I spoke to her by telephone. 

I listened to what was happening and reached the point where I could no 
longer pretend that the situation might resolve itself. 
I told her: 
This cannot continue. 
Come to us. 

We did not have spare money waiting for a family emergency. 
I borrowed money from two relatives to pay for the flight and the petrol 

needed to collect her. 
Then I drove to collect her. 

I waited for my sister to come through the doors. 
She had two suitcases. 

A whole period of a person's life reduced to what she could bring onto an 
aeroplane. 
I took her home. 

* * * 

Opening the door was the easy part. 
Living with what entered through it required more. 
Our home was not large. 
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My younger sister slept in the loft. 
There was no separate flat in which another adult could live without 

affecting the rest of the household. 
She entered our meals. 
Our sleep. 
The use of rooms. 
The internet. 
The noise in the house. 
Our finances. 
Our emotional space. 

A family crisis does not remain attached only to the person experiencing it. 
It spreads into the home that receives them. 
This was not only my decision. 
The house belonged to my wife and me. 

My wife would carry part of whatever I brought through the front door. 
That truth had to remain visible. 

It is easy to tell a story about a brother helping his sister and make the brother 
appear generous. 

The fuller truth is that my wife also opened her home. 
She shared her privacy. 
Her routines. 
Her time. 

She continued with her own responsibilities while another adult's distress 
became part of the atmosphere in which she lived. 
She was my younger sister. 
The home was ours. 
Both truths had to be protected. 

* * * 

When my younger sister first arrived, she was badly shaken. 
Leaving the immediate danger did not mean her body immediately 

understood that she was safe. 
She had reached a quieter place. 
The fear and confusion had travelled with her. 
At first, she did very little for herself. 
She needed practical help. 
Direction. 
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Rest. 
Time. 

There is a temptation, when someone arrives in that condition, to take over 
everything. 
Make every decision. 
Solve every problem. 
Answer every call. 

Carry the person from one day into the next. 
That can look like love. 
It can also create another form of dependence. 

We had to help my younger sister without becoming the permanent 
managers of her life. 

The purpose of a safe place is not to keep a person powerless. 
It is to give them enough stability to begin using their own power again. 

That could not happen without boundaries. 

* * * 

Our house needed rules. 
No men visiting the home. 
No alcohol. 

Phone notifications and unnecessary noise had to be limited. 
After eight in the evening, the house and the internet needed to become 

quieter. 
These were not punishments. 

The rules were not designed to humiliate her or remind her that she was 
living in someone else’s house. 

They were the conditions under which our household could remain stable. 
A boundary says two things at the same time: 

You are welcome here. 
And this is how we live here. 
Without welcome, a boundary becomes rejection. 

Without a boundary, welcome can consume the people offering it. 
My younger sister had come from instability. 

Allowing more instability into the house would not have helped her. 
She needed to experience a home where the expectations did not change 

according to the emotions of the day. 
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Where a telephone did not control the atmosphere. 
Where sleep mattered. 

Where another person's crisis was not allowed to enter at every hour. 
Where no man could simply arrive and change the emotional safety of the 

home. 
The rules protected my wife and me. 
They also protected my sister. 

A calm home gave her body something different to learn. 

* * * 

I understood part of what she was experiencing. 
I knew what it was to lose control over the direction of one's own life. 
I knew what it was to wake in a place chosen by other people. 

To be watched. 
Defined. 
Told where I belonged. 
Reduced to the worst period of my life. 

I did not want to do the same thing to my sister. 
She was not only the woman who had arrived with two suitcases. 

She was still an adult. 
Still capable. 
Still responsible for the life that would follow. 

But saying that a person is capable does not mean demanding that they 
function immediately as though nothing happened. 
Agency sometimes returns slowly. 
First, the person rests. 
Then they make one decision. 
Complete one task. 
Attend one appointment. 
Go to work. 
Drive somewhere alone. 
Pay for something themselves. 

Each action returns a little of the life that had begun belonging to fear and 
crisis. 
We could create conditions for that return. 
We could not perform it for her. 
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* * * 

The first important practical step was work. 
A job would mean more than money. 
It would give the days structure. 
A place to go. 

She began meeting people who knew her through what she could do rather 
than through the family situation she had escaped. 
She found work at a local business. 
That changed the rhythm. 

There was now a reason to prepare for the day. 
A place where she was expected. 
Responsibility outside our home. 
Income. 

The beginning of a life that did not rely entirely on us. 
Employment did not heal everything. 
It gave recovery somewhere practical to begin. 
There is dignity in earning. 
In being expected. 

In completing a working day and returning home knowing that the day 
contained something beyond fear. 
My younger sister had arrived with no clear next step. 
Now there was work. 

* * * 

Her vehicle and belongings were still in the city she had left. 
The job had restored part of her routine, but movement remained difficult 

while her car was hundreds of kilometres away. 
A vehicle means more than ownership. 
It means being able to get to work. 
Buy food. 
Attend an appointment. 

Leave one place and reach another without asking for help every time. 
Getting the car home became the next practical task. 

I borrowed R4,500 from a friend. 
I flew back to the city. 
There was no large removal operation. 
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No truck into which an entire household could be packed. 
We took what could fit into my sister’s car. 
The available space made the decisions. 
What mattered enough to bring? 
What could fit? 
What would have to remain behind? 

Again, her life was reduced according to what could be carried. 
First, the two suitcases on the aeroplane. 
Now the inside of a car. 

Then I drove the vehicle home. 
It was a long journey. 

But the car was not simply another belonging being returned to her. 
It placed movement back into her hands. 

She would no longer be completely dependent on us for transport. 
The next stage of her life became more possible because she could now reach 

it herself. 

* * * 

Helping my younger sister also changed how I saw parts of our childhood. 
She was my younger sister. 

When I failed Standard Six, she remained one standard ahead of me. 
For years, that fact had lived somewhere inside the way I measured myself. 

My younger sister had moved ahead. 
I had fallen behind. 
Now we were no longer children in school. 
There was no standard separating us. 

There was a sister in need and a brother with a door he could open. 
I was not the failed schoolboy. 

She was not the younger sister who had passed me. 
Those old measurements had no authority over what was happening now. 

But another danger remained. 
A brother helping his sister can begin behaving as though he has become her 

father. 
That was not my role. 
I could help create a beginning. 

I could not become the final authority over her decisions. 
I could borrow money. 
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Collect her at the airport. 
Provide a bed. 
Establish household rules. 
Bring her car. 
Encourage her work. 
Then her life had to return to her. 

Healthy help does not hold onto the person to prove that the help mattered. 
It makes departure possible. 

* * * 

My wife carried much of this quietly. 
Her contribution was not one dramatic act. 

It was the daily cost of having another adult inside the home. 
Continuing with her own work. 
Returning to a changed household. 
Maintaining routines. 
Protecting rest. 
Sharing food and space. 
Speaking when a boundary was necessary. 
Not allowing compassion to erase the marriage. 

The person who opens the door may receive the gratitude. 
The person who keeps the home functioning performs the longer act of 

generosity. 
I had to remember that. 

My sister’s crisis could not become the centre around which every part of our 
marriage moved. 

We were helping her from within a home that already had a history, 
responsibilities and needs. 

If the home collapsed under the weight of the help, nobody would be safer. 
The gate mattered. 
Not a gate that kept my sister out. 

A gate that determined what else could follow her inside. 
The calls. 
The noise. 
The people. 
The chaos. 
We could receive our sister. 
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We did not have to receive everything connected to the life she had left. 

* * * 

For much of my life, I had moved toward family trouble. 
When my father phoned me abroad and said there was a serious problem at 

home, I returned within approximately twenty-four hours. 
At that time, I still believed that perhaps I could repair whatever waited there. 

My parents' marriage. 
The family. 
The atmosphere in the house. 

Years later, when my younger sister needed help, I moved toward family 
trouble again. 
But something had changed. 

I no longer believed I could repair another adult's life from the inside. 
I could offer practical support. 
I could help remove immediate obstacles. 
I could provide a quiet place. 
Then the decisions had to become hers. 

The difference between rescuing and supporting becomes visible over time. 
Rescue says: 
I will carry you indefinitely. 
Support says: 

I will help you recover the ability to carry what belongs to you. 
One creates dependence. 
The other makes dignity possible. 
That was what we wanted for my sister. 
Not merely safety for one week. 
The return of her own life. 

* * * 

My younger sister stayed with us until 8 June 2026. 
By then, the situation was very different from the one that had brought her to 

us with two suitcases and no clear plan. 
She had work. 
She had her vehicle. 

She had regained enough stability to move into her own place. 
The day came when she left our home. 
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The loft became empty again. 
The space returned to the household. 
The house became quieter. 
There was relief. 

Relief does not mean that opening the door had been a mistake. 
It means the help had reached its intended conclusion. 
A safe place should not need to keep someone forever to prove that it was 

safe. 
It holds them during the period when they cannot yet stand securely. 

Then it allows them to leave. 
We did not need my sister to remain dependent on us so that we could feel 

important. 
Her independence was the evidence that the season had worked. 

She had arrived with two suitcases. 
She did not leave with every difficulty solved. 
She left with work. 
Transport. 
A place of her own. 

The right and responsibility to decide what came next. 

* * * 

After she left, the home belonged again to my wife, to me, and to the life we had 
been building. 

That did not mean my sister no longer belonged to our family. 
It meant the emergency no longer lived permanently inside our rooms. 

The gate could close. 
The marriage could breathe again. 
There are forms of love that open doors. 

There are forms of love that help carry luggage. 
There are forms of love that lend money and drive across the country. 

There are also forms of love that say: 
You can stand now. 
Your next decision belongs to you. 
That may be the hardest part of helping. 
Not the beginning. 
The release. 
To stop holding without becoming cold. 
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To step back without abandoning. 
To allow the person to own both the dignity and the consequences of the life 

ahead. 
The story is not that my wife and I saved my younger sister. 

We did not. 
We gave her somewhere safe enough to begin recovering her own agency. 

We opened the door. 
We kept the gate. 
We helped her stand. 

Then we allowed her life to become hers again. 
She arrived with two suitcases. 

She left carrying responsibility for her own next step. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

I Called to Say I Love You 

My father and I had never found an easy language for love. 
Practical things were simpler. 
Work. 
Vehicles. 
Tools. 
Money. 
A problem that needed to be solved. 
Those subjects gave us something solid to hold. 
Love required a different kind of honesty. 

It required a person to speak without knowing what would come back. 
For much of my life, I had not known how to do that with my father. 

LOOK AFTER ONE ANOTHER 

When my younger sister came to live with us, my father had recently undergone 
an operation on his back or spine. 

While I was away collecting my sister’s belongings and vehicle, I visited him 
briefly in hospital. 
He was older now. 

The man who had once seemed physically powerful was lying in a hospital 
bed. 

Age and illness had changed the balance between us. 
I was no longer the child waiting for his voice to rise. 
He was no longer simply the father who could fill a room with anger. 
He was an elderly man whose body was failing him. 

That did not remove our history. 
It changed the shape in which I saw it. 
Later, after returning home, I phoned to ask how he was doing after the 

operation. 
During the conversation, he said: 
Look after one another. 
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He was speaking about us as a family, and particularly about my younger 
sister. 
Those words stayed with me. 
They were not a declaration of affection. 
They were not an apology. 
They did not settle the past. 
But they carried something I understood. 
Responsibility. 
Care. 
The instruction to protect each other where possible. 

My father had often expressed himself through practical duty rather than 
emotional language. 

Perhaps look after one another was one of the forms love could take in him. 
I do not need to make the sentence more beautiful than it was. 
I also do not need to make it smaller. 

He said it. 
I heard him. 

At that time, my younger sister was living in our home. 
My wife and I were already looking after her. 
We had opened our door. 
Established boundaries. 
Helped her find work. 

I had travelled to bring back what could fit into her vehicle. 
My father's words did not create those actions. 

They met us while we were already doing them. 
Still, they mattered. 
Look after one another. 

For years, family had often meant blame, obligation and pressure to repair 
what I could not repair. 
This instruction felt different. 
It did not ask me to save everyone. 
It asked us not to abandon one another. 
There is a difference. 

Looking after someone does not require surrendering your whole life. 
It does not mean carrying every consequence of their choices. 
It can mean opening a door for a season. 

Helping someone stand. 
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Maintaining the gate. 
Then allowing them to continue on their own feet. 
That was what my wife and I were trying to do for my sister. 

My father was alive. 
This was not a deathbed statement or the end of our relationship. 
It was one moment inside a relationship that remained complicated. 

* * * 

I CALLED TO SAY I LOVE YOU 

My father remained alive. 
There was no final reconciliation. 

No deathbed conversation in which the past became neat. 
Our relationship continued as it had for years: 
Present. 
Complicated. 

Containing moments of concern and long areas of silence. 
His operation made me aware that time was no longer unlimited. 
A person may spend years waiting for the right moment to say something. 
Then age begins reducing the number of possible moments. 
One day, while my younger sister was still living with us, I missed my father. 

There was no crisis. 
Nobody had instructed me to phone him. 
I had not prepared a speech. 
I was at home. 
My wife and my sister were nearby. 
I picked up the phone and called him. 
He answered. 
I began simply: 
How are you, Dad? 

I told him that I was thinking about him. 
I told him that I loved him. 
That was why I had called. 
Nothing more. 

I was not asking him to explain my childhood. 
I was not demanding an apology. 
I was not phoning to discuss money. 
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I wanted my father to know that his son had thought about him and had 
chosen to say it aloud. 
His response was: 
I do not have money for you. 

For a moment, the purpose of the call disappeared beneath the assumption. 
He believed I wanted something. 
Money. 
Help. 
Perhaps another problem for him to solve. 

I told him that I had not phoned for money. 
I had called to say that I was thinking of him and that I loved him. 

But frustration had already entered me. 
I heard myself asking why I could not even phone my own father without 

him assuming that I wanted money. 
The tenderness with which I had begun the call was disappearing. 

The old pattern had arrived quickly. 
I reached toward him. 

He defended himself against a request I had not made. 
I became angry because he could not receive what I was trying to give. 

Then he said: 
I know you better than yesterday. 

The sentence landed differently from what he may have intended. 
Perhaps he meant that he knew me too well to accept the reason I had given. 
Perhaps he believed experience had taught him what to expect from me. 

I cannot speak for what was inside him. 
I know what became clear inside me. 
My father knew my history. 
He knew the boy in his house. 
The son who had failed Standard Six. 
The young man who had struck him. 
The person who had been sent to a psychiatric hospital. 
The traveller who returned. 
The son who sometimes struggled. 

The man whose life had not followed a simple path. 
He knew where I had come from. 

But he did not know the person I had become. 
He did not know the years my wife and I had built together. 
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The choices we had made. 
The work I had done. 
The pressure I had survived. 

The way I had chosen my wife when friends and career threatened the 
marriage. 

He did not know the man who had sat beneath trees for six months. 
The man who had lost his ability to walk and learned to receive help. 
The brother who had opened his home to his sister while protecting the 

household with boundaries. 
The writer trying to tell the truth without removing grace. 

He knew events from my past. 
He did not know the inner work through which I had lived since then. 
I did not say all of that to him. 

The realisation remained inside me. 
He knows where I came from. He does not know who I have become. 
Or in the language in which I knew it most clearly: 
Hy ken waar ek vandaan kom. Hy ken nie die man wat ek geword het nie. 

* * * 

The conversation did not become gentle again. 
I was furious. 

My late brother’s name and the old family grief often hovered behind 
conversations with my father, although I cannot state exactly what was said about 
him during this particular call. 

I will not invent words merely to complete the scene. 
What I know is that my father had carried the death of his son for most of his 

life. 
My late brother had died in 1968, before I was born. 

My father had blamed my mother for years. 
The grief entered the family long before I understood that I had been born 

into it. 
A child can grow up competing with a dead brother without anyone saying 

that this is happening. 
The dead child remains innocent. 

The living children encounter the grief left around him. 
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His death may help explain something about my father’s anger, fear, and 
attachment to loss. 
It does not excuse the harm that followed. 
Context is not innocence. 
Grace is not denial. 

I can recognise that my father was a wounded man without pretending that 
his wounds did not wound others. 
I can also recognise that I wounded him. 
Both truths must remain. 

* * * 

I ended the call first. 
I put the phone down. 
Then I spoke to my wife. 

She had been present through enough of my life to understand why the 
conversation mattered. 
I had not called to argue. 
I had called to say: 
I am thinking of you. 
I love you. 

The call had returned me to the old position of having to defend my 
intention. 

The anger I felt was not only about money. 
It was about not being seen. 

I had spent much of my life wanting my father to recognise the person in 
front of him rather than the version of me he carried in his mind. 

The difficult truth was that I had also carried a fixed version of him. 
The angry father. 
The man in the television room. 
The person who had sent me away. 

The father who could not say what I needed to hear. 
Those things were true. 
They were not the whole of him. 

He was also the man who had acted when I told him I was in danger at the 
psychiatric hospital. 

The man whose work required great skill and precision. 
The elderly father in a hospital bed. 



THE MAN WHO STAYED LONG ENOUGH TO SEE 

163 

The man who told us: 
Look after one another. 
People become trapped inside the versions families remember. 
The failed son. 
The angry father. 
The sister in crisis. 
The wife who carries everything. 

Once a role has been assigned, every new act is interpreted through it. 
My father heard my call through his version of me. 

A son who probably needed money. 
I heard his reply through my version of him. 

A father unable to receive love without suspicion. 
Perhaps both versions contained truth. 
Neither contained the whole person. 

* * * 

For years, I believed that healing would require my father to understand me. 
To know what his words had done. 
To recognise the fear in the house. 

To see the man I had become despite everything. 
But a person can spend his entire life waiting to be correctly understood by 

someone who does not possess the language, willingness or time to do it. 
That waiting becomes another form of captivity. 
My father's understanding would have mattered. 
I will not pretend otherwise. 

There are words a son wants only from his father. 
Recognition from another person cannot fully replace them. 

But my identity could no longer remain dependent on whether he saw it. 
I knew who I had become. 
My wife knew. 
Our home carried the evidence. 
Not perfection. 
Practice. 

The person I was becoming appeared in the choices I repeated. 
I chose my wife. 

I opened a door for my sister and kept the gate. 
I accepted help when my body failed. 
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I wrote. 
I remained. 
I began separating love from rescue. 
Responsibility from blame. 
Origin from identity. 
My father was part of my origin. 

He was not the final authority over who I had become. 

* * * 

The call did not end with reconciliation. 
That is the honest ending. 
I said I loved him. 
He believed I wanted money. 
I became angry. 
He said he knew me better than yesterday. 
I put down the phone. 
Then life continued. 
My father remained alive. 
I remained his son. 

The distance between us was not solved by one attempt at tenderness. 
But something important had still happened. 
I had made the call. 

I had not waited for him to become the father I wanted before speaking 
honestly. 
I had not called to extract a response. 
I had called because I loved him. 

His inability to receive the words did not make them false. 
The love remained mine to give. 
The boundary remained mine to keep. 

I did not have to chase him for the correct reply. 
I did not have to prove my intention until he believed me. 
I did not have to offer money, rescue or submission in order for the love to 

count. 
I could love my father without returning to the old identity. 
Love did not require me to deny the violence. 
Grace did not require me to call harm something else. 

