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Foreword

Foreword
This anthology, with its theme “Perfectly Imperfect”,
contains selected entries of women’s writing submitted
to People Opposing Women Abuse (POWA) in 2013–14.
This is POWA’s ninth anthology since its inception in
2005, which marks its continued achievement in placing
women’s writing as an important part of its work. Each
year’s collection has had a different theme under the main
theme of “Breaking the Silence”, namely:
2005 – Dreaming of Living
2006 – Positive Survivors
2007 – Murmurs of the Girl in Me
2008 – Journey to Recovery
2009 – Stories from the Other(ed) Woman
2010 – Love and Revolution
2011 – Sisterhood
2013 – Special Edition
The aim of POWA’s writing project is to open the debate
around abuse and gender issues by giving women the
opportunity to express their emotions and write creatively.
The act of writing can become an act of healing and a
vii
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way of breaking the silence.
We thank all the writers who contributed poems,
stories and personal accounts to us. We appreciate and
value every entry. Women are encouraged to write in all
official languages of South Africa. We regret that this
year all the entries selected were in English apart from
one Afrikaans poem.
The following women made up the editorial board
and selected the entries:
Liz Trew, who chaired the editorial board, a former
POWA volunteer with a background in writing; Jeanette
Sera from POWA; Sixolile Ngcobo from Oxfam GB;
Caroline Zoh Akiy Mbi-njifor from Endlesslife Group
and Pastor Princisca Tananyiwa from Prevailing Word
Ministries International and Nehwoh Belinda, formerly
from POWA, now at Ma Afrika Tikkum. Collectively,
they have a background in gender issues and creative
writing, and could select entries in all the languages that
POWA received submissions. We thank them for their
time and commitment.
The artwork was produced by women who are
survivors of gender-based violence that POWA social
workers support. Their work was a body-mapping
exercise, which represents what they have been through,
where they are going and what they aspire to be: a
therapeutic way for women to reflect on their lives.
The anthology would not have been possible without
the financial support of the National Lottery Trust Fund
and Oxfam. Their support has greatly contributed to the
expansion and continued success of the project and we
thank them.
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As always, we look forward to receiving submissions
for next year’s anthology, details of which will be posted
on the programme’s website, www.womenswriting.org.za,
and advertised in the media.
Nonhlanhla Sibanda
Project Manager
Nomalanga Ngwenya
Project & Training Assistant
Liz Trew
Chair, Editorial Board
POWA Women’s Writing Project
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Introduction

Introduction
The theme “Perfectly Imperfect” developed organically
from the existing body of writing seen in “Breaking the
Silence”. As a woman emerges, silent and alone, from the
darkness of shocking abuse and insecurity in Dreaming of
Living (2005) she has grown in confidence, strength and
independence, with the ability to be who she wants to be.
“Perfectly Imperfect” implies that a woman cannot
be perfect, or conform to gender stereotypes that a traditional, patriarchal society imposes on her. She should
be allowed to fail and be different if she chooses to be.
Furthermore, she accepts and embraces her imperfections
of mind and body, and is comfortable with herself.
Two overlapping threads appear throughout this lively
collection: that of becoming free by breaking the mould
of the woman’s role; and physical images of a woman’s
body, which challenge the dictates of her society. These
are revealed in different ways in all the poems and stories,
some of which I will mention here.
A woman should not have to edit herself and watch
what she says, which is expressed by Candice Mncwabe in
her poem “Edit myself”. In the introduction to her poem
she says, “this poem is about living in a world where a
xi
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woman is forced to fit a certain mould in order to please
certain people and men. It is about the struggles we still
face as women, where we are falsely celebrated and yet
also criticised for who we are. We should not have to edit
ourselves. We are perfectly imperfect.”
The imperfections of the body are wittily and gloriously
celebrated by Cynthia Mpofu in her poem “Perfect in my
imperfections”. She takes pride in her body – her assets
– with all its flaws: “her flabby cellulose stricken thighs
… my blemishes, my facial spots / Each one special”. She
is “perfected by the experiences she has gone through,
each one has moulded her and made her the person she is
today, confident in her imperfections”.
In her poem “Perfectly imperfect”, Kgothatso
Motshele pays tribute to the body of an old woman
who has endured much suffering and sees beauty in
her imperfections: “The sag in your breast resembles
everything / That was close to your heart that you fed
and gave/in the physical, in the spiritual / To nourish and
give life.” And further: “The arthritis in your bones …
after endless years / Spent dancing to your own rhythm /
Despite the attempt patriarchy and oppression made / To
steal your song.”
The personal essay, “The eye of the perfect storm”,
creatively expressed by Tshepang Molisana, focuses on
her formidable grandmother who is “the eye of a perfectly
imperfect storm”. She has the strength and character to be
her own person in life, and also in death, when a strong
bond is seen between her seven beloved granddaughters
around the grave as the eye of the storm above them rolls
away.
Elizabeth Schutter, in her personal essay, “Free to be” is

xii
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not content to remain a demure, submissive housewife, and
embarks on her journey to further her education, knowledge
and experience. Throughout her attempts to break away
from an unsympathetic husband and stifling marriage she
eventually overcomes her struggles to become “the person I
choose to be … Elizabeth, a woman of substance”.
“Single is not a sin” by Refiloe Mohlakoana is a witty
response to those who see a woman as different from the
norm by choosing to be unmarried and childless. This
29-year-old postgraduate (who loves housework), about
to start her PhD and with a good job, is tired of people
saying that she can’t really be happy doing what she does.
In the short story “I want to break free”, robustly told
by Tasneem Daniels, the narrator watches, as a five-yearold, her father’s cruel and abusive behaviour towards
her mother, and her mother’s silence. The “hypocrisy of
women” is further played out when she confronts the
attitudes of women students who think that parading in
the best shawl and robe at mosque is the right way to
pray. She considers leaving, “to break free” and find a
place where she can practice her religion in peace, which
comes from within herself.
The poems, personal accounts and stories selected for
this collection are written by women of different ages and
backgrounds. They all reflect a common awareness, a
confidence and assertion of a woman’s place in her society,
where she gathers her own strength and independence.
Liz Trew
Chair, Editorial Board
POWA Women’s Writing Project
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Edit myself

Edit myself
by Candice Mncwabe
Without warning
Just like utshwala obujikela eswini
He changed
Without a warning shot
He aimed at my dignity and blew it to shreds
He hurt me
Without understanding
He forgot the words he had used to lure me in
He judged me
In the beginning: a phenomenal woman who was so
amazing she just needed a man who would understand
her and accept her.
A year and a half later: a challenge “not accepted” because
you are not selfish, you have issues and standards too
high
I have never had to “edit myself”
I have never had to speak with an eraser-in-hand just in
case I utter words that oppose a man
I have never had to suppress my appetite for the standards
I know the belly of my life deserves
1
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I have never had to bite my tongue and blink the tears back
when a man disrespects me
When a man lies to me;
Or when a man doesn’t acknowledgement me;
Or when a man tramples on my heart;
Or when a man is constantly late;
Or when a man hides me from his family but doesn’t care
to hide his selfish hands from my bare thighs
I have never had to edit myself
And so women who cling devotedly to the morals they
were raised with are demented
We are admired and respected from afar but close, we are
just as big girls clinging stubbornly
To a fairy tale dream
And so we must edit ourselves
On paper we are praised as outspoken and determined
warrior women and yet up close we are opinionated
and power-hungry she-males
And so, we must edit ourselves
From a distance our “Get to know me before you screw
me” attitude is lauded and yet two hours into
The second date I’m too uptight and I think my vagina
is gold
And so, I must edit myself

2
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And so you pretend to value women just to keep the peace
Bluffed in magazines and showered with praise just so we
can think it’s all okay
Dangling candy in our face so we remain meek
Outspoken in the boardroom but behind her front door
she is silenced to infidelity, lies and abuse
And so we gorge our bruised hearts out like an infected
abscess because your feelings are getting in
The way of his selfish motives
And so we silence the mind chatter because your standards
are roadblocks in the high speed chase
His ego in on
And so we edit, we edit, we edit, we edit ourselves
“Baby, change is easy, if you want to change you will.”
But wait, why am I changing for a man, cutting, reducing
and slicing my soul to fit the hourglass form
HE desires
So we get caught up in being a version that someone else
has dreamt of
We reduce ourselves to fragile bones, lost souls and
decayed tears
And so we edit, we edit, we edit ourselves
I no longer want to edit myself

3
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Perfectly imperfect
by Kgothatso Motshele
Let me take this moment
To give my eyes and hands a chance
To tour this monument
This vessel that houses the portion of God deposited in it
Brought to life by the woman that is You
Let me start with the grey platinum hairs
That crown your head in your royalty
A representation of all the richness found in your wisdom
and heart
The wrinkles on your face
Indentations that remind me of your resilience
Your ability to smile through your eyes
Even after your face was all scrunched up with sadness
While you cried yourself to sleep last night
They remind me of frowns that accompanied reprimands
That forever echo in the ears and hearts
Of all those you’ve taught and touched

4
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The sag in your breast resembles everything
That was close to your heart and you fed and gave
In the physical, in the spiritual
To nourish and give life
For a better chance at a better tomorrow
Your pot belly is tangible evidence
Of your collaboration with God
A sacred place where He used you as a catalyst
In His favourite creation
I trace paths on your stretch marks
That outline all the journeys you’ve walked
The perseverance your now weak knees showed
Even when your destination seemed out of sight
And how, today, in their frailness
They don’t fail to still go down to kneel and pray
The arthritis in your bones
Is just the discomfort after endless years
Spent dancing to your own rhythm
Despite the attempt patriarchy and oppression made
To steal your song
And now, although slightly unsteady
You still stand on your feet
A fortress
A monument of reliance and courage

5
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For the imperfections reflected in your mirror
Are but the distorted puzzle pieces
That when put together
Make the perfect masterpiece that is You
They make you all the more beautiful
Perfectly Imperfect

6
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Perfect in my
imperfections
by Cynthia Mpofu
Perfectly in my imperfections I am
Perfect by the experiences I have gone through
As each one has moulded me, and made me the person I
am today
Confident in my imperfections
My body, the very essence of my being
Is marked with flaws
Flaws that are seen as imperfections
But yet to me
They speak silently of a million perfections
My flabby cellulose-stricken thighs, my jingling tummy
My stretch marks, the blemishes and spots on my face
All embrace my womanhood
My blemishes, my facial spots
Each one special
Each one telling a story
About the many roles I play

7
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From grandmother to granddaughter, mother to sister,
aunt to niece
My tummy, saggy and jingling with even the tiniest
movement
To the world, it represents all that is wrong with me
It speaks of overindulgence, fatness and obesity
The world, when it sees me, whispers and says “she has
let herself go”
But they don’t know
That to me my tummy is a source of pride
It speaks volumes
Volumes about the children I have given birth to
The little princesses and princes
Who one day will become rulers of this world
My stretch marks
Different lines going in different directions across my body
They meander around my hips, my tummy, even my arms
Showing that I have been to many places
In this journey of life
I have travelled and come back home, safe and sound
When I move, my big thighs lend firm to support my whole
body structure
They thud heavily with a gentle feminine sound
A sound I, unique as I am, can only make

8
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The earth hears this movement
And it marvels and says there goes a wonderfully made
woman
The cellulose on my thighs, bumpy and discoloured
Reflect the ups and downs, these hills and valleys, the
darkness and the lights
That I have travelled in and conquered
And emerged victorious
Imperfect, you say
I’M perfect, I say!

9
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A unique me
by Esther Ntuli
I cannot conform to the norms
And values of the world.
I have integrity and purpose
I serve the great good.
A unique me
I can make a difference.
Why can’t you accept me?
Regardless of my flaws and imperfections.
I am loveable.
Don’t judge my weakness.
I am human.
I make mistakes
But they don’t define me.
I am perfectly fine being unique.
Yes! I am unique.

10
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You will find that peace and contentment
Are attainable
Through acceptance of our imperfections.
I am perfectly fine
With my imperfections, yes imperfections.
A unique me
I am an individual who strives for perfection.
And in that there is a unique me.
I assure you, nothing or no one is perfect.
I am uniquely fine with my imperfections.
I am unique

11
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Perfectly imperfect
by Mandiwe Ndaliso
Accept me perfectly
With my imperfections
Accept me honestly
To realise my beginnings
So that we can start a future
Filled with love and laughter
But needless to say
With your anger and dismay
You always reminded me
That worthless is what I will always be
That no matter what I try
With you I will slowly forever die
To repay my penniless thoughts
That brought me love with so many flaws
That I can’t fix nor mend
Just by a wave of a hand
Oh! How I wish reality
Was as fickle as my capacity
To dream of a place
That has no face
A place where I can create my safe haven
A place where happiness I want to see happening again
A place where I will never wonder

12
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If once again this home will turn sour and bitter
Just by a turn of a key knob
Dear God, when will it all stop?
When will he realise that I am not here to destroy him?
That I am here to care, help and love him
When will he see how much pain he is causing me?
Or is this what he wanted me to be?
Is this part of what he wanted from me from the start?
To see my heart and soul depart
Leaving me with a bottomless pit
That will never fit
Any given heart
That wants to take part
In these matters we call love
The kind I still hope I will one day have
(Deep sighs of despair)
Heavenly father of the most high
Remind me why at this moment I should not die
Remind me that I can regain my sense of self
Giving me strength to carry on, the courage to still hope
That I will see another day
Father, I am not sure if I should still stay
I am afraid, I am afraid for my children
I don’t know what next might happen
Father, I know I have asked you this countlessly
Now I pray that you deliver me from this monster
completely
Father, give me the power to remember the woman I am
So I can fight the spirit that puts myself to blame

13
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Remind me, dear Lord, that perfection is not what he
makes of me
That loving me is trusting you will today or someday set
me free
So accept me perfectly
With my imperfections so I can portray my true being
honestly
Accept that I am perfectly imperfect
For not even you can change that.

14
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I am wise
by Ndileka Nomarola
I might not live in a prosperous home,
but I am wise.
Wise enough, to be thankful
that I am not an orphan.
Wise enough, to know that I have
a mother who is also
like a father to her children.
Wise enough, to be thankful for
the roof over my head.
I may not wear expensive labels,
but I am wise.
Wise enough, to know that
I look good in what I wear.
Wise enough, to appreciate all that
my mother can afford.
Wise enough, not to demand more or less
what she can supply.
I might not be glamorous,
but I am wise.
Wise enough, to know that I am beautiful
in my own simple way.

15
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I might not be perfect,
but I am wise.
Wise enough, to have
people who inspire me in my life.
Wise enough, to always take
responsibility for my own actions.
Wise enough, in decision making.
Wise enough, to know that
no one is perfect in life.
I might not have all the money
in my bank account,
but I am wise.
Wise enough, to know that
I don’t need money to be happy.
Wise enough, to appreciate all that
I have in life.
I might not be there yet,
but I am wise.
And wise enough, to accept the way I am and how my
life is.
Simply, perfectly imperfect.

16
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Perfectly designed
by Desiree Ranta
I am a Spirit in a human form
I am dual
I am ignorant and intelligent
I am yin and yang
I am the lie and the truth
Deep inside me I am dark and light
I am love and hate
I am selfless and selfish
I devolve and evolve
I AM SPIRIT IN A HUMAN FORM
I am dynamic, I live within paradoxes
I am true dichotomy, my truth is my truth
AT-ONE-MOMENT I am only what I relate to
Therefore how can I be IMPERFECT?
When I am so PERFECTLY DESIGNED.

17
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Blommekind
by Carina Schepers
Sy is ’n blommekind
Soos ’n roos groei sy elke dag ’n bietjie meer
Blaar vir baar word sy wakker
En staar opnuut na die wêreld om haar
Sy is soos daisies
vry en wild
Sy is ’n sonneblom wat haar gesig
na die son draai vir inspirasie
Soos bougainvillea rank sy blaar
vir blaar
vir blaar
tot sy blom teen die reuse wêreld uit
Soos gesiggies glimlag sy vir
Die mense om haar
Sy is blommekind wat trippel tussen
blomsteeltjies in die oopgestrekte
Namakwalandse velde

18
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Maar sy is hartseer, want sy word vertrap
en verdruk
en verskroei
Sy word nie opgepas of
versorg
of waardeer nie
Maar sy lig weer my sonneblomkop op
en draai haar gesig na die son
en is sy weer ’n blommekind

19
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Stories
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Imperfect woman in an imperfect world with perfect faith

Imperfect woman
in an imperfect
world with
perfect faith
by Asithandile Mhaga
She wakes up every morning with tearful eyes, her
beautiful face masked by the obvious signs of strain, the
slow rhythm of her heart a distant drumbeat of wishful
thinking. It is her hope that she will one day wake up to
the dawn of a better world, a world brimming with the
sunshine of hope and harmony; a world of kept promises
and shared burdens where wolves don’t fit in sheepskins; a
world that separates gentle dolphins from ferocious sharks
that take pleasure in squeezing the last drop of life out of a
human being; a world where the strong protect the weak.
In this ideal world of hers she would blow a whistle once
when in trouble and the neighbours would stream in
without hesitation with no recognition of the label of her
clothes or the state of her house. As these wishes come into
her heart her mind drifts back to the moments of sorrow
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that recently turned her life upside down …
It all began when her husband was on night duty, and
had left her with their two daughters as he went to work.
There was nothing unusual about that; he had had a
number of days where he worked night shifts and nothing
awkward had ever happened. Of course he had to work,
that was the only way of putting bread on their table. But
this night she felt slightly uneasy as he walked out and she
wished to spend time with her husband and kids.
As she was busy washing the dishes after supper there
was a knock on the door. Confident of the safety of her
environment and ignorant of the burning instinct not to,
she went to open it. A tall man in a smart suit, who had
the dignity of a business-minded presence, stood before
her. Knowing the emergency that usually calls for businesslooking men she immediately thought of her husband
being in debt or being fired and asked the man what
he wanted. What greeted her though was not any news
about her husband. He gave her a cold stare, which sent
shivers down her spine, and his ghostly smile gave her an
indication that something terrible was about to happen.
The military man’s strong hands grabbed her and
wrestled her to the ground, and her worst nightmare
became her instant reality. Her shabby clothes were torn
off and he proceeded to rape her repeatedly with no mercy
or remorse. She was tempted to scream but being the rock
of her family and out of concern for her children who were
probably in dream-land in the next room she could not.
Besides that, she reasoned that screaming would only cause
alarm to this stranger who might kill her in panic. Besides,
her cowardly neighbourhood would not be moved by the
pleas for help from a dilapidated shack down the street.

