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Foreword

New Dawn is POWA’s tenth anthology in the Breaking 
the Silence series. It contains good entries from “Perfectly 
Imperfect” that we didn’t have space for to include in the 
2015 book. 

As we received insufficient entries for the 2016 theme 
“Painting my Future”, the editorial board decided to 
hold onto the good ones and call for more entries for the 
anthology on that theme to be published in 2017.

POWA celebrates a decade of women’s writing by 
having produced ten anthologies of different themes, 
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 & Revolution
2011 – Sisterhood
2013 – Special Edition
2015 – Perfectly Imperfect
2016 – New Dawn
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The aim of POWA’s Women’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, and furthermore have their voices heard. 
The act of writing can become an act of healing and a 
way of breaking the silence.

We thank all the writers who contributed poems, 
stories and personal essays to us. We appreciate every 
entry. Women are encouraged to write in all official 
languages of South Africa. 

The entries for this anthology were selected by 
members of the editorial board:

Liz Trew, who chaired the editorial board, a former 
POWA volunteer with a background in creative writing; 
Sixolile Ngcobo formerly from Oxfam GB; Caroline 
Zoh Akiy Mbi-Njifor from Endlesslife Group; Nehwoh 
Belinda, formerly from POWA, now at Afrika Tikkun; 
and Nonhlanhla Sibanda from Centre for the Study of 
Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR). Collectively they 
have a background in gender issues and creative writing 
in order to select the entries. We thank them for their time 
and commitment.

We thank POWA staff for producing the photographs 
and artwork.

Our grateful thanks to Oxfam who sponsored this 
anthology and gave POWA the opportunity to publish 
this selection of past entries from women all over South 
Africa.

We thank every woman who writes in to POWA’s 
writing project. We look forward to receiving submission 
for next year’s anthology with the theme ‘Painting my 
Future’; entry forms and details will be posted on POWA’s 
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website, www.womenswriting.org.za, and advertised in 
the media.

Constance Mamabolo
POWA Projects & Training Manager

Liz Trew
Chair, Editorial Board
POWA Women’s Writing Project

POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   9 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   10 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



xi

Introduction

This collection, appropriately named New Dawn, presents 
a range of women writers of different generations from 
different social and cultural backgrounds in South Africa. 
We hear strong, multiple voices from school girls, young 
women, mothers and grandmothers who have overcome 
their particular hardship, heartache, abuse and social 
stereotyping in a patriarchal society to arrive at a new, 
individual consciousness, their ‘New Dawn’. 

The poem by Zahra Abba Omar cuts to the heart of 
racial prejudice. ‘Hermione’ cannot be the role she plays 
for she is not white, those bullies around her whisper and 
hiss. Until one day she sees that the “too dark girl in the 
mirror” can be much more than ‘Hermione’; “She can be 
herself”.

‘I am a woman’ by Moloko Matsena expresses a 
woman’s strength and endurance as well as her gentleness. 
She defines the many “pains of womanhood” but through 
“my strength, my endurance and beauty carved by this 
harsh life” she affirms that she celebrates being “Woman”, 
“soft and gentle”.

‘Sweet regret’ delightfully personifies a woman’s regret. 
Regret has come to visit her again, although the visits are 
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becoming shorter. Her friends, “Disappointment, grief 
and heartache” have arrived too. Well that’s all right, 
they are changing, she implies. “We can gather round and 
have some tea.”

Sibusiwe Nkomo, who wrote ‘Poem about Women’ 
when she was a Grade 6 learner in her primary school, 
defines the nature of women beautifully and simply in 
her repetition of “Women”. “Women have brave hearts | 
Women can face challenges”. She ends: “Women mustn’t 
be abused | We must not beat them.” 

Dimakatso Sebolai in her poem ‘African Queen’ gives 
advice to a wonderful image of a woman who “needs 
to celebrate your curves”. “Wear them with pride.” She 
should “Listen not to the haters | When they utter words 
that diminish you | Trying to drag you down in their pit 
of self loathing.”

‘A perfect picture painting’ by Gladys Katane boldly 
and wittily confronts her abuser with a series of questions: 
“Do I look unfinished? Have you found yourself an 
unfinished project? Am I not human?” She goes on to 
mock him, ending with “How do I exist in your eyes. 
We are your children, your daughters, your sisters, aunts, 
mothers and grandmothers”.

The isiXhosa poem ‘Amahla ndinyuka’ speaks of the 
highs and lows of living. She ends on a rousing note: 
“Aluta continua Mbokodo.”

The short story ‘Perfect strangers’ by Giulia Simolo 
is a lively conversation between middle-class friends in a 
supermarket. There is a sub-text to each speaker, a hidden 
undercurrent to their smiles and chat, which an elderly 
woman listener reveals to them. They need to confront 
the truth about themselves and their friendship.
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‘Let go’1 is a moral tale of generosity over self-
centredness. Simply told and understated, the poor, 
honest and hardworking woman who sells newspapers 
touches the hearts of many others when she appears on 
TV. She wins the day over the man who humiliates her.

In the story ‘I mean more to myself’, Sheila’s troubles 
began as a school-girl when she met Thato. She won’t let 
him go despite his abuse and blatant deception. Finally, 
surviving years of pain, tragedy and her own deception 
she manages to confront the truth. She vows to love her 
new child and finds solace and healing by writing letters 
to herself.

‘Dikeledi’s story’, set in the rural area of Kwa-
Xhentsa, Eastern Cape, reveals in reported speech the 
stark reality of horrific child abuse within the family. 
Neighbours could hear Dikeledi’s cries, locked out of the 
house throughout the night she died but they did nothing 
to help her. The story’s short length and understatement 
reminds us to fight against child abuse, which so often 
lies hidden in the home. The writer ends: “Her spirit will 
live on in stories like these. Let us not forget her and 
many others like her.”

In the short story ‘New Day’, set on the borders of rural 
Mpumalanga, we see Zodwa struggle through gruelling 
hardship, poverty and the adultery of her husband, who 
is away working in “the city of gold”. She is a strong, 
caring woman who takes in her neighbour’s child after 
the mother dies. We feel Zodwa’s pain and many daunting 
problems, yet she manages to overcome them. She finds a 
way to make a living by farming and finds “her calm self” 
with the help and kindness of her aunt who ends the story: 

1 No name given.
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“It’s like I said, tomorrow is a new day.”
In her personal essay ‘Self discovery’,2 the writer takes 

us through her shameful and humiliating ten years of a 
loveless marriage, “hoping that things would change”. 
She eventually takes the courageous step “to leave the 
known for the unknown”. It hasn’t been easy. “My 
self-esteem has been trampled and my self-worth left in 
tatters”, yet she gradually builds a new, happier life and 
discovers her true self.

Thokozile’s ‘Imperfect journey’3 begins in a rural area 
of Amanzimtoti, revealing the cruelty of a husband and 
his mother towards a young wife. Her pain and isolation 
is powerfully expressed in “I was in the deep end of 
suffering”. Her journey takes her from Durban to Joburg 
where she finds an unfaithful husband and cheating sister. 
Through these trials she eventually finds the love of a good 
man and opens a centre for abused women; the name of 
her centre, the Arise and Shine Multicultural projects.

‘Nightmares and miracles’, poetically and dramatically 
told by Mavis Smallberg, tells us of the horrific rape that 
recurs as a nightmare in her sleep. “Twenty-five years 
later my childhood nightmare returns. Intensifies. Night 
after night violent dreams assail me.” She eventually finds 
consolation in God and prayer, the miracle of healing. She 
further journals her experiences. “I have found my voice. 
My tongue speaks!”

In ‘Perfect world’,4 the writer describes herself as “an 
African woman brought up in an era of strong Africanism 
coupled with the apartheid era”. She reflects critically 

2 Originally titled, “My Imperfectly Perfect Self”.
3 Originally untitled.
4 Originally titled, “Perfectly Imperfect”.
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on the role of a woman, which is imposed on her by 
patriarchal society and also shaped by her. Sometimes we 
only have ourselves to blame for being victims, she says. 
We need to regain our strength through our perseverance, 
wisdom and love to conquer the victimisation we face. 

As if in reply to the older, traditional voice of an 
African woman in ‘Perfect world’, the younger voice of 
Malebo Maditla’s ‘All about choices’5 offers her light-
hearted approach to life. Coming from a different era 
and with opportunities now open to her she exudes 
confidence. Life is about choosing what you value in life. 
“Driving a BMW? Getting married? Having kids go to 
schools you can’t afford?” She leaves the choice open to 
us, with the knowledge that she is perfectly happy with 
her imperfect existence.

The poems, stories and personal accounts, which 
remarkably flow and speak to each other, reflect an 
awareness of having reached a place where a woman has 
found peace with herself. Each one has the power to move 
and inspire the reader as well as provoke an awareness 
that we as responsible citizens can play our part to end 
gender abuse and violence.

Liz Trew
Chair, Editorial board
POWA Women’s writing project

5 Originally untitled.
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Hermione 
by Zahra Abba Omar

Black cloak flowing behind me,
twig wand poised.
Blond hair and blue eyes whispers:
“You can’t be Hermione,
you’re not white.”