Truth did not require me to hate him. 
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These things could stand together. 
He was my father. 
He hurt me. 
I hurt him. 
He helped me. 
He misunderstood me. 
I loved him. 
The relationship remained unresolved. 

Perhaps maturity is not the achievement of a perfect conclusion. 
Perhaps it is the ability to hold the truth without forcing it into one. 

* * * 

My father had once lain on the floor after I struck him. 
Years later, I sat in my own home and called to tell him I loved him. 
The distance between those two moments was not measured only in time. 

It was measured in choices. 
Leaving. 
Returning. 
Working. 
Breaking. 
Marrying. 
Losing. 
Receiving help. 
Opening a door. 
Learning when to close one. 
Writing what I had once avoided. 

I could not return to the television room and stop the blow. 
I could not make the missing apology happen when it should have happened. 
I could not force my father to see who I had become. 
I could still choose what came through my own hand now. 

A telephone. 
A call. 
Words I meant. 
I was thinking of you. 
I love you. 

He did not answer those words as I had hoped. 
But I had spoken them. 
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That mattered. 
My father knew where I came from. 

He may never fully know the man I became. 
I no longer needed to disappear because of that. 

I had a wife who knew me. 
A home in which I was present. 

A sister who had walked out carrying her own life again. 
A body that had learned to stand after it stopped. 

Pages on which I could tell the truth. 
I had spent years asking whether my father could see me. 

The final responsibility was not his. 
It was mine. 

Could I see myself clearly enough to live as the man I had become? 
Could I love without surrendering my identity? 

Could I remember without remaining trapped inside the memory? 
Could I look after others without losing the home from which the help 

came? 
Could I remain without repeating the violence? 
That was the work still before me. 

I called my father to say I loved him. 
The call did not heal everything. 

It showed me that I no longer needed everything to be healed before I could 
speak the truth. 
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REFLECTION 

The Man Who Stayed 

I began this story with my father on the floor. 
I had struck him once in the face. 
He fell and lay still. 

I left the house, climbed into my car, and drove to the dam. 
I did not apologise when I should have. 
That remains true. 

So does the history that came before the blow. 
My father had hurt me. 
I had feared him. 
Anger had lived in our house for years. 
Those things explain how pressure formed inside me. 
They do not make my action right. 
What happened did not come from nowhere. 
But it still came from my hand. 

For a long time, I thought I had to choose between two versions of the story. 
Either I was only the wounded son, or I was only the guilty son. 

Neither was complete. 
I was wounded. 
I also caused harm. 
The truth required me to hold both. 

* * * 

Before I met my wife, intimacy and permanence had not always belonged 
together in my life. 

I had been sexually active with different adult women. 
Some were older than me. 
Some younger. 

I do not tell that part of my life as a list of conquests. 
The women were people, not numbers. 
But the pattern showed something about me. 
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Physical closeness could happen without the deeper person being fully 
known. 
With my wife, that began to change. 
On 24 October 2003, I married her. 
I was twenty-eight. 
She was thirty-six. 
Something became sacred on our wedding day. 
Marriage joined the body to the promise. 
Intimacy became connected to fidelity, trust and home. 
I chose one woman. 
My wife. 
Point. 
That choice did not end at the wedding. 

I had to choose the marriage again when friendships threatened it. 
When work demanded too much. 
When illness made me dependent. 
When family crisis entered our home. 
A covenant survives through repeated choices. 

* * * 

Many years after the television room, I called my father. 
I did not call for money. 

I wanted to tell him that I was thinking about him and that I loved him. 
He said: 
I do not have money for you. 
I tried to explain. 
The conversation became angry. 
Then he told me: 
I know you better than yesterday. 
Inside me, the truth became clear. 
He knew where I had come from. 

He did not know the man I had become. 
For years, I had wanted him to see me correctly. 
To understand the frightened child, the wounded son and the adult who had 

kept trying to rebuild. 
That recognition would have mattered. 

But I could no longer allow my identity to depend on whether he gave it. 
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My father was part of my origin. 
He was not my identity. 
I came from him. 
I did not have to repeat him. 

I could tell the truth about what he had done without hating him. 
I could accept responsibility for what I had done without believing that the 

worst moment was the whole of me. 
I could love him without surrendering myself. 

* * * 

The life I protect now is not dramatic. 
It is a home. 
A marriage. 

A wife who has carried more than her share during difficult seasons. 
Two dogs. 

Food in the cupboard when we can manage it. 
Accounts that still need paying. 
Work that still needs rebuilding. 
A body with its own history. 

Pages on which I am learning to tell the truth. 
The home is not perfect. 
It is ours. 
That matters. 

I grew up in a house where a small mistake could become danger. 
The home my wife and I build must be different. 

A place where disagreement does not become violence. 
Where a boundary is not automatically rejection. 

Where helping another person does not require surrendering the household. 
Where love does not mean taking permanent responsibility for another 

adult's life. 
Where sex belongs to the covenant we chose. 
Where silence can sometimes remain silence. 

Where a man may be tired, uncertain or unemployed without becoming 
worthless. 

This is the life that requires my presence now. 
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* * * 

For years, I survived by leaving. 
I left the room. 
The house. 
The country. 
Jobs. 
Places that had become unbearable. 
Some departures were necessary. 
Others only changed the scenery. 
The life inside me travelled too. 

Staying does not mean remaining inside every harmful situation. 
It does not mean allowing others to control or injure you. 
Staying means refusing to abandon what is sacred because an old pattern has 

returned. 
It means remaining present with the truth. 
Returning to the conversation. 

Choosing the wife beside me rather than the chaos behind me. 
Protecting the home without building a prison. 
Accepting help without turning shame into anger. 
Allowing another person's choices to remain theirs. 

Taking responsibility for what comes through my own hand. 
The same hand that struck my father can write. 

It can repair. 
Open a door. 
Place a boundary. 
Hold my wife. 
Dial my father's number. 
The past cannot be undone. 
It does not have to be repeated. 
I am not the innocent man. 
I am not only the guilty man. 

I am the man who became willing to look at both. 
I did not escape. 
I stayed. 

And staying did not mean remaining where the violence began. 
It meant remaining long enough to stop carrying it forward. 
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PART FIVE 

The Tree 

Staying had kept me alive. Seeing would ask what kind of man, husband, 
and believer I was becoming. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The Tree 

The tree did not ask anything from me. 
That was its first kindness. 

It did not need me to explain where I had been. It did not measure what I had 
lost. It did not ask for proof that I was still useful, still strong, still able to make 
something of myself. It stood there in its own quiet life, holding shade without 
effort. 
At first, I only sat there. 

A man does not always know when a place is becoming important. He thinks 
he is resting, waiting, passing time, escaping the noise for a while. Only later does 
he understand that the place was receiving something he had not known how to 
put down. 
The tree received me like that. 
No ceremony.  
No announcement.  
No sudden healing. 

Just shade, silence, and the strange relief of not being required to perform. 
I had spent years in places where performance mattered. Workplaces. Sites. 

Meetings. Roads. Family rooms. Even in my own mind, there was always some 
private court in session, asking whether I had done enough, carried enough, 
proved enough, earned enough. 
Under the tree, the court grew quieter. 
Not silent. 
Quieter. 
That was enough. 

I sat there with a laptop, but also with more than a laptop. I sat there with 
memory, tiredness, and my wife in my heart—with the pressure of home, money, 
work, health, age, and all the unfinished things a man carries when he is no longer 
young enough to pretend that life will simply sort itself out. 

There is a kind of fear that comes in the middle years. 
It is not the fear of a young man wondering who he will become. It is heavier 

than that. It is the fear of a man who has become many things already and still 
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finds himself asking where he belongs. A man who has worked, travelled, 
endured, fallen, stood up, loved, failed, tried again — and still sits with the 
question: 
What now? 
The tree did not answer quickly. 
That was another kindness. 

Quick answers can be cruel when a life has taken long to break. They rush a 
man past the place where he needs to sit. They tell him to move on before he has 
understood what he is moving from. They hand him slogans when what he needs 
is silence large enough to hold the truth. 
The tree gave me silence. 

At first, the silence was uncomfortable. I was used to movement, even if the 
movement was only inside my own head. Planning. Worrying. Remembering. 
Defending. Explaining. Regretting. Trying to turn pain into something useful 
before I had even admitted it was pain. 
Stillness exposed that. 

When a man sits still, the things he outran begin to arrive. 
The house came back.  
The shoes.  
The slap.  
The words.  
The roads.  
The body.  
The boy watching faces from inside rooms where no one knew how to see him. 

They did not arrive in order. Memory seldom respects structure. It comes like 
weather, one pressure system moving into another. A face, a phrase, a room, a 
country, a hospital, a road, a silence. Each one carrying a piece of the man I had 
become. 
I wanted to make sense of it all. 

But the tree seemed to teach me something slower. 
Observe first. 
Do not rush to explain. 
Look at what is there. 
So I began to observe. 

Not only the past, but myself in the present. The way my body held tension 
before I had a reason. The way fear could enter an ordinary morning. The way I 
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wanted to fix everything at once when pressure came near the house. The way I 
measured my value by whether I was producing, earning, helping, carrying. 
I observed the man under the tree. 

He was not the man he had once imagined he would be at this age. 
That was difficult to admit. 

There is grief in meeting yourself honestly. Not because you hate the man 
you are, but because you must also bury the man you thought you would 
become. The stronger man. The settled man. The man with fewer unanswered 
questions. The man whose work, money, body, and future all made sense by 
now. 
I had to grieve him. 
Quietly. 
Without turning grief into self-pity. 
That is a narrow path. 
Self-pity says, “Look what life did to me.”  
Grief says, “This hurt, and I must tell the truth about it.”  
Bitterness says, “I will become hard because of this.”  
Grace says, “I will not lie, and I will not let the wound make me cruel.” 
Under the tree, I began learning the difference. 
Some days I only sat there. 
Some days I wrote. 

Some days I stared at the screen and felt the weight of all the years pressing 
against the first sentence. Writing sounds romantic to people who do not know 
what it costs. Sometimes it is not inspiration. Sometimes it is excavation. You 
kneel inside yourself with dirty hands and bring up things that still have roots 
attached. 

I did not always want to write what I found. 
But I knew I could not keep carrying it unwritten. 
The page became a place where the pressure could leave my body without 

becoming poison in the house. It gave the old things somewhere to go. It allowed 
memory to become language, and language to become distance — not the false 
distance of running away, but the clean distance of seeing something clearly. 

A sentence can save a man in small ways. 
Not because it fixes the facts. 
Because it gives shape to what was formless. 
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Before the sentence, there is only heaviness. After the sentence, there is 
something you can look at. Something you can question. Something you can 
hold up to the light and ask, Is this true? Is this mine? Must I keep carrying it like 
this? 

That was how the tree became more than a tree. 
It became a witness. 

Not a witness that spoke. A witness that stayed. 
I think every man needs such a place. Not necessarily under branches. It 

could be a chair, a workshop, a beach, a stoep, a road at sunrise, a desk in the 
corner of a small room. A place where the soul can stop pretending and the truth 
is allowed to arrive without being chased away. 
For me, it was the tree. 

The tree stood between the old life and the next one. 
Behind me were years of survival. In front of me was something I did not yet 

know how to build. I had no grand plan, no perfect income, no clean ending to 
the story. I had my wife. I had faith, though sometimes it was tired faith. I had a 
laptop, words, and the stubborn mercy of another morning. 
And perhaps that was enough to begin. 
Not enough to solve everything. 
Enough to begin. 

That distinction saved me from despair more than once. 
A man under pressure wants the whole answer because the whole fear is 

shouting at him. He wants the whole road, the whole plan, the whole rescue, the 
whole proof that it will work out. But most of the time, grace does not give the 
whole road. 
It gives the next right thing. 
Open the laptop.  
Write the sentence.  
Answer with truth.  
Protect the house.  
Do not light the old fire again.  
Sit before you run.  
Breathe before you decide.  
Begin small, but begin clean. 
That became my work under the tree. 
Not only writing the book. 

Becoming the kind of man who could write it truthfully. 
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Because a wounded man can write from revenge. A frightened man can write 
to prove himself. A bitter man can write to punish the past. I did not want this 
book to be that. I wanted the truth, yes. But I wanted the truth washed in grace, 
not weakened by it. 

The tree helped me wait until the anger became honest instead of sharp. 
It helped me listen until the grief became language instead of fog. 
It helped me see that my story was not only about what had been done to me, 

but also about what I would now do with what I could see. 
That is where responsibility returned, but differently. 

Not the old responsibility of carrying everyone’s weather. Not the child’s 
responsibility to keep the room calm. Not the frightened man’s responsibility to 
prove he was not a burden. 
A cleaner responsibility. 
The responsibility to stop repeating what wounded me. 
The responsibility to speak without cruelty. 

The responsibility to protect my marriage from old patterns. 
The responsibility to build, even slowly. 
The responsibility to remain human. 

Under the tree, I began to understand that seeing is not passive. Once a man 
sees, he must choose. He cannot unknow the pattern. He cannot pretend the old 
language is harmless. He cannot go back to living as if survival is the whole 
assignment. 
Seeing asks for action. 
Small action, most days. 

Not dramatic transformation. Not a speech. Not a sudden victory over every 
old fear. 
Just the next honest movement. 
That is how rebuilding began for me. 
Not with applause. 
With a man sitting under a tree, admitting he was tired.  
With a laptop opening.  
With a sentence forming.  
With a husband thinking about home.  
With a writer learning to listen.  
With a wounded child finally allowed to exist in the story.  
With a body that had told the truth.  
With a life no longer willing to survive only by silence. 
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The tree did not heal me. 
But it held the place where healing could begin. 

And perhaps that is what grace often does. 
It does not remove the past in one bright moment. It does not erase the 

wound or pretend the road was easy. It gives a man a place to sit, enough light to 
see by, and enough breath to write the next sentence. 
That was what I had. 
Shade. 
Silence. 
A laptop. 
A woman I loved. 

A God who had not let go, even when I did not know how to hold on 
properly. 
And the slow beginning of a different life. 
Not finished. 
Not yet whole. 
But no longer running. 

Under the tree, I stopped asking the road to save me. 
I began, instead, to come home to myself. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

My Wife and the House We Must 
Protect 

A man does not rebuild in the air. 
He rebuilds somewhere. 
For me, that somewhere was home. 

Not a perfect home. Not a quiet house untouched by pressure. Not a place 
where money always made sense or the future arrived neatly on time. A real 
home. A lived-in home. A home with bills, tiredness, dogs, routines, small 
irritations, unfinished conversations, and the daily work of choosing not to let 
fear become the loudest voice in the room. 
And in that home was my wife. 

Some days she comes in with the school day still on her shoulders — keys in 
hand, bag down, tiredness moving with her before she says much. That is not 
background detail. That is the real life this book must honour. 

It is impossible to write this part of the story honestly without writing her 
name. 

She is not a symbol. She is not a character placed beside me to make the story 
softer. She is a woman with her own tiredness, her own strength, her own 
disappointments, her own life that did not always turn out the way she may once 
have imagined. 

For too long, I think I saw my survival as something I carried mostly alone. 
That is not true. 

A man may be alone inside certain wounds, but he is not the only one 
affected by the way he survives them. The house feels it. The marriage feels it. 
The woman beside him feels it when the old fear rises, when money presses 
against the walls, when the body fails, when work disappears, when the man who 
wants to protect her does not know how. 
My wife has lived beside more than my words. 
She has lived beside my silences too. 
That is a different kind of knowing. 
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Anyone can hear a man explain himself when he has language. A wife lives 
with the hours before the language comes. She knows the face. The mood. The 
way the room changes when worry enters. She knows the difference between 
quiet peace and quiet pressure. She knows when a man is thinking too hard, 
carrying too much, disappearing into himself again. 
I do not romanticise that. 

It is not easy to live with a man who is rebuilding. 
Rebuilding sounds noble from a distance. Up close, it is often inconvenient. 

It is slow. It has bad days. It comes with uncertainty, with money questions, with 
old habits trying to return through the back door. It asks patience from the 
people who did not break the thing and yet must live in the house while repairs 
are happening. 

My wife has had to live in that house with me. 
Not only the physical house. 
The inner one too. 

The one with old rooms I had not finished clearing. The one where 
childhood still spoke too loudly some days. The one where fear disguised itself as 
responsibility. The one where I could be present and far away at the same time. 
Marriage sees what public life never sees. 
Public life sees a man's sentences. 
Marriage sees the pauses between them. 

Public life sees the book, the work, the effort, the face a man puts forward. 
Marriage sees whether that effort becomes kindness at home. It sees whether 
truth makes him gentler or only sharper. It sees whether his healing protects the 
house or becomes another thing the house must carry. 
That is why this chapter matters. 
Because the tree was never only about me. 

If the tree helped me see, then home showed me what seeing was for. 
Seeing is not complete if it does not change how a man loves. 
I could sit under the tree and write beautiful sentences about wounds, 

fathers, mothers, silence, grace, and survival. But if those sentences did not make 
me more careful with my wife, more honest in the house, more responsible with 
fear, then they would remain only words. 

And I know too well what words can become when they do not become life. 
So the house became the test. 
Not a dramatic test. A daily one. 
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How do I speak when I am afraid? 
How do I carry pressure without making her carry my panic? 
How do I tell the truth without turning the room into a courtroom? 
How do I protect peace when money is not enough and the future is uncertain? 
How do I remain a husband, not only a wounded man trying to explain himself? 
These are not small questions. 

They are the questions that decide whether a house becomes safe. 
I have wanted to protect my wife. That desire is true. But wanting to protect 

someone is not the same as protecting them well. Sometimes a man tries to 
protect by carrying everything silently, and the silence becomes another burden 
in the house. Sometimes he tries to protect by fixing too quickly, and his urgency 
becomes pressure. Sometimes he tries to protect by pretending he is fine, and the 
woman beside him has to live with the lie in the air. 

I have had to learn that protection must be clean. 
Not control. 
Not panic. 
Not secrecy dressed as strength. 

Clean protection tells the truth in time. It does not hide the numbers until 
the numbers become a crisis. It does not make the wife guess what storm is 
happening inside the husband. It does not turn tiredness into blame. It does not 
punish the room because the man is ashamed. 
That has not always been easy for me. 

Shame is a dangerous guest in a marriage. It rarely introduces itself by name. 
It arrives as defensiveness. As withdrawal. As irritation. As too many words. As 
silence. As the sudden need to prove something when love was not asking for 
proof. 

A man who feels ashamed can mistake his wife's tiredness for rejection. 
He can hear ordinary concern as accusation. 

He can turn a practical question into an old courtroom. 
That is how the past enters the present if it is not watched carefully. 
Under the tree, I began to see that some of my reactions were older than the 

moment in front of me. My wife could ask about something simple, and the child 
in me might hear danger. The house could need a practical answer, and the old 
fear could rise as if dignity itself was on trial. 
That is not fair to a marriage. 

A wife should not have to speak to every age of a man at once. 
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So part of my rebuilding has been learning to pause before I answer from the 
wound. To ask myself whether the fear belongs to this room or another one. To 
notice when I am bringing old weather into the present house. 
Observe. 
Think. 
Act. 
That has become more than a writing method. 