22
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It’s difficult to be assisted or listened to in an environment
where your shabby clothes and your skinny malnourished
body define who you are. It presents a challenge for you,
as a woman, to be respected in an environment where you
are seen as an object for other people’s sexual gratification,
and every cry for help and mercy falls on ears that have
been defeated by sexism and ignorance.
There are no words to describe the pain you feel when
everyone around you turns a blind eye to the tangible
evidence of your sorrow. Indeed, there is nothing as
heart-breaking as looking into the eyes of the next person,
realising that they are human only as far as their interests
are concerned, and only respond to the call of those who
speak like them, dress like them and dine at the same food
outlets as they do.
One has to be a super model slain by her athlete
boyfriend before her plight, futile beyond the confines
of the grave, can be heard clearer than the sound of a

He gave her a cold stare, which
sent shivers down her spine, and
his ghostly smile gave her an
indication that something terrible
was about to happen.
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school bell on a Monday morning. Without any shred
of celebrity status there would be no clicking of cameras
and contingent of journalists crowding the courtroom in
anticipation of whether your violators get bail or not. One
is just relegated to a position of a statistic without a soul,
a mere number on a form that the president mentions in
passing during the course of his “State of the Nation”
address. Nobody ever seems to care that you are a statistic
with a face, a heartbeat with a breath in your lungs.
With these troubling thoughts swirling through her
mind like a swarm of bees, suddenly a colourful bird,
perched on a nearby tree, captivated her attention for a
brief moment, but it flew away in an instant. Looking at
that bird it suddenly occurred to her that the bird needs
no parachute but has the strength of its wings. That bird
relies on nothing more than mere survival instinct despite
the imbalance of the odds.
Maybe someday everything would be fine and her
voice would not make a noise like an empty vessel, but
be listened to. Maybe someday the world would be about
humanity and not celebrity status or class. Maybe some
day nobody would be judged by sex, colour or class but
for who they are and what they stand for. It is said that
God doesn’t give us problems that we can’t handle. If it
doesn’t get better for her it will certainly get better for her
children, her grandchildren and me. Imperfect woman in
an imperfect world with perfect faith as small as a mustard
seed, but one day it will move mountains.

24

POWA_2014 CS6.indd 24

2015/04/02 3:03 PM

Chioniso: The light

Chioniso: The light
by Martha Shumba
Every girl child’s dream is to one day walk down the aisle
wearing a beautiful wedding gown, escorted by her father
and at the far end of the hall, her mother ululating. The
beauty of all of it, seeing your friends and family crying for
joy, some wishing they were you. Normally every girl who
goes through this phase in life wants to do it before they
have children. In the African tradition it is not a dream
but rather what is expected of a girl child.
However, not all dreams come true and most parents
end up being disappointed or betrayed if their daughter
gets pregnant and ends up not married. It gets worse if the
‘mistake’ is repeated. They never forgive their daughter.
This is due to the humiliation they suffer under the
watchful eye of society.
Chioniso is one daughter who suffered the same fate
that most girls go through in their lives. She was only
sixteen when she fell pregnant. Everybody was shocked
because no one expected that from intelligent, multitalented, sweet Chioniso. She was in Grade 10, full of
energy and promising to come out with distinctions in all
ten subjects she was doing. It was hard for her to stomach
it. There was no way out for her.
She didn’t tell anyone for seven full months. It was
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easy for her to keep the secret at home during the short
school breaks since her parents were always working. Her
four siblings, two boys and two girls, were too young to
know anything. At school she tied a belt around her belly
and wore a jersey even if it was hot. That was the order
of the day for seven months. It was better that way than
being kicked out of school or being forced to get married.
In July 2005 her mum arrived and announced that she
was going to stay a bit longer, only to see that there was
something wrong with her daughter. She did not want to
ask her because she was scared to find out what would
be revealed.
“Let it not be true,” Chioniso’s mother silently prayed.
Finally, she got the guts and confronted her daughter. “Are
you pregnant, my dear?”
The question came out soft but sharp. Tears started
rolling down Chioniso’s cheeks. No words came, just a
grunt. She felt like the world had come crumbling down on
top of her. Looking miserably at her mother she nodded.
The reality of what she had done started to sink in when
she saw the deep pain in her mother’s eyes. Her mother
managed to mumble a few words, “You have shamed me,
killed me softly.”
They went to bed without saying anything to each
other. Deep in thought they managed to sleep. The next
day Mancube, Chioniso’s mum, woke up early, called her
daughter to join her for tea and “a small talk”. She asked
her daughter who the father of her child was and what she
was planning to do. Chioniso did not hesitate to tell her
mom her plan of giving birth and going back to school.
Mancube’s face burnt in anger.
“You know exactly what you must do, you never
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thought about school when you were busy sleeping
around. I want you to pack your bags and go to the man
who made you pregnant,” she retorted.
“No mum,” Chioniso hissed back, “I want to go back
to school, it was a mistake but I can’t drop everything
because I got pregnant.”
After exchanging hard words for about an hour the
decision was made. Chioniso had to go to Tendai, the
man who had made her pregnant. As expected he denied
everything, even ever dating Chioniso. She couldn’t go
back home but had to stay until he accepted her. It was a
month of hard work and suffering under the supervision
of her mother-in-law. Tendai suggested that she run away
or do something, anything because she was too young to
get married. Besides, he had another beautiful girlfriend
who would leave him if she heard about the pregnancy.
The date was set to take Chioniso back to her family.
Sunday 7 August 2005.They didn’t know that she was
rejected, but rather expected good news, and were ready
for negotiations and at least ten cows for damages. They
were perplexed to discover that they were day-dreaming.
Chioniso was hurt to see her parents and the rest of the
family going through such humiliation in a community
accustomed and bound by the tradition of marriage.
Tendai’s family left her in front of her parents.
Choiniso thought about killing herself. It was all over
for her – all these brains would go to waste. She knew for
sure that it would be very difficult to go back to school.
No school was ready to accept her knowing that she had
fallen pregnant. She was regarded as a bad influence on
other children and a shame to the community. When she
was still busy planning how she was going to end her life,
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Opah, her younger sister, brought her a letter from her best
friend Eunice. The words in the letter made her to see light.
Part of the letter said, “My dear, you are not a failure, I
repeat again you are not a failure. See this as a challenge, a
ladder to your success. Can’t you see that you are building
a history with a strong foundation,” and that made her
feel strong and ache to see tomorrow. The letter went on
to say: “We are all victims of life in one way or another
but we must bear in mind what life is and we should learn
to live with it.” Quickly and quietly she gathered herself
and went to her parents to beg for forgiveness.
That was granted only by her father and mother. The
other family members (uncles and aunts) rather disowned
her. In their eyes, she had lost all the rights to be a daughter,
a right to belong to the Shumba family. She felt worthless;
it was so unfair. Days and weeks passed and the tension
in the household mounted. The once talkative Chioniso
became withdrawn. She would hide in her room the whole
day weeping.
The time came after for her to give birth. On 1
September 2005 she gave birth to a baby boy named
Blessed. The evidence was there but she couldn’t believe
that she had a baby. It was so unreal to her but there was
nothing she could do but learn to love him and loving him
is what she did. For months she hid in her room with her
baby. Every day when she went to fetch water at the well,
people would whisper or sometimes say hurtful names to
her face, and names like Gora (wild cat) were given to her
son, meaning he was an unwanted baby.
The only thing I have to do is to prove them wrong,
she thought to herself, but how? There was only one way
out – going back to school. She gathered all her strength
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and the little confidence left in her. With the baby on her
back and 25-litres of umqomboti on her head, she set off
on the 3-hour walk to the gold mines. She expanded her
business by selling pap and chicken, fruit and cool drinks
to the gold panners to try and raise school fees.
In April 2006 she went back to school. Seeing her
determination her parents came to the rescue and hired
someone to look after the baby while she was at school.
She had to do more than cry to convince the school
governing board to give her a chance. The chairman of the
school put his job on the line to persuade staff members to
take her back. Finally she was given a chance.
At first she focused on proving herself but when time
went by she realised that society will always say something
whether she does well or badly. If she wanted a bright
future for her son she had to work very hard. Some
students teased her, some screamed at her while others
looked down on her. No matter how much effort she put
into trying to please them they always looked down on her.
Only her best friend, Eunice and her younger sister, Opah
stood by her. It was not easy to concentrate on her studies
without catching a glimpse of other students making fun
of her.
Chioniso would wake up at 3am, do her chores,
breastfeed her son and at 4am would walk 10km to
school. She would sit in front of the staff room (the only
place where there was electricity) and start reading. By the
time other students arrived at 7am, she would be ready
to take the day’s lesson. She was the first to go home,
knowing that there was a baby waiting to be breastfed.
After studying for seven months, she sat for her final
exams in November 2006. It didn’t surprise her when the
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results came out that she’d passed with flying colours.
What happened to her made a positive impact on the
other girls who fell pregnant at school. A generational
custom of looking down on a girl child was broken. Many
girls with children, who had dropped out, enrolled to
finish and further their studies. Her dedication, devotion,
diligence and a lot of discipline had paid off.
Due to hunger and political instability in Zimbabwe,
Chioniso joined millions of Zimbabweans who crossed the
border to South Africa. She had to leave her son behind
in search of a job to help support him and further her
studies. Being in a foreign country away from home with
no experience, she couldn’t get a good job so she ended
up working as a maid for three years to make ends meet.
Going back home was not an option with all the political
turmoil building up.
She tried writing, soccer and dancing but nothing came
out of it. They said she had to know someone to make
it big in South Africa. Dancing helped a little but with
the stigma attached to it she ended up throwing in the
towel. Prayer kept her going. In 2010, her prayers were
answered when she got a job at a computer company.
The Cameroonian owner sent her for computer classes,
and with the knowledge that she got from her boss and

Her dedication, devotion,
diligence and a lot of
discipline had paid off.
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her oratory skills, she became the best sales person the
company ever had. For a year she worked peacefully and
even fell in love. Before she knew it she was in too deep,
not knowing that the man she was in love with was a drug
dealer. To make matters worse, the guy fell for her. She did
all she could to make him happy. Before she met him, she
used to be an outgoing, free-spirited person but all that
changed. In trying to please him, she left her job and lost
focus, even started a battle with another woman.
She used her savings to register for a BCom in Business
Management, not knowing she was pregnant. The day she
discovered it she was very happy and quickly called her
boyfriend to break the news. He was excited but told her to
have an abortion. He nearly did a great job in convincing
her, stating that they would always have other kids. He
went on to say that because of his job (selling drugs) he
was going to be in and out of prison. Because she was so in
love she nearly agreed with him. Having a baby meant she
would have to quit her studies! Who would pay her rent?
Who would support her? For a moment she was confused,
not knowing what to do, but a choice had to be made.
She recalled all that had happened seven years ago in
Zimbabwe. A little voice whispered that she had made yet
another mistake. All the negativity that comes with having
a baby out of wedlock came rushing into her mind for a
second time. Her parents, oh God, her beloved parents!
What would she say to them? Old wounds would be
opened once again. They would be the village laughing
stock and she would be labelled a disgrace. She tried to
speak to her boyfriend but he wouldn’t budge. He didn’t
want the baby. He gave her money to go home and never
come back. Questions rained on her head, “Am I cursed?
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Am I loser? Is there something I am not doing right? What
am I teaching my sisters? Will they ever trust me? Am I
not good enough?”
However, after shedding tears and regretting what had
happened, she made a decision that she was going to have
this baby. The father could turn his back if he wanted to
but she was going to accept this blessing from God. She
grabbed the phone and called her parents who welcomed
the news cordially. Tears flowed down her cheeks when
her mum whispered, “I love you and you are my rock.”
On 23 November 2012 she gave birth to a baby boy
named Praise. She did not quit studying, bearing in mind
that she now had two “fatherless” sons who needed
her love and care. Everybody saw her as a brave young
woman, but deep down she lost the hope of walking down
the aisle.
She minimised her association with her friends who
didn’t have children. They regarded her as a failure but in
the end it was her choice not to be a victim and spend the
rest of her life crying but to celebrate the beauty of life and
be the person she wanted to be.
“Maybe I am not cut out for marriage and white
weddings,” she thought aloud, “but becoming a successful
business woman and providing for my sons is the way to
go.”
Indeed, after four years she was a proud business
management graduate armed with the key to success
despite all the odds that she faced. Most importantly
she was a motivation for other young women who had
similar experiences like her – that the mistakes we make
in life should not deter us from our future or stop us from
fulfilling our dreams.
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The perfect garden
by Clotilde Peel
There once was a man who loved gardening and he dreamt
of one day managing a public garden. He had been to
France and visited the Palace of Versailles and their
magnificent gardens. He was determined to recreate the
style of these magnificent gardens in his country of birth,
South Africa. The man went to train as a horticulturist in
order to achieve his dream.
When he had completed his studies, he looked for work
and was employed by the owner of a small public garden
in a country town. On his arrival, he judged the garden
to be untidy and he also noticed that there were many
different styles in the garden and that it lacked unity. He
realised that the different styles were created by a group
of women volunteers, a mixed crew and each bringing a
little of herself to the garden.
Alice was from England and she believed that a garden
could not be complete without roses. She planted a rose
garden with white, pink, yellow and velvet red roses, which
the bees visited regularly. Paula introduced magnolias and
azaleas from her native land, Portugal, and she brought
large blossoms and bright colour to the garden. She
also brought in a marble statue of a girl with her hand
reaching towards the centre of the garden. The birds loved
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to stand on the ornament and they drank the water that
collected from the girl’s marble hand. Dominique was
from Provence, in the south of France. Dominique had
introduced French lavender into the garden. There were
dashes of purple all over and the smell of lavender was
strong. She also designed a section with French cooking
herbs, a bay leaf bush, thyme and parsley. Oko was
Japanese and had worked for many years in a garden in
Japan. She introduced a Japanese flavour to the garden
with stark wooden sculptures and sparse flowers. Nomsa
was the fifth gardener. She had an in-depth knowledge
of indigenous plants and their medicinal properties. The
plants she brought were from her mother’s village. Nomsa
allowed visitors to harvest from the plants and taught
them how to make teas and poultices to heal a range of
ailments.
Often the women would bring their children to the
garden when they worked. The children smelt and picked
flowers. They loved playing under the sprinkler and
sometimes made mud or in their playfulness occasionally
knocked pots over, but all the time they were learning how
to garden. All these women had a few things in common
– their love of the garden and its owner and their desire
to be at one with the earth. And so this is how the garden
came to have so many different colours and smells.
There were many regular visitors to the garden. Some
loved it for its mixture of colours and smells while others
preferred certain corners. Yet others came for the medical
herbs. Teenagers came to the garden but they felt awkward
walking in the main paths. Some of the gardeners created
other special paths where they could wander comfortably.
The visitors delighted in watching the children play. Their
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spontaneous, bubbly laughter brought joy to the visitors
who were not troubled by a little mud or a pot on its side.
Most of all, they loved the gardeners and appreciated the
work and loved what they put into the garden and what
they shared of themselves.
On appraising the garden, the new chief gardener
decided that there was a great deal of work to be done in the
garden if he wished to convert it to a replica of the gardens
of Versailles. It needed to be tidied and standardised. He
set to work at once. He instructed the gardeners to remove
certain plants and throw them away as they would never
have been found in the gardens of Versailles. Sometimes he
worked on the garden on his own on the weekend while
the gardeners were away. They would come to work on
Monday and find that the plants they had nurtured had
been uprooted. When the gardeners questioned why their
plants had been removed the chief gardener told them that
there was only one garden worth having, a replica of the
gardens of Versailles. He showed them a magnificent map

All these women had a few
things in common, their love of
the garden and its owner and
their desire to be at one with
the earth.
35

POWA_2014 CS6.indd 35

2015/04/02 3:03 PM

Perfectly Imperfect

of those gardens. Some of the gardeners did not know
these gardens and so did not understand what they were
working towards. The map was meaningless as they could
not picture the garden with its shapes, smells and colours.
They started losing interest. Sometimes the chief gardener
would not allow the gardeners to work and they would
stand idle. Some gardeners began to question their ability
to garden and felt inferior. The birds and bees no longer
visited the garden and Nomsa was no longer able to heal
visitors with her herbs. The children no longer wanted
to come with their parents because they were no longer
allowed to make mud. The teenagers were told to walk
on the main path and they felt awkward so bypassed the
garden.
The women’s passion for the garden and their desire
to contribute in their own way began to burn so fiercely
that they began to look for other gardens in which to
work. The visitors to the garden no longer recognised the
garden and sought the gardeners who had taken such good
care of them in the past. When the visitors asked the chief
gardener why the gardens had changed so much he showed
them the plan. When they did not understand he explained
the plans. He did this in horticulturalists’ terminology,
which they could not understand either. They did not want
to admit to him that they could not understand and so
they nodded quietly. The children understood least of all.
They were missing the care of the gardeners, the beauty
and variety of the garden and, most of all, they no longer
felt the presence and unconditional love or the acceptance
of the owner. One by one they started looking for other
gardens to visit where they felt at ease.
The gardener closed the gates to the public to allow
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himself more time to adapt the plan. He would open the
gate once the landscaping was complete. He wanted to
surprise the people of the town with his masterpiece.
Slowly the chief then converted the garden. He built
hedges and pruned them flawlessly. The flowers were
painstakingly trimmed in perfect symmetry, and faultlessly
formed circles or straight lines. He watered and trimmed,
raked and fertilised but the plants didn’t respond as he
had planned and lacked vitality. One day he noticed that
something had attacked the hedges. The leaves were
covered in white mould and were shrivelling. The next day
he was horrified to find that the flower bushes were dead.
On closer inspection he noticed that they were covered by
fat caterpillars. Days later he observed seamless circles of
sand in the lawn. Crickets had made themselves at home
in the garden and eaten away circles of grass. The chief
gardener was furious because the fungus caterpillars were
standing in the way of his plants. He sprayed the crickets
with fungicide but they shrivelled and died. He removed