You’re not white.
Blue discs swollen to dinner-plate size,
hissing the words.
Like I’ve done a heinous crime;
like I’ve stolen her lunch
or dipped the ends of her pigtails in paint.
Like I’ve got cooties
or lice.
Like somehow, my “not white”-ness warrants
scrubbing my skin raw in a vain attempt to be light,
looking longingly at tubs of Fair and Lovely on 
supermarket shelves,
and always hating that too dark girl in the mirror.
But one day:
that girl in the mirror realises
she can be so much more than Hermione.
She can be herself.
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I am a woman 
by Moloko Matsena

I am a Woman
Born softly and gently
A daughter in this dreadful yet wonderful world
I grow with love and care
While fear and anxiety lie in wait
I am a Sister
I am put on a throne by my sisters
yet pulled down from the ladder of success
By my other sister
I am a mother
Ke tshwara thipa ka bogaleng
The scars remain from that knife deep in my heart
Throbbing yet satisfying
I am a Wife
Passionate, battered, cared for, taken advantage of
Berated on, honoured, infected with diseases
I am a Woman
I endure pains of womanhood, humanity and love
Broken by hurt, pain and powerlessness
I am a Woman
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I celebrate myself and my existence
My strength, my endurance and beauty carved by this 
harsh life
But I remain Woman
Soft and gentle.
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Sweet regret 
by Yvette Hess Adams

Oh Regret,
I see you have come to visit again.
We used to spend day and night together,
Yes, I remember those times.
I was young and you were bitter.

Sweet Regret,
This time your visits are shorter,
Less bitter.
Maybe it’s in the weather?
Maybe it’s you –
You’ve changed for the better.

Your friends,
Disappointment, grief 
and heartache have come along too.
That’s fine – let them in.
We can all gather round and have some tea.
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Poem about women 
by Sibusiwe Nkomo

Women must be respected.
Honoured and loved.
Imagine a world without them,
It would look deserted and lonely.
Women have the right to live.

Women have to be protected.
Women are beautiful.
Women have beautiful smiles.
Women have good hearts.
Women have beautiful voices.

Without them you are nobody
In life.
Women have brave hearts.
Women can face challenges.
Women are heroines.

Imagine the world without women.
It would be like a dungeon.
Women are wise.
Women are superstars.
Yes! Let us love them.
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Without women life is not good enough.
Women are powerful, they brighten
Our nation.
We must respect them.

Women are such a gift given by
God to love us, to give us what we
Always want.
They show us how much they love
Us.
They show us support and care.
Women have a loving and patient
Love.

Women are like beautiful flowers
or butterflies.
Women are so kind they make
Us feel the love they want us to feel.

They show us how much they love
Us.
Women have loving hearts.
Women have patient hearts.
Women are amazing.

Abomama, ngamaqawe
Women are full of surprises.
Without women you are nothing.
Women are faithful.
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With women you have a
Better life.
Women make us feel happy.
Women never change.

Women are strong.
Women are special.
Wathintha omama wathintha
Embokodo.

Abafazi banamandla.
Phambili bafazi Phambili! Phambili!
Women are flowers that have many
Colours.

Women mustn’t be abused.
We must not beat them.
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African queen 
by Dimakatso Sebolai

African Queen,
You need to celebrate your curves,
Yes those curves that make
Mother Nature tremble as you
Pace your fuller being in it.

Celebrate the sensuality
That God blessed you with,
While other nations pluck silicone on their insecurities.
Step with nature
At your whopping God-given girth
That make you unique and organic.

Flip your thighs as you flaunt
Your one of a kindness,
The phenomenal picture
Of a goddess situated in the Azanian hemisphere.

Let not their lack of self-confidence
Rub on you,
When they create sickening diets
That you do not need.
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You, ma’am, are a thick Madame,
The density of your body fills the world with charm.

Mademoiselle has never been so eloquently and 
vivaciously sizable,
Wag on your thundering,
Considerable packages,
All looks good on you.

Listen not to the haters
when they utter words that diminish you,
Trying to drag you down in their pit of self loathing.

Put on your dignity 
And wrap around your confidence,
Don’t forget to tie your wisdom.
Fit your garment of love,
Strap neatly your humility,
And you cannot go anywhere without your smile.
This outfit perfectly suits your curvaceous quality of 
existence.
Wear it with pride. 
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A perfect picture 
painting 
by Gladys Katane

Who are you to judge me?
Who are you to want to change me?
Not change but fix me.
Do I look unfinished?
Have you found yourself an unfinished project?
Am I not human?
Am I not in God’s image?
Your eyes penetrate my being
You despise, you are disgusted.
Am I not deserving of your acceptance
Perfect or not, just being human?
Do I not deserve your respect?
Do I look unfinished?
Well tough, I am perfect as I am.

You judge my clothes, my laugh.
Oh laugh like a lady, oh eat like a lady
Oh walk like a lady, oh talk like a lady.
You say my imperfections make me who I am.
I love myself as I am.
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Without my imperfections I would not be perfect,
A perfect picture painting of my mother, I am.
There can never be another me.

Your channels are too narrow for me.
My figure would be too depressed and compressed.
My skirts would be too short.
My dresses would be too long for your liking.
My lipstick too red for you,
Well tough, that’s the way I like it, I am perfect the way 
I am.
Do I have to defend my imperfections? Yes I do, with 
my silence.
Then you say my silence is too loud for you. When I 
speak you are quiet!
How do I exist in your eyes?
We are your children, your daughters,
Your sisters, aunts, mothers and grandmothers. 
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Amahla ndinyuka 
by Mandlakazi Nduli

Ndiyinyukil’ imimango iminqantsa neminqontsonqa
Ndiyiquqil’ imizi ndipuma ndingena
Ndinkqonkqoza ndibuyelela okwelase Mthath’izulu
Nditshintshisa endinkho ngendingenakho
Ngoba ndafunga ndamun’intupha kwamhla-mnene
Ndathi ndingafundanga nje ezam’ilintombi zofunda de 
ziytiyekeze

Ndizincamile izimuncu neziyunguma
Ndiyiwelil’ imilambo ndazinyuk ‘ntaba
Andisathethi ngaloo mixethuka neengxoondorha 
zaseKoloni.
Ndisiwa ndivuka kuoo mathafa, ndixel uSawule 
kumathafa seGolgotha
Ndinethwa zimvula ndingenayo nebhatyi’
Ele hlob’lianga litshonel’ apha kum
Imimoya neenqwithelo ziphelela’apha kum
Ngoba ndizenzil’izigqibo kwakudala-dala ndathi ...
Ezam iintombi zosikhupha nangeempumlo isiNgesi
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Ndiwonekil’ awam amaphiko athi saa
Okwesisikhukukazi sikhusel’amantshontho kukhetshe
Ndimanukuwa phantsi ndiguq’ ngedolo
Ndicel’ezikaSombawo iintsikelelo.
Bandikhalimele ngaba bantwana abangaz’ 
inowathwethwa ngolwimi lwenkobe

Andisathethi ke ngamasiko abo kuhlw’emini
Ndlziphendulele ngelithi, ingoba iyobenzela ntoni na loo 
nto?
Ndingazi ukuthi ndiyazbax’izinto
Kunjenjenje ndiyazisola
Kuba ndakucinga ndisetyisa, ndizibuza ndiziphendula
Ndinga ndingayiphosakwelokulibala loo mibuzo 
ekrakrayo
Ndinga ndingayiphosa kwelokulibala loo mibuzo 
ekrakrayo
Liyinton’ izwe ngaphandle kwamasiko neezithethe?
Siyintoni na isizwe ngaphandle kolwimi Iwaso

Nangona kunjalo ndizingomba isifuba kwelinye icala
Kaloku elabadala lithi; ukonakala kwenye kukulunga 
kwenye
Ngoba ndiqinesekile ngemfundo abanayo
Ziivulekil’iingcango ebekade zivaliwe
Ndiyizamil’eyam ‘iimizamo
Uze ungandigweb’i intondini kaNantsi
Kaloku nam ndinezam’iziphoso.
Aluta continua Mbokodo
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Short Stories
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Perfect strangers 
by Giulia Simolo 

They bumped into each other in the snack aisle of the 
local supermarket. Marina was so busy scrutinising 
ingredients on a generic bottle of mayonnaise that she 
hardly felt Adrienne’s hand on her cardigan shoulder. 

It had been a year since they had spoken. Many 
friendships swam through turbulent currents of life that 
pulled one away from, and then back to, each other. 
Despite this, when Marina looked at Adrienne it was as 
though their dinner meetings and shopping trips had just 
occurred the previous day.

‘It’s been so long!’ 
‘Where have you been?’ 
‘Working hard … Always so much to do … Never 

enough time to call…’ 
‘Life moves so fast …’
‘You look fantastic!’
‘I love your hair!’
The conversation was high-pitched and happy, 

punctuated by laughter and sparkling eyes. Onlookers 
briefly watched the encounter. An old woman in particular 
stopped popping sandwich meats into her trolley to 
watch the women compliment each other and try to catch 
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up with each other’s lives, as though they had stopped in 
the process of knitting a scarf to compare notes on their 
respective progress. 

There was not a negative thing to be said about the 
women. Indeed, onlookers would say that they really 
cared about each other. They were kind, said loving 
words and showed interest in what the other person had 
been going through in the time their friendship had gone 
on vacation. 

‘How is work? Are you still at the same company?’ 
‘Yes, still the same one. How is everything?’
‘Good! Busy!’ 
‘Glad to hear! How is your gorgeous son?’ 
‘Jordan is three already, can you believe it?’
After a few more personal questions about life and 

love, the conversation was overcome by the same tidal 
wave that had caused it: general chatter that seemed to 
form a buffer to the more intense water underneath. 

‘Time sure flies …’

They were kind, said loving words 
and showed interest in what the 
other person had been going through 
in the time their friendship had 
gone on vacation.
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‘Yes, it does! Can you believe it’s nearly the end of the 
year?’