It is a way of staying human at home. 
Observe the room. Observe my wife's tiredness. Observe my own fear 

without handing it the microphone. 
Think about what is actually true. Not what the old wound says. Not what 

shame predicts. Not what panic invents. 
Then act cleanly. 
Speak softer. 
Tell the truth sooner. 
Do the next practical thing. 
Protect the house from chaos. 
Do not make love pay for fear. 
This is how a home is rebuilt. 

Not only with money, though money matters. Not only with plans, though 
plans matter. A home is rebuilt through the small moral decisions no one 
applauds. The decision not to say the sharp thing. The decision to write down the 
facts instead of throwing feelings into the room. The decision to rest before 
resentment speaks. The decision to remember that the woman beside you is not 
the enemy of your fear. 
My wife is not my enemy. 
She is my witness. 

She has seen me in strength and weakness, in work and uncertainty, in 
writing and silence, in collapse and rebuilding. She has seen the man under the 
tree, not as a romantic figure, but as a real husband trying to become steadier than 
his fear. 
That kind of seeing is not always soft. 

Sometimes it is tired. Sometimes it is practical. Sometimes it asks, "What 
now?" when the man would rather speak about meaning. Sometimes love looks 
like a woman going to work, keeping routine, carrying her part of the household 
while the man finds his footing again. 
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There is holiness in that too. 
Not all holiness feels like a church service. 

Some of it sounds like keys in the door after a long day. Some of it is food in a 
cupboard. Some of it is rent paid. Some of it is a dog sleeping near the feet of two 
tired people who still belong to the same home. Some of it is a wife who has not 
left the room, even though the room has known pressure. 
We did not have children of our own. 
That sentence carries its own quiet. 

There are nights I think about the things I will never know. The small voice 
calling from another room. The morning greeting from a child. The strange 
continuation of life through a son or daughter who carries something of us into 
the world. 
That is a grief with no photograph. 

But life is not only measured by what came through blood. 
My wife has loved where life placed her. She has carried children who were 

not born from her body. She has given parts of herself in ways that may never be 
fully counted. And now, in this season, it is us. 
My wife and me. 
And maybe that is not less. 

Maybe it is simply the life we have been given to honour. 
A man can spend years grieving what did not happen and miss the person still 

sitting beside him. 
I do not want to do that. 

I do not want to be so busy mourning the imaginary house that I fail to 
protect the real one. 
The real one has my wife in it. 
That is enough reason to build. 

Not because everything is easy. Not because love removes pressure. Not 
because marriage is a soft place every day. Marriage is often the place where truth 
has no more room to hide. It is where the old patterns either repeat or are finally 
interrupted. 
I want them interrupted here. 

I do not want my father's silence to become my silence in this house. I do not 
want my mother's fear to become the air my wife must breathe. I do not want old 
shame to decide how we speak about money, work, family, the future, or pain. 
It must stop with me. 
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But stopping a pattern is not one grand decision. 
It is daily work. 

It is the way I answer when I am tired. The way I plan when money is short. 
The way I admit when I am afraid. The way I keep writing without making 
writing an escape from practical life. The way I look for work without letting 
rejection poison the home. The way I remember that dignity is not proven by 
pretending. 
Home is where the book must become flesh. 
Under the tree, I can see. 

At home, I must live what I have seen. 
That is harder. 
And better. 

Because the point of being seen is not to remain forever inside my own story. 
The point is to love with clearer eyes. To become safer. To build peace that 
someone else can actually feel. To make the house less confusing than the one I 
came from. 

That may be one of the most important things I can still do with my life. 
Not become famous. 
Not prove everyone wrong. 
Not turn pain into applause. 

Build a home where fear does not get the final word. 
Protect the woman beside me. 
Speak truth without cruelty. 
Carry responsibility without becoming hard. 
Let grace enter the ordinary things. 

I do not know everything about the future. I do not know how every 
financial pressure will be answered, how every work question will settle, how 
every old wound will finish its speaking. I know enough to know that life does 
not become neat just because a man has started telling the truth. 
But I also know this: 
I am not rebuilding alone. 
There is a woman in the house. 

There is love here, tired sometimes, imperfect sometimes, but real. 
There is a marriage that deserves more than survival. 
There is a home that must be protected from the old chaos. 
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And there is a man under a tree who has finally begun to understand that the 
next right thing is not always far away. 
Sometimes it is inside the house. 

Sometimes it is the way he speaks when she comes home tired. 
Sometimes it is the way he closes the laptop and listens. 
Sometimes it is the way he refuses to let shame make him cruel. 

Sometimes it is simply this: 
Do not lose the woman while trying to explain the wound. 

Love her now. 
Build here. 
Protect this peace. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The Father Through the Son 

There are words a man cannot touch too quickly. 
Father is one of them. 

For some people, the word opens easily. It carries warmth, memory, safety, a 
voice at the gate, a hand on the shoulder, a presence that stood near when the 
world became too large. For others, the word is more complicated. It does not 
arrive alone. It brings silence with it. Absence. Longing. Confusion. Love mixed 
with ache. 
For me, father was never only a word. 
It was a wound and a question. 

I had an earthly father. That is true. He was part of my origin, part of my 
blood, part of the story that brought me into the world. I will not erase him. I will 
not make him only his failures. He had his own pain, his own history, his own 
battles behind the face I knew as a child. 
But the word father carried weight in me. 

It carried the places where I needed covering and did not feel covered. It 
carried the silence. It carried the longing to be noticed. It carried the slap, the 
shoes, the mixed messages, the phone calls, the sentence at the end: look after 
each other. 
It carried love. 
It also carried lack. 

That is why God as Father was not simple for me. 
People speak easily sometimes, as if the word Father heals itself by being 

placed in front of God. But a wounded son does not always know how to receive 
that. He may hear God and still feel fear. He may hear Father and feel the old 
uncertainty rise in him before faith has time to answer. 
That does not mean faith is absent. 
It means the wound is listening too. 

For many years, I think I believed in God with a heart still learning what 
fatherhood meant. I prayed, I tried, I looked for what was right. I believed in holy 
things. But belief can live beside confusion. A man can trust God and still carry 
old fear in the place where trust is supposed to rest. 
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That is part of the honesty of my life. 
God did not enter my story as an idea only. He entered as Presence. 
Not always dramatically. Not always loudly. Not in the way people speak 

when they want faith to sound simple. Sometimes the Presence of God was quiet 
enough to miss when I was looking only for rescue. It was in the fact that I 
remained alive. It was in the small mercy of another morning. It was in the 
sentence that came when I thought there were no words left. It was in the fact 
that my wife was still there, in the house. It was in the tree that did not ask me to 
perform. 
By grace alone, I am still here. 
I do not say that as decoration. 

I say it because I know the weight of what could have ended me. 
There were times when I did not have enough strength to save myself from 

myself. Times when my mind had become too tired, my body too uncertain, my 
future too unclear, my shame too loud. A man does not always fall in one visible 
motion. Sometimes he thins out over years. He becomes less present to his own 
life. He keeps breathing, working, answering, surviving, but somewhere inside 
him the light grows dim. 
Grace kept something burning. 
Not always brightly. 
Enough. 

That is what I have come to respect about God: He does not always arrive as 
explanation. Sometimes He arrives as enough. 
Enough breath. 
Enough mercy. 
Enough strength not to become cruel. 
Enough light for the next sentence. 
Enough truth to stop lying. 
Enough love to go home and try again. 

I wanted answers many times. Clean answers. Final answers. The kind that 
would make the whole story line up and stop hurting. But God has not always 
given me answers. Often He has given me Presence. 
And Presence is harder to explain. 

You cannot reduce it to a formula. You cannot turn it into a system and still 
keep it alive. You cannot make it mechanical. That is one of the dangers of a 
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wounded man trying to understand God: he may try to turn faith into control 
because control feels safer than trust. 
But God is not a machine. 
Faith is not data. 

A soul cannot be healed by becoming numb and organised. 
I have loved systems. I understand structure. I understand procedures, 

documents, risk, rules, order. There is goodness in structure when it serves life. 
But there is danger when a man uses structure to avoid surrender. He can become 
correct and still not be whole. He can know the language of faith and still not rest 
in the Father's heart. 

That is why I had to meet Christ again, not as a religious idea, but as the 
visible face of the Father. 
The Father through the Son. 
That line matters to me. 

Because the word Father had been complicated by earth. I needed to see what 
Father meant without the distortion of human failure. I needed more than a 
concept. I needed the Son. 

Christ did not show me a Father who humiliates a child to prove authority. 
He did not show me a Father who is present but emotionally far away. He did 
not show me a Father whose love has to be earned by becoming useful. He 
showed me the Father by touching the wounded, receiving the ashamed, 
correcting without cruelty, seeing the unseen, and standing near the ones 
everybody else had already judged. 
That is the Father I needed to know. 

Not a Father made in the image of my wound. 
A Father revealed through the Son. 
The Son and the Father are one. 

I cannot explain the abstract of that fully. Some things are too holy to flatten 
into neat words. There is mystery there. Unknown. Depth beyond my ability to 
organise. But I can say what it did in me. 
It gave the word Father back to God. 
Slowly. 
Not in one moment. 

A wounded word is not healed by force. It must be held in truth long enough 
to lose the old poison. Father had to become clean again. Not by pretending my 
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earthly father had been perfect. Not by replacing him with anger. Not by 
spiritual talk that asked the child in me to be quiet. 
The word became clean by looking at Christ. 

If I want to know the Father, I look at the Son. 
I look at the One who did not break the bruised reed. I look at the One who 

noticed people others stepped around. I look at the One who knew when silence 
was mercy and when silence had to be broken. I look at the One who carried 
truth without becoming cruel. 
That is where my faith became less afraid. 
Not weaker. 
Less afraid. 

Fearful faith is always trying to pass a test. It watches itself. It measures itself. 
It becomes tense, careful, performative. It asks, Am I good enough? Have I done 
enough? Will I be punished if I get this wrong? 
But grace does not sound like that. 

Grace does not make sin small. Grace does not call darkness light. Grace is not 
soft lies wrapped in religious language. Grace is stronger than that. Grace tells the 
truth and still keeps the door open. Grace says, Yes, this is real. Yes, this must be 
named. Yes, this must change. And still, come. 

That is the voice I heard under the tree. 
Not audibly. Not as something I can prove to anyone else. But inwardly, in 

the place where a man knows when he has been met. 
Come. 
Bring the boy. 
Bring the shame. 
Bring the anger. 
Bring the father wound. 
Bring the mother wound. 
Bring the body that failed. 
Bring the marriage under pressure. 
Bring the words that became a sentence. 

Bring the man who does not know how to begin again. 
Come. 
That is not the voice of fear. 

That is the voice of the Son making the Father known. 
I think this is why the tree became holy ground for me, though it looked 

ordinary to anyone passing by. God has often chosen ordinary things to carry 
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extraordinary mercy. A manger. A table. Bread. Wine. Dust. Water. A garden. A 
cross made of wood. 
Why not a tree in my own life? 
Why not shade and a laptop? 

Why not a tired man sitting still long enough to be found? 
The tree did not become God. I know the difference. But it became a place 

where I could stop running from the Presence of God in my own story. It became 
a place where I could sit with the wounds without making them lord. A place 
where I could look at the past and still believe the final word had not been spoken 
by pain. 
That matters. 
Pain wants to become God. 
So does fear. 
So does shame. 

They all want authority over the story. They want to decide what everything 
means. Shame says, You are the problem. Fear says, You will never be safe. Pain 
says, This is who you are now. 
But Christ says something else. 
He does not deny the wound. 
He enters it. 

He does not stand far away from suffering and give advice. He takes on flesh. 
He knows hunger, rejection, betrayal, silence, blood, abandonment, death. He 
enters the human story so deeply that no wounded man can honestly say, "God 
does not know where I am." 
That thought has carried me. 
God knows where I am. 
Not only where I should be. 
Not only where I pretend to be. 
Not only where other people think I am. 
Where I am. 

Under the tree. In the house. In the fear. In the tired body. In the marriage. In 
the unfinished work. In the shame of not having everything sorted. In the longing 
to be useful again. In the grief of children not born from us. In the memory of 
my father. In the pressure of the month. In the quiet fight not to become hard. 
God knows where I am. 

And He does not need me to become mechanical to save me. 
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That is important now, especially in a world full of systems, screens, noise, 
speed, data, and performance. A man can begin to feel like a function. A number. 
A profile. A file. A debt. A CV. A productivity problem. Even faith can be 
reduced to tasks if the heart is tired enough. 
Pray correctly. 
Work correctly. 
Think correctly. 
Heal correctly. 
Produce correctly. 

But the soul was not made to live only as output. 
The soul was made for God. 
I must remember that. 

I must be in God, not lost in data. Not lost in pressure. Not lost in the endless 
analysis of my own pain. Not lost in trying to organise the wound until it 
behaves. 

There is a holy place beneath all that noise. 
I think of glass sometimes. 

Stained glass. Light coming through colour. Broken pieces held in a pattern 
they could not make alone. A window is not beautiful because the glass was never 
cut. It is beautiful because the pieces have been placed where light can pass 
through them. 

Perhaps that is part of what God does with a life. 
He does not pretend the pieces were never broken. 

He gathers them into meaning. 
Not quickly. Not cheaply. Not without grief. 
But with light. 

At a glass workshop, I saw something like that in another form—the inner 
chamber of making, the place where material, colour, heat, hand, patience, and 
design become something more than fragments. A holy place, in its own way. A 
reminder that beauty is not the absence of breaking. Sometimes beauty is what 
happens when brokenness is held in the right light. 
That is what I want for this book. 
Not a polished lie. 
A window. 
Something light can pass through. 
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If God is Presence, then this book must not become only memory. It must 
become witness. A witness that the wound was real, but not final. A witness that 
the Father is not fully known through the failures of fathers, but through the 
Son. A witness that grace does not erase truth; it redeems what truth reveals. 
And unity matters here too. 
In unity we shall be. 

Not the false unity that hides pain so everyone can feel comfortable. Not 
family unity built on silence. Not religious unity that asks the wounded to 
disappear for the sake of peace. True unity is different. It begins in truth. It allows 
each piece to be seen. It lets the light come through without pretending the glass 
was never cut. 

That is the kind of unity I long for. 
Unity in myself — the boy, the man, the husband, the writer, the wounded 

one, the believer, the one who still gets afraid. 
Unity in my marriage — not perfection, but two people choosing to stand in 

truth without destroying the house. 
Unity with God — not as performance, but as belonging. 
Maybe that is what salvation has looked like in my life more often than I 

realised. Not only being rescued from something, but being gathered back from 
all the places I had scattered myself. 
Gathered from the house. 
From the roads. 
From the work. 
From the fear. 
From the old sentence. 
From the body's collapse. 
From the silence. 
Gathered under the Father's eye through the Son. 
Seen. 
That word again. 
Gesien. 

Perhaps this has been the deeper meaning all along. 
To be seen by God before I can fully see myself. 

To be seen without being exposed to shame. 
To be seen in truth and still not cast away. 
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That is what every child needed. That is what every man still needs. Not the 
shallow comfort of being told nothing is wrong. Not the cruelty of being reduced 
to everything that is wrong. Something holier. 
To be fully known and not abandoned. 
That is grace. 
That is the Father through the Son. 

And if that is true, then my story is not only about surviving my earthly 
father's silence. It is about learning to hear the true Father's voice. 
Not the voice of fear. 
Not the voice of shame. 

Not the voice that says, prove, earn, carry, perform. 
The voice that says: 
You are seen. 
You are not your origin. 
You are not your wound. 
You are not the sentence spoken over you. 
Come home. 

I do not always know how to receive that. 
Some days I still reach for old fear first. Some days I try to earn what can only 

be received. Some days I make God too small by imagining Him through the 
narrow window of my own pain. 
But even then, the Son remains. 
Patient. 
Visible. 
Human enough for me to approach. 
Holy enough to show me the Father. 
So I keep looking there. 
Not to escape my life. 
To return to it differently. 

A man who has been seen by God must learn to see without cruelty. He must 
see his parents truthfully. He must see his wife tenderly. He must see his own 
wounds without worshipping them. He must see his work, his body, his limits, 
his responsibilities, his failures, and his hope in the light of grace. 
That is the deeper work. 
Not only to write a book. 
To become less divided. 
To become more whole. 
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To become human again under God. 
Under the tree, I did not find a God who demanded that I explain myself 

perfectly before He would sit with me. 
I found Presence. 

And in that Presence, slowly, the word Father began to lose its fear. 
Not because earth had explained it well. 
Because the Son had made Him visible. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Be Full, Then Empty 

A man can only carry what he is willing to empty. 
I did not always know that. 

For many years I thought carrying was the proof of strength. If I could hold 
the memory, the pressure, the anger, the silence, the responsibility, then perhaps I 
was still standing. Perhaps I was still useful. Perhaps I was still the kind of man life 
required me to be. 
So I carried. 

I carried the house I came from, the words spoken over me, the child who had 
not been seen, the father wound, the mother wound, the body's warnings, the 
road's loneliness, the money pressure, the desire to protect my wife, and the old 
need to prove that I was not the problem. 

A man can become full of things he never chose to keep. 
At first, fullness feels normal. Men carry and continue. They make coffee, 

answer messages, pay what can be paid, fix what can be fixed, keep the house 
going, keep the face steady. 
But there is a fullness that becomes pressure. 

It rises quietly. You feel it in the chest before you understand it in the mind. 
You feel it in the small irritation, the tiredness sleep does not repair, the way an 
ordinary question sounds like accusation. You feel it in the urge to run, smoke, 
explain, defend, fix, or disappear. 
The soul has warning lights. 
So does the body. 
I had ignored both for too long. 

Under the tree, I began to learn another rhythm. 
Be full, and then empty. 
Be empty, and be full. 

At first, it sounded too simple for the weight I carried. Almost too gentle. I 
was used to heavier language: survival, responsibility, discipline, work. Emptying 
sounded weak, as if a man was pouring himself out and becoming less. 
But that is not what it meant. 
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To empty was not to vanish. It was to stop letting the unspoken collect inside 
me until it became poison. It was to write the anger before it became cruelty. To 
name the fear before it became control. To admit the shame before it started 
wearing another face in the house. 
That became part of my work. 
Not dramatic work. 
Daily work. 
A sentence. 
A pause. 
A breath. 
A page. 
A prayer. 

A decision not to throw old pain into a new room. 
Writing helped me empty. Not because the page solved everything, but 

because it gave the pressure somewhere clean to go. Before the page, the memory 
lived everywhere at once — in the body, in the mood, in the nervous system, in 
the sudden heaviness of an ordinary day. On the page, it became something I 
could look at without being swallowed whole. 
A written thing is not gone. 
But it is no longer only inside you. 
That matters. 

Some men drink their fullness. Some smoke it. Some shout it. Some bury it in 
work. Some turn it into silence so thick the whole house must breathe around it. 
I have known some of those roads. 

I do not write that with pride. I write it because truth is more useful than 
pretending. A man under pressure looks for relief. If he does not have a clean way 
to empty, the pressure will find another door. 
So I began to respect the rhythm. 
Be full. 