Most of all, they loved the
gardeners and appreciated the
work and loved what they put
into the garden and what they
shared of themselves.
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and killed the caterpillars but more appeared on the flower
bushes and they too never recovered. Hadedas started
visiting the garden and pecking at the lawn. The gardener
did not realise that they were eating the crickets and
chased them away. One overcast morning as he walked
along the paths he realised that he had lost control over
the garden and that there seemed to be natural forces at
play that were too strong to be destroyed. The gardener
stopped trimming, raking, watering and weeding. He sat
indoors and watched as the spring rains came and washed
the paths. Hadedas pecked at the lawn and the birds ate
the caterpillars.
In despair the gardener planned to leave the small
town and head to the city in search of a bigger garden in
university grounds where surely people would know and
desire the gardens of Versailles. Perhaps the climate in the
city would suit these gardens better.
The gardener decided to take one last stroll through the
garden before leaving. He noticed shoots coming through
between the formal patterns of the garden. Kneeling
to pull them out, the gardener noticed they were not
weeds. These shoots seemed strong and resolute to break
through the earth’s crust. He decided to stay on a while
and allowed the plants to grow a little more to see what
was so single-minded that grew in this unattended garden.
As the weeks went by he was very surprised to discover
that the indigenous plants with healing properties were the
ones that were determined to stay.
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Letter to my
30-something-yearold self
by Emihle Kutwana
Emihle? I’ve never met a 30-something-year-old Emihle.
Come to think of it, you are the only grown up I know
with that name, beautiful name nonetheless.
Remember the book you read in your twenties, the one
that taught you to love and tend to your joy first before
you could love and fill the lives of those around you? I
am reminding you about that first, because above all else
I trust you have grown to love the woman that you are.
I am writing this letter to you, not because I see myself
as somewhat wiser than you, but because thus far life has
taught me that at times we need to look back, rewind and
embrace how much we’ve grown – we need to look back
and be grateful for what we’ve achieved and the obstacles
we’ve overcome in order for us to truly move forward. I
am going to remind you of some childhood scars, growing
pains, and the general tolls of life that you might not want
to remember. I am not doing this to open up old wounds
but each of those experiences came with a life lesson that
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moulded me into the perfectly imperfect woman I am
today and that you hopefully have grown to improve. I
am not forgetting the awkward and humorous situations:
those truly have always made my life worthwhile.
For a child who feared being reprimanded as much
as you did, you had a fair share of mischief. The sweets
that mama sold, which you’d sneak out the backroom
window, the times you fought with your little brother and
almost cut his finger off, the broken windows, the clothes
you’d cut up to make clothes for your dolls, but you were
business minded as well, you helped with the packaging
and selling the chocolates and every other little business
that mama established in the household to make ends meet.
I hope growing up in a woman-headed household still
serves as a constant reminder of what you can accomplish,
and the strength of a woman that is fuelled by love and
determination. In your teens you vowed to never allow
the fact that you grew up with an absent father make you
feel unworthy or undeserving of love. I trust you still feel
the same, and still understand that family structures are
different, and that you love and appreciate the perfectly
imperfect family that you have. I hope the love of those
women and men who are willingly in your life is enough
for you.

I hope the love of those women
and men who are willingly in
your life is enough for you.
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I’ve sat down, looked back and remembered what a
challenge coming of age was for you. You did not look
like most girls in your class or next door. Your hair was
not as smooth, silky or lengthy. Fast-forward to your
twenties not much has changed, hey? You went from being
teased about being skinny as a child, to being constantly
reminded of how much weight you were gaining in your
teens. In a world with a growing epidemic of anorexia
and bulimia, I want to salute you for not giving in to the
voices that spent so much time pointing out what they
perceived as imperfections and flaws, being ignorant of
how unique they also looked. I would be lying if I said you
felt beautiful every day. There were days when you would
stand in front of the mirror and pinch and pull parts of
your face and body that you wished you could change but
you never dwelled on it for long. The self-love and respect
you had for yourself was deep rooted enough in your heart
that despite the coarse hair, uneven breast and flat butt,
that self-love always reminded you that you had beautiful
eyes, you were smart, and you had a talent for writing.
You were a strong young woman, and I trust the
ever-present challenges of life have not robbed you of
that strength. By strong I mean that despite the lack of
money, the lack of trendy and in-season clothing, the lack
of resources and the, at times, not abundant availability
of food, you lived a fairly content life. You were not all
strength; you had a tender side to you as well, a quality
I hope you haven’t lost. There was, is and never will be
anything wrong with having such a nature. Do not see it as
a weakness; kindness is not a weakness. Allow the stories
of your sisters, mothers, friends and other young women
to touch you. May they touch the tender part of your heart
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and encourage you to educate, comfort, teach and share
with other women in speech and in writing.
I hope you’ve graduated by now. Remember your late
teens where you learnt that failure is part of the learning
process in education and in most things in life. I know
life’s goals and missions change all the time, so whether
you are a housewife, a mother or even a scientist, do it
to the best of your ability and never allow your gender to
feel incompetent. If working in a male-dominated industry
(from the tender age of 19, may I remind you) taught you
anything, it should be that you are capable and competent
regardless of the gender box you tick. Your job didn’t
allow you to dress up in the mornings, you had to settle
for an overall and safety boots, but that never made you
feel like any less of a woman. The early mornings and late
nights you put in to balance studies and working in your
twenties should not be in vain and mosadi ke wena, sisi
ndiyaziqhenya ngawe!
The fears you had in your early adult life, fears of not
being good enough, fears of lack, of unemployment, the
fear of being alone, the fear of not being able to have

You were a strong young woman,
and I trust the ever-present
challenges of life have not robbed
you of that strength.
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children, fear of having children and not being a good
mother, fear of not being a good sister, a good friend and
the fear of just not being perfect. I hope those fears have
not kept you in bondage and kept you from living your life
to the fullest. Remember that your best has always, and
will always, be good enough and that’s perfect.
I hope usathandaza Malamla, I hope awukalilahli
ithemba lakho. You took a conscious decision to believe in
God as a teenager, and if not in a higher power, I hope you
at least believe in something – anything. I hope you believe
in love. I’m sorry I do not have any wisdom to tell you
about romantic relationships, but I can tell you this much:
love yourself first, love for the right reasons, and love
whole heartedly. I hope you are blessed with a companion,
a friend, a life partner whose love for you is deep enough to
cover a multitude of imperfections. I hope you are happy,
I hope you are content, and I hope usaphethe i-ajenda ye
Wathinta umfazi Wathinta imbokodo.
From me, your 20-something-year-old self, I’ve
acknowledged the perfectly imperfect aspects of my life,
the perfectly imperfect childhood, the perfectly imperfect
teenage years, the perfectly imperfect body, the perfectly
imperfect life and the overall perfectly imperfect woman
that I am. I am content, I am happy and I could not have
done this without learning from, and embracing, the notso-good aspects of my life – appreciating the good, the
beautiful and the admirable qualities about myself.
Love.
Your perfectly imperfect 20-something-year-old self.
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A road back to me
by Prosperity Mambinya
My clothes were already dirty from being dragged into
the bush; God knows where those two men had carried
me. The last thing I remember was the violent blow to my
cheek before everything went blank. I looked down at my
skirt. There was blood all over the bottom part. My whole
body felt numb. There was a pool of water on the ground
nearby. I used the water to wash my panties and then hung
them up to dry on the branch of a tree.
That was the only piece of underwear I had. All my
possessions had been stolen from me by the guma guma
gang. The gang attacked and robbed people in the bush
between the South African and Zimbabwean border.
Their targets were illegal immigrants. My savings from
selling tomatoes in the streets in Harare were all gone,
for nothing. But I had to be strong because I was still far
away from my destination. I didn’t know where I was.
All I knew was that I had crossed the border and was in
South Africa – the land that flowed with milk and honey.
Everyone from Zimbabwe who came back from South
Africa came with something to show. But right now I had
nothing. My small business wasn’t very profitable because
I had little income from my fruits and vegetables, like the
other vendors. At times I’d end up preparing some of the
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tomatoes I sold as relish to serve for us to eat with pap.
South Africa was my last hope of getting employed to
enable me to support my siblings.
My name is Rudo, which means love.
Love is special if you are surrounded by family and
friends who love you. My parents, whom I treasured most,
had passed on and I had to carry the yoke of being a
parent to my younger siblings all alone. It was something
I could not pass on to other persons because there was no
one else who could stand by my younger brothers. It was
tough to support my two younger siblings with the money
I got from selling fruit and vegetables. I was sixteen, but I
wasn’t at school. Going to school ended up being a luxury
for us. What mattered more was having something in our
stomachs.
Thinking about food now made my stomach grumble. I
couldn’t even remember when last I had something to eat.
Thinking about what had just happened to me was worse.
Those two men who had raped me had taken something
I valued more than anything. Something I could say was
my own. They had taken part of my life.
I crouched next to the tree, hugging my knees, and
allowed the tears to flow endlessly. After a while I wiped
my face with my blouse.
“I hope there’ll be a Good Samaritan who will take me
to Jo’burg or even Cape Town where I’m supposed to go,”
I prayed as I sat on the side of the road waiting for a car
to stop and pick me up.
It had been more than three hours and none of the cars
had stopped. I was scared that it would get dark while I
waited there. God knows what the vultures of the night
would do to me. The two men who did as they pleased
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with my body could come after me again. After hours of
standing hopelessly by the roadside a big truck stopped.
A coloured driver peered through the window.
“Waar gaan jy?” he asked.
“Cape Town. Could you give me a lift?” I said, guessing
at what he asked me in his language.
“Jy’s koel – gorgeous. You can jump in,” he said with
a smile.
I had nothing to carry, everything had been stolen. I
climbed up into the truck. The seats were so comfortable
and big. I hadn’t told the driver that I had no transport
fare and that I was looking for help.
“You’re lucky. I’m dropping off stuff in Cape Town
today,” he said looking at me. “Usually it’s just Jo’burg
or Durban.”
“Thank God I met you then,” I said with a quick smile.
“You don’t have to pay. I can tell you don’t have any
money on you. What’s your name? I’m Sam,” he said,
smiling again.
“My name is Rudo.”
Sam was coloured and his mother-tongue was
Afrikaans. I didn’t want to tell this man about my life, but
I was getting a free ride after all. He promised to help get
me a place to stay in Cape Town. My phone and diary with
all my numbers was stolen, so my friend who was waiting
for me couldn’t contact me. She was also Zimbabwean
and the only person I knew in South Africa.
In the truck, on those soft seats, my body began to ease
slowly. I began to feel more comfortable. This man had
been kind to pick me up. He was in his mid-fifties and
divorced, though I didn’t buy that part because he looked
like a married man. He was old enough to be my father,
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or even older and he had a big belly.
We stopped at a Caltex garage and he bought me a pie,
a cool drink and some toiletries. But before I ate I wanted
to clean up. He handed me a pair of trousers and a top
that was in a plastic bag behind his seat. Whose clothes
were those? I wondered as he directed me to the ladies’
restroom.
I took a quick shower and changed into the new
clothes. When I looked at myself in the mirror I could
see a beautiful sixteen-year-old young lady, but memories
flashed back of waking up in the bush with pain and blood
between my legs.
Sam was already wondering what was taking me so
long. I found him outside and he handed me food. I ate
hungrily. I hadn’t eaten anything for nearly a day and I
could feel my stomach welcoming this yummy food with
joy. I had last had a pie when my parents were still alive
when I was eleven. All this time as I ate Sam was looking
at me with a smile. He didn’t even touch his food.
“Aren’t you hungry from all the driving?” I asked him
as I finished the last sip of cool drink.
“Not really. Seeing you took away the hunger. Jy lyk
mooi nou,” he said, “but you must have been hungry,
hey?”
I nodded.
“Don’t worry, Rudo. I promise to take good care of
you and give you everything you want,” he said touching
my cheek.
The old man seemed to want something from me. I
didn’t like the way he was touching and kissing me. I
roughly shoved his hand aside.
“Please stop it! I thought you wanted to help me.
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Usandibate! (don’t touch me)”
“Who said you’ll get free things in Mzansi? If you don’t
want to have sex with me, you can get out of my truck,”
he said quickly. He was daring me to say no. He knew he
was my only hope now.
The sun was already setting and being in the middle
of nowhere was a frightening thought. If I didn’t agree to
what he wanted he would desert me and I would never find
my way to Cape Town. Standing by the roadside, looking
for another car would be a struggle. So I submitted to his
needs and had sex with him on the bed behind his seat in
the truck.
While it was happening, while this old man was on top
of me, my mind was far away in Harare. I was thinking
about my two younger brothers. Mike was the second born
in our family. He was fourteen, two years younger than
me and very intelligent. He used to help me with setting
the table. Kudzi was only six years old and depended on
the two of us to bring food every day.
Sam was old enough to be my father. I wish my parents
hadn’t been in the car accident when I was eleven. At least
they provided us with a better life than a life of begging
from people and being abused by whoever wished to abuse
us.
“Wow, that was a good one,” Sam said cheerfully as
he rolled off me. My eyes were teary. I looked aside so he
couldn’t see the pain I was feeling. I allowed myself to cry
until I fell into a deep sleep.
Sam started driving fast, heading to Jo’burg. My body
felt panel-beaten and I slept for hours. I only woke up
when I got to Jo’burg.
When I woke up and crawled back into the passenger
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seat of the truck we were coming into Jo’burg. I saw
many lights shining in the tall buildings and fleets of cars
whizzing by. I had never seen so many cars on the roads
before. And the roads were so good, nothing like the roads
I was used to that were full of potholes.
“Welcome to Jozi, Rudo. But just you wait. This is
nothing compared to Cape Town,” he said, “I’m sure
you’ll love it there. This place is too fast for you.”
As if he wasn’t too fast for me either, aah madhoara
annonetsa (old men are a problem), I thought to myself
and looked aside. Once I get on my feet I’ll leave him, I
thought. I will certainly leave him when I start working
in Cape Town.
We dropped off some goods he was transporting in
Jo’burg and went to buy something to eat at KFC. This
time I ate slowly and Sam ate too. We ate in silence. You
could hear the sound of a nail falling. My mind was caught
up in thinking about the journey that lay ahead of us. I
was really tired now from not sleeping on a proper bed.
The bed in Sam’s truck was narrow and uncomfortable.
“Another 1000 kms we’ll be in Cape Town,” Sam said,
as if he read my mind.
We got up to leave the KFC. As we walked back to the
truck some people stared at us. Truck drivers had a bad
record for being sugar daddies, but Sam wasn’t that bad.
That’s what I told myself and what my mind wanted to
believe. Sam drove the truck with great expertise and we
didn’t stop in any of the smaller towns on the road because
he had filled up in Jozi. Not until we reached Beaufort
West, that is. It was a small town with old buildings that
looked the same and were painted the same colour.
“This place seems lifeless,” I said, looking at Sam, “you
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can see by the way people are walking. I wouldn’t want
to stay here.”
“It’s a good town for the old people who have seen
life and just want to enjoy their retirement,” Sam added,
“some people enjoy this quiet place.”
Sam got out to buy some food for us and came back
carrying a plastic bag. This time he had come with a proper
meal – pap and beef stew. He mumbled something about
where we were going, but I didn’t pay attention. My focus
was on this delicious meal in front of me.
After a while Sam started stroking my cheek again.
When he did that I knew what he wanted and I had to give
it to him to repay his kindness. This time he looked for
some condoms on his dashboard, but couldn’t find any. If
he didn’t have anything for protection I wasn’t going to
sleep with him again. I’d heard stories about how truck
drivers were womanisers.
“Don’t worry, Rudo, I’m HIV negative,” he said,
pulling my face towards his, “since my wife and I got
divorced I have never slept with anyone else besides you.
You’re a beautiful woman and I promise to marry you.”
When I heard the word “marry” I thought he loved me
after all. He wouldn’t have said that if I meant nothing to
him. On that night we had unprotected sex. Who knew
that the risk I took then would come back to haunt me.
From then on we had unprotected sex and if I insisted
on buying condoms he would remind me of who was
providing food and transport.
My friend didn’t know where I was and I didn’t know
her address either. The only person I knew in the country
was Sam. He was the only one who could save me so I
had to satisfy his needs, otherwise I would end up on the
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streets again.
I felt like a small child around him because my opinion
never mattered to him. While he drove I slept to avoid
talking to him.
After we left Beaufort West and he had sex with me
again, I closed my eyes. I saw a vision of my mother. She
was warning me about something, but I couldn’t hear her
clearly. I tried to go to her but something kept pulling me
back. Something was dividing us and I couldn’t cross over
to where she was. Her face was fading and I shouted her
name over and over again.
Sam woke me up. “You were shouting in your sleep,”
he said. “What was that about?”
“It’s nothing really,” I said.
Sam wanted to know more about me, but brushed me
off when I asked about his family. It was worse when I
asked about his wife.
Finally we reached Cape Town. I was bowled over by
the sheer beauty of the mountains and trees. The city was
clean and more beautiful than Johannesburg. It felt like I
was in another country. I smiled to myself and had hope
for good things to come.
“Wow, Cape Town yakanaka!” I said in amazement,
“It’s as if we have come to another country.”
“I told you how cool this place is,” Sam said cheerfully.
He drove his truck into a warehouse in Woodstock
and three men came to offload. Sam had a bachelor flat
he rented in Muizenberg and we headed there once he was
done with work.
Sam’s flat was spacious and beautiful. He didn’t have a
lot of furniture, but everything was decorated nicely. The
purple curtains matched the colour of his couches. His
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queen-size bed had the finest linen and was too big for one
person. Everything was exquisite and I smiled to myself.
“Welcome home, Rudo,” he said putting his hands
around me, “hope you’ll like it.”
He had said the word home. He meant for this to be
our home?
“I love it!” I said to him happily.
I had mixed feelings towards Sam. At times I felt close
to him. Other times he was rude to me and treated me like
a five-year-old. He would remind me that I had nothing
and was homeless without him. Then he would be loving
again and I would think how he had done more for me
than anyone else would.
When I saw his home I knew he would give me
money to send back home for my brothers. He was my
“passport” to a good life and I would finally be able to
send my younger brother money for school. This is what
I thought. But who knew what I was in for.
Sam went out to the shops nearby and brought a few
groceries and beers. He also had some white powder
wrapped in plastic. It looked like glucose, but I saw him
sniffing it and I realised it was cocaine. I never asked him
about it. I didn’t want to fight with him over this when
he was doing me a favour by letting me stay with him.
Whatever business deals he had had were his personal
issues, not mine I told myself.
For a week I stayed with Sam. It was like we were a
newlywed couple starting a life together in a new home,
well new for me. That was until I told him about the offer
I had to work as a waitress at a nearby restaurant.
“Am I not providing you with everything you want?
You’re not working anywhere!” he said firmly.
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“I just thought I could start working on my own now
to save some money to send back home,” I said bravely.
He slapped me on my right cheek and blood came out
from the corner of my mouth. I slowly wiped away the
blood and looked at him before I went to the bathroom to
clean up. This was a taste of things to come.
I lived like a prisoner and wasn’t allowed to go outside
on my own. Every day I longed to speak to my brother
and tell them I was going to come back home. All hopes
I had when I reached the Mother City died after that first
week. Whenever I told Sam I was leaving he would beg
me to stay and pamper me with gifts. He would spend two
days without laying his hand on me and then the beating
would start again.
One Friday night Sam took me to a pub not far from
where we lived. I didn’t want to go with him, but he
insisted on having company rather than drinking alone.