This sort of easy, carefree conversation helped to 
prevent any further intimacy. It also enabled the women 
to extricate themselves from the distraction of the chat 
without appearing rude. 

‘Well, I had best be off, lunch hour is almost up.’ 
‘Me too. It was lovely to see you again.’ 
‘Yes, we must meet up properly for lunch and a longer 

chat.’ 
The women gave each other a hug and then turned 

their backs and moved on. There was nothing that could 
be seen on their faces which indicated any emotion. One 
of them continued scrutinising the mayonnaise as though 
studying a bug under a microscope; the other hurriedly 
moved towards the till where she asked the cashier for 
three plastic bags in which to pack her purchases. 

The observer who had been watching them from afar 
was amused at this interaction and the ones that occurred 
every day between millions of women just like them. 
They sometimes happened at the supermarket, gym or 
schoolyard. Other times, it was in corners at parties and 
work functions. It wasn’t only between women, of course; 
men also engaged in these flash mob conversations, little 
commas and brackets that interrupted the flow of life. 

Sometimes the interactions were normal and sincere. 
Other times, as the woman mused had just occurred 
between the two women, there was a different layer of 
conversation underneath the laughter and smiles, but it 
remained invisible to the world. This woman watching, 
however, could see the undercurrent clearly.

POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   17 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



Breaking the Silence

18

She had been born with a gift. She could tell what 
was going on beneath that tide of talk. She could feel 
the energy of the ocean, if it was benign and pure, or 
tumultuous. She knew that women were often gifted at 
small talk for it was the everyday version of a dress-up 
party fit with masks. Only, instead of fabrics, feathers and 
flowers, the masks were smiles. 

The smiles the women had shown each other had not 
been real flowers. Rather, they were plastic blooms that 
never wilted but never moved towards the sun, either. A 
stiff pose with no fragrance. 

The woman had heard a very different conversation 
between the women to what had been on show for all to 
witness. It went something like this: 

‘I had to come over and say hello even though I really 
didn’t want to.’ 

‘I see that you are wearing make-up and have just 
had your hair done. I look so scruffy! I wonder what you 
think of me!’ 

The smiles the women had shown 
each other had not been real flowers. 
Rather, they were plastic blooms that 
never wilted but never moved towards 
the sun, either.
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‘I’m glad I wore make-up to prevent you from thinking 
I’ve become a total slob since the last time we saw each 
other.’ 

‘I have no idea what to say about the time that we’ve 
been apart. I really have not had time, but I know that 
sounds like a feeble excuse.’ 

‘I hope you don’t ask me why I have not had kids or 
got married yet. I kind of avoid you because of that.’ 

‘Why did you have to ask about my job? I am 
dreadfully unhappy but I need the money.’ 

‘Could I go now? I feel uncomfortable.’ 
‘Truth be told, I didn’t continue seeing you because I 

always felt you were judging me.’ 
‘I didn’t make plans with you again after the last time 

because your life always seems so perfect and mine is a 
mess!’ 

‘I wish I had your hair. I wish my hair looked decent 
instead of greasy.’ 

‘I feel fat.’ 
‘We used to be so close and now we never speak. Isn’t 

it sad how that happens between women? Is it men, I 
wonder, who take us away from us?’

‘It’s a bit sad that we have not seen each other for so 
long and all because of how we make each other feel. 
Everything is always a competition between women. 
There I thought we were different.’ 

The look in Marina’s eyes said that she was sick and 
tired of being judged for being unmarried in her thirties. 

The flash of hesitation in the corners of Adrienne’s 
smile said that she was going through depression and 
feared she was going to be judged for it. 
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‘You mention my life and I tell you I am happy. But I 
am miserable!’ 

‘All is not what it seems!’ 

All these things were spoken in mute and hidden ways, 
infiltrating the air between the women. Sometimes a hint 
of the truth was noticed: a smile that dropped a little 
too quickly, a look of discomfort upon first seeing one’s 
friend. However, it was impossible to know exactly what 
the other woman was thinking. Other times, the truth 
was snuffled into the blankets of conversation, never to 
be pulled out and analysed. Women walked away from 
the interaction feeling like only positive thoughts were in 
the other party’s mind. Perhaps it was easier to think that 
way. 

Women were said to be sisters, to understand each 
other. Yet, this observer had wisely seen that this often 
wasn’t the case. What greater competition lay in the 
world than the one between women? They were always 
sizing each other up during conversations – who had the 
better hair, the better shoes, the more expensive handbag? 
Who had snagged the more attractive job, the boyfriend 
with the higher salary? It was a silent, but anxious, 
comparison, making women often leave feeling less than 
themselves, whether they had come out on top or not. 

What greater competition lay in 
the world than the one between 
women?
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Power was merely an illusion. 
Seized by a sudden thought, the woman decided that 

instead of letting those conversations remain hidden as 
she had so many times before, perhaps it was time to 
unleash their power. After all, what was the worst that 
could happen? 

Rushing to the queues, she was glad to see that both 
women had ended up in the same place, right behind each 
other. They were still smiling and looking around tensely, 
unsure of how to continue a conversation they were sure 
had been smothered to death earlier in the snack aisle. 

‘Excuse me, excuse me, Adrienne,’ the woman said, 
hurrying towards them. 

Adrienne looked at the elderly woman and frowned. 
Did she know her from somewhere? 

‘I know that this might sound a little strange, but I 
couldn’t help but overhear you over there in the aisle, 
chatting to your friend,’ she directed a hand towards the 
other woman, ‘Marina here.’ 

‘Do you know us?’ Adrienne asked, paying for her 
purchases and letting Marina do the same. They were 
both waiting expectantly at the woman. 

‘I could tell there was a lot of underlying and unsaid 
things,’ the woman continued. ‘For instance, Adrienne, 
you didn’t tell Marina that you feel worthless in her 
company.’ 

The cashier’s eyes widened but she busied herself with 
scanning items. 

Adrienne gasped and forced a laugh. ‘Excuse me?’ 
‘That sounds insane …’ Marina said, laughing too. 
‘Why?’ the strange woman asked. 
Marina swiped black hair out of her eyes. ‘I have only 
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ever been nice to Adrienne and she can vouch for that. 
Who are you, anyway?’ 

There was the slightest hesitation in Adrienne’s voice, 
and then the older woman knew she had struck gold. The 
truth. 

‘It doesn’t seem so,’ the elderly woman pointed out, 
not unkindly. ’Friends rarely really tell each other the 
truth.’

Marina shook her head. ‘That’s untrue.’ 
‘So have you ever told Adrienne that you really hate 

your job and wish that she wouldn’t make you feel that 
you are worthless because you don’t have a husband or 
kids?’

Marina’s face flushed but she paid for her purchases, 
directing her gaze to the cashier. How on earth did this 
woman manage to understand her mind? ‘I have no idea 
who you are or what kind of crazy game you’re playing,’ 
she told the woman. 

The elderly woman was now receiving venomous 
looks from the cashier and the two friends, so she raised 
her hands in surrender. ‘I am not trying to start anything 
here or be nasty, I just wanted to point out the truth. You 
both seem like really nice women who care about each 
other, yet why are you both lying to each other?’ 

‘We aren’t,’ Adrienne stammered. 
‘Clearly you are,’ the woman argued. ‘Adrienne, what 

about your marriage troubles? Why haven’t you confided 
in Marina about them, if she is such a good friend?’

Marina gasped. ‘You’re going through a tough time?’
By this time both women had paid for their purchases 

so they moved their trolleys out of the supermarket, the 
elderly woman in tow. 
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‘How on earth do you know that?’ Adrienne 
demanded. ‘Are you a witch or something?’

The woman chuckled. ‘Nothing like that. Let’s just say 
I have a gift.’ 

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Marina asked her friend in 
a gentle, yet hurt, tone. ‘You used to tell me everything.’

‘I didn’t want to worry you or make you think …’ 
Adrienne started before shaking her head. ‘You know 
what it’s like, going through a divorce. It’s not easy.’ 

Marina took her hand. ‘Divorce? Are things that bad?’ 
‘Well, I think it’s for the best for me and Richard to 

… um … move on with our lives, especially for Jordan’s 
sake.’ 

‘See?’ the woman interrupted, looking at both women. 
‘This is Adrienne’s life. But Marina has secrets too.’ 

Adrienne frowned. ‘What kinds of secrets?’ 
‘She feels like you sometimes judge her.’ 
Adrienne’s mouth dropped open. Marina was quick to 

shake her head in denial. 
‘Really?’ Adrienne asked tersely. ‘You think I judge 

you?’
‘No, no, no,’ Marina said with a laugh that could not 

conceal her face colouring. ‘That is definitely not true.’ 
‘Because to be honest, I am the one who often feels 

judged.’ 
Marina’s smile evaporated and her eyes bore into her 

friend’s. ‘What?’ 
Adrienne nodded. ‘Yeah, sometimes I feel like you see 

me as a less worthy.’ 
‘What?’ Marina repeated, louder this time. ‘Why on 

earth would you think that?’ 
‘She was right,’ Adrienne said, darting a defiant chin 

POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   23 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



Breaking the Silence

24

at the elderly woman. ‘You sometimes make me feel that 
I am not as important because I do not work and I am a 
full-time mom.’ 

Marina’s eyes became defensive. ‘That is so untrue!’
‘Well, what about when I couldn’t make it to your 

party because I was tired and you said that I had to be 
more than a mother?’ 

Marina laughed. ‘That was a joke!’ 
‘It made me feel like you saw me as less valuable than 

other women who work and have more social lives,’ she 
said. 