Do not deny what is there. Do not pretend the wound is smaller than it is. Do 
not call fear peace. Do not call exhaustion laziness. Let the truth be present. 
Then empty. 

Write it. Pray it. Speak it carefully. Walk with it. Sit with it. Breathe until the 
body knows it is not back in the old room. Give the pressure to God before giving 
it to the people you love. 
Then be empty. 
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Not empty as dead. Empty as hands no longer clenched. Empty as a room 
after the storm has passed through. 
And then be full again. 
Not with the old heaviness. 
With something cleaner. 

Breath. Mercy. Bread. Morning. The sound of my wife in the house. The 
dogs nearby. A small plan. A bill faced honestly. A cigarette delayed. A prayer 
without many words. The knowledge that I am still here. 
That kind of fullness does not crush. 
It feeds. 

This is part of what grace has been teaching me late in life. Grace is not only 
forgiveness after failure. It is also the space to live differently before the next 
failure repeats itself. Grace gives a man a pause where the old pattern expected an 
automatic reaction. 
In that pause, a life can change. 
Slowly. 
But truly. 

The old self wants to react quickly. It wants to protect the wound, defend the 
shame, fix the fear, control the outcome. It wants to speak before listening 
because silence once felt dangerous. It wants to carry everything because carrying 
once felt like belonging. 
But the new rhythm says: 
Observe. 
Think. 
Act. 

Observe what is full. Think about what it means. Act cleanly. 
This has become more than writing advice for me. It is a way of staying alive 

without making my pain the ruler of the house. When I observe first, I do not 
have to obey the first feeling. When I think, I can separate old fear from present 
truth. When I act, I can choose the next right thing instead of the old familiar 
thing. 

This sounds small until a man tries to live it. 
It is not small. 

The old pattern does not leave because you understand it once. It returns 
through tiredness, money pressure, family memory, shame, the body's old alarm 
system. It returns especially when a man is full. 
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That is why emptying must become rhythm, not emergency. 
I cannot wait until I am breaking before I tell the truth. I cannot wait until 

the house feels the pressure before I admit I am afraid. I cannot wait until the 
body shouts before I listen. 
I must empty while there is still room. 

There are days I still become too full. I know the signs better now: the 
impatience, the tight chest, the desire to escape into smoke or sleep or silence, the 
old court starting again in my mind. 

When that happens, I try not to punish myself first. 
I try to listen. 
What is full? 

Fear? Shame? Anger? Grief? Responsibility? Love with nowhere to go? A 
sentence waiting to be written? 

Sometimes the answer comes quickly. Sometimes it does not. But even asking 
the question slows the old machine. It reminds me that I am not only a reaction. I 
am a man with a soul. I can choose. I can breathe. I can write. I can pray. 
I can empty. 

And when I empty, something begins to make room. Not always joy. 
Sometimes only quiet. Sometimes only enough space not to say the damaging 
thing. Sometimes only enough mercy to begin again the next morning. 
But enough is not nothing. 
Enough has kept me alive. 
Enough has kept the book open. 

Enough has kept me returning to the house, to my wife, to the page, to God, 
to the next right thing. 
Maybe that is what this rhythm really is. 
A way of returning. 
Be full, and then empty. 
Be empty, and be full. 
Receive and release. 
Carry and lay down. 
Tell the truth and let grace enter. 
Remain human. 
That is the work now. 

Not only to write what happened, but to live in such a way that what 
happened does not keep happening through me. 
So I sit with the fullness. 
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I do not worship it. 
I ask what it has brought with it, and when the time comes, I let it leave 

through words, breath, prayer, tears, or the small honest act of telling the truth. 
Then I wait. 
Empty. 
Not abandoned. 
Open. 
And slowly, without noise, life returns. 
A sentence. 
A little peace. 
The sound of home. 
The presence of God. 
Enough light for the next page. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

The Next Right Thing 

I used to want the whole road. 
Not a step. 
Not a small mercy. 
The whole road. 

I wanted to know where the money would come from, how the work would 
open, how the body would hold, how the house would remain safe, how the 
future would stop pressing against my chest in the early hours of the morning. I 
wanted God to show me the full map, because the pressure in me did not feel 
patient enough for one more unknown. 

But life has seldom come to me as a full map. 
More often, it has come as the next right thing. 

That sounds small until you are afraid. 
When a man is calm, the next right thing can sound like a simple phrase. 

When he is under pressure, it becomes a rope. Something to hold when the mind 
wants to run into every possible disaster at once. 
Fear does not walk. 
It multiplies. 

It takes one bill and turns it into the whole future. It takes one rejection and 
turns it into a verdict. It takes one tired morning and says the whole life is failing. 
It takes one hard conversation and brings every old room into the present. 
That is why the next right thing matters. 

It brings a man back from the whole imagined storm to the one real step in 
front of him. 
Open the laptop. 
Write the page. 
Wash the cup. 
Answer gently. 
Look at the numbers. 
Send the application. 
Delay the cigarette. 
Tell the truth before shame grows teeth. 
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Sit still before fear drives the house. 
These are not heroic things. 

But most rebuilding is not heroic when it is happening. It is ordinary. It is 
unphotographed. It happens in the kitchen, at the desk, beside the bed, in the 
small pause before a man says what he would have said too quickly before. 

A life does not always change because of a grand decision. 
Sometimes it changes because a man does not obey the old pattern at four 

o'clock in the afternoon. 
I began to respect that. 

Under the tree, I learned to see. At home, I had to learn to live what I had 
seen. That was harder. A chapter can sound beautiful on the page while the 
kitchen still needs calm, the bills still need facing, the marriage still needs 
tenderness, and the body still asks for mercy. 

God's Presence had to become a daily rhythm, not just a belief. 
Not only something I confessed with my mouth, but something I returned to 

with my body, my breath, my words, my marriage, my fear, my work, and my 
silence. 

Faith had to become the way I lived when pressure came near the house. 
That is where I began to understand that spiritual life is not always dramatic. 

Sometimes it is the discipline of not panicking. Sometimes it is the grace of 
making a list instead of making a crisis. Sometimes it is choosing not to punish 
the room because I am ashamed. 
There is a holiness in that. 
A quiet one. 

No one applauds a man for looking at his bank balance without becoming 
cruel. No one writes songs about a husband who pauses before answering his wife 
from fear. No one sees the small war inside a man who wants to run outside and 
smoke, but first sits down, breathes, and asks what he is really carrying. 
But God sees. 
And perhaps that is enough. 

The next right thing is not a small thing to God. 
It is where obedience becomes flesh. 

For years, I wanted to be delivered from pressure. I still want that sometimes. 
I want the clean answer, the open door, the income that arrives on time, the body 
that behaves, the future that stops threatening the present. There is no shame in 
wanting relief. 
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But relief is not the only mercy. 
Sometimes mercy is being given enough steadiness to do what must be done 

while the pressure is still there. 
That kind of mercy is less dramatic, but it may be deeper. 

It forms a man. 
It teaches him not to measure God's nearness only by whether the problem 

has disappeared. It teaches him that Presence can be real in the middle of 
unfinished things. It teaches him that peace is not always the absence of a storm; 
sometimes it is the refusal to let the storm become your master. 
I needed to learn that. 

Because I had lived for years as if danger had the right to organise me. 
If something was uncertain, I became alert. If money was short, my whole 

body braced. If work was unclear, shame began speaking. If someone asked a 
practical question, the old court in my mind opened again and called me to the 
stand. 
Defend yourself. 
Explain yourself. 
Prove you are not failing. 

That old court was busy for a long time. 
But the next right thing does not argue with the whole court. It simply 

refuses to stand there all day. 
It says, What is true now? 
Not what fear says may happen. 
Not what shame says this means. 

Not what the old house would have done with this pressure. 
What is true now? 
There is a house. 
There is a wife. 
There is a laptop. 
There is a page. 
There is one application that can be sent. 
There is one cupboard that can be checked. 
There is one conversation that can be softened. 
There is one cigarette that can wait. 
There is one prayer without many words. 
And there is grace for this step. 
Not for the whole imagined future. 
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This step. 
That was difficult for me because my mind likes systems. It wants structure, 

plans, categories, documents, procedures, order. Those things are not wrong. 
They have helped me. They are part of the way I understand the world. A man 
who has lived through chaos has good reason to love order. 

But order can become fear with a clean shirt on. 
It can become another way of trying to control what only God can hold. 
So I had to learn the difference between structure that serves peace and 

structure that serves panic. 
A good list helps a man see. 
A panic list punishes him. 
A good plan gives the next step. 
A panic plan demands the whole future. 
A good routine protects the house. 
A panic routine becomes another court. 

This was part of my rebuilding too — not throwing away structure, but 
cleansing it. 
Let order serve life. 
Let the list help the man breathe. 

Let the document hold the facts so the heart does not have to hold them all at 
once. 

That became important with work and income. I could not afford to float in 
vague hope. We needed practical movement. Applications. Documents. CVs. 
Small paid work. A way to use what I could still do: words, admin, structure, 
procedures, forms, writing, records, order. 

But I also knew I could not chase chaos-money and call it provision. 
Not every open door is clean. 

A man under financial pressure can become vulnerable to any promise that 
sounds like rescue. He can sell pieces of himself too cheaply. He can take work 
that breaks the house, work that keeps him on the phone all day against his 
nature, work that feeds panic instead of dignity, work that turns him into 
someone he is trying not to become. 
I had to be careful. 
Not passive. 
Careful. 
Passivity says, I can do nothing. 
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Carefulness says, I will not destroy my peace while trying to save my life. 
So the next right thing became my protection against both panic and 

paralysis. 
Not twenty applications in one desperate burst and then collapse. 

One or two clean ones. 
Not a whole new identity by Friday. 
One honest profile. 
Not pretending I am something I am not. 

Using what I have actually carried, learned, built, survived. 
There is dignity in that. 

A man does not have to inflate himself to become useful again. 
He has to become clear. 

Clear about what he can do. Clear about what he should not do. Clear about 
the kind of work that protects the home instead of poisoning it. Clear that 
income matters, but so does the manner in which income is made. 
The old survival voice says, Take anything. 
But wisdom asks, At what cost? 

I have learned that cost is not only money. Cost can be nervous system. Cost 
can be marriage peace. Cost can be sleep. Cost can be the slow return of old 
patterns. Cost can be a man losing the very self he is trying to rebuild. 
So I began to ask better questions. 
Is this good? 
Is this true? 
Is this right? 
Is this beautiful enough to live with? 

Not beautiful in the decorative sense. Beautiful in the clean sense. The sense 
that something does not violate the soul while providing for the body. 
That became part of the filter. 
Waar. Goed. Reg. Mooi. 

The next right thing must pass through that, even when money is tight. 
Especially when money is tight. 

Pressure wants to remove values from the room. It says values are luxuries. It 
says dignity can wait until the debt is paid. It says peace can wait until the income 
is fixed. It says truth can wait until survival is secure. 
But that is how old chaos wins. 

It convinces a man to become someone else temporarily, and then charges 
him interest for years. 
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I do not want that. 
I want to build clean. 
Slowly, if necessary. Imperfectly, certainly. But clean. 

This does not mean I always feel peaceful. I do not. There are mornings when 
the fear is already awake before I am. There are days when the future feels like a 
locked gate. There are hours when I look at the laptop and wonder whether 
words can really become bread, whether structure can become income, whether a 
man can begin again at this age without losing heart. 
But then I come back. 
Not to the whole road. 
To the next right thing. 

And often the next right thing is smaller than my fear would like. 
Fear wants drama because drama makes it feel important. Grace is often 

practical. It says, Stand up. Drink water. Open the document. Send the email. 
Write the paragraph. Tell my wife the truth. Do not disappear. Do not make a 
crisis out of a moment. Begin. 
Begin small. 
Begin clean. 
Begin again. 

That phrase has become one of the ways I stay alive. 
Begin again. 

Not because yesterday was perfect. Not because the old pattern is gone. Not 
because the answer has arrived. 
Because grace allows a man to return. 

The next right thing is a form of returning. 
Returning to God. 
Returning to the house. 
Returning to the page. 
Returning to the woman beside me. 
Returning to my own body. 

Returning to the truth without letting it crush me. 
That is the work now. 

Not a dramatic new life, but a truer one. 
A life where I do not wait to be completely healed before I act with integrity. 

A life where I do not wait to feel brave before I do the clean thing. A life where I 
do not wait for the whole road before taking the step God has actually given me. 

Maybe this is what faith looks like in a man who has survived much. 
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Not constant certainty. 
Faithfulness. 
Certainty wants to know. 
Faithfulness keeps walking. 
Certainty wants the map. 
Faithfulness asks for the lamp. 
Certainty wants the fear removed. 
Faithfulness learns not to obey it. 
I am still learning. 

Some days I want the map again. Some days I argue with the lamp because it 
only lights the ground near my feet. But perhaps that is mercy too. Perhaps too 
much future would frighten me. Perhaps God gives the next step because the 
whole road is not mine to carry. 
That is a hard mercy. 
But it is mercy. 
So I take the step. 

I write the page. I face the number. I keep the house calmer than my fear 
wants it to be. I sit before I run. I breathe before I answer. I remember that my 
wife is not the enemy of my shame. I remember that work must be built, not 
chased like a fire. I remember that God is not waiting at the end of the road only. 
He is in the rhythm. 
In the breath before action. 
In the small obedience. 
In the next right thing. 
And that is where I begin again today. 
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PART SIX 

The Rebuilding 

Seeing becomes daily life: food, boundaries, pages, discipline, and the refusal 
to pass the old pattern forward. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Clean Bread 

Money has a smell when it comes into a house. 
Not the smell of paper or coins. Something quieter. It carries the way it was 
earned. It carries the pressure, the compromise, the relief, the tiredness, 
sometimes even the shame. A man feels it before he can explain it. 

I have known the hunger for income. Not as an idea. As a weight in the 
morning. As numbers on a page. As the quiet knowledge that my wife has carried 
too much for too long. As the feeling of wanting to bring something clean into 
the house and not knowing exactly where the door will open. 

That is why I use the words clean bread. 
Bread is ordinary. It does not make speeches. It simply feeds the house. It 

stands on the table without needing to impress anyone. There is dignity in that. A 
man does not need glamorous work first. He needs work he can do without 
losing himself inside it. 

I have worked in hard places. Factories. Sites. Systems. Safety. Risk. People, 
documents, procedures, audits, machines, rules, pressure, responsibility. I know 
what it is to read a process and see where something can go wrong. I know what it 
is to put order where things are loose. I know how to make a list, check a record, 
write a procedure, hold a line, and ask whether what looks acceptable is actually 
safe. 

Those skills did not disappear because my life changed. 
But the old way of working no longer fits my body or my nervous system in 

the same way. I cannot build a future by pretending I am still the same man in the 
same condition with the same capacity for noise. That would not be strength. It 
would be another kind of denial. 

So the question becomes more honest: what work can this man do now, from 
this house, with the mind and hands he still has? 

Documents. Lists. CVs. Letters. Forms. Simple records. Checklists. 
Procedures. Proofreading. Layout. Administration. Quiet support. Work that 
can move through email and messaging. Work that brings order without asking 
me to become a machine. Work that feeds the house without poisoning the 
room. 
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That matters. 
Because not every opportunity is clean bread. Some money arrives with hooks 

in it. Some work asks for panic and calls it urgency. Some work asks a man to sell 
his peace back to the same chaos he is trying to leave. Some work looks like 
provision but brings another kind of debt into the soul. 
I do not want chaos money. 
I want honest bread. 
Not easy bread. Honest bread. 

There is no shame in small beginnings. A form completed properly. A 
document made clean. A checklist repaired. A letter written for someone who 
does not have the words. A process made visible. A piece of admin taken off 
another person's shoulders. These things may look small from the outside, but a 
house is often protected by small things done faithfully. 

I used to think dignity had to look larger than that. 
Now I am less sure. 

Maybe dignity is a man sitting at his laptop, doing one clean task well. Maybe 
it is sending one proper application instead of twenty desperate ones. Maybe it is 
refusing work that would break the house just to feed it. Maybe it is saying, I need 
income, but I will not let fear decide the kind of man I become while looking for 
it. 
Clean bread is not only about money. 
It is about the way money enters. 

It is about whether my wife can feel peace in the house, not only pressure. It 
is about whether I can look at the work in front of me and know I did not betray 
what is true to get it. It is about building slowly without lying to myself about 
capacity, skill, time, and the kind of work that fits the life we are trying to protect. 
I am not unemployed as an identity. 
I am a man rebuilding work. 

That sentence is quieter than shame. It gives me room to breathe. It does not 
deny the pressure. It does not pretend the money does not matter. It simply 
refuses to let the lack of income become the whole name over me. 
A house needs bread. 
A man needs dignity. 

And by grace, the two must learn to meet each other cleanly. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

The Gate 

A house without a gate is not more loving. 
It is only more exposed. 

For years I struggled to understand that. I thought love meant access. I 
thought caring meant carrying. I thought if someone was family, or wounded, or 
desperate, or loud enough, then some part of me had to open the door and let the 
whole thing enter. 

But a man who lets everything enter eventually has no house left inside him. 
One relationship became a gate in my story. Not because the person was only 

that; a person is never only a symbol. But sometimes life uses one relationship, 
one contact, one memory, one pressure point, to show a man where the 
boundary really is. 
The gate is not hatred. 

A gate is not a wall built from bitterness. It is not revenge. It is not the cold 
pleasure of keeping people out. A gate is a point of wisdom. It says: this far, not 
further. It says: what belongs outside may be acknowledged without being 
allowed to rule the rooms inside. 
That distinction has saved me more than once. 

There are things one can care about without carrying them into the body. I 
can be sorry that someone is suffering. I can pray. I can speak plainly when it is 
right. I can show mercy without handing over the atmosphere of our home. 
Caring keeps the heart open. 

Carrying lets another person's crisis become the air my wife and I must 
breathe. 
I have done too much carrying. 

It entered through the phone. Through old family patterns. Through a 
message that came at the wrong time. Through guilt. Through the feeling that if I 
did not respond, fix, explain, absorb, or make peace, I was failing as a son, a 
brother, a man, a Christian. 
That was too heavy. 

God does not ask a man to destroy his house to prove he has compassion. 
The gate teaches another way. 
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It lets me take note without taking ownership. Ons neem kennis -- maar ons 
dra dit nie alles nie. We take note, but we do not carry it all. 

That sentence is not hard because it is cruel. It is hard because it is clean. 
It leaves room for mercy, but not for collapse. It leaves room for truth, but 

not for old patterns to walk across the floor as if nothing has changed. It leaves 
room for love, but not for fear to use love as a key. 
Some people will not understand a gate. 

They may call it rejection. They may call it selfishness. They may say you have 
changed, as if that is always an accusation. Sometimes what they mean is that the 
old version of you was easier to enter. 
That old version was tired. 

He answered too quickly. He explained too much. He confused 
peacekeeping with peace. He let the nervous system carry what the soul had never 
agreed to carry. He thought a good man was always available. 

I am learning that a good man must also be responsible. 
Responsible for his tone. Responsible for his marriage. Responsible for the 

house he shares with my wife. Responsible for what comes through the door. 
Responsible for what old voices are allowed to do inside the present. 