It had been more than three
hours and none of the cars had
stopped. I was scared that
it would get dark while I
waited there. God knows what
the vultures of the night would
do to me.
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“I’m only sixteen and won’t be allowed in a pub,” I
told him.
“Ek is die man van hierdie plek. The owner of the pub
is a very good friend of mine,” he assured me. “The guards
won’t kick you out because you will be with me.”
I put my sunglasses on to cover up the black eye I had,
otherwise everybody would be staring at me. We drove
to the pub in silence. The place was almost full but we
managed to grab a table near the counter. It was my first
time in a pub and people were very cheerful. As Sam went
to order our drinks a very handsome tall man approached
me. He must have been in his late twenties.
“Can I join you?” he asked “I can be good company
you know.”
“Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got company already
and …” I said before Sam interrupted me.
“Like she said, she’s got company and you should
leave,” Sam told the young man as he placed our drinks
down.
“What was that about?” he asked after the guy had
left.
I sipped my red wine in silence. “It’s nothing to be
worried about Sam.”
I hoped what happened wouldn’t turn into a fight when
we got home. Then two young girls, probably two years
older than me, walked into the bar. The one wearing a
purple dress winked at Sam, as they were heading towards
the counter. I headed towards the ladies’ room. Behind
me, I heard him laughing and flirting with the girls. I came
back from the ladies’ room and sat down at our table, but
Sam wasn’t there. The tall young man pitched up again
and this time he grabbed the seat next to me.
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“You sitting here is going to cause trouble,” I said,
looking into his black eyes.
“What are you doing with an old man like that?” he
asked.
I took a moment then said, “that old man is the only
person who has helped me so far. Without him I wouldn’t
know where I would be.”
“My name is Akhona,” the young man said shaking my
hand. “Your face is new. Do you live here?”
“Nice to meet you, I’m Rudo. I’ve been staying here for
more than a week now.” I replied. My clutch bag fell from
the table and as I was leaning to pick it up my sunglasses
fell to ground. Akhona knelt down to pick them up and
that when he saw my black eye.
“You don’t have to continue living like this, Rudo,”
he said. “You don’t have to stay with that man. What he
is doing to you is wrong. A man who beats up a woman
isn’t a man. Vula amehlo akho ubone ntombazana (Open
your eyes and see lady).”
He gave me his business card and I put it in my clutch
bag just as Sam came back. Definitely tonight I was in for
it when we got home.
“Let’s go home now,” he said calmly, but giving me
that stern look he always gave me when he was fuming.
He didn’t want to create a scene in the pub.
He grabbed my hand roughly as we went out of the
pub. I was shivering from fear and scared to sit next to him
in the car. As soon as he opened the door I was welcomed
with a fist fight. I screamed in pain. He slammed my head
against the wall and I fell down unconscious.
When I woke up at around 3am I had a throbbing
headache. The entrance gate was locked and he must have
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taken the keys with him. Struggling to stand up, I went to
the bathroom. Looking at my face there was blood and
bruises everywhere. I could hardly recognise myself.
Tonight was my time to be free from this prison. I
opened the toilet window wide and jumped out. Where
I was going to run I had no idea, but I was sure that the
police would be able to assist. It was so quiet in the streets.
It didn’t take me long to get to the police station where
they let me stay for the night. I didn’t sleep at all after I
laid a charge of assault against Sam.
The following morning I was taken to Groote Schuur
Hospital for any internal damages. I also went for HIV
testing, since I had been having unprotected sex with Sam
for almost a month. The diagnosis came out positive, I
felt like a knife was piercing through my heart. My eyes
blurred with tears as I looked at the paper, folded it and
put it in my pocket. The doctor went on about how I could
live a positive life, but I felt dead already.
Later, after the counselling, Constable Themba drove
me to a shelter for abused women in Woodstock. It
provided food and clothing for women and children who
were homeless and had been traumatised. It offered free
counselling for emotional healing and building confidence.
Constable Themba had said I was going to stay there
for about six months, until I was healed emotionally and
could look for employment. In the beginning I talked to no
one. But one of the counsellors who came there comforted
me and started to change the negative thoughts in my head.
One morning she joined me as I was sitting on a bench
in the small garden.
“Layers of fear and insecurity were woven into your
personality by Sam, but you’re this beautiful, intelligent
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and courageous young lady,” she told me. “You have a
brighter future ahead of you.”
As she was saying that I sat with tears flowing down
my cheeks. I rested my head on her lap and wept.
“I just want to be myself again. I want to live like a
normal girl without this dark past.”
Giving me a big hug she finally said, “Rudo, you are a
fighter, and I’ll help you get through this.”
We walked towards the dining hall holding hands.
Two days later I heard that Sam had been arrested, but
that wasn’t a relief at all. I knew he would just pay bail.
I couldn’t get over what had happened to me. Nothing
could undo the physical and emotional damage he had
done.
There was a very beautiful park I was growing so fond
of whenever I came for check-ups at the hospital. It was in
Observatory. As I got to the park I paused for a moment
and breathed in the fresh air.
Life and love had failed me. Here I was at sixteen
with no real education. But I can still achieve my dreams
regardless of being HIV positive; it wasn’t a death sentence.
As I sat down on the bench next to the fish pond I
looked at the young teenage girls playing volley ball. They
were full of life and reminded me of how energetic I used
to be. I stood up and walked to the train station with inner
joy and triumph.
I wish I could write down my faults in the sand and the
wind would wipe them away but that’s impossible. What
I can do now is to try to live a healthy life and change the
lives of many young women like myself. I had taken a road
to hell when I crossed the border and got into Sam’s truck.
Now I had to find the road back to me.
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I want to
break free
by Tasneem Daniels
“… and two major things the Almighty reminds us to be
mindful of are the loose tongues that reveal our thoughts
when we speak, and the actions we engage in when we
open our legs. So us women! We are special. May we
always protect our innocence from being distorted by
soulless hands.”
The voices in the audience yelled “Amen!”
The Women – the only group at the mosque – invited
my mom to come and speak again. The pins in her scarf
were dissembling when she stepped off the podium. Her
black prayer cloak shimmered under the bright yellow
lights in the mosque’s hall. She looked amazing.
At the end of the day I gathered my barakat together,
filled with the samoosas, pies and cakes we ate later.
“Is that your mommy?” an aunty asked me as she saw
me looking in her direction, impatiently waiting to go
home.
“Yes,” I said.
“So ’n beskawe vrou! A role model. Aren’t you happy
to have a mother like her?”
Unsmilingly, I stared into the women’s eyes with
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anguish and pure dismay.
“Ecstatic,” I said.
The ladies in my mother’s company beamed in her
presence. One lady held her hand and prayed for her to
have a long life, and another complimented her on her
stunning attire. I watched these performances in anger,
hating the fake entourage.
“Can we go now?” I asked coldly when I finally got
her alone.
She handed me the keys of the car. “Wait for me there.”
The remaining aunties looked at me like a selfish brat.
Who the hell do I think I am, right? Do I know this woman
is my mother? Am I not aware of her status in the eyes of
her community, in the eyes of God? But they didn’t know
why we needed to get home. I did.
We hurriedly pulled the car into the garden. My father
recently got my mother a new BMW for her birthday, so
now she does not know about slow driving anymore.
“Where were you all this time?” my dad asked her
as we entered the house. She told a pathetic lie about
shopping and running errands, and then walked inside to
the bedroom.
I went to my room and started making my bed. We left
early to go to the seminar so the house was not cleaned.
I rolled my eyes, watching how he followed her there. He
banged the door.
My stomach dropped at the loud banging, and my
mind started playing with me.
I recalled standing in front of their bedroom door as a
five-year-old, watching them go at each other. Daddy was
moering her with his fists on her face; she was trying to
block him with her bag made of stitched golden straw, the
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contents of it falling to the floor, her lipstick, her tissues,
her Cliff Richard mixed-tape she used to play as she made
Sunday lunch, my unheard crying like a dying melody on
a broken radio.
The memory echoes through my soul each time I hear
their bedroom door close. The steel handle as it turns to
open and close sounds different from any other handle in
the rest of the house. I heard fragments of my mother’s
interrogation despite the closed door.
“Were you with those women again?” I heard him ask
her.
I then heard my mother’s voice. Sobs and sounds,
pleading for him to leave her alone. I heard a slapping,
and her crying. She cries when Ramadan is over because
she enjoys the blessings of fasting. This crying behind the
closed door was different.
I could not stand it anymore. I took a pair of scissors
from the drawer and I cut up my cloak and scarf, the
sacred garments she taught me to wear, the garments
that have lost their meaning when the woman preaching
secretly worships the man she’s married to and not God.
I woke up the next morning looking at the torn
garments on the floor, vowing to never wear them again
because of the hypocrisy it represented.
***
I stood in the courtyard on my first day. I was so excited
to finally be a university student. My heart had yearned
for so long to be immersed in a world of knowledge that I
loved and believed in. I looked at the students rushing to
their destinations. I listened to their laughter, then lifted
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my head to the sky in gratitude of God. Alhamdulilah,
I’ve made it.
I took out my schedule and saw that Arabic was my
first lecture for the day. I felt happy and confident to study
this module because I had studied it during my Islamic
Studies course the year before. I had about ten minutes
before the class started, so I bought myself some filter
coffee beforehand. To me, filter coffee is class. I felt classy
now that I could finally be who I am.
I walked into the lecture venue. Everyone looked at
me as I entered. The Arabic crowd was relatively small.
I quickly scanned everyone’s faces, smiling and nodding
in greeting. Three girls wearing tightly pinned scarves
on their heads sat in the corner. They chatted with two
other guys wearing fezzes on their heads, who lowered
their gazes when I greeted. The girls, who didn’t lower

One lady held her hand and
prayed for her to a have long
life, and another complimented
her on her stunning attire. I
watched these performances in
anger, hating the fake entourage.
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their gaze, refused to return my greeting. In front of me
I saw a girl that resembled Pocahontas: a dark caramel
complexion with long black hair, eyes with an aura of
illuminating modesty. She returned my greeting and I took
a seat next to her.
The lecturer was fussing about with his notes before
he began.
“Your name?” he asked Pocahontas next to me.
“Ilhaam,” she said. I recalled that last year I learnt that
this name meant “inspiration”.
“And yours?” he asked me next. “Tasneem,” I said.
Suddenly one of the girls wearing a scarf at the back
looked at me, not directly to me, but investigated my
appearance. I felt self-conscious in the plain blue jeans
with an unflattering black and red top that I wore. But
I didn’t care. I stared back at her curious as to what she
saw in me.
The only other students in the room were a small white
girl and a man next to her, who later called out their names
to be Tony and Claire. I took out my textbooks, hearing
the gang at the back announcing themselves as Shawaal,
Ayesha, Saadiqah, Farheez and Saeed.
The lecturer gave us a lesson about masculine and
famine Arabic nouns. I put up my hand and named the
first feminine noun that came to mind, “hadeeqatoen”
meaning “garden”. This word reminded me of the gardens
of Paradise, similar to the meaning of my name, which was
“Fountain of Paradise”. Beautiful gardens and fountains
were to me a sign of God’s beauty.
Ilhaam lifted his hand and mentioned two masculine
nouns, “waladoen” and “baaboen” meaning “boy” and
“door”. The three girls and the guys continually named
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various words that I had not heard of. Clearly they had
more experience in this field of Arabic than I did. Tony
and Claire didn’t name any words as they were new to the
Arabic language.
Class ended after an hour. Ilhaam invited me to have
lunch with her in the cafeteria. At the top floor sat the gang
from the Arabic class, calling us to their table.
“Slmlaykom! Come sit with us!”
I didn’t understand this sudden invitation. Why
would they want us with them when they clearly did not
acknowledge us in the classroom?
I walked over but refused to sit down. Saadiqah
handed me a brochure advertising hijaabs, with women
wearing elaborate scarves with headgear that looked more
like theatre props that were out of place than flattering
accessories. They all invited us to a ladies evening where
these scarves were being sold.
Reading their intentions on each of their faces as I
received this invitation I politely refused and said I would
be busy that coming Saturday.
For weeks after that first day they continually tried to
invite Ilhaam and me into their crowd. I didn’t see the fuss.
Their “clique” had enough “membership” and Ilhaam and
I were content with being by ourselves. Later that week
at the campus Jumuah, the Friday congregational prayer,
Shawaal couldn’t stop telling me how mashallah I looked
in my robe when we began to pray. Her compliment was
conveyed in a way as if she thought that I did not know
the dress code from my own religion.
For weeks afterwards I grappled over being a Muslim
student at my university. Previously, I always felt so serene
because my scarf and robes are for speaking to God.
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Now I had to compete with fellow muslimah’s who were
constantly trying to make a poppentjie out of me with
their hijaab labels, as if Islam is a world they had created
themselves and I had to present my most acceptable
credentials to them before my identity as a true Muslim
student could be taken seriously.
Ayesha asked me if I needed a lift home in her father’s
Mercedes, but I said “no thanks” because I preferred the
freedom of taking a taxi.
My mom was at home when I returned from campus.
“How was the first day?” she asked.
“Fine,” I said.
“Aunty Tiefa from the Ladies Group bought you a gift
for finishing your Islamic Studies course. It’s on your bed.”
I walked into the room, and unwrapped the gift. It
was an exquisite prayer cloak in black and red, with a
matching scarf, and some gold bangles and chocolates.
My mother walked in as I inspected these gifts.
“Now you have more to add to your collection.”
This was my mother. If she wasn’t a good public
speaker, she could have been an actress cast as The Great
Pretender. She flitted across my room as if nothing had
happened that previous weekend when we got home from
the seminar. She fussed over the gift as if she didn’t know
that I don’t like wearing a scarf anymore. She traced her
fingertips across the fabric of the cloak as if her Islamic
sacredness did not contain lies. She smiled at me in pride
as if it was not a crime for her to skip her daily prayers as
she remained for hours in the bedroom under my father’s
captivity.
Most women like to tell the story of remaining with
their abusive husbands because they can’t provide for
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themselves. I know this to be a lie. Maybe it’s their story
but my mother’s story told me a different truth. My young
history of marriage may leave me with little empathy for
these women; but my mother’s independence showed me
that there is a much deeper lack occurring within these
women when they decide that they don’t deserve anyone
better than the cruel person they are married to.
I never heard it said any better than a song titled “I am
a woman” sung by a girl at a performance I watched at
campus this year. The song went along the lines of women
of always selling themselves emotionally and spiritually
without getting anything back in return.
Sometimes I want to completely walk away from my
religion. I do not find truth in daily scarf-wearing by
watching how everyone around me parades themselves
as if they were like poodles on show. My only testimony
to God is my indebted belief that I have in Him, a belief I
try to nurture through constant meditation done with my
tasbeegh (strings of beads). I don’t feel the need to live in
a community where I am taught that marriage is beautiful,
while I watch my parents participate in happiness that is
not real to me. I do not wish them a happy anniversary
on 13 December every year. Nor do I feel contented when
I see them holding hands. On the contrary, I call for my
insides to be puked from my body each time I see them
together.
Maybe living in another part of the world where I can
peacefully and truthfully practise my religion will make
me happy. But staying here makes no sense anymore. I
will have to leave.
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Marriage bliss
by Jane Mabena
It was a cloudy morning in September 1998, my big day
– my wedding day. Everyone was happy and there were
ululations everywhere in appreciation of my historic day.
There was an abundance of food and those tasked to
prepare the catering were buoyant in mood and smiled as
though there was some competition. Children too were
in their element. They ran around the yard like they were
possessed. As all these unfolded, I was secluded in my
room pondering about the future and my historic day.
Everything was planned to the letter and my heart oozed
contentment. I knew I had found my man and the love of
my life. Humble, kind and soft spoken. Together we would
grow old, bonded by love.
My family kept tabs on everything – the planning,
catering and entertainment. Being the only girl among
boys, all they wanted was to fulfil my dreams for this
special day. It was the biggest wedding ever. The aftermath
of conversations and telephone calls from neighbours,
relatives and public in general confirmed the feeling.
After the wedding celebration I spent a month with
my in-laws because they insisted on ngikotize (ukukotiza
is being with your in-laws; you’ve got to cook, clean,
wash for them and learn their culture). After a month, we
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moved to our house. Cleaning, painting and decorating
the house together was a great experience. It felt good
having him around and together we set sail to conquer
any stormy challenges. Since we both come from different
charismatic churches we decided to select our spiritual
home that would suit us both. We really enjoyed doing
things together. Every second Friday, twice a month, we
would go out and have fun. Being married at an early age
was really advantageous given that I was raised by very
strict parents. At church, we would hold hands and sit
next to each other.
One day my husband kissed me in the morning and
wished me well for my examination, as I was going to
write an exam, and jokingly mentioned that he may not
come back home. As usual I prepared supper and waited
for him, and guess what? That day there was no call from
him or any sign of his whereabouts. I couldn’t sleep and
tried many times to call his cell without any response.
I could not fathom what had happened to my beloved
husband. In the morning I called his brother, who assured
me that he would search for him.
After a hard day at work I was really looking forward to
going home. As I opened the kitchen door, I was welcomed
by the smell of lamb chops and pap. I proceeded to the
main bedroom, all our wedding photos on the wall were
nowhere to be found; only his photos were still hanging
on the wall. Our bed showed that some activity had taken
place in my absence. My eyes were filled with tears and
anger. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I felt numb with
my head spinning. All I wanted was to scream and shout.
I called my brother-in-law, who came to speak with my
husband and tried to sort out this issue. Our life was never
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the same because there was a third person involved in our
relationship. However, I always kept the rules that were
given to me by the elders on the day I decided to marry
this man. People close to us never noticed that we had
problems. We pretended to be this loving couple.
Our problems got worse as my husband continued
sleeping out, sometimes twice or more a week. I considered
myself his home security guard. The day after he slept
out, he would cook my favourite meal and clean the
yard. If I refused to sleep with him he became abusive
and threatened by calling me names should I reveal and
share all the bad things he was doing. Given his reserved
disposition it would take some convincing for anybody
to believe my story. Yes, indeed no one believed me, even
my closest friend.
Every Sunday we would go to church holding hands
and he could quote every bible verse you can think of. I
liked to study a lot but married life was an added burden
and I dropped out three times. His frequent tantrums
and fights demotivated me from investing my time in
preparations for examinations. After being selected by
Ikwekwezi FM for the position in their drama department
things got worse. I had to pay all the household bills. My
income was insufficient to the extent that I sometimes
avoided responding to private calls. I couldn’t afford to
do my hair and some months I would not buy groceries to
last for a month. When I approached him for support, he
would dismiss with arrogance that I am earning a lot and
should be able to manage and cover our household bills.
One day while I was busy washing the clothes I emptied
his pants pocket and came across a list of groceries and a
till slip. I was hurt that my husband was buying groceries
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for someone else while there was not food in our house. In
a way I felt like his maid, home security guard and sex toy.
On four occasions he threw me out the house. One day I
was so angry and threatened that should he try to throw
me out I would kill him. In my heart I knew it was for real
as I was tired of being a night vagrant, usually between ten
and twelve at night wearing only a night dress. During this
period a colleague of mine resigned at work. I didn’t mind
to do her job as well because it kept me focused and served
as a temporary relief from my troubled marital home.
At our church there was a sisters’ fellowship service
where we were taught how to handle spousal and marriage
challenges. Attending these services taught me a lot and
in all the challenges I had faith and perseverance that my
marriage would work.