‘Since you had Jordan, you did kind of disappear off 
the radar,’ Marina admitted, ‘but I can understand that! I 
don’t know why you feel the way you do.’

Adrienne looked down at her shoes without answering. 
‘What about me?’ Marina asked. ‘When I’m around 

you I get the feeling that I am less worthy because I work 
and I don’t have kids. You even tried to set me up with 
that ridiculous man friend of yours who was so rude! Is 
that what you think I deserve in a man or that I am so 
desperate that any man will do?’

Adrienne shook her head. ‘That’s not true! I don’t 
think you’re desperate. I just thought you’d like to meet 
someone, that’s all. You never said he was rude!’ 

‘Lord knows I tried,’ Marina said with a rolling of 
her peppermint eyes. ‘You said that I was too fussy in 
choosing men.’ 

‘Sometimes you can be,’ Adrienne admitted. 
Marina’s face became hot. ‘Oh really? No wonder I 

have to change who I am for fear of what you think. We 
both know you think I’m a snob!’ 
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Adrienne’s face was incredulous. ‘That’s ridiculous.’ 
A self-conscious hand moved to touch her greasy hair 
that she had not had a chance to wash and she noticed in 
horror that she had a grass stain on her T-shirt. 

‘The last time we were out shopping you pointed out 
a woman dressed in Chanel and said that she looked like 
she thought so much of herself.’ 

‘So? She did!’ 
‘And when I showed you my new Louboutin heels, 

all you could do was tell me that it was sinful to spend 
so much money. The same goes for the time I bought a 
Givenchy suit and all you could say was that it was not 
practical for work and that I was trying to upstage my 
colleagues.’ 

‘Fine, maybe I was a little harsh …´
Marina bit her lip. ‘You want to know the truth 

about why I buy all those things? I feel unhappy with 
everything. I hate my job, I feel like I work non-stop and 
it’s becoming a burden on me.’ 

‘But you seem like you’ve got it all together.’ 

It was so strange to be standing 
there with the ice cream in her 

trolley melting under the summer sun, 
sharing secret truths with her friend.

POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   25 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



Breaking the Silence

26

Adrienne remembered the many times she had felt 
like she could not hold her own in front of Marina, who 
was always rushing to an all-important meeting and 
interrupting dinners with chatter about how her bosses 
loved her and how she came home feeling like she had done 
something worthwhile with her day, achieved something 
that made her feel good. Adrienne used to listen and feel 
herself sink lower and lower into her seat, wondering if 
she was doing anything worthwhile. Yes, a voice would 
boom within, she was raising a son! What could be 
greater than bringing life into the world and ensuring it 
had a loving influence on the planet? And yet, sometimes 
she missed having her own goals, something that didn’t 
involve being a mother. She had thrown her dreams away 
– she hoped only for the time being – because she was 
swirling in the whirlwind that was motherhood. 

Now, were all of Marina’s good feelings a lie? It 
seemed that she was just trying to paint a picture of her 
life as being perfect, when in actuality it was far from 
it. She might have appeared happy, but her looks were 
tampered with, the smiles not real.

Marina laughed sheepishly. ‘You’re the one who has 
it together, Adrienne. You have a family and although I 
have just found out about the divorce, I just know that 
what matters is that you have Jordan. You are raising 
such a spectacular child! Some days I yearn for your life.’ 

She had often wondered why Adrienne still spent 
time with her when she appeared listless in her company. 
Marina would try to show Adrienne that just because 
she was not a mother, she was still valuable and doing 
something she loved. How could she not, when Adrienne 
visibly glowed while talking about Jordan? How could 
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she admit to being unhappy when her job was all she had? 
It was never easy to spring forth with the truth that you 
felt like a failure, especially to someone who was doing 
the most beautiful job in the world: that of motherhood. 

Adrienne shook her head. It was so strange to be 
standing there with the ice cream in her trolley melting 
under the summer sun, sharing secret truths with her friend. 

‘I have lost myself,’ Adrienne found herself saying. ‘I 
hardly have time to do anything, not even wash my hair 
so that it is as stunning as yours.’

‘It’s extensions,’ Marina admitted, running a hand 
through the fake hair on her head.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Adrienne said with a laugh. ‘I 
sometimes feel like you are the woman I used to be, before 
I became a mother. This go-getter who achieved so much 
and had the amazing shoes to prove it.’ 

Marina shook her head. ‘All a façade. ’
‘Really?’ 
‘Yup, the designer brands are fake and most nights I 

end up sitting miserably in front of the television.’ 
‘So here we are,’ Adrienne said with a sigh. ‘You’re 

unhappy. I’m unhappy.’ 
‘At least we’re being honest,’ Marina said. 
She turned around as a cold breeze flickered across the 

cars and noticed that the elderly woman, who had earlier 
stepped away to give the two of them some privacy, had 
completely disappeared.

‘That’s odd,’ Adrienne said, looking around the car 
park that was full during lunch hour. ‘She was just here 
a second ago.’ 

‘I didn’t even see her walk away,’ Marina added, 
touching her arms that had goose bumps. 
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There was a pause before Adrienne spoke. ‘I don’t 
judge you, Marina, and I’m sorry if it seemed that way. 
Truth be told, I guess all this time I was just judging 
myself.’ 

Perhaps all that female competition is really about 
ourselves, not the other women, Adrienne thought. 
Perhaps we don’t realise that the seemingly “together” 
woman is not always what she appears to be. There is no 
race. We’re all just on a journey. 

‘I’m sorry, too,’ Marina said, giving her friend a hug. 
‘Are you free tomorrow evening? Maybe we can go out 
and you can tell me how you’re doing with the divorce.’ 

Adrienne nodded. ‘Yes, that sounds good. I think I 
need a break from the house for a bit.’ 

Marina smiled. ‘Good. It was really great to see you 
today, Adrienne.’ 

And this time, she meant it. This time, the hug was 
genuine and lasted longer than a second. They walked 
to their cars, a little lighter. One of Marina’s blonde hair 
extensions was tossed by the wind, falling to the ground. 
She walked away from it. 

POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   28 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



29

Let go
Anonymous

People’s stories have always touched my heart.
This one happened on a very wintry morning. The 

woman whose source of income came from selling 
newspapers in the busy streets of Johannesburg, who 
started each day at four in the morning to put food on the 
table for her four children she was raising single-handedly 
while her husband and father of the children deserted her 
to live with another woman, this woman was busy as 
usual.

Though she had no education to speak of, she did her 
work perfectly well through incidental learning, giving 
her customers the correct newspapers and change with 
a smile.

There came a construction bakkie with a team of 
contractors sitting at the back in heavy overcoats, gloves 
and woollen skullcaps. One of the men tossed a plastic 
bottle with water towards the unsuspecting woman, 
splashing her face, jersey and newspapers while his 
colleagues encouraged him and had a merry old laugh at 
her expense. The bakkie sped away, leaving her with no 
choice but to wipe her face, shake out the wet newspapers 
and get on with her business.
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Needless to say, a lot of newspapers were spoilt and 
could not be sold.

Unknown to both the poor woman and her torturer 
from the construction bakkie, a motorist who was driving 
behind the bakkie had captured the incident on his 
cellphone camera before the day was over, and sent the 
footage to the SABC who included it in the news.

A long time afterwards the woman had sold all the 
newspapers that had not been spoilt. At the first rays 
of the sun she stood there to warm herself as she was 
shivering. Then she walked very fast to hand in the 
money to her employer, explaining that she’d had an 
accident. The employer just nodded, understanding, and 
handed her her wages, which she took and rushed to the 
supermarket to buy groceries for her children.

That evening the incident was on the news, the footage 

The woman was the first to extend 
her arms to hug the man but humbly 
refused to accept the money. It 
shocked the world that in this day 
and age some people are more self-
centred while others are not.
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clearly showing the construction name of the bakkie 
as well as its number plate. This got the whole nation 
angry and after the first news bulletin viewers phoned in 
demanding that the owner of the construction bakkie be 
brought to book. The police went on a witch hunt for 
such a bakkie because, according to a great volume of 
viewers, the owner had to be sued for the humiliation 
and damage he had caused, both to the employer and her 
employee.

An order from the Department of Justice had been 
issued that such a man should report to the police station 
within twenty-four hours to face the woman he had 
humiliated.

When the foreman who was driving the bakkie 
brought the man to the police station, the woman was 
already there. The station personnel and the media were 
also there as they expected the worst to happen.

All the woman who’d been humiliated asked for was 
an apology. The man cocked his head in disbelief.

“Yes, you hear me, apologise to me,” said the woman.
The man mumbled an apology, handing her a roll of 

bank notes for her to accept his apology. 
The woman was the first to extend her arms to hug the 

man but humbly refused to accept the money. It shocked 
the world that in this day and age some people are more 
self-centred while others are not. 

T
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I mean more  
to myself 
by Refilwe Makgolo

Sheila woke up very early that morning. As she opened 
the curtains of her flat she looked outside and she realised 
that the weather was actually great compared to the 
horrible thunderstorm they’d had last night. It seemed as 
if it was going to be a beautiful cool, sunny day because 
she could feel the warmth of the sun’s rays kissing her skin 
already at that time of the morning and it felt wonderful. 

As she stood there embracing the warmth of the sun, 
a thought crossed her mind that nature was an amazing 
thing. Just last night she was scared, the power was cut 
off, it was cold and dark, then suddenly by morning all 
is well just like her life. She had been through terrible 
storms and a long dark tunnel that she thought she would 
never get through to see the light again.