A gate does not mean the heart is closed. 
It means the house is being protected. 

There are days when I still feel guilty about that. The old training does not 
leave because one sentence sounds wise. My body can still tighten when a message 
comes. I can still feel the pull to answer before I have breathed. I can still want to 
fix what is not mine because fixing makes me feel useful for a moment. 
But usefulness is not always obedience. 
Sometimes obedience is the pause. 

Sometimes it is not answering immediately. Sometimes it is saying less. 
Sometimes it is letting God hold what I cannot hold. Sometimes it is choosing the 
peace of the house over the drama of being needed. 
The gate must hold. 
Not because people outside do not matter. 
Because the people inside matter too. 

My wife matters. The dogs sleeping near us matter. The quiet morning 
matters. The table where we count money honestly matters. The laptop where I 
write and rebuild work matters. The small fragile peace we are learning to protect 
matters. 
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I do not want to become a hard man. 
I want to become a clear one. 

The gate helps me do that. It stands where panic used to stand. It holds where 
guilt used to open. It lets me look at old patterns and say: I see you, but you do 
not get to run the house anymore. 
A gate does not have to shout. 
It only has to hold. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

A House Where Fear Does Not 
Rule 

Fear knows the layout of a house. 
It knows where the bills lie. It knows the cupboard. It knows the phone. It knows 
the chair where a man sits when he is trying to look calm. It knows the small 
silence between husband and wife when both are tired and neither wants to add 
another weight to the room. 
Fear does not always enter like an enemy. 

Sometimes it enters like planning. Sometimes like responsibility. Sometimes 
like urgency. Sometimes like a question that sounds practical: What are we going 
to do now? 
That question matters. It must be answered. 

But fear must not be allowed to answer it alone. 
I want a house where fear does not rule. Not a house where fear never visits. 

That would be dishonest. We live with real pressures. Money does not become 
less real because we write beautifully about peace. Debt does not disappear 
because a man has language. Work still has to be rebuilt. The body still has its 
limits. Marriage still has tired days. Habits still pull. 
Life remains life. 

But fear does not have to become the head of the house. 
When fear rules, everything changes shape. A bill becomes a prophecy. A 

delay becomes disaster. A small mistake becomes evidence that the whole life is 
failing. A silence becomes rejection. A tired face becomes accusation. A 
conversation becomes a trial. 
I know that room. 
I have sat in it. 

I have carried fear into the house and called it concern. I have brought 
urgency into a conversation and expected my wife to feel protected by it. I have 
tried to solve tomorrow with a body that was not even steady today. I have 
mistaken panic for love because the panic was wearing the clothes of 
responsibility. 
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That is painful to admit. 
A man can say he wants to protect his wife and still make the room harder for 

her to breathe. He can speak about peace while his tone tells another story. He 
can write about healing and then answer the person he loves as if she is the 
danger. 
The house knows. 

The house knows whether the words are becoming flesh. 
So rebuilding begins in small, ordinary places. A list written calmly. A 

number faced without shouting. A cigarette delayed. A message not answered 
from panic. An apology before pride builds a wall. A cup of coffee made without 
using silence as punishment. A sentence spoken softer because the person in front 
of me is not the enemy. 
This is not dramatic work. 
It is house work. 

The kind nobody applauds. The kind that decides whether peace is real. The 
kind that teaches the nervous system that not every problem must become a 
storm. 

My wife should not have to live inside my old alarms. 
That sentence is part of the rebuilding. 

She has carried enough. She has worked. She has stayed. She has had her own 
tiredness, her own disappointments, her own silent weights. She is not only the 
woman beside my recovery. She is a person in the house, and the house must 
become safer for her too. 

That means I must learn the difference between honesty and overflow. 
Honesty says: I am worried. 
Overflow makes the worry fill the room. 

Honesty says: we need to look at the numbers. 
Overflow makes the numbers sound like doom. 

Honesty says: I need a minute before I answer. 
Overflow speaks first and repairs later. 

I do not want to keep repairing what could have been protected by a pause. 
A house where fear does not rule is built by repeated choices. Not by 

pretending. Not by spiritual words that float above the table. By truth written 
down. By prayer that does not avoid action. By action that does not forget mercy. 
By a man learning to be present before he tries to be useful. 
Some days the house will still feel unsettled. 
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That does not mean the work has failed. 
A safe house is not a perfect house. It is a house where fear no longer owns 

every room. It is a house where pressure can be named without becoming the 
master. It is a house where the people inside are allowed to be human without 
being punished for it. 
This is the house I want with my wife. 
Not grand. 
Not impressive. 
Steady. 

A house where truth can sit at the table without cruelty. A house where grace 
does not mean avoidance. A house where the old rooms do not decide the new 
air. A house where the man who survived learns, slowly, not to make survival the 
atmosphere. 
Fear may still knock. 
But it does not get the keys. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

The Page That Held Me 

There are things a man cannot say to another person the first time he feels them. 
Not because they are untrue. 

Because they are too raw to survive the air. 
Some words need a quieter place before they can become speech. They need a 

place where they can arrive without being corrected too quickly, explained away 
too fast, or used against the one who finally had the courage to write them down. 
For me, that place became the page. 
The page did not argue with me. 
It did not rush me. 

It did not stand with its arms folded, waiting for me to make sense before I 
was ready. 

It received the broken sentence before I could understand the wound behind 
it. It held the unfinished thought. It held the anger I did not trust myself to speak. 
It held the grief that had no clean shape. It held the prayers I could not make 
sound holy. It held the questions that felt too dangerous to ask out loud. 

There were days when the page was not beautiful. 
It was only honest. 
And sometimes honest is where healing begins. 

I did not start writing because I thought I had something impressive to say. I 
started because there was too much inside me, and silence had become too heavy. 
A man can carry many things for many years, but eventually the carrying begins 
to change him. It changes his face. It changes his sleep. It changes the way he 
hears a voice in the house. It changes the way he answers a simple question. It 
changes the way he sits in a room with people who do not know how much of 
him is still standing somewhere else. 
Writing gave the weight somewhere to go. 
Not away. 
Just somewhere. 
That mattered. 

Before the page, many things lived inside me without order. Memories stood 
too close together. A childhood scene would touch a work failure. A sentence 
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from my father would lean against a fear about money. A body memory would 
arrive as irritation. A shame that belonged to an old room would enter a new day 
and try to call itself wisdom. 
Inside me, everything could speak at once. 

On the page, things had to wait their turn. 
One sentence. 
Then another. 
Then a pause. 
That pause became mercy. 

When a man writes, he does not only put words down. He begins to separate 
what has been tangled together. He can look at one thing without letting it 
become everything. He can name one room, one moment, one sentence, one 
wound. He can say, This happened. He can say, This hurt. He can say, I did not 
understand it then. He can say, I understand a little more now. 
That is not small work. 

To a person who has lived too long under mixed messages, naming is not a 
hobby. It is a form of return. 

I had lived for many years with things half-named. There were impressions, 
feelings, reactions, shadows, pressures. I knew when something in me tightened, 
but I did not always know why. I knew when an ordinary conversation suddenly 
felt dangerous. I knew when shame entered the room before anyone had accused 
me. I knew when a small mistake felt like a sentence over my whole life. 

But knowing that something is moving inside you is not the same as knowing 
its name. 
The page helped me name. 
Slowly. 
Without shouting. 

It helped me see that not every fear belonged to the present moment. Not 
every heaviness was proof that God had left. Not every silence meant rejection. 
Not every correction was condemnation. Not every closed door was a verdict. 
Not every weakness was failure. 
The page did not heal me by magic. 

It held me long enough for truth to become visible. 
That is different. 

There is a kind of writing that performs. It dresses pain in clever clothes and 
hopes someone will clap. That was not the kind of writing that saved me. I did 
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not need applause. I needed a witness. I needed a place where the truth could 
stand without being turned into a weapon. 

A book can become a courtroom if a man is not careful. 
I knew that danger. 

I did not want to write only to accuse. I did not want to turn every person in 
my past into a character with no mercy left on them. I did not want to become a 
man who used truth to punish. Truth without grace becomes another kind of 
slap. Grace without truth becomes another kind of silence. 
So the page had to teach me restraint. 
Not hiding. 
Restraint. 
Hiding says, Do not tell the truth. 

Restraint says, Tell the truth in a way that does not destroy what you are 
trying to heal. 
That took time. 

Some sentences came out too hard at first. Some came out too soft. Some 
were not really sentences at all, only pressure looking for a door. I had to learn to 
wait with them. To ask what they were carrying. To ask whether the wound was 
speaking, or whether the man under grace was speaking. Sometimes both were 
present, and I had to listen carefully. 

The page did not only hold my pain. It held me while I changed my 
relationship with pain. 
Pain had been evidence. 

For a long time, I thought pain was the proof that I was right, or the proof 
that I was damaged, or the proof that life had gone wrong in a way that could 
never be repaired. But pain is not always a map. Sometimes it is only a signal. 
Sometimes it points to something that must be seen, but it cannot be allowed to 
drive the whole car. 

The page helped me sit beside the pain without handing it the steering wheel. 
That is a quieter miracle than people expect. 

A man under pressure often wants a dramatic rescue. He wants the whole 
story to change in one day. He wants a phone call, a job, a payment, an apology, a 
breakthrough, a sign. He wants the road to open wide so he can stop feeling 
trapped. 

But much of my healing came in smaller form. 
A paragraph. 
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A sentence. 
A line that finally told the truth without screaming. 
I would sit there with the laptop, under the tree or inside the house, and give 

one part of my life a place on the page. The page became a table where memory 
could be laid down and looked at. Not worshipped. Not denied. Looked at. 
That mattered because unlooked-at things do not disappear. 
They wait. 

They wait in the body. They wait in the tone of voice. They wait in the 
nervous system. They wait in the way a man flinches at financial pressure. They 
wait in the way he pulls away when he feels misunderstood. They wait in the way 
he tries too hard to explain himself because, somewhere deep inside, he is still 
trying not to be misread by the room that first misread him. 
The page gave those waiting things an appointment. 
Slowly. 
One by one. 

I think that is why writing became more than writing for me. It became a way 
of staying with myself without drowning in myself. It became a way of bringing 
order to an inner house that had lived too long with rooms locked from the 
inside. I did not break the doors down. I opened them slowly. 
Some doors opened into childhood. 
Some opened into work. 

Some opened into my wife and the house we were trying to protect. 
Some opened into faith. 
Some opened into the body. 

Some opened into a silence I had mistaken for emptiness, but which was 
actually God giving me space to hear. 

The page helped me discover that silence is not always abandonment. 
Sometimes silence is a room where the soul can stop performing. 
That was not easy for me. I had spent much of my life trying to understand 

the rules of the room. What is expected? What is safe? What will happen if I say 
the wrong thing? Who must be kept calm? What must be carried? What must not 
be mentioned? 

On the page, those rules began to lose some of their power. 
The page did not demand that I be useful before I could be honest. It did not 

require me to have a solution before I could admit a wound. It did not ask me to 
sound strong. It allowed me to arrive as I was. 
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That is close to grace. 
Not the same as God. 

But close enough to teach me something about how grace receives a man. 
Grace does not need a man to come polished. Grace receives him truthfully. 

It does not flatter him. It does not excuse everything. It does not say the wound 
does not matter. It says, Come into the light. We will look at this together. 

The page became one of the places where I came into the light. 
There were sentences I wrote and then sat with for a long time. Not because 

they were perfect, but because they were finally true. They did not explain 
everything. They did not solve everything. But they had stopped pretending. 
A truthful sentence can be a small door. 

You walk through it, and the whole room changes. 
I learned that while writing The Man Who Stayed. 
That first book was not only a book. It was evidence that I had not 

disappeared. It was a stone placed on the ground to say, I was here. I stayed. I saw 
enough to write this down. I did not let the silence have the final word. 

But after a first book, another truth comes. A man cannot live forever on the 
fact that he stayed. Staying is holy, but staying is not the whole story. After 
staying, there must be seeing. After seeing, there must be building. 

That is why this second book had to come. 
Not to repeat the first one. 
To go deeper. 

The first book carried the fact of survival. This book carries the work of 
seeing. It asks what happened inside the man who stayed. It asks what he carried 
under the tree. It asks what he began to notice about God, about home, about his 
body, about marriage, about words, about fatherhood, about work, about fear, 
about grace. 

This book does not only ask, What happened to me? 
It asks, What is now in my hands? 
That question is harder. 

I can tell the story of what happened to me and still avoid the responsibility 
of what must happen through me now. The page would not let me avoid that 
forever. It let me grieve. It let me name. It let me tell the truth. But then, slowly, it 
also began to ask for obedience. 
Write cleaner. 
Speak cleaner. 
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Choose cleaner. 
Stop making the old house the author of every new sentence. 

That line matters to me. 
The old house must not remain the author of every new sentence. 

It shaped me, yes. 
It confused me, yes. 

It wounded me in places I am still learning to understand. 
But it does not get to write the ending. 

The page helped me take the pen back. 
Not with arrogance. 
With trembling. 
With grace. 

Sometimes people think writing is soft work. They see a man sitting with a 
laptop and think he is only typing. But there are days when writing asks more 
courage than physical labour. There are days when one sentence requires a man 
to stand in a room he has avoided for forty years. There are days when deleting a 
cruel sentence is an act of mercy. There are days when keeping a truthful sentence 
is an act of courage. 
Writing can be labour. 
Clean labour. 

It can be work that feeds more than the body. It can bring order. It can give 
shape. It can make a man useful again in a way that does not betray his soul. It 
can become a table where other people, later, may find language for what they 
have carried silently. 
That is why the page held me. 
Not because it was paper. 
Not because it was a screen. 

Because it became a place where truth, grace, memory, discipline, and God 
could meet without noise. 

There are still days when I do not know what to write. 
There are still days when the page feels too white, too empty, too patient. 
There are still days when I would rather avoid it because I know it may ask 

me to be honest again. 
But I have learned something. 
The empty page is not my enemy. 

It is not proof that I have nothing left. 
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It is an invitation. 
A page does not need the whole man at once. 

Only the next honest sentence. 
That is mercy too. 

When the life is too big, write the sentence. 
When the grief is too wide, write the image. 
When the fear is too loud, write the next true thing. 
When the past is too tangled, write one room. 
When the future is too dark, write enough light for the next page. 

This is how the page held me. 
It did not carry my whole life for me. 
It gave me a place to set down one piece of it at a time. 
And when I looked up again, I was still there. 

Not fixed. 
Not finished. 
But present. 
A man with words in his hands. 
A man with a house to protect. 
A man with a wife to love better. 

A man with a past that no longer has to speak louder than grace. 
A man learning, slowly, that the sentence is not a prison anymore. 

It can be a door. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

The Ordinary Discipline of 
Becoming Steady 

Steadiness does not always arrive as a feeling. 
Some mornings it arrives as a decision made before the body agrees. 

I know the pull of old habits. The cigarette in the morning. The movement 
toward the door before I have even properly entered the day. The body looking 
for something familiar, something that says, here, take this, calm down for a 
moment. 

For a long time I did not see it as a conversation. 
I saw it as a habit. 
Now I hear the question under it. 

What do you need before you disappear into the day? 
That question changes the fight. It stops turning the habit into an enemy and 

starts telling the truth about what the habit has been trying to carry. Sometimes 
the cigarette is not only a cigarette. Sometimes it is a pause. Sometimes it is 
comfort. Sometimes it is rebellion. Sometimes it is a small private room where the 
body goes because the soul has not yet learned another door. 
That does not make it good for me. 
It makes it understandable. 

Understanding is not permission. It is a cleaner starting place. 
If I attack myself, I return to the old voice. The voice that says I am failing 

again. The voice that turns one cigarette into a verdict, one weak morning into 
proof that the whole man cannot change. That voice sounds strict, but it does 
not make me steady. It makes me ashamed. 
Shame is a poor teacher. 

It may scare a man into behaviour for a while, but it does not build peace in 
him. It does not teach the body safety. It does not teach the hands what to do 
when pressure rises. It only adds another wound to the place already asking for 
care. 
So I begin smaller. 
Sit first. 



THE MAN WHO STAYED LONG ENOUGH TO SEE 

224 

Open the laptop first. 
Drink water first. 
Breathe before walking outside. 
Wait ten minutes. 

Ten minutes can sound like nothing to someone who wants a dramatic 
victory. But ten minutes is not nothing when the old command has always been 
immediate. Ten minutes is a gate. It says the urge may speak, but it does not rule. 
That is how steadiness begins for me. 
Not with heroic promises. 
With a delay. 

With one cigarette not obeyed immediately. One answer not sent from panic. 
One list made before the fear becomes weather. One small refusal to let the body 
run the house because it is tired, afraid, or trained by old pressure. 

The ordinary discipline of becoming steady is not glamorous. It is almost 
invisible. It happens in the kitchen, at the table, beside the laptop, near the door, 
in the pause before the first movement of the day. 

No one applauds a man for not doing something for ten minutes. 
But heaven may see more than applause sees. 

Because a pause can be holy when it interrupts an old pattern. 
Observe. 
What is happening in me? 
Think. 
What is this urge asking for? 
Act. 

What is the next clean thing I can do? 
That is simple enough to remember when life is not simple. It gives the mind 

somewhere to stand. It keeps discipline from becoming another punishment. It 
lets grace enter the ordinary places where change actually happens. 

I will not pretend I always get it right. 
Some days I still smoke sooner than I wanted to. Some days I still carry worry 

into my chest until it feels like part of my breathing. Some days I still answer too 
quickly, think too far ahead, or let one failure speak too loudly. 
But failure is not the name. 
Return is the practice. 

That is the mercy I am learning. A man can return without pretending he did 
not fall. He can come back to the chair, the page, the breath, the prayer, the next 
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right thing. He can say, I did not do that well, and still not hand the whole day 
over to shame. 
Steadiness is built by returns. 

Slowly, the body learns. Slowly, the room changes. Slowly, the old command 
loses some of its authority. Slowly, a man begins to trust that he can feel pressure 
without obeying every escape it offers him. 
I want that kind of steadiness. 
Not the cold kind. 

Not the hard, shut-down, clenched-jaw version I once confused with 
strength. 

I want the kind that can breathe. The kind that can say no without hatred. 
The kind that can make coffee, write a sentence, look at the numbers, love my 
wife, open the gate only when it is wise, and return after failure without making 
failure a throne. 
This is ordinary work. 

But ordinary work can save a life one morning at a time. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

It Must Stop With Me 

A man can see a pattern for many years and still not know how to stop it. 
Seeing is not the same as freedom. 
Seeing is the beginning. 

For a long time I thought the past was behind me because the years had 
moved on. I had lived in other towns. I had worked in other places. I had slept in 
other rooms, driven other roads, carried other responsibilities, and answered to 
other names in other seasons of my life. 
But time is not the same as healing. 
A wound can travel quietly. 

It can sit inside a sentence. It can hide in a tone of voice. It can wait behind a 
reaction that feels normal until the moment has passed and a man stands there 
wondering why he answered so sharply, why he withdrew so quickly, why he felt 
attacked when no one had attacked him, why he suddenly became a boy again 
inside a grown man's body. 
That is how patterns survive. 
They do not always arrive with drama. 
Sometimes they arrive through the ordinary door. 
A look. 
A bill. 
A phone call. 
A silence in the house. 
A tired wife. 
A memory with no warning. 