However, I always kept
the rules that were given to
me by the elders on the day
I decided to marry this
man. People close to us never
noticed that we had problems.
70

POWA_2014 CS6.indd 70

2015/04/02 3:03 PM

Marriage bliss

I shared my marital problems with my mother-in-law,
who always sided with her son. Anyway, blood is thicker
than water. She said even if I filed for divorce and returned
home, I would always be labelled “ibuya” (a divorcee). The
thought of my community seeing me as a failure scared
me. I was confused, financially stretched and couldn’t
afford to spend even R150 to do my hair. I was in debt
and took to food indulgence to relieve my marital bliss.
I subsequently gained a lot of weight. A friend of mine
even mentioned that my husband was cheating because my
hair was a mess. My views about the treatment I received
from my husband did not change her perceptions. It was
my lone battle.
I could not withstand the stress, depression overwhelmed
me and I had to be hospitalised. Being in hospital raised
alarm bells in my family and they attempted to discuss
the situation with my in-laws to enable us to sort out our
problems. It was all in vain – you cannot teach an old dog
new tricks. After hospitalisation I managed to serve him
with a protection order, prohibiting him to throw me out
of our matrimonial house. In the midst of our troubled
marriage we were blessed with a baby girl. Though things
didn’t change I was blessed and very happy to have her
in my life. Financially, it was not easy, and I had to do
what any mother would do for her child. I thought about
forcing my husband to maintain her legally but I couldn’t
go through with it. After a year and three months she was
diagnosed with meningitis, was in a coma for a month and
unfortunately passed on.
The following year, on the same date of my daughter’s
passing, I moved out from our matrimonial home because
there was no sign of improvement from my husband.
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Finally, being a submissive wife faded away and I moved
out and filed for divorce because I couldn’t take it anymore.
I left all our house contents with him because I did not
want anything that would remind me of him. I knew that
all I wanted in my life was happiness and set new gaols
for the future.
The challenge that I was facing every day after moving
back to my parents’ house was seeing people chatting
at the street corners. Maybe I was being paranoid. I felt
like I was the talk of our township. During that time,
the neighbours’ daughter had a toddler and he wanted
to come to my parents’ house. The neighbour refused
and said, “nawe ufuna ukufa njengomntwana walebuya
elibuye nesinyama.” It was then that I realised that some
people will judge me according to my past. At least my
family was very supportive and I was able to face my fears.
When we married I adopted my husband’s relatives and
some friends. However, I learnt that some people were
my friends because of my status. After the divorce I lost
friends, especially those men who thought that I would
convince their partners to divorce them. One of my friends
even mentioned that I had to understand that things are no
longer the same. Only a few friends stuck with me through
thick and thin.
At church some members would talk behind my back
about the real reasons for our divorce. When attending the
service some would make me feel that I am not a Christian
or God had forgotten me because I decided to divorce my
husband. In some of the church activities I would be side
lined. I knew it was purely because of my status (divorcee).
I even considered changing to another church. I wondered
– does it mean whenever I encountered challenges in life, I
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should walk away? I could not reconcile with the thought,
so I stayed put.
At work there was a rumour that I was in the process of
a divorce which was confirmed by taking off my wedding
ring and reverting to my maiden name. Everyone had his
or her perspective regarding this and some had the guts
to approach me. One colleague said she has been married
for 15 years and should have consulted someone like her
and opted for a divorce. I told her that it is not a matter
of being married for a longer period but it was about
the challenges within the period of your commitment.
I indicated that marital issues are very personal and it’s
never easy to share them with anybody, even colleagues
at work.
Sometimes at a family function some relatives would
make comments just to belittle me because of my status.
Some would hold tight to their partners as though I was
ready to snatch them away. It was the most difficult and
stressful time in my life. I lost family members and friends.
I noticed that there are things we cannot change but
have to accept as they are. Our background or social
upbringing counts a lot, especially in marriage. Looking
back I can see how naïve and utterly unprepared for the
reality of marriage I was. I don’t regret marrying this man
because in a way our history was an eye opener and the
mistakes also made me who I am today. In life, everyone
has a story to tell. The problem is that people are too
quick to judge.
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Medicine for my
pain
by Busisiwe Ndlovu
As I watch the sun go down my mind floats back slowly to
the day when I realised that I was pregnant, three months
to be precise. It was my 21st birthday. I’m in my early
thirties now and it feels like centuries ago. The day I was
supposed to be the happiest girl on earth, not because
my parents were going to throw a huge bash for me but
because I was finally, finally on my way to fulfil my lifelong
dream of becoming the first journalist in my community,
let alone being the first female journalist. The memory
of that day is still so fresh and clear as if it happened
yesterday. Every word, every colour, smell and even the
slightest detail is stored safely in my memory.
From that moment I was on a time machine taking
me straight to the past. The memory is so vivid I could
almost touch you. I remember the day very clearly as I
was dragging my feet to the doctor wishing to die. I was
so miserable it must have registered on my face; the pain
I was feeling inside was immeasurable. I didn’t know
what was happening to me but I was feeling very sick,
and I got to the doctor sweating up a storm and feeling
nauseous. The receptionist there was very kind and looked
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at me with really consoling eyes and asked me to catch
a breath before she could take my details. It was rather
a cold day and she offered me coffee as she was having
some herself. She smiled at me sheepishly and tried to
chat but I found it so difficult because from her tone I got
the message that she thought I was there for an abortion.
From then it registered in my head that everybody could
see I was pregnant but me. In my heart of hearts I prayed
to God not to allow me to be pregnant, as I knew what
that would do to my family and to my dreams. I kept
telling myself that it’s going to be okay but deep down in
my heart I knew that it was never going to be okay, I will
never be okay. I took the cup and plastered a smile on my
face in appreciation then I went to sit down on a rather
comfortable chair.
She was very friendly, thinking about it now. She was
probably feeling sorry for me, being 21 at the time, and I
must have looked like a very sad and lost 17-year-old girl.
Given my physical structure I must have been thin, short
with a little bump in my tummy and to an onlooker that
must have been enough to gain me a bit of sympathy. Well,
as I was sitting there listening to the soft conversations
other patients were having I slowly drifted to the day I
met you, the day I will never forget for as long as I live.
After that day we were inseparable, we were always
together doing everything together. In a very short time
we became closer than the best of friends. Somehow
having you felt all right, it was like you have been in
my life forever. We were both in school. I was doing my
first year in journalism and you were doing your first in
architecture; our future was guaranteed to be bright. I
knew how important it was for you to complete your
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degree because your mother was struggling as a domestic
worker and your father had passed away long ago leaving
you with nothing. You told me time and time again how
important it was for us to get our degrees as that would
guarantee us a bright future and your mother’s life would
improve too. Finishing your studies meant a better home
and family, and respect for your mom. I always admired
your selflessness.
We supported each other a great deal and although I
came from a good family I also wanted to be independent.
We were not filthy rich but my father had a good job
and he was able to provide us with all our needs. I really
wanted to make my parents proud.
But above everything else having a bright future with
you was my ultimate goal; that goal inspired and motivated
me, gave me strength. The same goal was soon becoming
my downfall, and my greatest dream was to become my
nightmare. Soon I was to become nothing but shame to my
family. Soon I was to become a laughing stock to my peers
who chose to stay at home. Soon my parents were going to
hear what every parent dreads the most: “What were they
thinking, sending a girl child to tertiary, they could have
made a fortune out of her.” Soon my world was going to
come crashing down on me. We spent every second of our
spare time together and your friends became my friends.
Your mother was very happy that we were together. One
night while sitting and chatting to you, Manqoba and Blue
I had this weird tummy ache, I felt hot and nauseous –
nothing out of the ordinary, it just felt uncomfortable.
I excused myself and went to bed hoping that the pain
would go away but it didn’t until the following morning.
You were with me at that time and suggested we see the
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doctor the following day and gave me transport money.
When the doctor told me I was a few weeks pregnant
it was like somebody has just marched into my life and
stole all my precious dreams of the future. I sat there in
the doctor’s room feeling dizzy and nauseous, confused,
hurt and plain worthless. From that moment I knew my
life had changed, I knew that from then on things would
never be the same. I thought about my family, my father
especially; he was so proud of me. It was like watching a
story of your life on TV. After talking to the receptionist
at the doctor’s office I felt better and could walk properly.
When she was busy comforting me I could see the pain in
her eyes, like she knew exactly how I felt. I thought she
had been there before.
I remember the pain I went through that night. I didn’t
know what to think, whether to tell you or not. The most
important thing to me was fear, I was so afraid of how you
would respond if you were to know that you were going to
be a father. I knew all your dreams, fears, plans and also
where you came from. You didn’t have a place in your
family because you didn’t have a father. Your aunts and
uncles were always teasing you about that. My head told
me to share my fears and involve you. It was your baby
too but my heart reminded me how much I loved you and
how much I would do to ensure that your dreams came
true. My heart told me not to tell you because that would
make me someone who didn’t want to see you making it
in life. I didn’t tell you because my heart wouldn’t let me.
It was Wednesday, five days after my birthday when
suddenly you vanished. I went to ask from your friend
Manqoba. At first he didn’t want to tell me what was
happening. I begged him to let me know as it was of the
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utmost importance. From the look on his eyes I could
see that something was definitely wrong – his mother had
been killed in a car accident that morning, and he had
to go home right away; he had left me a letter telling me
he had to rush home but promised to be back for me.
Knowing him I knew that he would be back although he
would come back a different person. I just didn’t know
how different.
I was crushed. It seemed as if all the horrible things were
happening to me. My world was getting smaller by the
second and I felt the darkness engulfing me and my baby. I
read the letter almost every day. I could literally hear your
soft deep voice uttering each and every word. I waited for
you, anticipating the day you’d come back but day after
day, week after week I realised that you were never coming
back. But my heart kept waiting for you. At that time I had
to go home to face the music with my parents.
I told my mother first and she told my father, who was
so disappointed he couldn’t even look at me. For weeks I
couldn’t leave the house. I was an embarrassment to my
family, a failure who had brought shame to my father’s
well-respected name. From then on I lost track of time and
the will to live. So many things happened to me both good
and bad. While all that was happening I was still holding
on to your letter praying that one day you would come and
rescue me and my son. When my baby was born I saw that
he was as beautiful as his father when we met, so gentle
and humble. Many times I caught myself looking at him,
thanking God for providing me with the lasting image of
his father even though his beauty had brought me tears
and great sadness. I became a zombie, I felt nothing as my
heart changed into a pitch black stone. I wanted to run
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away and hide and raise my son in the mountains away
from those disapproving and judging eyes.
In my hour of need and desperation I sunk deeper into
darkness. I knew it was a bad idea to marry from the start.
I did it in order to raise my son and protect whatever was
left of us from harm. That was the second phase of my
downfall. For seven years I paid with my heart, soul, body
and spirit. It was all so that my son could have security
and stability and to protect him from the same fate that
had befallen his father. I paid in full because my son was
worth it all. When this man realised the price was not
enough he raised the stakes. He also wanted a son, the
heir to protect his inheritance from my son. I gave him
a son but in my heart I never gave him any children. My
children belonged to me.
A few months before I was to marry the devil’s knight,
I woke one day and realised that if I continue with the
wedding that would be the end for me and my children. I
realised in tears that I had stopped living the day you left.
I asked myself why, and went to the mirror for answers
and for the first time in years saw what I had become. A
shadow of who I used to be. I saw in my own eyes a thin,
shapeless, colourless and lifeless stranger. I looked into my

Finishing your studies meant
a better home and family, and
respect for your mom. I always
admired your selflessness.
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eyes and saw nothing there, nothing except a tiny flicker
of hope of what I used to be. There were also two little
boys who called me Mommy.
A sharp pain went straight to my heart. I collapsed on
the floor and cried. I didn’t know why but at that time I
knew I had to. I sat there for hours trying to figure out
how I got there, and for the first time realised I was lost in
the maze of pain and abuse. I realised that I had become
nothing, and everything I had wanted and worked for was
gone. I was left with nothing. I tried to remember what it
was like to dream but a heavy door was blocking those
memories. Then I looked at my sons who looked at me
with empathetic eyes, trying to figure out what to do to
make Mommy smile again and rushed to sit on my lap.
They asked me if I was sick and I said no, I had been sick
for a long time but that day I had found a cure. I knew
that I needed to find myself again. I knew it wasn’t going
to be easy but I had to try for my sons. When I looked in
the mirror again I saw the colour was back in my face and
felt there was a new edge to claim my life back.
For a while it was difficult to find my way back but
I kept pushing harder until I got a job and slowly things
started to get better. I must say, though, almost everybody
in my community thought I was crazy for not marrying
a man who loved me so much, but not a single one knew
who that man was. I didn’t allow them to draw me back
into the web of violence. Instead I worked even harder and
today I am proud single mother of wonderful two boys. I
have grown immensely.
My past is not perfect but what I have now, according
to me, is perfect. My world is perfect because I am the
queen of my world.
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Single is not a sin
by Refiloe Mohlakoana
You are not ugly, neither are you fat, what is wrong with
you? they keep asking me. Sometimes I just want to scream
and say leave me the hell alone. Can’t you see what I have
achieved, is that the only way you can judge my success?
I want to say to them I am 29 years old, about to start my
PhD, I have a good job and I pay my own way, I don’t have
a child but I am sometimes but not always happy. I want
to say to them you are not helping the situation. Besides,
what happened to “everything happens in its own time”?
Some of you quoted to me from the scripture’s book of life.
What makes you think I can control this part of my
life? What makes you think I can change it? Don’t you
think I have tried? Before you said I did not pray enough,
that my faith was small, that others were doing it but
not me. That maybe I was doing something and God was
unhappy with me and so this was his way of punishing me.
What I know is that I’m just learning. Every day I take
a step towards learning. It might not be your lessons but
they are mine. I am trying to be enough, I am trying to be
enough for you, for them, for others and heck, I am just
trying to be enough for all of you. I am tired; I don’t want
to hear about this anymore. We have talked about it from
every angle; maybe it’s my attitude, maybe I am too closed,
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maybe I don’t smile enough, maybe I am too choosy, or
maybe I am just the wrong person. Have you ever thought
that maybe it’s beyond my control?
I talk too much, and when I laugh it comes from the
bottom of my stomach. I don’t know how to giggle and
have no interest in learning to. I don’t have a lot of friends
but those I have are true and have become like brothers
and sisters to me. I don’t wear high heels, unless I’m feeling
beautiful, even then I don’t wear them for long.
I stay in a one-bedroom flat. To clean it takes days and
days – Friday for stripping everything and doing laundry.
Saturday for folding and sweeping and Sunday is for
making the bed, and putting furniture back into place. I
don’t apologise for my cleaning, I love the fact that I can
stop in the middle and take a break. It’s not like the world
is going to end just because I don’t clean in a day.
So in between the mopping, sweeping and dusting I take
a break. I put my legs up, take a nice well-written novel by
my favourite author and I just read and read. Sometimes I
get lost in the characters, who seem to welcome me, and I