It all began when Sheila was seventeen and in her final 
year of high school. She was a normal kasi girl who went 
to school in her township. She lived quite a simple life. 
Her family didn’t have much but they could get by and 
their needs were pretty much taken care of. Unlike most of 
her peers at school she was not involved in relationships. 
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For some reason she thought they were for beautiful girls 
or the fair-skinned ones only. She had actually never paid 
much attention to herself and how she looked, to her as 
long as she was clean, neat and when she went to school 
she was presentable, had her full uniform on just as her 
mother wanted that was all that mattered to her. 

One afternoon she was in a taxi from her aunt’s house 
when a certain gentleman next to her said, “A beautiful 
woman like you doesn’t deserve to ride in a taxi, you 
deserve better, you know.” Sheila didn’t pay much 
attention to him as she did not think he was talking to her, 
she just kept looking out the window of the fast moving 
vehicle and again he said that a beautiful woman like her 
didn’t deserve to ride in a taxi, but this time around he 
said it with a much louder tone and moved closer to her 
to grab her attention, and that he definitely did because 
she realised that he was actually talking to her. 

She turned with a serious face and asked him, “If you 
don’t think that highly of taxis what are you doing in 
one?” 

With a smile he said, “I’m on my way from the motor 
spares to buy a small part for my car. It has a problem and 
we are fixing it.” 

Sheila kept quiet, not knowing what to say, when he 
continued. 

“I thank my ancestors for breaking my car the way 
they did and God for making me get on this taxi or else I 
wouldn’t have met you, my angel. Look at yourself! Who 
wouldn’t be happy to have met you?”

He introduced himself as Thato and turned to the 
driver. “Please, my man, do me a favour and position 
the rear view mirror so she can look at herself properly 
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and see what I am talking about. Maybe she doesn’t 
understand.” 

The driver did as he was asked, to everybody in the 
taxi’s amusement. He held her by the chin and asked, 
“Can you see? Do you believe me now?” 

Those words echoed on her mind for as long as she 
could remember. She felt his hand on her cheek, soft and 
warm. Suddenly she was blushing and weakly giving in, 
which is where it all started.

Thato and Sheila’s relationship got very serious from 
the beginning. He fetched her from school, bought her 
lunch, took her to movies, restaurants, always telling her 
she was beautiful and he loved her and that no one would 
love her like he did. All of that she believed, which is why 
it was never difficult for her to give herself wholly to him. 

They were together for ten years, during which time 
Thato realised that in the beginning Sheila was a clean 
slate so he could do as he pleased with her. He would 
disappear and come home after a while and if she 
questioned him he would get angry and beat her then take 

Other women went through worse 
things, she would say, so prepare 
yourself and toughen up because 
within the marriage you should 
just be.
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her to the hospital. To her it meant that he cared. After 
all, he was the only one who had ever appreciated her. He 
was the one who had seen what everybody else couldn’t 
– her beauty. And he saw that she had needs, seen also 
by her mother because every time they had an argument 
her mother would tell her to humble herself as she was 
a woman, she was not supposed to talk back, and that 
Thato had promised to pay lobola, which meant that he 
loved her. He had chosen her of all the girls he had been 
with. He wanted her the most. She was the one because 
she didn’t need anything as he was always there for her 
so him being with those woman meant nothing really. 
Other women went through worse things, she would say, 
so prepare yourself and toughen up because within the 
marriage you should just be. That was engraved in her 
heart and mind. Even if she found him with other women 
she always reminded herself that he loved her and not 
them.

Sheila fell pregnant with their first child and he told 
her he was not ready for another child as he had one 
already, which she knew about. She so badly wanted to 
please this man in her life; she did exactly as he wanted, 
and he paid for her abortion. 

She fell pregnant again after a few months. When she 
told him he was still not happy, but this time she was in 
school and was not prepared to drop out to take care of a 
child. They discussed it and she had another abortion to 
please him, but since then she never had peace in her soul 
again. She heard from people that he had impregnated 
someone else which shook her entire fairy tale world 
as she knew it. She tried to remind herself again that he 
loved her, that he chose her and that she was the only 
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one he really wanted. She would ask him about it, and 
he would beat her for asking. And he would ask her 
what more she could want as she was taken care of and 
she knew that he was still a single man. They were not 
married yet so he was still enjoying life. She still stayed 
with him, never voicing her true feelings as she was scared 
of what he might do to her if she did. She finally decided 
to fall pregnant again. Maybe if she did he would finally 
be hers and hers alone.

Sheila kept her third pregnancy to herself until she 
started to show. When she told Thato, who questioned 
her, that she was four months already, he beat her up 
so badly, yelling that the child was not his. If it was she 
wouldn’t have waited that long to tell him, which meant 
she knew that he was not the father and she should take 
back “that thing” to where it belonged. This time he 
never took her to the hospital like he normally did but 
left her for good. That was the last time she saw him until 
she was in her last month, when she got a call from him 
during the night, telling her to come to his place as he 
missed her and wanted to be with her.

Those were the words that she had longed to hear for 
a long time. She quickly got off her bed and in a sweater 
over her pyjamas and comfortable sneakers she picked up 
her cellphone from the side table to check the time. 9:45 
pm. She knew that if she hurried she would be there by 
10:20 and she quickly rushed out the door. It was quite 
a chilly night but that didn’t stop her as the only thing 
on her mind was being with the one she wanted. How 
excited she felt.

Sheila finally reached Thato’s house. His dogs didn’t 
bark as they recognised her, and the first thing he said 
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was “Oh! You made it. I didn’t think you would actually 
make it, come in.” 

Those were not the words she wanted to hear, not 
after this long. He showed her the bed and said he had 
missed her. She now realised why he called her in the first 
place, and for the rest of the night Thato forced himself 
on her. The pain was unbearable. She knew what he was 
doing was wrong but again she convinced herself that he 
indeed missed her and he had come back to her and their 
unborn child until the next morning when he was done 
with her, when he told her to leave and never come back. 
She should not even call him as he would do the same, 
then he banged the door on her.

She went into labour earlier than they thought, and 
didn’t say why she had those pains on her way to the 
hospital, those terrible pains which she had never felt 
in her entire life. Her only thought was if she were to 
die now, what would she say she died for? Love? Whose 
love? From where she was there was no love. She was all 
alone. She got to the hospital and delivered her baby who 
was dead. Dead! But she felt nothing. She didn’t even cry 
because she told herself other women had gone through 
much worse things than her.

A few months later, Sheila decided to go on a mission 
– revenge was all she wanted. As all those women had 
ruined her relationship she was going to do the same, but 
this time she went after married men. She was in and out 
after them like that until she found one and fell pregnant 
with his child. When she told him he looked her straight 
in the eye and said, “What? You know I am married and 
will not leave my wife for you. You should have thought 
about it before. I told you from the beginning to take 
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precautionary measures, you should have thought of 
yourself and what you want.”

As Sheila got home she lay on her bed and looked up 
to the ceiling, trying to think of a way out, but the only 
thing she could hear was her lover’s voice saying, “What 
do you want? Why didn’t you think of yourself?” She 
wiped away the tears running down her face and stood up 
to face her mirror and look at her reflection. She could see 
how sad her eyes were, and the sadness deep in her soul.

Days passed and gradually the sadness faded until she 
decided to wander about aimlessly. She walked around 
her neighbourhood and as she passed the post office 
suddenly thoughts rushed through her mind, trying to 
talk to her inner being. When she got home she sat by 
her side table, pulled out a chair and opened her note pad 
to write a letter to herself. After the first paragraph, in 
the depth of the letter she wept because of the amount of 
hatred, bitterness and sadness she felt. She couldn’t stop 
the flood of tears and wept for hours, not even finishing 
the letter to herself.

She wiped away the tears running 
down her face and stood up to face 
her mirror and look at her reflection. 
She could see how sad her eyes were, 
and the sadness deep in her soul.
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The next day Sheila started another letter, this time 
realising she had been carrying so much pain that last 
night she had finally exploded. She decided to write 
another letter – a forgiveness letter to herself and to her 
children who she never got to know and love. She was 
going to love and care for the one she was carrying, which 
she decided to keep. She folded the unfinished letter in 
its envelope, which she was going to post, like the other 
letters. After writing those letters to herself she took an 
oath to write every month no matter what.

It has been a year since Sheila started her healing, and 
she’s still writing. Now, finally, she can look herself in 
the mirror and smile, appreciate herself more. She knows 
that through it all she’s learned to love herself, honour 
herself, with confidence and inner peace bubbling within 
her. She knows that from that moment no one can tell her 
otherwise, and the space she was in is just perfect for her 
and her little one whom she adores and wants nothing 
but the best for. Sheila made sure that at the end of every 
letter she wrote to herself she concluded the letters with: 
“You mean something to someone but importantly to 
you.” She still believes in love and knows she will find 
love again. It might not be now but one day she will.

As she was by the window reminiscing of where she 
had been to where she was now and appreciating it all 
she was pulled back to life by her son behind her saying 
“Mommy” with such love. She turned round to pick him 
up and squeezed him tight.
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New day 
by Ludaka Noqhubeni

It all started on a very cold May afternoon in 2006 
when Mr Ndlovu gasped for his breath at their monthly 
Stokvel meeting in Mabotsa location. They all thought 
he had had too much drink. Music was playing loudly at 
the Stokvel and Mr Ndlovu suddenly lay motionless on 
the mat he was given by the Stokvel owner, Mr Msibi. 
They called an ambulance, which arrived ten minutes 
later and he was taken to a private hospital, where he 
was admitted. The doctors ran tests on him to find out 
what was wrong. At home Mrs Ndlovu who’d not been 
informed of her husband’s ill health was at home with 
her children in Nkomo district in Mpumalanga Province. 
Zodwa was busy preparing supper for their four children 
while they were sitting round the table. It’d been a hard 
and long time since her husband Sabelo had sent any 
money towards household needs, nor had he sent money 
to buy food for his family let alone pay for their education 
and clothing. Zodwa had to resort to turning tricks to the 
truckers who pass by the Mpumalanga border in order 
for them to survive their harsh living conditions.