A body that feels danger before the mind can explain it. 
And then the old thing wants to take the steering wheel again. 

Defend yourself. 
Disappear. 
Get hard. 
Explain too much. 
Smoke. 
Panic. 
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Carry everything. 
Make peace at any cost. 
Say yes because no feels dangerous. 
Say nothing because speaking once cost too much. 

These things do not look like inheritance at first. They look like personality. 
They look like moods. They look like bad days. They look like stress. 

But some of them are older than the day. 
Some of them are echoes. 

And a man cannot change what he refuses to name. 
Under the tree, I began to understand that there is a difference between 

remembering pain and repeating it. 
I had remembered much. 

But I had also repeated more than I wanted to admit. 
Not always in large ways. Not always in ways someone else would easily see. 

Sometimes the repetition was hidden inside me. It was the way shame spoke 
before truth had a chance. It was the way fear made decisions in the house. It was 
the way old words still judged me before I had finished the day. It was the way I 
could turn inward and punish myself for being human, as if cruelty would finally 
make me steady. 
That was not healing. 
That was the old house still talking. 

And I could no longer pretend I did not hear it. 
This is one of the hard mercies of being seen. 
When grace opens a man's eyes, it does not only show him what was done to 

him. It also shows him what he is now responsible for. 
That is not condemnation. 
It is mercy with a spine. 

For many years I wanted someone to understand where I came from. I 
wanted the hidden things to be seen. I wanted someone to know that I was not 
born confused, that I did not become tired for no reason, that the body did not 
collapse out of nowhere, that the fear in me had a history. 
That was true. 
It is still true. 

But truth is not finished until it also asks: What will you do with what you 
now see? 
That question does not shout. 
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It waits. 
It waits beside the page. It waits at the gate. It waits in the kitchen. It waits 

before a cigarette. It waits in the few seconds before an answer to my wife. It 
waits when the phone rings and the old family pattern tries to enter the room 
again. 

What will you do with what you now see? 
Not what will they do. 
Not what should have happened. 
Not who should finally admit it. 

Those questions have their place, but they cannot become the whole house. 
There comes a point where a man must stand inside his own life and say, This 

came to me, but it will not simply pass through me without being questioned. 
That is where the sentence began to form in me. 

It must stop with me. 
Not because I am stronger than those before me. 

Not because I understand everything. 
Not because I have no anger, no grief, no confusion, no weakness, no old 

reactions left in my body. 
It must stop with me because I can no longer say I do not see it. 

There is a responsibility that comes with sight. 
A blind man can walk into furniture and not know why he is bruised. But 

once the light comes on, he must learn the room. He may still bump into things. 
He may still move carefully. He may still forget where the chair is in the dark. 

But he cannot call darkness his only truth anymore. 
For me, stopping it did not mean making a public speech against everyone 

who had failed me. 
It did not mean cutting every root as if origin itself was evil. 

It did not mean becoming cold. 
It did not mean pretending I had no parents, no family, no history, no grief. 
My father and mother are part of my origin. 

But they are not my identity. 
I came from them. 

I do not have to be defined by their choices, their wounds, their silences, their 
unfinished lives, or the confusion that shaped the house I grew up in. 
That is not hatred. 
That is order. 
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A man who does not understand origin will either worship it or run from it. 
But a man who sees clearly can place it where it belongs. 
Behind him. 
Not erased. 
Not enthroned. 
Behind him. 

The past may explain some of the road, but it must not be given the keys to 
the car. 
That was the work before me. 
To take the keys back. 
From fear. 
From shame. 
From old words. 

From the need to explain myself to people who may never understand. 
From the belief that love means carrying everything without a gate. 
From the habit of turning my own nervous system into a bridge so that 

others can cross comfortably. 
It must stop with me. 
That sentence is not a weapon. 
It is a boundary with breath in it. 

It is a line drawn not against people, but against the pattern itself. 
The pattern that says a child must become adult before his time. 
The pattern that says silence is safer than truth. 
The pattern that says fear may rule the room if it arrived first. 
The pattern that says a man must keep playing by the rules even when the 

rules are breaking him. 
The pattern that says the wounded one must carry the discomfort of 

everyone else. 
The pattern that says love must have no gate. 

No. 
It must stop with me. 
And stopping it is not one heroic act. 
It is daily work. 

It is the small refusal to answer from panic. 
It is the decision not to make my wife pay for a wound she did not cause. 
It is noticing when my voice wants to become sharp because my shame feels 

cornered. 
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It is admitting when I am afraid instead of disguising fear as irritation. 
It is letting a number on a page be a number, not a verdict over my worth. 
It is applying for work without letting rejection become my name. 
It is writing the truth without turning the page into a place of revenge. 
It is remembering my father with honesty and mercy, not with denial and not 

with hatred. 
It is seeing my mother without handing my peace back to the old confusion. 

It is keeping the gate. 
It is staying human. 

There are days when the old life still knocks. 
That is part of the truth too. 

A man can decide and still struggle. He can draw a line and still feel his hand 
shaking. He can believe in grace and still need to breathe through a morning. He 
can say, It must stop with me, and then discover how deep the pattern runs. 
That does not make the sentence false. 
It makes it necessary. 

The old pattern wants a man to give up when he cannot change everything at 
once. It wants him to say, See, you are still the same. It wants him to confuse a 
stumble with a return. 
But grace teaches a different language. 
Return. 
Repair. 
Begin again. 
Tell the truth sooner. 
Apologise cleaner. 
Pause earlier. 

Choose the next right thing before the old voice finishes its speech. 
A pattern that lived for decades will not always leave because a man made one 

strong statement. But it can lose authority. It can be questioned. It can be 
interrupted. It can be starved of obedience. 
That is how some things stop. 
Slowly. 
But truly. 

A man stands at the gate and says, You came with me this far. You do not 
come further. 
He may have to say it again tomorrow. 
Then he says it again. 
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And again. 
Until the house begins to know a new sound. 
Until fear no longer assumes the chair belongs to it. 
Until shame no longer writes the first sentence of the day. 
Until love is no longer confused with being available for every old demand. 
Until peace is not only something he visits under a tree, but something he 

protects inside the home. 
That is the work of a seen man. 
Not to become perfect. 
To become responsible. 

Grace did not keep me alive so that I could become mechanical. It did not 
bring me this far so I could simply function, pay accounts, keep quiet, smoke 
through the pressure, and call that living. 

Grace made room for a man to become whole. 
And wholeness requires truth. 
Truth about what happened. 
Truth about what hurt. 
Truth about what I still carry. 

Truth about where I have repeated what I never wanted to become. 
Truth about what must now stop. 

There, under the tree, with the laptop open and the house waiting beyond 
the day, I began to understand that breaking a pattern is also a form of love. 

It is love for the woman inside the house. 
It is love for the boy who once had no language. 
It is love for the body that told the truth. 
It is love for the future that has not yet arrived. 
It is even, in a strange and holy way, love for the family line itself. 
Because a pattern that is stopped is not only refused. 

It is redeemed from continuing. 
The pain does not get to become law forever. 
The wound does not get to appoint itself as king. 
The old house does not get to rebuild itself inside the new one without my 

consent. 
I cannot undo what shaped me. 

I cannot return to the boy and stand between him and every blow, every 
silence, every mixed message, every sentence that landed too heavily. 
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But I can stand here now. 
I can stand in this house. 
I can stand at this gate. 
I can stand before this page. 

I can stand with my hands open before God and say, I see it now. Help me 
not to pass it on. Help me not to become hard. Help me not to call fear wisdom. 
Help me not to confuse survival with obedience. Help me build what is true, 
good, right, and beautiful. 
That prayer is not weakness. 
It is the beginning of a different inheritance. 
Not money. 
Not property. 
Not a name without pain. 
A different inheritance. 
A calmer room. 
A cleaner sentence. 
A protected marriage. 
A man who pauses before he repeats. 

A house where truth and grace sit at the same table. 
A page where the boy is no longer invisible. 
A life where the past is honoured by no longer being obeyed blindly. 

This is not easy work. 
But it is possible work. 
Nie maklik nie, maar moontlik. 
And some days that is enough. 
It must stop with me. 
Not because I can finish the work alone. 
Not because I have no more fear. 
Not because the past has become small. 
But because by grace I am still here. 
Because I have been seen. 

Because the Father, through the Son, has not treated me as a machine to 
repair, but as a son to restore. 

Because the man under the tree has finally begun to understand that survival 
was not the end of his calling. 
It must stop with me. 
And by grace, something else must begin. 
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PART SEVEN 

Seen 

Not a finished life, but a life no longer hidden from itself — and enough 
light for the next page. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

Seen (Gesien) 

There is a kind of seeing that happens too late to save the child from the first 
wound, but not too late to save the man from carrying it blindly. 
For a long time I thought being seen meant being noticed. 

I thought it meant someone looking in my direction, hearing my words, 
knowing my name, remembering that I was in the room. But a man can be 
noticed and still remain hidden. A child can stand in the middle of a house and 
still feel like a question nobody wants to answer. 
Being seen is deeper than being observed. 

Being seen is when the truth of a person is allowed to exist without being 
quickly corrected, managed, explained away, or used against him. 

That kind of seeing does not only look at behaviour. It looks beneath it. It 
asks what the silence is holding. It asks why the anger came. It asks why the child 
tried so hard, why the man kept moving, why the body eventually spoke when 
the mouth could not. 

I did not always know that I wanted to be seen. 
Sometimes I only knew that I was tired. 

Tired of explaining myself. Tired of defending the pain. Tired of carrying 
things with no names. Tired of trying to be strong in rooms where strength had 
become another prison. Tired of being measured by what I could fix, carry, earn, 
endure, or keep quiet about. 

Under the tree, that tiredness began to change shape. 
It did not disappear. It did not become a neat testimony with a clean ending. 

It became visible. 
That was the beginning of being seen—of Gesien. 
Not admired. 
Not applauded. 
Not rescued from every consequence. 
Seen. 

The word became important to me because it carried more than comfort. It 
carried recognition. It carried truth. It carried the strange mercy of finally 
allowing the full story to stand in the light. 
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I began to see the boy in the house. 
Not as a weak boy. Not as a dramatic boy. Not as a problem. A boy trying to 

survive a room that sent mixed messages. A boy who learned to read faces before 
he could read life. A boy who felt the weight of shoes too big for him. A boy who 
was slapped in front of another person and had to keep living as if nothing had 
been written across his face. 

For many years, I did not know how much of that boy I had carried into the 
man. 
I carried him into work. 
I carried him into pressure. 
I carried him into silence. 

I carried him into marriage, not because I did not love my wife, but because a 
man does not stop carrying the unseen parts of himself simply because he is 
loved. 

Love helps. Love matters. Love gives shelter. But love does not automatically 
name what has never been named. 
Something had to be seen. 
Something had to be spoken. 

Something had to come out of the dark without becoming cruel. 
That is why truth with grace became necessary. I could not heal by lying. I 

could not heal by pretending that the wounds were smaller than they were. But I 
also could not become free by turning every memory into a weapon. 
Truth without grace becomes another slap. 
Grace without truth becomes another silence. 
I needed both. 

I needed to see my father without making him only the hand that hurt me. I 
needed to see my mother without making her only the pressure I felt. I needed to 
see the house without denying the love that existed there, and without denying 
the confusion that also existed there. 
That is not easy work. 

It is easier to choose one side. Blame or denial. Anger or silence. Judgment or 
pretending. But a real life does not fit into one clean box. A real life has love and 
failure in the same room. It has care and confusion in the same memory. It has a 
child who was loved in some ways and missed in others. 

Gesien—being seen—means that I no longer have to flatten the story to 
survive it. 
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I can say: this happened. 
I can say: that hurt. 
I can say: they were human. 

I can say: I am not their unfinished lives. 
I can say: I came from them, but I am not defined by the patterns that came 

through them. 
That is not rebellion. That is responsibility. 

The more I was seen by grace, the less I needed to prove my pain by becoming 
hard. 
That surprised me. 

I thought being seen would make me louder. I thought it might make me 
angry in a way that finally had enough evidence. But the deeper seeing did not 
make me want to destroy everything. It made me want to place things correctly. 
My father was not my identity. 
My mother was not my identity. 
The house was not my identity. 
The slap was not my identity. 
The silence was not my identity. 

The collapse of my body was not my identity. 
The debt, the work pressure, the late rebuilding, the fear of not being enough 

— none of these things had the right to name me completely. 
They were part of the story. 
They were not the whole man. 

Under the tree, I began to see proportion again. 
Pain had made some things too large. Shame had made some things too final. 

Fear had made some rooms feel like the whole world. But when grace sees a man, 
it does not only comfort him. It restores size. It puts the wound back into the 
story instead of letting the wound become the author. 

That is why the Father through the Son mattered so deeply. 
If I looked only at earthly fatherhood, the word father could remain 

complicated forever. It could carry absence, confusion, expectation, fear, longing, 
and unfinished questions. But in the Son, I saw the Father differently. 

I saw a Father who does not need to humiliate a man to correct him. 
A Father who does not confuse silence with holiness. 
A Father who sees the hidden child and the tired man in the same person. 
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A Father who brings truth into the light without using the light to burn what 
is already bruised. 

To be seen by that Father is not to be excused from becoming responsible. 
It is to become safe enough to tell the truth. 
And once a man can tell the truth, he can begin to change. 
Slowly, I began to see my wife more clearly too. 
Not as the one who must understand everything before I can be peaceful. 
Not as the one who must carry my fear because I have carried too much. 
Not as the one who must prove that I am seen every time the old ache wakes 

up. 
She is my wife. A real woman. Tired sometimes. Strong sometimes. Needing 

peace too. Needing a house where fear does not rule. Needing a man who is 
learning to see himself so that he can love her without making her responsible for 
every unfinished room inside him. 
Being seen must change how a man loves. 
Otherwise it becomes another selfish word. 

If I am seen, then I must learn to see. 
See my wife. 
See the house. 
See the budget without panic. 
See the cigarette before it becomes command. 

See the old pattern before it enters my tone. 
See the gate before I open it too quickly. 
See the page before I disappear into my own head. 
See the next right thing before fear demands the whole future. 

Being seen is not the end of discipline. 
It is the beginning of cleaner discipline. 

There is a difference between discipline that comes from shame and 
discipline that comes from grace. Shame says, Fix yourself so you can be 
acceptable. Grace says, You are seen; now walk in the truth of what has been 
shown. 
One crushes a man. 
The other calls him forward. 

I do not want to be a machine. I have lived too much of life trying to 
function. Functioning is not the same as living. Functioning can get a man 
through a day while leaving his soul outside the door. 
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I want to become whole. 
Not perfect. Not impressive in every room. Whole enough to be present. 

Whole enough to tell the truth sooner. Whole enough to stop old patterns at the 
gate. Whole enough to build clean bread. Whole enough to sit with my wife in 
peace without needing the next crisis to prove that I am useful. 
Gesien is not a soft word. It asks something of the man who receives it. 
It is a holy interruption. 
It interrupts the lie that I was invisible. 

It interrupts the lie that the wound gets the final word. 
It interrupts the lie that survival is the highest form of life. 
It interrupts the lie that because I came from confusion, I must continue 

confusion. 
It interrupts the lie that a man is only what he earns, fixes, carries, or endures. 

I stayed. 
That was the first book. 
I have seen. 
That is the second. 
And what comes after seeing cannot be rushed. 

A seen man must not immediately run out and build another house from the 
old materials. He must first learn what has changed in his hands. He must learn 
which tools still serve him and which ones were only survival habits. He must 
learn that not every open door is a call, not every voice deserves access, not every 
fear is prophecy, and not every urgent thing is holy. 
He must learn to build from peace. 
That will be another book. 

But here, under the tree, I am not yet building the whole house. I am learning 
to stand in the light without hiding from what it shows. 
I am learning to see the boy. 
I am learning to see the man. 
I am learning to see my wife. 

I am learning to see God without the wound of earthly fathers covering His 
face. 

I am learning to see work without making it my worth. 
I am learning to see my past as material, not master. 
And maybe that is enough for this part of the journey. 

Not finished. 
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Not fixed. 
Seen. 
Seen enough to stop lying. 
Seen enough to stop hiding. 
Seen enough to begin again. 
 



THE MAN WHO STAYED LONG ENOUGH TO SEE 

241 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

The Slow Work of Building 

A man who has been seen must be careful how he builds. 
When a man has lived for years under pressure, he can confuse movement with 
building. He can confuse activity with direction. He can confuse panic with 
responsibility. He can wake up, feel the weight of money, age, work, marriage, 
body, family, debt, regret, and time, and immediately start reaching for 
something to do. Anything. Just something that makes him feel less helpless. 
But not everything that moves is building. 
Some movement is only fear wearing work clothes. 

I know that kind of movement. I have lived it. I have rushed because I was 
afraid. I have planned because I was afraid. I have tried to solve the whole road in 
one sitting because I could not bear the thought of being behind. I have made a 
list that looked like discipline but felt like punishment. I have sat with my laptop 
open, my chest tight, my mind running ahead of me, trying to build a future 
while my nervous system was still standing in an old house. 
That is not building. 
That is survival trying to become a contractor. 

And survival is useful in a storm, but it is not a good architect. 
Survival knows how to get through a day. It knows how to watch the room. 

It knows how to scan faces, read silence, measure danger, and make quick plans. 
It knows how to keep a man alive when the ground is moving. I honour that part 
of me. I do not despise it anymore. It helped me stay. 

But the part of me that survived cannot be the only part of me that builds. 
A house built from fear will have fear in the walls. 
A marriage built from panic will feel like panic even when the words are right. 
Work built from shame will not feel clean, even when money comes in. 
Faith built from pressure will become another weight instead of a place to 

breathe. 
So the slow work of building begins with a different question. 
Not, What can I fix before I feel safe? 
But, What can I build from peace, even while everything is not yet fixed? 

That question changes the pace. 
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It does not remove urgency. Rent is still rent. Food is still food. Debt is still 
debt. The month still has dates. The body still has limits. The house still needs 
protection. My wife still needs a husband who is present, not only a man with 
explanations. I cannot pretend that practical things do not matter. They matter 
deeply. 

But there is a difference between taking responsibility and being driven by 
fear. 
Responsibility stands up. 
Fear runs around. 
Responsibility looks at the truth. 

Fear multiplies the truth until it becomes a monster. 
Responsibility asks, What is the next right thing? 

Fear asks, How do I repair my whole life by tonight? 
For a long time, I did not know the difference. 
I thought pressure proved that I cared. I thought anxiety was the same as 

seriousness. I thought if I was not worried, I was being careless. The old house 
had trained me to believe that calm was dangerous, that peace meant I was 
missing something, that if I relaxed, something would fall apart. 
But peace is not carelessness. 
Peace is a better foundation. 

Under the tree, I began to learn that building slowly is not failure. It is 
wisdom. A tree does not hurry its roots because the wind is coming. A tree grows 
hidden before it stands wide. The part people see is not the first part that matters. 
Before shade, there are roots. Before fruit, there is hidden work. Before strength, 
there is quiet holding. 
A man must also grow roots. 