What I know is that I’m
just learning. Every day I take
a step towards learning. It
might not be your lessons but
they are mine.
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swear they whisper to me and say “it’s been a while since
we last saw you”.
So I indulge myself and I read. I should probably
be putting some effort into my studies, I can hear you
thinking, this way I should finish fast and with higher
marks. I agree with you but I am still going to read my
novel.
After a while I get up and finish the cleaning. I put the
broom and mop away. I take a shower and go and see a
friend. We laugh and we talk about the same topic again,
a married friend who says to me, “I have a nice man for
you. Why don’t I set you up?” I think to myself not again,
how many times are you going to set me up? Every time
you do it never works. What happens is that I am forced
to go out on blind dates with this “nice man”, I am forced
to be polite and smile and behave like somebody else.
When will you give up, how many of these dates do
I have to go to until you give up? Yes, I am single, yes, I
would like to meet a nice young man and have two kids, a
boy and a girl. Yes, I want a white picket fence and a dog.
I want to also be called Mrs So and so. I want married
women to stop looking at me like I am a harlot sent out to
seduce their husbands. Maybe I am tempting but I do have
morals and do know right from wrong. I am beautiful,
nice, educated and I have a lot going for me.
So please, please, don’t ask me when I am getting
married, stop asking me why I have not met Mr Right
yet. For now let me be a daughter, friend, employee that
you can be proud of instead of seeing me unmarried and
childless and a harlot out to seduce all men. I am not
perfect but perfectly imperfect.
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Hope, it’s my
name!
by Tsholofelo Mosala
As the sun sets, giving way to a shining moon and stars
my heart beats faster, faster with fear and terror, faster
like a four-year-old would have a heart attack. It was
the hour I feared, the moment I wished he would never
return. The darkness became my enemy, the night I hated
forever. He would come after the evening supper. Without
a word I could smell beer, which he drank on Saturdays
with a couple of friends. I knew that smell, beer! Because I
disliked that, it turned him into a beast, a horrible man, a
demon I saw in my father’s eyes. I was in tears, scared and
afraid not for my life but for the Goddess who gave life to
me, took time to cook, clean and was about to read me a
bedtime story: a tall, slender, attractive and well-spoken
woman, who was my angel on earth, who I looked up to
and wanted to be like, Mama. I held her by her dress, as I
could hear the noise from him. I stared deep into his eyes
as his filthy hand pushed her against the wall.
The quiet home turned into a shebeen, so noisy and
loud as he continued to shout. I could literally feel the
pain of every blow; like Baby Jake Matlala he continued
to throw every punch as if he was in a boxing ring. The
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kitchen corner became my friend as she would tell me to
run to my room. But I refused, hoping that he would stop
as I pulled his trouser leg and screamed Papa leave mother
alone! My little voice was as useless as a walking ant on
the floor. My four-year-old memory did not deserve to
capture an event that would haunt me into adulthood. I
remember telling her to run away, let’s run away to a better
place where night can be my friend, a home of peace and
harmony, a home where he will not be around. Foolish!
Little did I know that it wasn’t that easy. I had to bear
another year of a culture introduced within the house; I
had to bear another year of fear and terror.
A Tswana idiom says Seo se sa feleng se a bo se tlhola
(everything has its own ending). Enough is enough, and
I was glad she took the big step of liberation. It was all
over and freedom came as we moved from one province
to another. I felt a taste of freedom and could smile again.
He was no longer in the picture; he became dead to me
although he was still my father. My memories of him
carrying me on his head, having breakfast together and
calling my name were slowly and surely disappearing.
All those painful moments erased and I was born again
into a brand new six-year-old. I learned how it felt to live
the normal, peaceful life that I had hoped for. The night
became my smile, the moon and stars were my friends as
peace was in my home. Little did I know that moving from
one horrific chapter of my life would open another of pain.
I was isolated from other children, and they labelled her a
single parent; the treatment was different because he was
not around. Why? Did they not know the life we lived?
Did they not know the damage it created? Yet they judged.
A home can never be a home without a man who would
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play the leading role of a father, I was told throughout
my childhood. Who is your father? Where is he? Was it
abnormal to have a family without a father? My father is
he, who art in heaven, whose holy name be praised. He
listened as I spoke, answered my prayers and showed me
light even though he did not deserve the title of a father,
who disappeared like smoke into the air.
The painful remarks haunted me as I strove for
perfection in life – a daughter of a divorcee growing up
in a fatherless home. It felt like a curse to come from a
divorced family yet it was a blessing to be raised by a single
woman, even though it was said “you will have a child
at an early age, drop out of school, your brothers will be
thieves, your sisters will sell their bodies to older men, a
home of a single mother is not good for a child”.
I question what is good? What’s a better home? I was
afraid but now I am brave, I was upset but now I’m happy.
And you people have the audacity to judge me because
I’m raised by a woman who happens to be divorced but
brought the freedom of a normal home. These words made
me realise it was the beginning: “After climbing a great

My four-year-old memory
did not deserve to capture
an event that would haunt
me into adulthood.
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hill, one only finds that they are many more hills to climb,”
from witnessing abuse from childhood and being labelled
as the daughter of a divorcee.
I strive for perfection, to prove to everyone and myself
that I am worthy, although I was not brought up in a
perfect home and was judged by my mother’s status and
labelled by society. Am I perfect? No! I’m not perfect. I had
hoped for a normal upbringing when there wasn’t food in
the house and when lights and water were cut off. I had
hoped my father would lend a hand. I knew all the money
went for my tertiary education. Still I hoped for a perfect
life, eating take-aways twice a week, having an allowance
in varsity and going to movies with friends. This was just
a dream, which I hoped would come true.
Am I perfect? No! I’m beyond perfect; the word perfect
cannot describe the phenomenal woman I am. A daughter
of a divorcee, 24 years of age, graduated with an honours
degree, single and without a child. I hold my head high
for I made it against all odds. My mother is proud to call
me her daughter, a young woman of worth, baptised by
success and blessed with the spirit of faith. I hope to see
his face, hear his voice and see his lips utter this word,
“I’m sorry I was not there for you, my child.” I’ve already
forgiven him but the scars are printed in my heart. I hope
for a future that’s bright. Setswana se re Leina lebe seromo
– a person’s name will shape his or her future. Tsholofelo
(Hope) is my name, a woman of faith and worth.
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Free to be
by Elizabeth Schutter
On my 18th birthday, 6 May I was three months pregnant.
In July I married a man three years older than myself.
Dressed in a long white velvet gown with a fur-trimmed
hood, I cast a tragic figure crying for most of the wedding
ceremony. Although I was not forced into the marriage
by my parents I was too young to know I had a choice
but deep in my heart I also knew I was not a happy bride.
From this union two daughters and a son were born.
My husband was the breadwinner, I the housewife. We
lived in various places until we bought a house in Mitchells
Plain. After the birth of my son I felt the stirrings of
dissatisfaction and unhappiness with my mundane married
life. The one thing that kept me sane during this time was
my visits to the library. He was jealous of the books and
newspapers I was reading and we had numerous fights
because he wanted my full attention. To family and friends
he pretended to be the perfect host and loved entertaining
them, but privately he would harass me for paying so
much attention to others and not being attentive enough
to him. I was beginning to realise that my husband was
possessive and I would not be able to be myself in this
marriage. I became painfully aware that I was meant to
be more.
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Walking out of school halfway through standard eight,
pregnant at 18, and married at 18 I was not qualified
to do any meaningful work, but I was not going to take
any menial job. I investigated the options open to me
and enrolled at a Secretarial College, baking and selling
cookies to pay my own fees, subconsciously knowing
that this was my ticket to independence. In the meantime
I also became involved in the civic structures under the
banner of the UDF and felt I should and could be more
than just a wife, mother, cook and cleaner. He was a good
provider, a loving father, a committed husband, a nondrinker, a respectable community member, in other words,
“the perfect partner”. In his eyes and society’s I was the
imperfect wife because I could not imagine myself married
to him for the rest of my life, and started to plan my exit
from this claustrophobic union.
Knowing that financial independence would be a major

The one thing that kept me
sane during this time was
my visits to the library. He
was jealous of the books and
newspapers I was reading and
we had numerous fights because
he wanted my full attention.
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factor, I started working as an administrator at the Western
Province Council of Churches in 1986. Because I had left
school early, I did my matric through correspondence
college. He was jealous that I was spending so much time
with my books, and sometimes he tore up my assignments,
but despite that I completed my matric. Being part of the
exciting world of work opened a whole new world for
me and I no longer wanted to be married. We went to a
marriage counsellor because I wanted the counsellor to
make him understand that I did not hate him but did not
want to be his wife. I wanted to be free. All hell broke
loose when I made my announcement. There was a steady
stream of family and friends, and even the minister of the
church that he never attended, who came to my house
to “talk sense into my head” and to tell me how stupid I
was to want to leave such a good man. Everyone thought
I was crazy to divorce such a “good husband” because
he was not giving me the usual reasons for divorce, like
cheating, drinking, drugging or physically abusing me. It
was difficult for everyone to understand that I no longer
wanted to be married to this man for my own personal
reasons. Only later in life I realised that what he did was
mental abuse. He told me that he would never accept a
divorce and that I belonged to him, and if I went ahead
with my plans he would make life a living hell.
The loving husband had turned into a monster. Suddenly
he demanded me to do all my “wifely duties” including sex
against my will. I was naïve to think that we could have
an amicable separation. Life became increasingly difficult
and stressful and later dangerous when he threatened to
burn the house down with all of us in it. Then I knew I
had to get out of the house and away from him with my
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children because they were experiencing the tension and
sensing the danger.
Not to arouse suspicion I left my house for work in
the morning as usual and instructed my sister to get the
children from school and bring them to me at the Rape
Crisis office. I got a safe place for us at a shelter for abused
women. Unfortunately we could only get in the following
day and that night we were hiding from my husband. He
was driving around looking for us – myself, the children,
my sister and her friends were driving around in circles in a
Kombi with curtains on the windows to avoid him finding
us. Later we slept at my uncle’s house but one of my family
members told him where we were hiding and he found us
the following morning. We were violently bundled into the
car with the children screaming and fearing for our lives.
I still do not know where I got the strength and calmness
from to convince him to let us go, that he must go back
to work and we would be home at night. We immediately
went to the shelter with our clothes stuffed in a few black
refuse bags.
Life at the shelter was not easy for us as we were used
to all the comforts of life. We had a room which had four
single beds. For the first time in our lives we lived on soya,
potatoes, meaty bones, rice, maize meal and bread and
jam. At one point we were 30 people living together in
the shelter from different backgrounds and with varying
degrees of abuse from partners, which made it on the one
hand good and safe to be together but on the other hand
it was tense as we were all messed-up people who had
been forced to live communally. Cooking and cleaning
was done on a roster basis. I was the only woman at the
shelter who had a job so I used to buy all the children
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some luxuries on a Friday night because luxuries were
definitely not part of the rations. Everybody was sworn to
secrecy about our secret location and to this day, 26 years
later, my children will not point out the house to anybody.
He somehow found out what school the children were
attending, waited for them when they were walking back
from school and followed them. He was the only partner
who ever discovered the secret location of the shelter and
I had to sneak in and out to go to work.
I started divorce proceedings, which became final on 12
June 1987, but the division of estate was unresolved. I got
custody of the children and maintenance was set at R150
per child and visiting rights limited to one weekend per
month. I left the shelter and went to live in my brother’s
house where he came to harass us and threaten our lives,
which forced us to return to the shelter for another two
months. After that I went to live with my sister and her
four children in a flat in Elsie’s River. During that time my
sister and I were also hiding and feeding five high school
activists, who were being hunted by the security police.
Somehow we managed to survive and a strong protective
bond was forged between us. We were still living out of
the black bags with only limited clothing items.
One day, because I feared for my safety, I asked a
colleague to take me to the house during the day while
he was at work, and I broke into my own house and stole
the rest of our clothes. I also had to go back and forth
to Court because he refused to pay maintenance, and so
the activists became my bodyguards. He made several
attempts on my life and even drove straight towards me
with a van with the intention of killing me. The policeman
at Court told me to lay a charge of attempted murder. As
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I was laying the charge at the charge office, I suddenly felt
something warm run down my legs, when I looked down
I was standing in a pool of blood. The stress and tension
would just make me haemorrhage at any time.
By then I had given up on the Court to implement
maintenance and decided to raise my children alone and
spare myself the humiliation of going to the maintenance
office only to find that there was no money.
Later I shared a house with a friend. We were
continuously harassed by my husband who threatened
to kill me and screamed obscenities at me, accusing me
of being a whore and slut. The joint estate was a long
drawn-out battle between our respective lawyers but
eventually we reached agreement; the house was sold
and the furniture and household goods were divided
between us. He defied this order as well and eventually I
plucked up the courage, and went to the house with the
support of my “bodyguards” and fetched the furniture
and household items that I had been granted. It resulted
in a most unpleasant tug-of-war and ended up with him
throwing a coffee table at me.
At that time, getting an interdict was a complicated
and expensive matter. I applied to Legal Aid and with their
help I became the first woman to be granted a permanent
interdict during the December holidays in a special
sitting of the High Court. Three years after the divorce
the harassment stopped completely when he started a
relationship with another woman, for which I was very
grateful. From the sale of the house I eventually received
only R15 000 but with that measly amount I built myself
a house, sold it after ten years, bought another house,
sold it and now own a lovely apartment in Thornton. I
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am proud of the fact that I was able to raise my children
singlehandedly and give them the opportunity to study
and travel overseas. I was also able to travel to Namibia,
Tanzania, Zanzibar, London and Australia and fulfil my
lifelong dream to visit Cuba with hard-earned money. He,
on the other hand, still does not own a house or a car. The
saying “what goes around comes around” has proven to
be true in my case.
After I turned 40, I met a caring, sensitive man who was
14 years younger than me and fell in love. This time family
and friends thought that this man was totally imperfect for
me. This relationship caused tremendous tension within
my family and social circle, especially with my children,
but I was happy and stood my ground. It was my choice,
my life and my happiness. Even though society judged me
as imperfect for abandoning a good husband and a socalled stable family home and later having a relationship
with a younger unsuitable partner, I have no regrets and
celebrate the woman I have become.
I have worked in different development non-government
organisations in the Western Cape and continue to be
involved in Human Rights and Arts groups that enrich
my life. I never remarried and live a full, active life doing
what makes me happy. My journey has not been easy but
it has been one I would not exchange for the valuable
lessons I have learnt and the freedom I have won to be the
person I choose to be … Elizabeth, a woman of substance.
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Perfectly imperfect
by Tebogo Masuku
My story goes back to when I was born, in the area of
Itsoseng. My mother was excited about the birth hence
she thanked the Lord and named me Tebogo. Life was not
easy back then. I grew up without a father as he claimed
that I was not his daughter. Mom decided to move me to
Jo’burg closer to where she was living, but having a mom
as a domestic worker meant that I had to change schools
every year. She did not earn enough but now I realise that
she did her best to provide for us.
I remember one day when mom went to church and left
me with my aunt and her boyfriend. We slept at his place,
and my aunt had been drinking. Once her friend realised
that my aunt was drunk, he came to me. I was sleeping
on the floor and he undressed and raped me, and made
me swear that I would not tell anyone about what had
happened. As a primary school learner I did not know that
what he did was wrong. I kept the secret for a long time
until one day I decided to tell my mother. She made me
feel so unwanted, claiming that I was no longer pure and
that I had slept with a man. In my mind I kept questioning
how she could say such a thing? My own mother, was she
not the one who was supposed to ensure that I was kept
from harm? Years went on and my self-esteem dropped.
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I started sleeping around as I believed that in some way
I was not good enough. The men that I slept with gave
me some comfort, made me feel “good” about myself,
something which I did not get at home. But I was always
involved with the wrong type of people, and even though
I met good people who loved me I would push them away
as I felt that I did not deserve love.
In 2008 I fell pregnant during my matric year when
things started becoming tough. The father of my baby left
in 2009 after the birth and I was left to fend for my son
all by myself. That is when I decided to get a job at Pick n
Pay. Ever since then I have not looked back. I recall having
to work as a cleaner and tea lady for people in the same
age group as myself. That was not a good feeling but I
took the decision that I am going to be what am destined
to be. I worked hard and made sure that I acquired all the
skills, like when the receptionist went on lunch I would
ask to sit at her desk and do her job. From there on I was
trained to become an assistant in our finance department.
Then I applied for another job in an IT company and
soon realised that the sales industry was not for me. I
applied for the post of a branch secretary and that is when
I realised I loved administration work and helping clients.
Through all my hardships I have learnt that I should
love, forgive and be kind to myself. This is me and
imperfectly perfect.
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Perfectly imperfect
by Van der Bijl
So what is perfection? Is it the airbrushed, Photoshopped
look I see on magazine covers? No, maybe it’s the perfectly
white smile with straight teeth that I see on toothpaste
advertisements.
No wait, it could be the long hair … oops I meant the
Brazilian weave blown by a fan in fashion shoots.
I think I get it, it’s the long waxed skinny legs, flat
tummy, not forgetting the upright boobs that were just
right for the bikini outfit.
Does this mean I am imperfect because of the few
pimples I have on my face due to hormonal changes in
my body? Maybe I am imperfect because of the gaps I have
between my teeth. Or is it because of my natural hair that
tends to get kinked when it gets into contact with water.
It’s probably the breasts that are seriously responding to
gravity since I breastfed my son.
Don’t forget the tummy that’s rippled with stretch
marks and is sagging due to being cut in an emergency
caesarean section to get my handsome son out alive. No
no no wait for it … how did I miss it? It’s the African
trademark – my bum, it is after all the most visible part
of my body!
I have tried to get the perfect look. I’ve starved myself
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almost to the point of death. Name any diet I will tell you
all about it from cabbage soup to the low-carb diet. Yes, I
tried them all but alas the trademark did not go anywhere!
I joined the gym and ran breathlessly on the treadmill,
oh, don’t mention the sauna where I spent countless hours
to drain all the kilos I couldn’t shed on the treadmill. The
results – after each diet I craved junk food even more and
as for the gym it left me dehydrated.
So it finally dawned on me that it wasn’t my African
trademark but it was about my soul and it was out of
shape and dehydrated because of all the energy I used
up trying to look perfect. Thanks to wisdom, grace and
motherhood I embarked on a journey of soul rehydration.
I started giving my soul all the food it needs to be healthy,
and replenishing my broken spirit became a priority.
I am still not perfect but I love what I see in me. I
walk with my head up high. When I talk into a room full
of people I exude a beautiful fragrance from within that
everyone can smell.
I am imperfect because I have all the days of my life to
work on my shortcomings to become a better person for
me – it cannot be done in one day.
I am an imperfect friend, sister, daughter, mother, aunt
and neighbour because I’ve never been any of those things
before. This is my first shot at it and that’s why it will be
touch and go until I learn the lessons and become a little
better in each role.
So allow me to go through my imperfections because
they’re taking me on the last leg of my human journey
where I will have my AHA MOMENT and be able to at
least appreciate the imperfections that have steered me
towards learning as much as I could about this interesting
journey called life.
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The eye of a
perfect storm
by Tshepang Molisana
My grandmother was the perfect storm.
Chriso would rumble, quietly, beautifully, sometimes
menacingly, like grey clouds on the horizon. She had this
way of being so quiet – so still that when her lightning
flashed we would all sit up.
I remember one December morning she gave the
summer a great storm.
She had decided that she wanted all her granddaughters
to help her do her grocery shopping. We descended on her
house like birds flocking to watch a summer storm from
the high shelter of a canopy of trees.
The seven of us watched as she slowly turned a blue sky
into every shade of grey ever described. Like the hairs on
her head, once as black as the Johannesburg night sky that
calls children home at supper time, she had faded from
darkness to light in the winter of her days. I remember the
tufts of long, thick, black hair that had coiled themselves
around her afro comb and how we teased her about the
strands of white that began to pepper and season what
was once a field of pitch.
Chriso moved with the pace of someone who knew that
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even the ants and flowers on the ground were waiting for
her to become.
Her arthritis-ridden, ailing hands were clutching
handfuls of shopping bags on the morning she had
summoned us. We helped where we could, but who could
stop the rain?
A Johannesburg summer storm is quite decided in
the way it strikes. My mother used to tell me that when
lightning tore at the window frames her mother used to
make them sit in the darkness. The flashes of white, hot
light would do less to scare them into submission than
the look in my grandmother’s stern, dark eyes. Those
who made the grave mistake of getting into the bathtub
or washing the dishes while the sky was still deciding on
a storm would find themselves frozen with the fear of
imminent electrocution – worse, the rage of my Xhosa
grandmother.
When my mother told me stories like the one I’m
sharing with you, it was easier to believe that the world
was flat or that Thor was a thunderous demi-god.
The grandmother that I knew was calmer and quieter
than the first gentle clicks that begin when your tongue
meets your teeth. She sounded like slow drizzle hitting a tin
roof in late November, purposeful, gentle, and wonderful.
Visiting Chriso in our childhood was a textbook case of
grandmothers being seen and not heard. She would darken
the doorways of local taverns as soon as our parents had
left us in her care. I used to think that empty beer crates
were solely designed for the purpose of standing on and
reaching objects that were too high to reach. I used to
think that everyone kept empty bottles to trade in for
discounts on quarts. I used to think that the sound of the
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beer tops in your hand sounded like the chime of some
popular song. I spent many nights watching a shadow hold
onto the fence through a lace curtain. I knew what the
rattle of house keys in fumbling hands sounded like, like
I know the sound of hail striking the concrete pavement.
I hardly knew how to greet in Xhosa, but I used to know
what it sounded like when someone asked for a bottle of
beer.
People often ask me why my sister and I are such poor
Xhosa speakers when they find out that our grandmother
came from a long lineage of proud Xhosa clansmen.
My easiest response is to cite how our conversations
with Chriso changed as we got older. As soon as our
salutations were over, she would ease into the comfort of
her green velvet arm chair and switch on her television.
She had a set time, a timetable for morning, noon and
night. As age creaked into her bones and the wreckage of
her short-lived marriage calcified her joints, she battled
to meander about the township as she had in her youth.
She ruled her home with an iron fist. From her green,
velvet throne, she commanded my cousin to leave her
home almost clinically clean. I remember being shocked