Zodwa was a very unhappy woman. People in her 
community didn’t like her as she was proud that her 
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husband was working in the city of gold. However, 
this changed with time since Sabelo started behaving 
irresponsibly by not giving Zodwa money for support. 
They struggled a lot and her youngest child Themba 
found her crying in her bed late one night and asked, 
“Mama, what is wrong?” 

“It’s nothing for you to worry about, I have a 
headache,” she replied.

“Is crying going to make you feel better?” asked her 
son, at which point Zodwa got annoyed with his questions 
and nearly struck his small angelic face. Instead she took 
him in her arms and held him until they both fell asleep.

The next morning Zodwa and Themba went to their 
neighbour Phontle to borrow sugar. She knocked at the 
door but the knock went unanswered. The door was not 
locked and so she went in to look inside only to find there 
was nobody there. She started calling “Phontle, where are 
you?” and told her son, “Wait here in the kitchen”. 

She went through to the bedroom and found Phontle 
lying in what looked like vomit from her mouth but it was 
blood and she was unable to speak. Zodwa ran outside 
and started screaming for help but nobody came. She ran 
to the main road to get help. There was a police van that 
came to her rescue. When they reached Phontle’s house 
the policeman began to ask, “Ma’am, what happened 
here?” 

“I don’t know, I just found her like that.” 
The policeman called for an ambulance and when 

the paramedics arrived she was pronounced dead. They 
said she had a huge bump on the head and somebody 
must have hit her. Phontle’s husband’s whereabouts were 
unknown, and Zodwa had seemingly forgotten about her 
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son who stood crying outside. She was also in a state of 
shock and had nobody to comfort her. She walked over 
to her son and said, “Don’t cry my child all will be well,” 
but Themba pushed his mother away and said, “Are you 
going to die like Phontle tomorrow when we wake up?”

His mother was at a loss for words and she explained 
to Themba that Phontle was probably killed by thieves in 
the night because things were missing in her house, and 
told Themba not to be too upset as the police would find 
those who did this crime.

While they were talking they heard loud screams 
coming from the house. Zodwa rushed in and found 
Phontle’s six-month-old daughter who’d been asleep all 
this time. Zodwa picked her up from the bed and carried 
her outside to Themba, and said to her son, “Themba, 
please watch over Thato as I want to make her some 
porridge”.

“When is her mother coming back from that car that 
took her? I want to go and play,” replied Themba. It 
made Zodwa shaky because it hit her that Phontle was 
not coming home. It meant that she had to take care of 
her daughter because she had no other living relatives.

Zodwa fell to the floor and cried silently because she 
had nothing to feed her family. What was going to happen 
to this infant who still needs her mother’s milk? Zodwa 
started talking out loud to herself. “Oh Lord, what am 
I going to do? I have a husband who does not support 
us, we go to bed hungry, I have a child in Grade 12 who 
needs money for her tertiary education, I don’t have a job 
and I am not coping with my youngest child. What am I 
going to do with the new instant addition to our barely 
eating family? My kids go to bed hungry, I turn tricks for 
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our survival. And now this! I am sorry but I don’t think I 
can’t take it anymore. I need help.”

At that moment her phone rang, it was her husband.
“Hello Zodwa, how are you and how are the kids 

doing? I miss you.”
“How dare you call me and ask me that?” said Zodwa.
“Please calm down I didn’t call to fight with you.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down! It’s been a year since 

we heard from you and you tell me to calm down! What 
did you expect? That I would say I miss you and I love 
you? Believe me when I say that you are the last person 
I expect anything from after what you have done to me 
and the kids. And don’t you ever call me again. Goodbye 
Sabelo!” At which point Zodwa hung up. 

As all this conversation was taking place Sabelo’s new 
girlfriend Lally was listening in on the conversation and 
said to Sabelo, “Don’t worry, love, if she doesn’t want 
you I am here.” 

All Sabelo could say was, “Lally, I want to be alone 
tonight, would you mind coming back tomorrow please? 
I need to think; I have a lot on my mind.”

“Remember I am only a phone call away,” Lally 
replied. She closed the door behind her and Sabelo lay on 
the bed crying like a small baby. All he could think about 
was how was he going to tell his was wife about what was 
bothering him. He knew he had been very careless in the 
past but he never thought it could happen to him. He had 
been retested several times and the result was the same. 
He spoke out loud and said, “Me, Sabelo Ndlovu, HIV 
positive? I must still be dreaming. Maybe when I wake 
up it will all be gone.” But in the back of his mind he 
knew he was lying to himself. It was only a matter of time 
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before he started getting sick and he knew that he had to 
tell his wife sooner and apologise.

Back at the house, at Nkomo District, Zodwa 
was getting ready to go to the welfare office regarding 
Phontle’s daughter Thato, who had been crying all night 
because she needed her mother’s breast milk. 

“Themba, eat up quickly, we need to go, there’s a long 
queue,” she said. Just then there was a knock at the door, 
a messenger of the court.

“l am looking for Mrs Ndlovu,” said the man at the 
door.

“I am Mrs Ndlovu how can I help you?” 
“l am George Ledo, a messenger of the court.”
“Am I in trouble?” 
“Mrs Ndlovu, I don’t know. I must give you this paper 

and you have to sign here,” he said, showing her the 
dotted line to sign.

Meanwhile her son was just finishing off the porridge 
she had prepared for him earlier. She had momentarily 
forgotten about Themba, only to be startled by him 
asking, “Mom, what is wrong?” She remembered that 
she was not alone, but she’d been too upset by this letter, 
which said:

Dear Mr & Mrs Ndlovu Please be advised that if 
you don’t pay the outstanding arrears on your home 
loan by the end of today’s business you will be evicted 
within 48 hours.

Amount to be paid = R26 OOO 

This was a totally unexpected blow for Zodwa who at 
this point was at her wits’ end. She took Thato in her 
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arms and holding Themba by the hand she went out, 
locking the doors. She arrived at the welfare office around 
noon and was told she had to wait for her tum. Thato and 
Themba were cranky during the wait, which was a good 
three hours before seeing the social worker.

“I’m sorry, Mrs Ndlovu, there are so many cases like 
yours and you will have to keep Thato for a while,” the 
social worker said. “What we can do for now is give food 
for the baby until this matter has been resolved.”

Zodwa just sat there too numb with pain and sadness 
to utter any response and just left the office. On the way 
home both kids were crying and for a while Zodwa 
thought of leaving them at the street corner, but she 
quickly dismissed the thought. She decided to go to her 
Aunt Mokgadi at Nokeng. She might help.

Along the way Themba and Thato couldn’t let up 
crying. She knew it was hunger so she bought a small 
yoghurt for Thato and an orange and a banana for little 
Themba. They all boarded the bus to Nokeng, Zodwa’s 
mind a whirlwind. She didn’t know what all of this meant, 

On the way home both kids were 
crying and for a while Zodwa 
thought of leaving them at the 
street corner, but she quickly 

dismissed the thought.
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all she knew was she had to keep strong.
Her arrival at her home shocked her aunt because it 

had been a year since she last saw Zodwa, who was not 
looking good, a look of misery on her face. Mokgadi 
ran to hug her niece and the grandchildren. Zodwa was 
overcome with emotion and tears just rolled down her 
miserable beautiful cheeks. Mokgadi didn’t ask Zodwa 
anything but just took Thato from her and they all sat 
down and she prepared mageu for them to drink and said 
to Zodwa: “Start from the beginning.” 

When Zodwa was done talking Aunt Mokgadi said, 
“Go home now we’ll talk tomorrow.” 

Surprised by her aunt’s reaction Zodwa stood up, 
getting the children ready to leave when her aunt said, 
“Leave the children behind. You need your rest.” Zodwa 
did not protest.

When Zodwa got home she found her children Maki, 
Thabo and Nkele back from school. They were all in a 
state because they’d heard what had happened from their 
neighbours. Zodwa told her children to all calm down 
and rest and after supper she would explain everything. 
The children obeyed, took their baths and all sat down at 
the dining table looking at their mother who was nervous, 
but she knew she owed it to them to tell the truth to 
her children. She told them with a brave face, holding 
her tears back, but was interrupted by Maki the eldest 
who said, “We hear you, mother, what do you think the 
solution is?”

“My child, today I went to see your great Aunt at 
Nokeng to tell her all this.”

“Mom why does Dad hate us so much?” asked Thabo.
“I don’t want you to think about your dad. Just focus 
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on your school work and leave all the problems to me.”
“Mom, what will become of me when I pass Grade 

12? Where will the university money come from? We all 
know you are unable to get a job, you have no formal 
education, how are we going to survive, we have no food, 
now there’s no shelter, we have a new baby and worse 
we can’t afford crèche for little Themba?” Maki looked 
worried.

“Yes Mom, what are we going to? Where are going to 
go? Who is going to help us? And where are you going to 
get a job and when?” asked Thabo.

“My beloved children, I’ve been asking myself those 
questions all day and I am sorry I don’t have the answers. 
I wish I did. I can only say there is a way out of this 
fix. I know it looks like it is the end for us but believe 
me we have just started. Tomorrow I’m going back to 
Mokgadi and we’ll find a way, just trust me and please 
don’t disappoint me. Study hard and make me proud.”