Not impressive roots. Not roots that can be posted or explained or turned 
into proof. Ordinary roots. The way he speaks in the morning. The way he pauses 
before answering. The way he writes down the numbers instead of letting them 
become fog. The way he applies for one clean piece of work instead of chasing ten 
forms of chaos. The way he tells his wife the truth without making her carry the 
whole panic of his chest. The way he closes the gate when old patterns arrive 
dressed as obligation. 
Those are roots. 
Hidden, ordinary, holy roots. 
And they matter. 
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There was a time when I wanted the whole structure immediately. I wanted 
the finished version of myself to arrive and take over. I wanted the man who was 
calm, steady, earning, writing, disciplined, healthy, strong in faith, gentle with my 
wife, wise with family, free from old fear, and ready for the future. I wanted him 
to step through the door and relieve me of the man who was tired. 

But the man I am becoming does not arrive as a stranger. 
He is built. 
One choice at a time. 
One sentence at a time. 
One honest day at a time. 

Some days that sounds too small. Some days I want more. I want the big 
breakthrough. I want the answer that proves everything will be okay. I want the 
phone call, the payment, the work, the clean month, the solved account, the 
repaired body, the finished book, the steady routine. I want evidence that all of 
this is going somewhere. 

But grace often gives material before it gives the finished house. 
And I have material. 
I have words. 
I have experience. 
I have a wife beside me. 
I have a house to protect. 

I have a body that has told the truth. 
I have a page that still receives me. 

I have work knowledge from years of sites, systems, safety, risk, people, 
factories, documents, and pressure. 
I have the ability to see patterns. 

I have the ability to bring order where there is confusion. 
I have the ability to write what others only feel. 
I have faith, not as noise, but as Presence. 
I have enough to begin building, even if I do not yet have enough to see the 

full shape. 
That is difficult for a man who wants certainty. But certainty is not always 

the first gift. Sometimes the first gift is a stone in the hand. 
Not the whole wall. 
A stone. 
A clean action. 
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A truthful sentence. 
A small repair. 
A boundary held. 
A cigarette delayed. 
A document sent. 
A paragraph written. 
A number faced. 
A prayer breathed without performance. 

A gentle answer when the old tone wanted to rise. 
That is how building begins. 
Not with applause. 
With material placed correctly. 

Book Two is not the story of a finished man. I must be honest about that. If 
this book pretends that seeing means completion, then it becomes another lie. 
Seeing is not the same as being finished. Being seen does not mean the debt 
disappears. It does not mean the nervous system becomes quiet forever. It does 
not mean family pain stops knocking. It does not mean the body forgets. It does 
not mean a man never fears again. 

Being seen means he can stop building in the dark. 
When a man builds in the dark, he uses whatever his hand finds. Old shame. 

Old anger. Old urgency. Old vows. Old fear. Old sentences spoken over him. He 
builds quickly because he cannot see what he is using. Later he wonders why the 
new place feels like the old one. 

But when light comes, even a little light, he can choose his material. 
This is not mine. 
This is fear. 
This is shame. 
This is control. 
This is panic. 
This is love. 
This is truth. 
This is grace. 
This is work I can do. 
This is work I must leave. 
This is mine to carry. 
This is not mine to carry. 
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That is slow work. It is not dramatic. It does not always look like progress 
from the outside. A man can spend a whole morning not falling into an old 
pattern, and nobody will clap. He can hold his tongue once, breathe once, write 
one honest page, send one careful application, refuse one fear-driven decision, 
and to the world it looks like nothing happened. 
But something happened. 
A stone was placed. 

And the wall did not lean the wrong way. 
I have begun to respect that kind of progress. 
Not because it is easy, but because it is real. 
There are days when I still want to rush. There are days when I still feel 

behind. Fifty-one is not twenty-five. The body does not feel like it did. The work 
world has changed. The house needs money. The future does not wait kindly for 
a man to feel ready. These truths are not small. I do not want to write them away 
with pretty language. 

But I also do not want shame to be the builder of the rest of my life. 
Shame builds fast and badly. 
Grace builds slowly and truly. 
Fear demands proof before it starts. 

Faith begins with obedience before it sees the whole road. 
I am learning that building is not only about income, though income matters. 

It is not only about a book, though the book matters. It is not only about habits, 
though habits matter. It is about becoming a man whose inner house can hold 
what God is still giving. 

If the inside stays chaotic, the outside will not save me. 
If the inside becomes steady, even slowly, then the outside has a place to land. 

That is why the work is slow. 
A man does not only build a future. 

He becomes the kind of man who can live inside it. 
And that becoming is not glamorous. It is daily. It is ordinary. It is sometimes 

boring. It is sometimes painful. It is often unseen. It is not the kind of work that 
makes a loud story. But it is the kind of work that can change the end of one. 
I think of the tree again. 

It did not become strong by shouting at the soil. 
It stood. 
It received light. 
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It endured weather. 
It grew where it was planted. 

It held shade for a man who did not yet know how to hold himself. 
Maybe that is part of what building means for me now. 

Not to become impressive. 
To become rooted. 
To become honest. 

To become steady enough that love can rest near me without fear. 
To become disciplined without becoming cruel. 
To become responsible without becoming frantic. 

To become a man who can work, write, love, pray, pause, and begin again. 
Book Three may be called Gebou. 
Built. 

But this book must not reach for building too quickly. This book is about 
Gesien: being seen, seeing, and learning to look clearly at the boy, the wound, the 
house, my wife, the body, the work, the gate, the Presence of God, and the 
material still left in my hands. 
Only a seen man can build cleanly. 

So I do not despise the slow work anymore. 
I do not always like it. 
But I respect it. 

Today the whole wall is not in my hands. 
The whole house is not in my hands. 
The whole future is not in my hands. 
But there is a stone. 
There is a sentence. 
There is a next right thing. 
And by grace, I can place it down. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

The Man I Am Becoming 

For many years I carried a picture of a man I thought I was supposed to become. 
He was not always clear, but he was always watching me. 

He stood somewhere ahead of me, silent and disappointed. He was stronger 
than I was. Calmer than I was. More successful. More certain. He did not run out 
of energy. He did not become afraid. He did not feel small when money was 
tight. He did not need reassurance. He did not carry old rooms in his chest. He 
did not wake up with the weight of yesterday already waiting beside him. 
That man was impossible. 

But I did not know that for a long time. 
I thought he was the standard. 

I measured myself against him and found myself wanting. Again and again. I 
looked at my age, my work, my body, my marriage, my unfinished things, my 
losses, my mistakes, my slow recovery, and I heard the old question: Why are you 
not there yet? 
It was not a gentle question. 

It did not come to help me become whole. It came to accuse me. 
Shame often disguises itself as a life coach. 

It speaks in the language of improvement, but its fruit is heaviness. It says, 
You must do better, but it does not show mercy to the man who is trying. It 
points to the gap between where a man is and where he wishes he was, and then it 
uses that gap as evidence against him. It says, Look how far you still have to go. 
Look how late it is. Look how much you have failed. Look how much others 
have built. Look how little you can show. 

For a man like me, that voice can sound familiar. 
Too familiar. 

It can sound like old authority. Like the room that measured but did not see. 
Like words that became a sentence. Like the hand that struck. Like the silence 
that followed. Like the rule that said a man must function before he is allowed to 
be understood. 

But God does not humiliate a man into wholeness. 
Shame does that. 



THE MAN WHO STAYED LONG ENOUGH TO SEE 

248 

Grace does something different. 
Grace tells the truth, but it does not crush the person who must hear it. Grace 

does not flatter. It does not pretend. It does not make weakness holy by leaving it 
untouched. But grace never uses truth as a weapon against the wounded. Grace 
gives a man enough light to see, and enough mercy to stay standing while he sees. 
That is the difference I am learning. 

The man I am becoming is not the impossible man I used to imagine. 
He is not untouched by fear. 
He is not perfectly calm. 

He is not a man with every answer arranged neatly on the desk. 
He is not the man who has solved the whole future before breakfast. 
He is not the man who never feels the pull of an old habit, the sting of an old 

memory, or the pressure of an unfinished month. 
He is a more honest man than that. 

He is a man who sees quicker than he used to. 
That may not sound like much, but it is. 
To see quicker is to live less blindly. It is to recognize when fear has entered 

the room before it rearranges the furniture. It is to know when the old voice is 
speaking before it becomes the only voice. It is to notice the tightness in the chest 
and ask what it is trying to say. It is to hear a sharp tone forming in the mouth 
and pause before it wounds someone near. It is to know that a list can be a tool or 
a whip. It is to know when work is clean and when work is only panic in another 
shirt. 
That is becoming. 
Not perfection. 
Recognition. 

There was a time when I thought change would feel more dramatic. I 
thought if a man changed, everyone would be able to see it immediately. 
Something would announce itself. A door would open. A new version would 
arrive. The struggle would end. The old patterns would step aside and salute the 
future. 
But the real changes have often been quiet. 
A sentence not spoken. 
An apology offered sooner. 
A cigarette delayed. 
A fear written down instead of acted out. 
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A number faced. 
A prayer breathed without performance. 
A boundary held without hatred. 

A page written when the mind wanted to disappear. 
A gentle answer given to my wife when the old pressure wanted to defend 

itself. 
These things do not always look like transformation from the outside. But 

inside a man, they are not small. 
They are evidence that another builder has entered the site. 
The survivor in me knew how to stay alive. I honour him. I do not mock him. 

He carried me through rooms I did not yet have language for. He watched. He 
adjusted. He endured. He learned rules before anyone explained the game. He 
became useful, careful, alert, responsible. He kept moving when stopping felt 
dangerous. 

But the survivor cannot be the whole man forever. 
If survival keeps the keys, life stays narrow. 

The survivor protects, but he also expects danger everywhere. He can turn 
love into a risk assessment. He can turn marriage into a place where he scans for 
disappointment. He can turn work into proof of worth. He can turn faith into 
performance. He can turn rest into guilt. He can turn one difficult day into a 
prophecy over the future. 
I understand him. 
But I cannot let him rule everything. 

The man I am becoming must thank the survivor and then gently take the 
keys from his hand. 
Not violently. 
Not with contempt. 
But firmly. 
You helped me stay. 
Now I must learn to live. 

That sentence is not easy for me. Living sounds simple until a man realizes 
how long he has been bracing. To live means I must stop treating every quiet 
moment as a trap. I must learn that peace is not neglect. I must learn that joy does 
not have to apologize. I must learn that work can serve the house without 
becoming my identity. I must learn that my wife is not the enemy of my shame. I 
must learn that God is not waiting for me with a raised hand. 
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I must learn the Father through the Son. 
Again and again. 

Because if I look at God through fear, even faith becomes a room I cannot 
breathe in. But when I look at the Father through Christ, something changes. I 
see correction without cruelty. I see truth without contempt. I see holiness that 
does not need to humiliate. I see a Presence that knows me fully and does not 
abandon me. 

That Presence is changing the shape of the man inside me. 
Slowly. 
Not as a slogan. 
As a rhythm. 

Morning by morning. Page by page. Conversation by conversation. Breath by 
breath. 

The man I am becoming is not trying to erase the man I have been. 
He is gathering him. 
That may be the better word. 
Gathering. 

There are pieces of me that were left in different places. A boy in a house of 
mixed messages. A child not seen. A young man trying to understand words 
spoken over him. A man on roads far from home. A body that finally told the 
truth. A husband who sometimes carried fear into the room before he knew what 
he was carrying. A writer under a tree with a laptop and a life that had become 
too heavy to keep unnamed. 

For a long time I thought becoming meant cutting parts of myself away. 
But grace has not been doing that. 

Grace has been bringing the scattered parts into the light. 
Not to let every part lead. 
Not to let every wound speak as truth. 

But to bring them home under the rule of mercy. 
The boy does not have to hide anymore. 

The survivor does not have to stand guard all night. 
The wounded man does not have to use pain as proof that he is real. 
The husband does not have to defend himself before he listens. 
The writer does not have to turn every sentence into a courtroom. 
The son does not have to be defined by the unfinished lives of his father and 

mother. 
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The man does not have to confuse origin with identity. 
I came from them. 
I am not imprisoned by them. 

That truth has taken years to reach me. It is easy to say now, but it was not 
easy to see. Blood is powerful. Family is powerful. Early words are powerful. A 
child does not simply walk out of an atmosphere because he becomes an adult. 
The atmosphere follows him until it is named, grieved, forgiven where 
forgiveness is possible, and fenced where fencing is necessary. 

I do not want to become hard just to become free. 
That is another trap. 

Hardness can look like strength from a distance, but up close it often has fear 
underneath it. A hard man may no longer cry, but he may also no longer listen. 
He may no longer be easily hurt, but he may also no longer be easily reached. He 
may think he has escaped pain, while all he has really done is turn pain into 
armour. 

I do not want armour to be my final shape. 
I want truth with skin on it. 
I want strength that can still be gentle. 
I want boundaries without bitterness. 
I want faith without performance. 
I want discipline without cruelty. 
I want work without panic. 

I want love that does not have to walk on eggshells around my fear. 
I want to become steady enough that my wife can feel my presence as shelter, 

not weather. 
That is not a small sentence. 

A man's presence can become weather in a house. His anxiety can fill the 
room. His shame can make every conversation heavier than it needs to be. His 
silence can become a wall. His defensiveness can become furniture everyone has 
to walk around. I know this because I have carried weather into rooms I loved. 
I do not say that to condemn myself. 
I say it because I see it. 
And seeing gives me responsibility. 

The man I am becoming does not always get it right. Some days he still wakes 
up with old pressure. Some days he still reaches for the familiar habit. Some days 
he still wants to explain before listening. Some days he still feels the old fear that 
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there will not be enough. Some days the future still looks too far away and too 
close at the same time. 
But he returns quicker. 
That matters. 
He returns to the page. 
He returns to the next right thing. 
He returns to the house. 
He returns to my wife. 

He returns to God without waiting until he feels worthy. 
He returns to the truth without using it as a whip. 

He returns. 
Maybe becoming is not only about moving forward. 

Maybe becoming is also the grace of returning sooner. 
Sooner from panic. 
Sooner from shame. 
Sooner from old sentences. 
Sooner from silence. 
Sooner from the false peace of avoidance. 

Sooner from the belief that one difficult day has the authority to name the 
whole life. 

Under the tree, I did not become a different man all at once. 
I became more visible to myself. 
That was enough to begin. 

I saw the boy. I saw the wound. I saw the house. I saw the woman beside me. 
I saw the work still possible. I saw the body that had been trying to tell me the 
truth. I saw God not as an idea to defend, but as Presence that had been near even 
when I was too tired to feel Him. 

And I saw that becoming was not an escape from my story. 
It was learning how to live truthfully inside it. 
The man I am becoming is not impressive in every way. 

But he is real. 
He is learning to stand without pretending he was never on the ground. 
He is learning to love without making love pay for old wounds. 
He is learning to work without selling his peace to panic. 
He is learning to write without hiding behind beautiful words. 
He is learning to remember without becoming a prisoner of memory. 
He is learning to carry responsibility without carrying what was never his. 
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He is learning that mercy is not weakness, and that boundaries are not hatred. 
He is learning that God can be trusted with unfinished things. 
He is learning that a man can be late and still be alive. 
He is learning that the next page is not a punishment. 

It is a gift. 
So I do not wait for the impossible man anymore. 

I let him go. 
I let the accusation go with him. 

I bless what was true in the longing. I wanted to be whole. I wanted to be 
steady. I wanted to be useful. I wanted to be good. There was nothing wrong 
with that desire. But I no longer let shame be the one who tells me how to get 
there. 

The man I am becoming will be built differently. 
By truth. 
By grace. 
By ordinary discipline. 
By clean work. 
By a protected house. 

By a page that can hold what my chest cannot. 
By the Father made visible through the Son. 
By the courage to return. 
By the humility to begin again. 
This is not the end of the work. 

It is the beginning of a man who can finally see what kind of work it is. 
Not the work of becoming someone else. 
The work of becoming whole. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

Just Us Is Enough 

There are some losses a man cannot explain without becoming quiet first. 
They do not always arrive with noise. Some losses are not an event on a calendar. 
They are not a funeral, not a phone call, not a door closing. They gather over 
time, beside ordinary moments: a child calling from another room, a small hand 
reaching for a bigger one, a school uniform in the street, a photograph that opens 
something in the chest before the mind has words. 

For me, one of those quiet griefs is this: 
I will never know what it means to hear a child call me father. 

That is not an easy sentence to write. 
Even now, the page pauses around it. 

I have known many kinds of responsibility. I have carried work, pressure, 
fear, marriage, family history, debt, sickness, memory, and silence. I have carried 
things too early and things too long. 

But there is a kind of carrying I will not know. 
I will not know the weight of my own child sleeping against my chest. I will 

not know school mornings from the inside of fatherhood, questions from the 
back seat, shoes by the door, a hand reaching up, the sound of a child saying my 
name in a way no one else can say it. 

A man can accept a truth and still feel it. 
Acceptance is not numbness. It is not pretending the ache does not exist. It is 

the moment when a man stops arguing with the life he has been given, but he 
does not have to lie about what the argument cost him. 

There was a time when this grief could have become bitterness. It could have 
turned into accusation against life, against God, against time, against myself, even 
against my wife. Grief can do that when it is left alone in the dark. It starts 
comparing houses, tables, families, futures. It starts measuring love by what did 
not happen. 

But love cannot be measured only by what came through blood. 
And fatherhood cannot be reduced to biology. 
Still, the loss is real. 
Both truths must stand together. 
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My wife and I do not have children. 
It is just us. 
For some people, that may sound small. 
But it is not small to me. 

It is a house. It is a marriage. It is a covenant that has survived more than most 
people have seen. It is morning coffee, dogs moving through the rooms, a shared 
budget, a table, a bed, unfinished things, ordinary meals, apologies, small laughter 
that still finds a way, and the grace of another day. 
Just us is not nothing. 
Just us is a life. 

My wife has carried more than I always knew how to see. For years she carried 
classrooms, other people's children, responsibility, exhaustion, her own 
disappointments, and the pressure of a house that had to keep standing. She gave 
mothering in ways that did not always carry her name. She poured herself into 
children who were not born from her body but still received something from her 
hands, her voice, her patience, her discipline, her presence. 

I think of her coming home with the school day still on her shoulders. The 
keys. The bag. The tiredness she does not always announce. The way a woman 
can keep giving all day and then still enter a house that needs her calm. 
That matters. 
God sees the quiet giving. 
I need to see it too. 

My wife is not only the woman beside my story. She is a person with her own 
story, her own cost, her own courage, her own tiredness, her own grace. If I write 
about our life, I must not make her only a symbol of home. 
She is my wife. 
She is my wife. 

And the house we have must be protected because she is in it. 
There were seasons when I wanted life to prove something to me before I 

could rest. I wanted work to prove I was still useful. I wanted money to prove I 
was not a failure. I wanted the future to prove the past had not taken too much. I 
wanted evidence. 
But love is not always proved by expansion. 
Sometimes love is proved by attention. 
By seeing what remains. 
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By not despising the life in front of me because it is not the life I once 
imagined. 

A man can miss his life while grieving the life he did not have. 
I do not want to do that. 