Like thunder’s rumble to
lightning’s call, she had the
perfect reactions to each
granddaughter’s late-night tales.
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when other people’s toilets did not wreak with the odour
of bleach. I remember being mystified when I found
dirty dishes in my friends’ homes, and I know that my
mother still cannot reconcile the specks of dust that land
themselves atop skirting boards and are not removed with
immediacy.
The soft thud of Chriso’s chuckle and the tut-tut of
her click-trained tongue were as much of the Generations
and Isidingo scripts as any of the actor’s catch-phrases
and lines.
I remember how bizarre I felt when my sister said,
“You’ll be seventy in a month Chriso.” When we descended
on her house that day and asked what she wanted for her
birthday.
Chriso responded, “I want to live.”
It was almost as though the whole world went silent,
no clouds formed, no dust rose in response to rain. Shock
held everything in its quiet wake.
My grandmother wasn’t much of a talker, and was
not the blanket-knitting grandmother I had read about in
brightly illustrated books. None of us can remember her
describing how to make her infamous mashed pumpkin
or fried chicken, but each of her daughters knows how to
find all of Chriso’s favourite taverns in the dark. This was
a woman who had sucked on the very marrow of her life
and had quietly chosen not to tell the tale.
Chriso was like the Johannesburg night sky right after
a stormy night. She was the perfect listener.
All you needed was to smell the government clinicissued “rub-rub” ointment she used to soothe her swollen
joints and you knew that it was time for bed. She would
rub while you talked.
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Chriso listened. The gold in her teeth that I later
discovered were dentures would glisten when she opened
her mouth in surprise.
Like thunder’s rumble to lightning’s call, she had the
perfect reactions to each granddaughter’s late-night tales.
Chriso’s black façade truly did not crack. She would
face the mundanity of your day with the enthusiasm of a
grandmother who sat poised in her chair, quietly listening.
All these years later, I wonder what she was thinking,
while the collagen in her expressionless face remained
intact. Her skin was as soft as the Oil of Olay moisturiser
that defeated the seven signs of ageing. Her guarded face
was held together in a soft, beautiful, uncreased casing.
The day she called us to help her do her groceries we
found her seated upon her tuffet.
She seemed to be slightly aware that we were all there,
but I barely remember her telling us that she was bored
by the monotony of our mornings. Behind her eyelashes,
she had stashed far more interesting stories, but she barely
blinked in boredom. Somehow she never let it slip which
mountain she’d been hiding her clouds behind or which
rivers she had condensed to form storm clouds. She did,
however, remember to remind us to bring her home in time
to watch The Young and the Restless omnibus.
I loved how she would pick at the cans of tuna in the
grocery store, as though we had all day to wait. I loved
how she genuinely cared which spaghetti was ten cents
cheaper at Shoprite than at Pick n Pay. I loved how short
she was and how, beside her, I seemed tall enough to pick
all five flavours of jelly on the top shelf, only to have to
stand on tip-toes to put four back.
My mother always says that to be born is to raise the
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one who raised you in return.
I thought that turns pushing the grocery trolley would
be the greatest extent of my granddaughterly duties.
A soft drizzle turned into a monsoon when later that
summer my sister, cousin and I found ourselves taking
turns bathing our grandmother. I remember sitting
on my sister’s bed and watching my cousin brush my
grandmother’s dentures. I remember thinking about how
quiet we all were in that quagmire moment.
As her kidneys began to feel the weight of a lifetime
of bearing secret bottles and her body succumbed to
the rigour of the morbidity of age, we all became great
listeners in return.
I heard how she whimpered with the pain when she
could neither walk nor contain herself and I had to carry
my grandmother on my back so that she could defecate
in my sister’s en suite.

The rain stopped. The clouds
parted. And in the perfect
light of a blue summer’s day it
seemed uncanny that seven young
girls had once stood in the eye of
a perfectly, imperfect storm.
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We heard how her speech turned from English to
Xhosa, to a mumble as her mind began to fade like the
last specks of blue in the sky.
I heard her yelp as we tried to bend her knees, in order
to give her twice daily baths. Her ex-husband, George,
had broken those years before in an attempt to put her in
her place. Arthritis had capped and gowned the gradual
aches and pains that had subjected her to the depths of
her green chair.
Eventually, she was put almost horizontally into our
backseat when we rushed her to the hospital in an attempt
to save her life.
Although they had sent her back with a catheter, and
misdiagnosed diabetes, she still insisted that her birthday
wish was to live.
A month later I was an expert at emptying out a urine
catheter, collecting a bedpan, and combing kinky hair
without disturbing the patient.
My sister, cousin and I looked for humour in everything,
like rain-soaked children seeking a shelter from the storm.
My cousin called Chriso, “Lil-Creesy” because her
hand movements began to resemble a gangster rapper’s
gestures in a music video.
We stopped laughing on the night that my mother told
us that the doctors had decided to cut into Chriso’s skull
in order to alleviate the swelling in her brain.
I’ll never forget that night.
My mother had sped to Jo’burg General Hospital in the
pitch of night with her siblings. My father had been called
to Chriso’s house because the roof had been blown off in
a cruel summer storm.
We were left alone to fend for ourselves. As the sky
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road-raged outside, the fear swelling in the house was
thick, murky and damp.
The next morning my sister told me that my dad had
told her that Chriso had died on the operating table.
I remember feeling as grey as that odd summer sky.
Relief was as present as grief; there were no more catheters
to empty, pumpkins to mash, lies to listen to about how
she was getting better.
Guilt at how we felt, a bit of cool air descended upon
us and reached the hot and bothered corners of our sleepdeprived home.
Anger at how the most amount of time I had ever spent
with my grandmother had been spent counting pills in the
last month of her life.
Exhaustion; we had slept in shifts that revolved around
washing, feeding, medicating and waiting around the
clock for a month.
And then it rained.
Not the hard, angry buckets of water that exhaust you.
It rained depressingly slowly for a week. We felt like we
had been flooded by the heavens, matched, tear for tear.
The lightning illuminated the horror of our home, fear
for fear.
Quiet came at last on a Saturday morning that saw us
seated around her grave.
The roof had been blown off. The heavy sobs of
the chief-mourners were drowned out by the sounds of
thunder rolling the storm away. The rain stopped. The
clouds parted. And in the perfect light of a blue summer’s
day it seemed uncanny that seven young girls had once
stood in the eye of a perfectly, imperfect storm.
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Not all that
glitters is gold
by Sithandekile Sibanda
It’s spring of August 2008 and my sister is getting married.
I just turned 18 two months ago. And yes, I also want my
wedding to be the very same year. Not because my sister is
getting married, but because I am in love. Crazily in love
… It is a feeling I just cannot explain. He is 26 and so that
makes me eight years younger than him.
My sister’s wedding preparations are in progress, but
my mind is hardly there! Of course I cannot stop thinking
about this awesome man in my life. Believe it or not, he
is awesome!
But then again in all this fairy tale something is
bothering me …
I am stressed at how I am going to handle my family
and how am I going to convince them about my plans.
They don’t seem to understand me at all. Surely they live in
another world. They don’t understand the power of “true
love”. It is just so unbelievable how my mother thinks I
am too young for this. She says I am not ready for the
pressures of marriage. She just doesn’t get it now, or does
she? Just because her own marriage (to my father) didn’t
work out doesn’t mean the whole lot of us are also cursed!
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I believe I am mature enough to know what I am doing
and can choose the kind of life I want for myself. Would
they rather I end up pregnant out of wedlock? I don’t
think so.
There’s all the talk about getting me back to school,
but who says I want to go back to school? I have my
life planned ahead of me … just me and my husbandto-be. And besides, just the other day he told me that I
need not worry about schooling. After all, he has already
made plans to send me to a tertiary college once we are
married. Then I can have the pleasure to choose to do
whatever course I want to without the pressure of “you
must be a doctor, lawyer whatever …” I just want to be
me! My older sister is even suggesting that I move in with
her. She reasons that this way I will be far away from my
boyfriend. They all think it is just a phase that will pass. I
know they are so wrong, so wrong. If they don’t get me,
why don’t they just keep their opinions to themselves?
Then there’s my young sister, Sharon. She’s quite the
dramatic one, that one. The other day we were having
the same marriage discussion and suddenly she started
crying, saying that I was making the wrong decision …
bad choices she says! Like really now … she is only 15 and
she thinks she can tell me what to do … hell no! Honestly,
if she thinks she can blackmail me with her tears she has
to think again. I will not let anyone or anything change
my mind about getting married. Marriage is my idea of
the perfect life!
No one seems to understand me and my options
are getting limited. Maybe I should just run off with
my boyfriend and find our own African “Las Vegas”. I
can only imagine the beautiful life we’d live … our own
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paradise on earth. We’d recreate the special memories
we’ve had in the past. Like the day he booked us a room
in a hotel, I mean a real hotel!! My gosh! Everything there
was just awesome … the queen-size bed, the décor, the
food … love was in the air! If love could feel this good,
then I wanted it for the rest of my life.
My sister’s wedding day finally arrived. All I was
thinking about on that day was how soon it would be me
walking down the aisle.
After my sister’s wedding, my lobola negotiations
started. Of course getting my family to finally agree to
this wasn’t a piece of cake, but I’d rather not dwell on
the not-so-interesting bit. What’s important is that the
lobola negotiations went well and I was finally going to get
married. Preparations for my wedding started. It was not
going to be a big wedding so nothing much needed to be
done. So after a week of preparations I had my wedding.
Yes, we did not have our “Las Vegas” wedding, but our
life was still blissful. It felt like I was dreaming. I could
not believe that all those people were gathered because of
me and my husband. Tears would not stop flowing down
my cheeks! I was finally marrying the man of my dreams!
Life could not get any better than this. I was on top of
the world!
Fast forward. We are now the married, happy couple
heading to our new home. As soon I laid my eyes on our
house, the place I was going to call home from now on …
I just could not stop pinching myself, was I going to live
in such a place … me of all people? I had never seen such
luxury in all my life – truly a place made for a princess.
You see, I am one of those who grew up in a modest setting
… at least by the standards of the families around us in
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our township. We lived in a three-roomed semi-detached
house, and this meant that my sisters and I were forced
to either sleep in the sitting room or bedroom depending
on whether there was a visitor on the day or not. So here
I was, about to be exposed to a whole new life altogether.
Now with my own king-size bed (yes King size!), my own
huge kitchen with more than enough cupboards to put
in whatever I fancy! And most of all a big white-tiled
bathroom with a tub. This was the life! I had not just
married the man of my dreams, but I had the lifestyle of
my dreams to go with. Welcome to the perfect life … or
so I thought.
All seemed to be going well for a while. I was happy
with myself … proud even. What more could an eighteen
year old girl want? I was getting it all. The decisions of
what to cook, when to cook, how to cook were all mine.
I even made the decisions on what type of clothes my
husband would wear to work every day. Talk about girl
power! I felt so free and independent. I didn’t even have
to cook every day as I had seen my mother do all the days
of her life. When I didn’t feel like cooking we’d simply
go out or order some pizza while chilling at home. By all
means I was convinced I had taken the right decision by
standing my ground when my family had clearly opposed
my decision. I had never felt so much love in my life. Our