Late that night as Zodwa lay in her bed she wanted 
to cry but all her tears had run dry. All she was left 
with were thoughts of what the way forward was: no 
education as her Maki had pointed out and the only thing 
she was good at was turning tricks. She knew how risky 
her behaviour was but it was a means to an end. Luckily 
her children had no idea; they thought she was a maid in 
some suburb. Her heart was filled with anger and pain 
when she thought how cruel her husband had been to 
her. Her mind filled with other harsh realities like getting 
tested for HIV, which she’d been putting off for years, 
and yet she knew that her husband was a philanderer. She 
thought aloud, “As soon as I’ve sorted everything with 
Auntie and everybody is settled I must go to the clinic and 

POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   47 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



Breaking the Silence

48

be tested.” Zodwa knew there was no turning back. She 
had to do it!

A year a later things when had settled and Zodwa had 
made peace with her HIV status and so had the children, 
she was glad that she had taken Mokgadi’s advice about 
taking on farming on eight hectares of land she’d inherited 
from her late parents. She’d learnt to take things calmly. 
Her children are doing well at school and her CD 4 count 
was high. All she had to do was follow the doctor orders, 
eat healthily, avoid stress and take her medication.

“What could go wrong now?” she thought aloud. 
Finally, things were looking up. As for her husband, 

the last time she spoke to him was on that blessed day 
that changed their lives for the better. Her thoughts were 
interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Who is it?” No reply as she went to open the door 
and asked the strange man at the door. “How can I help 
you can’t you see it is late? What’s wrong?”

“Sorry, I’m looking for Mrs Zodwa Ndlovu.”
“What can I help you with? I’m Zodwa.”
“I’m with Sabelo and he is in a very bad condition.”
“I am not a doctor. Take him to a hospital and we’ll 

come and see him tomorrow if we have time.”
At that moment her aunt appeared and asked what the 

matter was. “My child, I know you are angry and hurt 
but this is not the way to handle it. Let Sabelo come in 
and tomorrow is a new day.” Zodwa didn’t protest and 

Tomorrow is a new day.
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the man let Sabelo in. Zodwa was shocked as he looked 
like death although she hid her shock as they all went to 
bed.

Sabelo was surprised by the lack of emotion from 
Zodwa. He thought that she was going to sleep in his 
bed and maybe they could talk all night but that didn’t 
happen. He knew he had a lot of explaining to do but 
for now he was grateful that Auntie Mokgadi had helped 
him.

Zodwa was surprised by her calm self and how 
peaceful she felt. And she heard her aunt think out loud, 
“It’s like I said, tomorrow is a new day.”

POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   49 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



Breaking the Silence

50

Personal Essays

POWA 2016 TEXT.indd   50 2016/05/10   11:27 AM



51

Self discovery
By Melanie Jayne Carstens

I can state with pride that I am imperfectly perfect. It has 
taken a good number of years before I can say that I have 
reached this point. My self-esteem has been trampled and 
my self-worth left in tatters. This year is the year that I 
walked away from my ten-year relationship and five of 
those years we were married.

It wasn’t an easy decision to make and I have doubted 
myself on many an occasion. Like many in my situation 
the thought of leaving the known for the unknown was a 
daunting task. And really, did I have it so bad that I needed 
to leave? I have asked myself whether my decision was an 
emotionally based decision. And strangely I haven’t been 
happier since making the decision. It has now been six 
months since I left and during that time I have started 
finding myself once again. The saddest part is how much 
of myself I have lost.

Many have asked me for my reasons for staying so 
long. The relationship was imperfectly perfect, or so I 
thought. I tried to make it perfect and refused to admit 
defeat. It does, however, take both parties to create 
perfection. I cannot say that I am blameless. There were 
many things that I did wrong over the years; however, at 
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least I cared enough to get emotional about things that 
mattered.

The hardest thing to accept now is how I have been 
conditioned over the years. How much I have adapted to 
over the years. I can’t accuse my ex-husband of abuse as 
it was more insidious than that. It is the little things that 
I have adapted to over the years. How to make coffee 
correctly. How to attend social functions alone. How to 
arrange everything from car services to holidays. How 
to accept that there will be no support. How I had to 
justify the expenditure of my own income. How to defend 
myself to verbal attacks from his family.

Seeing as I was so adaptive and complacent, why did I 
leave? A lot of people have asked that. From the outside I 
appeared to have everything that a person could require. 
The final straw was the lesson of how to deal with my 
miscarriage by myself. The shame I now feel for having 
to beg for a hug from my husband. The bigger shame in 
feeling guilty for demanding such support from him. That 
is when I realised that what we had couldn’t be fixed, 
that he wasn’t just emotionally stunted but emotionally 
barren.

With a stubbornness and refusal to see with clear eyes, 
I pushed for marriage as that was the natural progression 

Over the years I had managed 
to convince myself that I was 
perfectly imperfect.
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of a relationship. I have come to the conclusion that 
women are capable of ignoring the warning signs and 
justifying their partner’s actions. There were so many 
warning signs early on in the relationship and I did choose 
to ignore them. The saying that you can judge a man by 
how he treats his mother is very true in our case. His 
relationship with his mother or the lack thereof should 
have told me right away what I was getting myself into. 
Looking back, the minister might just have been right in 
asking me why in the world was I getting married to him. 
I brushed the question aside and stated that I would never 
leave him. Those words have haunted me on some days. 
I promised I would never leave, that I would stand by his 
side, and yet I left.

During my marriage I accumulated quite a few self-
help books. Convinced that there was something wrong 
with me, the buying of the books became an addiction. I 
was looking for something that would fix our marriage, 
something that would explain it all to me, something that 
would tell me where I was going wrong.

Over the years I had managed to convince myself that 
I was perfectly imperfect. My ex may have disagreed, and 
he said as much. Yet actions speak louder than words. 
There had to be something wrong with me for him not 
to love me as I needed to be loved. Many looked at me in 
disbelief, including my divorce lawyer, when I told them 
that I was in a sexless marriage.

The lack of sex wasn’t from my side but from his. He 
made promises about how it would improve, how he 
would do better. Needless to say these never were fulfilled, 
and the mere fact that I fell pregnant was due to careful 
timing on my part. There is nothing like the feeling of 
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forcing your husband to have sex with you, it kind of 
adds to the demeaning role you play in the relationship.

The lack of sex or intimacy added to my feelings of 
inadequacy and shattered my body image, self-worth and 
self-image. This didn’t happen overnight but it happened 
in small increments over the years. I no longer took pride 
in my appearance as there was no point. My choice in 
clothing started getting drab and dull. I knew what was 
happening to me and would accuse him of slowly killing 
the very soul of me. His response was that it wasn’t his 
responsibility to make me happy. I agree with that, one 
has to make themselves happy, which is why I started 
seeing a life coach. By the time the miscarriage occurred, 
I realised that I could be happier without him. It might be 
my responsibility to make myself happy, but I didn’t need 
to stay in a toxic relationship that made it impossible for 
me to be happy.

The one thing that I do take a guilty delight in is that 
I left the self-help books behind. My reasoning is that I 
may not be perfect but I embrace that. He requires the 

The one thing that I do take a 
guilty delight in is that I left the 
self-help books behind. My reasoning 
is that I may not be perfect but I 
embrace that.
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help more than I do as he tends to think he is perfect.
It is taking time and a lot of thought but I am slowly 

breaking the conditioning. I may not be perfect but I revel 
in it. I no longer have to strive to be perfect. Perfection is 
unobtainable, yet to be perfectly imperfect is something 
that we can all be.

It hasn’t been easy. I have spent a good couple of days 
just crying over the loss of my marriage. I felt like I had 
failed, that there was more I could have done and should 
have done. I accepted the full weight of the collapse of 
our marriage. The mere fact that I filed for divorce, that I 
had left him, added to my sense of failure.

I am perfectly imperfect and plan to stay that way for 
the rest of my life.
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Imperfect journey
By Thokozile Malina

I want to share the sad story of my abusive marriage.
I was married to a guy called Mpendulo, staying 

in KwaZulu-Natal at a place called Adams Mission in 
Amanzimtoti. I met him when I was very young, still at 
school. We loved each other and life went smoothly while 
we were not married but it changed when we tied the knot 
of marriage. After the marriage the problems started. He 
left me at his home with his parents and went to Joburg to 
work and I only saw the man once in December. I stayed 
the whole year without seeing my husband. I didn’t get 
even one cent from him as only his mother was getting 
his money.

When I was sick I never went to hospital or a clinic. 
Only God healed me. There was nobody around who 
cared for me.

I stayed there thinking it would get better but instead 
things became more difficult. Still, I kept hoping that one 
day my husband and his mother would change.

Then things became more difficult. One day I was 
doing the washing. It was raining outside but when the 
rain stopped I took the washing to the fence, carrying the 
baby on my back and me and the baby fell. I screamed to 
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get a help but instead my mother-in-law came and didn’t 
care. She just took the baby and left me there until God 
gave me the power and strength to wake up and go to the 
river to wash myself.

When I arrived at home with pains she said to me, “I 
was thinking you were dead.”

I fractured my back, feeling pains every day but no 
one cared. I didn’t go to the hospital: no pain tablets, no 
rubbing stuff, and stayed with the pain for six months 
until my husband came and got treatment for me. But 
after that he dumped me again and left me there. Still 
I carried on, thinking my painful experience would get 
better. I worked like a slave, like a domestic worker. I 
woke up in the morning to prepare breakfast, and fetched 
water 5 kilometres away every day, carrying my baby on 
my the back as his cruel mother told me to go with the 
child as she was tired of taking care of him.