I do not want to stand in the doorway of our house and look past my wife 
toward an imagined life that never came. I do not want to make the absence of 
children louder than the presence of the woman who stayed. I do not want grief 
to steal from gratitude. I do not want the ache of fatherhood to make me blind to 
the covenant in my hands. 
Money cannot buy love. 
Money is not fatherhood. 

A bank balance cannot call a man Dad. A better job cannot replace a child. A 
paid-off debt cannot undo a quiet grief. Work matters. Income matters. Stability 
matters. I do not spiritualize unpaid bills. 

But money cannot be asked to heal what only God can hold. 
Clean bread is different. Clean bread is work that enters the house without 

poisoning it. It is provision that serves love, not shame. It is the ordinary dignity 
of doing what is in my hands because love deserves structure. 

That is how I must think about our future. 
Not as a man trying to replace what is missing. 
As a man trying to honour what is present. 
Just us is enough does not mean nothing hurts. 
It means the hurt does not get to rule the house. 
It means our marriage is not a consolation prize. It means our table is not 

empty because there are no children around it. It means the dogs, the books, the 
pages, the quiet prayers, the meals, the repairs, the weary evenings, the faith that 
still breathes — all of it counts. 
It counts because it is ours. 
It counts because God is present here. 
Not only in the life we imagined. 
Here. 
In this one. 

There is a temptation to believe that legacy must have a bloodline. But legacy 
is wider than blood. A sentence can be legacy. A safer room can be legacy. A life 
that refuses to pass on harm can be legacy. A book can be legacy. A marriage that 
learns to become less afraid can be legacy. 
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Perhaps a house without children can still become a witness. 
Perhaps peace practiced here can still matter. 

Perhaps the words written here can still make room for someone else to 
breathe. 
That thought helps me. 
It does not remove the ache. 

But it gives the ache somewhere clean to stand. 
So I hold both. 
I grieve what did not come. 
I bless what remains. 

I tell the truth about the child who never called me father. 
I tell the truth about the wife who is here. 
I tell the truth about the house that still needs protection. 
And then I return to the next right thing. 
There are evenings when just us feels quiet in a way that opens the old ache. 

The house settles. A dog shifts on the floor. My wife moves through the room, 
tired from her own long carrying. I sit with the knowledge that there are names I 
will never call, school reports I will never read, children I will never teach how to 
stand in the world. 
And then I look again. 
Not away from the ache. 
Through it. 
I see my wife. 
I see the house. 
I see the page. 

I see that love has not left because life did not take the shape I once thought it 
would. 

I see that just us is not a failure. 
It is a calling. 
A smaller table can still be holy. 
A quiet house can still be full. 

A marriage without children can still carry tenderness, discipline, forgiveness, 
laughter, memory, and grace. 

A man without a child can still become fatherly in the way he protects, 
blesses, writes, repairs, guides, and refuses to let harm continue through him. 

He may never hear the word Dad spoken by his own child. 
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But he can still become the kind of man who would not make a child afraid. 
That matters to me. 
Safe for my wife. 
Safe for the house. 

Safe for my own younger self when he appears on the page. 
Safe for the reader who might find in these words a place to rest. 
Safe enough that truth can come near without being slapped away. 
Safe enough that grace can enter without having to fight for space. 

That is a kind of fathering too. 
Not the same. 
I will not pretend it is the same. 
But it is not nothing. 
Just us is enough. 
Not because nothing is missing. 
Because what remains is real. 
Because love is here. 
Because God is here. 

Because this is the life we have been given to make holy. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

What Remains in My Hands 

There is a kind of accounting the soul does when a man is tired. 
It counts what is gone. 

The years. The work that did not last. The money that should have been used 
differently. The body before it suffered. The confidence before it was shaken. 
The house that could have felt easier by now. The future that once looked larger 
from a distance. 
Shame is quick with numbers. 

It knows how to make a man look at his hands and see only what they failed 
to hold. 
I have done that. 

I have looked at my hands as if they were evidence against me. Hands that 
worked, carried, wrote, repaired, packed, applied, held tools, held pages, held 
onto faith, held onto my wife, and still I could feel the accusation: why is there 
not more here by now? 

That question can become cruel if it is allowed to speak alone. 
So I am learning another kind of accounting. 

Not denial. Not pretending loss is not loss. Not covering real pressure with 
spiritual language. 
Just a slower count. 
What remains? 
My hands are not empty. 

They are tired, yes. Older than they were. Marked by work, stress, cigarettes, 
pages, and the long effort of staying. But they are not empty. 
There are still words in them. 
There is still order in them. 

There is still the ability to make a list, clean a paragraph, shape a document, 
fix a sentence, hold a cup of coffee quietly, touch my wife's hand, feed the dogs, 
open the laptop, close the gate, and begin again with less noise than yesterday. 
Those things may not look large. 
But they remain. 
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I think of a man after a storm. At first he sees only damage. Branches down. 
Water where it should not be. Pieces of things that used to have a place. The first 
looking is grief, and grief should not be hurried. 
But eventually he bends down. 
He picks up what can still be used. 

A board. A tool. A hinge. A photograph. Something dry. Something whole. 
Something broken but repairable. 

Recovery does not begin with the whole house restored. 
It begins with what is still in his hands. 

That is where I am. 
Not where I imagined I would be. 
Not where pride would prefer to stand. 
Here. 
With what remains. 

I have experience that did not disappear when the job ended. I have travelled 
enough to know that peace is not found by running faster. I have survived 
enough to know that a body must be listened to before it breaks louder. I have 
made enough mistakes to respect small obedience. I have known enough 
confusion to value clarity. I have loved my wife long enough to know that a 
marriage is not protected by intention alone. 
I have pages. 
That is not small. 

A page can hold what the mouth could not. A page can gather the scattered 
pieces and say, Look again. There is still shape here. 
I have faith. 

Not the noisy kind that pretends. A quieter faith now. One that has learned, 
slowly, that Presence is sometimes bread, breath, pause, apology, work, mercy, 
morning. 
I have my wife. 
That sentence must not be rushed past. 

She is not an item on a gratitude list. She is the woman in the house with me. 
The one whose tiredness matters. The one whose peace matters. The one who 
must not be asked to live forever inside my fear. If she remains in my hands, then 
what remains is already holy. 
I have a life that is not finished. 
Late is not the same as over. 
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That has become important to me. Age can become bitterness if I only count 
what did not happen. But age can also become focus. A younger man may waste 
years trying to impress rooms that do not love him. An older man may finally ask 
what is true, what is clean, what is still possible, what is worth protecting. 

What remains in my hands is not enough for pride. 
It may be enough for obedience. 

Enough to write the next page. Enough to seek clean bread. Enough to keep 
the gate. Enough to sit with my wife and not call ordinary love less because it is 
ordinary. Enough to stop handing shame the calculator. 

So I open my hands now, not to prove how much I have, and not to hide 
how much has been lost. 

I open them because grace can only work with hands that stop pretending. 
This is what remains. 
It is not nothing. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

The Man Under the Tree Returns 

A man does not return to the same place as the same man. 
The tree may still be there. The shade may fall in the same direction. The laptop 
may open on the same surface. The page may wait with the same white silence. 
But the man is not the same. 

When I first came to the tree, much of what I carried had no clean name. It 
was pressure. Tiredness. Confusion. A heaviness in the body. Old fear wearing 
new clothes. The feeling of having survived many rooms while some of those 
rooms still lived inside me. 
Now I return carrying names. 

The house that sent mixed messages. Shoes too big. The child who was not 
seen. The slap. Words that became a sentence. The first visible crack. Distance 
that was not peace. The body that told the truth. My wife and the house we must 
protect. The Father through the Son. Clean bread. The gate. The page. The 
ordinary discipline. Seen. Gesien. 
These are not only chapter titles. 
They are places where light entered slowly. 

At first I thought I was writing a book. Then I began to understand that the 
book was also cutting a path through me. Not a perfect path. Not a straight one. 
But a way to walk without disappearing. A way to tell the truth without 
becoming hard. A way to honour grace without hiding damage. 
That is why the tree matters. 

It did not heal me by magic. It did not give me money, perfect health, a new 
childhood, or a future without pressure. It gave me a place to stay still long 
enough to see. 
Sometimes that is mercy. 

I have pretended many things in my life. I pretended I was stronger than I 
was. I pretended certain words did not stay with me. I pretended distance could 
become peace if I kept moving. I pretended usefulness was the same as wholeness. 
I pretended that if I could understand enough, arrange enough, fix enough, I 
would not have to feel the full weight of what had happened. 
Under the tree, pretending became too expensive. 
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Silence made room for truth. 
Not the truth that enters a room to make a person smaller. I had known that 

kind. Correction without tenderness. Judgment without help. The truth that 
found me here was different. It did not lie to protect me, but it did not come to 
destroy me. 
It came to recover me. 

That is the truth I needed: not blame without mercy, not forgiveness by 
hiding what happened, but something cleaner and harder and kinder at the same 
time. 
I am not finished. 

A book can make a life look more complete than it is. It gives shape to chaos 
and may make the reader think the writer has arrived somewhere final. I know 
better. I still wake with pressure. I still face money, work, habits, health, marriage, 
old messages, and the ordinary work of becoming steady. 
I still have to choose my tone. 
I still have to protect the house. 

I still have to remember that my wife is not a pressure point in my life, but a 
person to be loved with clean eyes. 
Seeing does not remove discipline. 
It gives discipline a reason. 

A calmer list can be love. A cleaner budget can be love. A gate can be love. A 
delayed cigarette can be love. A truthful sentence can be love. A quiet apology 
can be love. Work done without panic can be love. 

The tree does not send me away from the house. 
It sends me back better. 

Back to my wife. Back to work that must be clean. Back to the gate that must 
hold. Back to the body that must be treated with patience. Back to the God who 
is not only found in church words, but in Presence, breath, mercy, morning, and 
the next right thing. 
A tree has roots. 

For years I confused roots with origin. I thought roots meant only where I 
came from: father, mother, house, old sentences, patterns, wounds, family name. 
But origin is not identity. 
I came from them. 
I am not defined by them. 
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That truth did not arrive as a slogan. It had to travel from the page into the 
body. It had to enter the way I answered a phone, remembered a conversation, 
spoke about my father, held mercy for my mother, protected my home, and 
stopped handing the past the keys to my future. 
Roots can go deeper than wound. 
That is what grace has shown me. 

A wound can be deep. A sentence spoken over a child can be deep. A silence 
can be deep. But God is deeper. Mercy is deeper. Presence is deeper. The image of 
God in a man is deeper than the confusion that tried to cover it. 
This is not easy faith. 

Easy faith speaks too quickly. It gives answers before it has listened. It hurries 
grief. It quotes before it kneels. I cannot live by that kind of faith anymore. I need 
faith that can sit under a tree with a tired man, then walk with him back into a 
house where money is tight and love must become practical. 
That is what remains. 
A rhythm. 

Breathe. See. Tell the truth. Do the next right thing. Protect the house. Write 
the page. Hold the gate. Receive grace. Begin again. 
Some days that is all. 
Some days that is enough. 

When I look back now, I do not see a neat road. I see scattered ground that 
grace has not wasted. I see the child, the shoes, the slap, the roads, the body, the 
page, my wife, the gate, the house, the Father through the Son. I see a survivor 
becoming more than survival. 
The tree was never the destination. 
It was a place of seeing. 

A man cannot remain forever under the tree once he has been given enough 
light to stand. He must rise. He must take the page with him. He must turn 
toward home. 
So he gathers what remains. 
He takes the next page. 

He says what grace has been teaching him all along. 
I stayed. 
I have seen. 
And now, slowly, I am ready to build. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY 

Enough Light for the Next Page 

A man wants the whole road. 
He wants to know where the pain will end, where the money will come from, 
where the work will settle, where the body will become trustworthy again, where 
the house will finally breathe without fear standing in the doorway. He wants to 
know whether he has lost too much time. He wants to know whether the years 
that broke him can still become material for anything good. 
He wants the whole road. 

But most of the time, God gives enough light for the next page. 
Not the whole book. 
Not the whole future. 
Enough light for the next page. 

That is not always what I ask for, but it is often what saves me. 
The whole road can become another weight. The mind runs ahead and tries 

to solve what has not yet arrived. It builds bridges over rivers it may never have to 
cross. It borrows sorrow from months that have not yet been given. It turns 
tomorrow into a court case and then asks the body to sit quietly while judgment 
is passed. 
I know that place. 

I have turned a morning into a lifetime before breakfast. 
The page teaches a different rhythm. 

A page does not ask for the whole life. It asks for the next sentence. A 
sentence does not ask for the whole man. It asks him to be present enough to 
place one true thing down. 
That is how this book came. 

One memory. One image. One ache given language. One truth held without 
hatred. One paragraph that did not fix the life but helped me stay with it 
honestly. 

I thought I needed to understand everything before I could write. 
Sometimes writing is the way understanding arrives. 
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And even in the final page, the road leads back through the house: to my 
wife, to the sound of her moving through an ordinary evening, to the life that 
must be loved while it is still unfinished. 

The man under the tree did not receive a map of the rest of his life. He 
received shade, silence, a laptop, a page, the memory of a boy who had carried too 
much, the presence of a wife he needed to see more clearly, and the hard mercy of 
knowing what must stop with him. 
He received enough. 
Enough to stop calling survival the whole assignment. 

That is what I have seen: the house can keep speaking long after the child has 
left it; love and confusion can live in the same rooms; a father can be loved and 
still have failed to protect; a mother can be strong and still have carried fear into 
the room; distance is not peace; the body does not lie forever; my wife is not a side 
character in my recovery; the Father is made clean to me through the Son; the 
next right thing is often holier than the grand solution; clean bread matters; a gate 
can be love; the page can hold what the body cannot carry alone; steadiness is a 
practice; just us can be enough; my hands are not empty. 

And I have seen that the tree was never meant to keep me sitting forever. 
It was meant to help me rise. 
This is why the next page matters. 

A page is small enough for a frightened man to face. It is also wide enough for 
grace to enter. 

God does not always meet a man first in dramatic places. Sometimes He 
meets him in the delay before the cigarette. In the pause before the harsh answer. 
In the small apology. In the clean application. In the budget written down 
without panic. In the dog lying near the chair. In the wife still in the house. In the 
morning that arrives without asking whether yesterday was solved. 
Presence becomes rhythm. 
Breathe. 
See. 
Write. 
Pray. 
Work. 
Pause. 
Tell the truth. 
Do the next right thing. 
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Return when you fail. 
Begin again without making failure your name. 

For a long time I thought strength meant carrying more without showing it. I 
thought it meant functioning while the inner room filled with smoke. I thought 
if I could keep standing, I was fine. 
But standing is not always living. 

Grace has been teaching me another kind of strength. A strength that can sit. 
A strength that can tell the truth without shouting. A strength that can protect a 
house without trying to control every person outside it. A strength that can work 
for clean bread without selling itself back to chaos. A strength that can say, I do 
not know the whole road, but I know the next page. 
That is enough for today. 

A life is not changed only in the great decisions. It is changed in repeated 
small returns. Returning to the page. Returning to the house. Returning to 
prayer, even with few words. Returning to truth before confusion becomes 
familiar again. 
I am learning that slowly. 
Some days with gratitude. 
Some days with resistance. 

Some days with smoke still on my hands and pressure still in my chest. 
But slowly is not nothing. 

Slowly is how roots grow. Slowly is how a house becomes safe. Slowly is how 
a nervous system learns that not every sound is danger. Slowly is how a marriage 
breathes again. Slowly is how old words lose their authority. 
This book does not end with everything fixed. 
It cannot. 

The debts do not disappear because a chapter closes. Work does not arrive 
because a sentence is beautiful. The body does not forget pain because a 
paragraph names it. Marriage is not protected by intention alone. Faith does not 
become rhythm without practice. 
Life remains life. 
But something has changed. 

I am no longer standing in the same darkness without language. 
I have names now. I have pages. I have a house to protect. I have a wife to love 

more cleanly. I have work to rebuild with dignity. I have a gate to keep. I have a 
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body to listen to. I have a boy inside me who no longer has to remain alone in the 
room. I have a Father made visible through the Son. 
I have enough light for the next page. 
That is not small. 

Maybe that is how grace often comes to a man who has carried too much. 
Not as a flood he cannot survive, but as enough light to make one clean choice, 
refuse one old pattern, sit with my wife without making fear the third person in 
the room, and say, I am here, with more truth than before. 
The man who stayed has seen. 

The man who has seen must now learn to build. 
But he must not rush. 

Building born from panic becomes another prison. Building born from 
shame becomes another performance. Building born from fear becomes another 
house of mixed messages. 
The next building must be different. 

Slower. Cleaner. Truer. Kinder. Rooted in what is waar, goed, reg en mooi. 
Built with hands that know grief and mercy. Built with work that feeds without 
poisoning. Built with boundaries that protect without hatred. Built with faith 
that breathes in ordinary rooms. Built with love that does not demand my wife 
carry what only God can hold. 
That is for the next book. 
This book was the seeing. 
This book was the tree. 

This book was the long turning of the face toward truth. 
I do not know the whole road from here. 

I will not pretend I do. 
But I know this much. 
I am not invisible anymore. 

I am not only the child of a confusing house. 
I am not only the man who broke. 
I am not only the man who stayed. 

I am the man who has seen enough to begin again. 
Sometimes beginning again looks like opening the laptop. Sometimes it looks 

like closing the gate. Sometimes it looks like saying less. Sometimes it looks like 
telling the truth sooner. Sometimes it looks like choosing clean bread. Sometimes 
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it looks like holding my wife's hand in the ordinary life we have, and refusing to 
call it less because it does not look like someone else's. 
The light is not enough for every mile. 
It is enough for the next page. 

And the next page is enough for a man who is no longer hiding. 
So I close this part of the story with gratitude, but not pretending. I close it 

with wounds named and grace still larger. I close it with the boy seen, the man 
standing, the house before him, and the future not yet finished. 
Some questions remain. 
God has remained too. 
And that is enough light for now. 
He stayed. 
He has seen. 

And now, with enough light for the next page, he turns toward what must be 
built. 
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BOOK DESCRIPTION 

 

 
A man who has survived must one day sit still long enough to see. 

This is the story of what becomes visible when survival is no longer enough. 
In The Man Who Stayed Long Enough to See, the narrator returns to the 

rooms that shaped him: a house of mixed messages, childhood wounds, words 
that became a sentence, roads that did not become peace, and a body that finally 
told the truth. This is not a book of blame. It is a book of truth held together 
with grace. 

Under a tree, with a laptop, a tired body, a woman he loves, and a home he 
wants to protect, he begins to separate origin from identity. His parents are part 
of where he came from, but they are not the final definition of who he is. Being 
seen, he discovers, is not the same as being observed; it is the mercy of being fully 
known and not abandoned. 

The memoir moves from survival into seeing: the boy, the wound, marriage, 
clean bread, the gate, the page, the Father through the Son, and the next right 
thing. 

The Man Who Stayed Long Enough to See is a quiet, honest memoir about 
faith, marriage, memory, boundaries, healing, and the slow work of becoming 
whole. 
He stayed. 
He has seen. 
Now he turns toward what must be built. 