Surely not all that glitters is
gold. It may look perfect from
the outside, but is it really?
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home was full of smiles and laughter. We were like two
lovebirds that had just met. Who needs a degree when
one can live such a beautiful life without having one? I
thought to myself. My husband takes care of me, he gives
all the money I need to do my hair and nails, buy clothes
and all that I fancy. I’m living every woman’s dream … I
am my own Cinderella. Or even better off, because unlike
Cinderella there is no stepmother to contend with.
But then again, not all fairy tales end well.
ONE YEAR LATER…
We have been married for a year now and things have
changed. Everything is different and all those problems
began when I was pregnant and had to go back home to
my family. In my culture when a woman is giving birth
to her first born it is expected of her to go back home to
her parents so that she can be under supervision of older
people on how to take care of the new baby. Usually most
women stay for about a month or so but since I was said to
be young and clueless when it came to babies I had to stay
for at least two months. I believe this is when everything
took a different turn. During the days when I was at home
I could feel that my marriage was no longer the same; my
husband no longer visited me as often as he used to. This
continued even after our son, Thando was born.
Eventually, it was time for Thando to go back home.
Things were never the same. It started with one of my
neighbours, Sis Ednah, who came to visit me on the day
we arrived. Without wasting much time she got straight to
the point. My husband was having an affair! Yes, all the
time I was with my family taking care of his baby he was
busy entertaining another woman. And what was worse
is that he was doing all this in our own house … yes …
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bringing another woman to our home, probably doing
whatever it is he was doing with her in our own bed. I was
so angry! Shaken! Aggrieved to say the least. What was I
to do? My options were not many. Here I was at 19 years
now, but with absolutely nothing to my name except for
Thando and the marriage certificate hanging on the wall.
How could he do this to me, really? Sis Ednah also went
on to tell me that this woman was much older than me,
probably older that him as well, she said. Now that wasn’t
good to hear.
When my husband came home that evening, I
confronted him regarding the allegations I had heard
about him. Strangely, he did not deny any of it. He simply
told me to believe whatever I wanted to believe and in any
case how did I expect him to survive all this time without
a woman? Those words cut straight through my heart.
Suddenly the reality of what I had got myself into struck
me. I had denied myself the opportunity to develop myself
for this! Here I was with no career to my name. I knew
some of my friends had gone on to continue their studies
at local universities. But what about me? I had ruined my
own life. It was all my own doing.
I am learning my lesson the hard way. He was sweet
and all that, but underneath all that sweetness was who
he really was – a womanising cheat and a crook. I hate
him … I hate what he has done to me, my innocence. He
has taken it all away from me. Just like that … it’s hardly
been a year. My mind is now filled with regrets. If only I
had listened to my family I would not be in the situation
I am in right now. What was I going to do?
Surely not all that glitters is gold. It may look perfect
from the outside, but is it really?
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The silent
conversation
by Michelle Vimpany
We can never turn back the clock, but we can begin a new
day with a new perspective. I’m not perfect!
I sat anxiously on the warm toilet seat, locked in my
employer’s small bathroom. The shelter of protection,
reminiscent of the illusive sense of adequate security I
felt in my home country of South Africa. A concerned
happiness overwhelmed me. In just 30 seconds, my world
would change. Comparable symptoms of nausea had been
evident before. They told me there was no doubt I was
pregnant, yet I questioned the possibility. That morning
in the city of Port Elizabeth, a remorseful prospect of guilt
and humiliation had led me to a pharmacy I usually didn’t
frequent. The cashier commented on the “pregnancy
boom” since power outages in my home country had
become regular. My eyes were drawn intently to the
pregnancy test I had secretly purchased. I anxiously waited
for the result, wondering if I too was a victim.
Intimacy with my stressed husband had been scarce
over the last four years. A third child would be a miracle.
Retrenchments had forced my family to leave all our
valued belongings in South Africa. Regrettably, we
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immigrated to the United Kingdom to survive, returning
after encountering further job losses, only for the sake of a
better life. The bathroom recalled the memory of the birth
of my second child and only daughter. She was born in the
rest room of our home in Manchester city after merely two
contractions. Only then, the toilet seat was cold.
The expressions of my happy face were quickly kindled
with sadness reminiscent of the dismal failure pressures of
my marriage endured. My husband, a keen entrepreneur,
tried his utmost to escape replicating the abuse his dad had
shown his mom. Years of exposure to emotional brutality
had made him a hard man. In 24 hours, he would be
slamming the door to all our special memories and leave.
He had told me the previous day, forcefully exposing his
intention to annul our “forever” wedding vows.
Former disappointments I had no control over wrongly
implied that I was never good or worthy enough. I
succumbed to bulimia, an eating disorder mirrored by
a desperate attempt which seemed the only way I could
personally try and make something right, or better,
myself – ironically my critical effort may have triggered
an uninvited pregnancy. I had hidden the bulimia from my
husband for many years, sometimes vomiting five times a
day. Now desperately overwhelmed, the perspiration on
my hands was evident. I was grateful for the four walls
that surrounded me, interrupted by my fervent fight for
survival, reminding me that time no longer stood on that
warm toilet seat. Time stands still for no man.
Positive!
In our bedroom that night, as I lay eluding the honesty
imminent in the announcement I was “expecting”, I learnt
to love my child. Alone, there were three of us in bed;
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my 8mm embryo a symptom, my husband the father and
bulimia the cause. I absorbed my adoration secretly for
two days, until I’d gained enough strength to enlighten
my husband that I was carrying his child, albeit timidly.
Fearful that further additional financial pressure would
destroy our marriage, he had already, two weeks prior,
covertly arranged for a vasectomy. While he was in surgery
having the operation, I regretfully sat in the office of my
gynaecologist, discussing a possible abortion. My husband
insisted I make the appointment, fatefully at the same
hospital.
With adoration I looked at the scan of my baby while
my husband lay unconscious in theatre. The images on the
screen displaying the miracle I desperately wanted to hold
and protect, announcing the life of the already developed
heartbeat. Six weeks of growth took me by surprise as
I saw the little foetus. Her limbs clearly formed in my
womb, I never expected this. Knowing the inevitable, I
succumbed to an unwilling force to suppress the love I
had recently acquired and carried. I tried not to look. I
tried to entice my mind to focus on the nausea, but failed
dismally. My gynaecologist’s last serious quiet words,
“make the right decision”, echoed indefinitely down the
passage. Did God birth this little foetus inside of me for a
purpose? What talent was I carrying? Overwhelmed with
tears I couldn’t express, I told no one of my little baby and
protected her while she grew in my womb. The bulimia
came to a grinding halt.
Three days later I sat opposite my husband in a busy
coffee shop, perfectly pregnant. Cappuccinos suddenly
seemed awful. Knowing full well no more children would
be possible, I attempted to articulate, constantly holding
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back a well of tears, that I could not possibly go through
with “this”. In utter relief, my husband replied, “I can’t
either”. What he meant was, “I can’t have the baby”.
What I meant was, “I can’t terminate the pregnancy”.
Feeling safer to cry at home, a plea to save my baby was
greeted with further unexpected sorrow when my shocked
husband broke down and wept in our bed at the possibility
of birthing our child. It was the pivotal moment when my
former self died. I knew what I had to do.
I was to take four tablets every four hours, starting at
6pm. I had loved perfectly but repressed my affection that
late evening and told myself that relentless nausea would
soon be over. Every tablet was taken with regret, especially
the first. By 2pm, I was bleeding and weeping as the tablets
forced my nurturing body to reject the innocent child I’d
carefully and lovingly held in my womb.
Nausea persisting, I woke in hospital from the medical
procedure to remove my baby, lacking all desire to live
and to eat. A week later I was facing death. I inexplicably
drove myself to work, fainting numerous times, failing
to recall the trip. Immediately I was sent home for “flu”.
My precious mom, unaware of the execution of her
delicately flawless grandchild, greeted me at home with
a two-litre container of freshly squeezed orange juice.
She was instrumental in the birth of my daughter in the
United Kingdom and was the first to see her little head,
her body still in mine. How could I crush the joy of such
a precious memory, with the death of our loved one I’d
secretly aborted? Mom saved my life with that glass of
orange juice I forced myself to drink that day.
For the sake of my children, I had to learn to love again
and I had to adore my husband. If my life was without

116

POWA_2014 CS6.indd 116

2015/04/02 3:03 PM

The silent conversation

purpose, it would be worth nothing to me. The purpose
was, however, born behind copious pain and, though a
devoted woman, I struggled to allow myself the privilege
of love. The greatest lesson in love is to forgive. I tried
hard to forgive. So our troubled, fragile marriage survived.
Two years later, at our South African farm in the Karoo,
I opened the main bedroom door, only to bump into the
back of Belinda. We’d never met before. I could hardly
see her from the dust coming out of the room. Broom in
hand she politely greeted me. Her bubbly personality was
noticeably vibrant through the mass of dust as she cleaned
the house. Nights were cold on the farm. It was a challenge
to overcome my “little” loss of much love and difficult to
lie in bed and embrace my husband after the abortion.
Passionless, I did it for warmth.
On the eve of 6 July 2010, thousands of stars graced
the moonless sky. The sound of electricity was distinctly
absent. My ears tuned in for a while to abnormal faint
noises which disturbed the solitary place. A frantic call
outside my bedroom window in the early hours of the
morning confirmed my restlessness. Belinda had been up
all night. She was in labour. I hurried down to the stone
hut in the middle of the land, gathering my clothes on
the way, leaving my thoughts in bed. Belinda sat with her
full-sized tummy on a small empty coffee tin in front of a
fire in the middle of the hut. Through the bellowing smoke
our eyes greeted each other with concern. Her pain was
intensively apparent. I urged her to sit in a chair and get
out of there only to find Belinda had tied a rope around
the bottom of her aching stomach to try and prolong the
labour, she wanted me to take her home. The way home
for Belinda was a 45-minute drive on a very bumpy sand
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road. Good sense told me her infant could not wait for
the trip.
Wondering how any newborn would survive the smoky
hut, I knew I had to unwillingly stay. I called an ambulance.
Medical assistance could, however, only be there at 2pm.
Reality hit! I would be delivering Belinda’s baby on the
farm. My thoughts immediately shouted, “God, I cannot
do this! Of all the square metres in the world you choose
this to happen on a little farm in the middle of the Karoo
and place me here, in this little square of your world –
the middle of nowhere! What if something goes wrong?
What if the baby is premature, what if the cord is wrapped
around the neck? I cannot face this!”
Raging war with my apprehensive feelings I struggled
to inhale. The smoke in the hut coming from the fire
that warmed the ice-cold air was almost too much to
comprehend. I took a moment outside and looked up
at the greater dawn sky. The sky was crisp and clear. It
was then, when I breathed a moment, for a moment time
stood still. God was in control, I seemed insignificant. In
that solitary second a sense of peace overwhelmed my
understanding, completely. I longed to be the first to hold
Belinda’s child.

Former disappointments I had
no control over wrongly implied
that I was never good or
worthy enough.
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Belinda was looking fearful by this time and
overwhelmed with pain. I informed her that my husband
had personally delivered my daughter in our home. No
doctors were present. As I consoled Belinda in and out
of her painful contractions, assuring her, she cautiously
allowed me to untie the tight rope she had secured around
her womb to prevent her baby birthing. I wondered if
something was wrong. Belinda’s face expressed the severity
of the excruciating, painful moments. Comfortably I
rubbed my white hand on her back telling myself not to
feel guilty but to take delight in looking forward to seeing
her newborn. I’d never touched a black person before, yet
I loved her. I allowed myself the privilege.
Belinda’s labour was aided with a warm drink of dassie
mis (A boiled drink made from dassie animal urine).
Though appalled, a fusion of culture told me her education
was not mine. I had strawberry tea to encourage labour
but she could not pay for such aids. Like me, Belinda
lacked the means to make a perfect choice and this was
not her choice.
I will never forget the sight of Belinda’s newborn as I
delivered her baby for her. What a special moment that
was. She thanked God. I was in awe with adoration at
the beauty of her little girl. As I gave Belinda her baby
girl to hold for the first time, still with the umbilical cord
attached, I let go of all the hatred and un-forgiveness I
had previously carried. We both cried. Belinda asked me
to name her baby. Good Hope is the name of the farm. I
named her ‘Hope’.
That cold winter’s night, it snowed on the farm.
I huddled to sleep with my husband. This time, we
passionately lay next to each other, the warmth of his body
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comforting mine. The adrenalin still pumping from Hope’s
observed breath of life I had accompanied that morning.
Lying in a foetal position, the same as the first sight of the
newborn I had delivered at dawn, I pondered on how God
has the privilege of intimately holding us first. A mother is
seldom the first to see or hold her child.
Three years later, I’ve come back to the stone hut in
the middle of nowhere where little Hope was born. The
day is sunny and clear, the air silent. My apprehensive
hands untangle the wire holding the door securely closed,
resembling the rope untied from Belinda’s womb. The hut
is dark, the ground hard and dry. The empty coffee tin
stands statuesque as the centre piece. There is no warm
fire in the hut this time. The chimney is blackened. The
smell of dassie faeces still remains. I don’t know where
little Hope is in the world today yet I yearn for Belinda to
have a decent chair and bed to sleep on. The only cry is
that of the little lamb next to her mother, bleating in the

For the sake of my children, I
had to learn to love again and
I had to adore my husband. If
my life was without purpose, it
would be worth noting to me.
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distance. My eyes are drawn to the hard, sandy floor, the
exact space little Hope was born. My thoughts are drawn
to the abortion. The guilty verdict I had carried was a jail
sentence that had gripped me like it does prisoners. Only
I wish I could have paid the price. I needed to forgive
myself. My being has been flawlessly woven and created
in my mother’s womb for a purpose. I am a mother to a
little one who had inspired these writings. A woman who
brings unflawed life to the world. My senses swiftly attract
me to the slight breeze flying through the open door of the
hut. The wind to the realisation that the breath of life I had
quenched in holding my story was one for which the world
also desperately craves forgiveness and healing.
At conception life is an impeccable perfection, totally
affected by time. My flaws fail me often, yet I hold
remarkable privileges, marked with distinction. I am
selected with extraordinary influence, exceptional and
incomparable might. I am cherished and chosen, special,
elite and exclusive! With the hands that hold the universe,
I am delicately held! When I am interrupted by a vehicle
driving past I am moved to leave this stone hut. I could
remain here healing forever.
Today, I’m not perfect. My husband has become
a good and honourable man but he’s not faultless. We
often share cappuccinos together. I am indeed privileged to
have acquired the gift of knowing you through the dawn
and the coffee tin of these pages. Beautiful woman, feel
forgiven. Our tears are the dew that falls from the stars.
Look beyond the clouds. Today is perfect. The sun in all
her glory is there!
I stepped outside and the wind was stilled.
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Board Members’
Biographies
Caroline Zoh Akiy Mbi-njifor
Caroline is the founder and CEO of Endlesslife Group.
EndlessLife is an innovative and comprehensive healthand social-care service provider. She is a trained director
and member of the Institute of Directors in Southern
Africa. She holds an MBA in healthcare management
and policy analysis from Regent Business School; a
degree in Sociology from the Anglo Saxon University of
Buea in Cameroon, another in Psychology from UNISA;
with several diplomas and certificates in HIV, health
risk management and project management. She is also
a member of the Institute of Health Risk Managers in
South Africa. Caroline has over 15 years of experience in
management and executive positions. She was previously
the deputy team leader of one of the GRM Futures
Group’s flagship programmes, RMCH, before which she
was the country director of EngenderHealth SA. Caroline
currently serves on three private company boards as an
independent non-executive director. She recently received
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two awards from the Sirdar Governance Group for the
INED Director of the Year 2013 for Peak Profit and
Avalanche Avoidance for her influence and impact in the
company boards in driving business profit. She has chaired
the Women in Politics Conference Southern Africa for
two years in a row and has served as a speaker at several
leadership and management conferences. Caroline brings
her wealth of experience as a seasoned, young, innovative
and Christian business woman and leader to the board.
Belinda Nehwoh
Belinda is a Gender Based Violence and Child Abuse
Programme Manager at Afrika Tikkun. She is a mother of
three outstanding children and a women’s rights activist
who has been in the women’s rights sector for 11 years.
She sits on the board of One in Nine Campaign and is an
accredited ETD practitioner who possesses a BA (Hons)
in History. Belinda is a passionate coordinator of a young
women’s urban project with 500 young women. The aim
of the project is to get young women to understand their
Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR),
what decent work is and be able to advocate for those
issues. She endeavours to mentor young women who
possess the potential to become great leaders and, in
doing so, leads by example.
Sixolile Delight Ngcobo
Sixolile was born in South Africa and has a strong belief
in citizen and community activism and development. She
is a passionate social and human rights activist who has
worked across different sectors to end inequality and
discriminatory practices. She has worked in the areas of
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children’s rights, women’s rights, economic empowerment,
climate change and sustainable development, gender
inequality and discrimination, and HIV and AIDS as a
development practitioner, and a policy and programming
advisor. She currently works with Oxfam Great Britain as
an advocacy and campaigns advisor, involving working
on women’s economic and political participation in
South Africa and SADC, as well as Africa and the world.
She has over 14 years’ experience working in local and
international NGOs, and is also active in the civil society
sector in influencing public policy change. Sixolile has a
Social Sciences degree from the University of Natal (now
UKZN), has travelled extensively around the globe, and
has learnt and appreciated different cultural practices,
styles of living and behaviours. Amidst her busy career
life Sixolile was blessed with a joyful baby boy who is
her heart and pride. In her spare time she writes personal
stories and has a keen interest in reading and writing
about women’s life experiences.
Pastor Princisca Tananyiwa
Princisca is a woman who can best be described in one
word: “Passionate”. She has always been keen to do the
work of God and be a blessing in the lives of people. She
is the co-founder and senior pastor of Prevailing Word
Ministries International, a great wife to Pastor Tich and
a loving mother of three: Hannah, Kharece and Asaph.
Pastor Princisca is a vibrant teacher and preacher of
the word, who is passionate in serving in the house of
God, attending to the needs of people and grooming
leaders as she establishes effective departments within the
church walls. She loves meeting with women of various
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backgrounds and empowering them to new levels of
personal success and achievement. She currently serves
on the POWA editorial board where she works with
women to empower them to develop their gifts in the
arts. These tools have helped many women find healing
and consolation as they discover their ability to express
themselves to the world.
Jeanette Sera
Jeanette holds a BA (Hons) in Social Work from UNISA.
Her career in writing started when she began her practical
work with POWA in 1996. In 2003 she moved on to work
for the government for a few years in the HIV and AIDS
sector. In 2008 she returned to POWA and has been its
employee since. As a social worker working directly with
survivors of gender-based violence Jeannette has learnt
that writing can become a form of catharsis that can be
therapeutic and emotionally healing.
Liz Trew
Liz is a retired English teacher and a volunteer at a shelter
for young girls in Cape Town. She has a BA (Hons) degree
in English Literature and Linguistics from the University
of East Anglia (Norwich, England) and an MA in English
Education from the University of the Witwatersrand. She
loves mountain walking, reading and writing poetry, and
is published in various South African poetry journals and
anthologies, including Prodigal Daughter. As a volunteer
clinical telephonic counsellor for POWA she would listen
to women telling her their stories of abuse with passion
and power. Writing down a story becomes more difficult;
often the voice and the development of a story is lost or
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unclear. Liz’s advice to budding writers is to read their
work critically – alone and/or with others in a writers’
workshops – and to read widely, fall in love with reading,
and read with critical writers’ eyes.
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2005 – Dreaming of Living
2006 – Positive Survivors
2007 – Murmurs of the Girl in Me
2008 – Journeys to Recovery
2009 – Stories from the Other(ed) Woman
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POWA’s vision is to create a safe society that does not tolerate violence
against women, where women are powerful, self-reliant, equal and
respected. POWA’s mission is to be a specialised and multi-skilled service
provider that contributes towards the complete eradication of violence
against women in society. POWA provides counselling, legal advice,
court support and shelter to women survivors of domestic violence.

2010 – Love and Revolution
2011 – Sisterhood
2013 – Breaking the Silence: Special Edition

Funded by

POWA Women’s Writing Project

Contact POWA on 011 642 4345 or visit
our website www.powa.co.za

ISBN 978-1-4314-2234-0

2014

9 781431 422340

Breaking the Silence

Perfectly

Imperfect
POWA Women’s
Writing Project 2014