When I came home I had to cook lunch and dinner and 
dish up particular foods. When the family had finished I 
had to clean up again. On the day for washing it was 
worse because I had to wake up very early, at four in the 
morning in order to do all the work for the day. I never 
went shopping. I was in the deep end of suffering. The 
only time I went shopping was when my husband came 
in December.

One day while I was relaxing I got a telegram from 
my little sister telling me to come back home urgently. 
I started panicking. On the third day I took my little 
son, only one year and six months and my first born 
of six years and escaped with the little one. I got lucky 
and hiked with women who took me from Durban to 
Johannesburg. When I arrived there no one was happy. 
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They rejected me. Even my mother chased me away and 
told me to go back to my new home.

When I took my baby to stay with my aunt life was 
worse because the people that I stayed with were very 
poor. They had no food and no soap. We were washing 
with the pieces of soap from neighbours, until I borrowed 
money to look for a job. As I didn’t find work life was 
hard. When I fetched my little sister from school I asked 
her why she had called me to come home. She was so 
furious and afraid to tell me what had happened. And 
when I forced her to tell me she said to go to the room 
my husband was staying in and I would see something. 
When I got there my husband was so shocked to see me 
he refused to open the wardrobe and gave me money 
to go back to Natal. While he was at work I broke the 
wardrobe and found the secret: my other sister’s dress 
and her jersey. Then I put on her clothes and went to my 
grandmother’s house. When I arrived, she fainted from 
surprise and shock.

When she came round she was crying so much because 
my sister been with my husband and he had cheated on 
me. My grandmother was confused. The worst thing 
was that when we stayed and sorted out the problem the 
elders wanted to hide the story and keep it secret.

I still need support from others 
to help us with issues. I need 
more support to help other people.
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I started to become violent up until I left and filed for 
a divorce because it was so painful. During this time I 
stayed with my aunt and lived my imperfect life. After 
the divorce I won custody of the kids and shared the 
belongings with my husband. He changed everything so I 
started afresh with my life. I started praying to God that 
I really needed a perfect guy one day.

Then, when I was busy looking for a job there came 
a soft voice saying this is the one. I became afraid but I 
confronted him, and asked for chips and coke because I 
was so hungry. He showed me where he worked and I 
started dating him, and he started to build a house for me! 
I’m now married again and am in the right place. We’ve 
been together for 28 years. Everybody can go forward to 
a good future: My imperfect life is now perfect.

I opened a centre to motivate other women and 
children who have gone through the pain to come up with 
a behavioural change and make a success of their lives.

The name of our centre is Arise and Shine Multicultural 
Projects. I still need support from others to help us with 
issues. I need more support to help other people.
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Nightmares and 
miracles 

by Mavis Smallberg

I am running over fields, up hills, down roads trying to 
get away from the men who are chasing me. I know they 
will catch me. When they eventually do, they take out 
their knives. Long, sharp. They cut me up into individual 
chunks of meat. The actual cutting is not painful and I 
can see that each chunk is still alive. Now I have to put 
myself back. This is where I wake up. The dream never 
ends with me being in pieces.

There are faces at the car window. A man opens the 
door and jerks me out of the car. He runs off with me, 
leaving the others behind. I am running across a dark 
field, through bushes, being pulled along over stones, pot 
holes, tree roots. Only his tight grip on my arm prevents 
me from falling.

Some distance away from the car he throws me down 
to the ground. I feel a sharp stone under my back. I see 
the moon moving between fluffy clouds. Something about 
the moon being up so high, so bright, so all seeing, that 
urges to me call out to God for help.
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But this is no angel. This is a brute, a devil. He is 
pulling at my clothes and bangs my head against the 
ground, smacks me hard in the face, “Wat se God help 
me. Hou jou bek!”

I hear sounds, heavy voices of rough men and footsteps 
thudding in the dark. He puts his fingers to his mouth and 
whistles: They don’t arrive. I ask him about his mother, 
his sister. He listens. Then he bangs my head against the 
ground. My teeth shake. He tells me to go. Somehow I 
manage to get up from the ground and run. It’s no use. He 
chases after me, kicks me down to the ground. Asks me to 
do it again. I refuse. It makes no difference.

I am hurt, bruised, battered, bleeding. Little pieces 
of me everywhere just like in my childhood nightmares. 
Suddenly I am at a police station. My mouth tells the 
policeman. He is not interested. I know that I am not 
going back again.

At home my hands throw away my bloody underwear. 
My feet take me to the doctor. The waiting room is silent. 
A few women patients sit on chairs against the walls, 
paging through worn, out-of-date magazines. Suddenly 
I want to jump up, upend the stupid glass table, send the 

For years I ignore God. He 
did not rescue me. Slowly and in 
silence I put my pieces together. 

They do not fit well, but I manage.
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magazines flying, stand on my chair and shout, “I was 
raped last night!”

I swallow the urge. I do not like the doctor. He says, 
poking around in me, “He penetrated very deep,” to 
nobody in particular since there is no nurse and I know 
that already. Later my stomach heaves and repeatedly 
throws up its contents outside the kitchen door. My head 
pounds. My legs carry me to college. My brain dully 
takes in information. My heart is cracked into small red 
bleeding pieces. My mind moans. My thoughts flap from 
this to that like a sheet billowing in the wind, twisting 
itself round and round the washing line until the pegs 
snap and it dangles limp and forlorn, trailing its corners 
in the dust. My tongue does not speak.

For years I ignore God. He did not rescue me. Slowly 
and in silence I put my pieces together. They do not 
fit well, but I manage. After a while, I start pondering 
about God’s intervention. There could have been physical 
mutilation, murder, gang rape. That perpetrator dragged 
me away from all of that. I don’t know why. Grudgingly I 
give God the benefit of the doubt. The memory blurs. My 
tongue still does not speak.

Twenty-five years later, I am on a residency living 
mainly alone in what appears to be a haunted house. 
My childhood nightmare returns. Intensifies. Night after 
night violent dreams assail me. Dreams of murder, blood, 
mayhem, rape. I wake up each morning at about 4:00 am 
sweating and exhausted. One night I have a particularly 
horrendous nightmare. Motionless I listen to the sound 
of the foghorn droning in the early morning hours. I 
feel drained, empty, lame. Slowly I open my eyes, find 
the strip of light shining under the door from the passage 
light, still on; the cupboard, the chair, the books. Nobody 
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and nothing else. The house is dead quiet. Still I do not 
move. Wait for my muscles to catch up with my brain. 
The dream is a blur but my body is aware of its violation 
again. Again. There is no one to confide in. No one who I 
can trust enough to listen to the inexplicable. Who would 
believe me if I can hardly believe it myself in the clear 
light of day? So embarrassed and confused, my tongue 
does not speak.

In desperation, I turn to God. Remembered when, at 
14 on some evangelist’s field, I gave him my heart, as they 
say. Remembered how I waited for a miracle to make 
me feel different. Nothing happened. I didn’t realise that 
dedication and nurturing were required. Not wanting to 
be associated with excessive Christian emotionalism that 
I saw around me, I told nobody.

But now I start to pray. Journal about my experiences. 
Go to the church that has fortnightly evening services. 
Experience a miracle. Slowly a deep realisation grows 
that God had witnessed my confession. That He had 
watched over me all those years even when at twenty-
one I was trapped with the wicked in another field. The 
certainty that God was there that moony night out on a 
field in among the bushes overwhelms me. A slow memory 
emerges ... the attacker whistling and no one answering.

But whatever might or might not have happened, I had 
called upon the name of the Lord in the hour of my need, 
as they say, and He had answered. Praise Him! Perhaps 
the dreams were just that – a wake-up call to remind me 
in whom I can put my trust.

And I have found all the pieces of my body, they fit 
together well. I am alive and whole and have found my 
voice. My tongue speaks!
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Perfect world
Anonymous

I am an African woman, brought up in an era of strong 
Africanism coupled with the apartheid era. The too gave 
birth to women who were naturally oppressed, uncertain 
thus becoming imperfect. I wish to indicate that these 
imperfections are caused by what I mentioned and also 
coupled with us not accepting ourselves, pulling others 
down and also being victims of stereotypes. These in the 
end are what make us women the most perfect creatures 
in the universe.

As women we mostly find it difficult to accept ourselves 
as we are, the way God made us. Those of us born fat 
struggle throughout life trying to lose weight as we are 
deceived by the models as they appear on television. 
The continued use of lightening creams wherein women 
struggle to change themselves to be lighter. It is somewhat 
surprising that the liberation has not made us women 
realise that we are now well recognised as good as the 
white women. We are unable to accept and understand 
our own situations. We are born totally different from 
one another but we fail to understand that it is all for a 
good reason.
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We struggle to try and make our children be like 
those of our next door neighbours. We further make our 
partners suffer in wishing they were like celebrities we 
know of or like the man next door, not knowing that 
the lady next door also wishes she had your husband 
as father of her children. These are so frustrating to us, 
our partners, our children as well as our relationships in 
totality. With all these struggling we are at the same time 
getting to understand ourselves better and also improving 
where we can and accepting what we cannot change. This 
in the end proves that these imperfections lead us to being 
the perfect us.

We are as women folk regarded as cheeky, nagging as 
well as not forgetting past hurts. These are both justifiable 
and also not. The girl child is at times bound to be cheeky 
as she fights the constant irritation from the boys in class 
as well as on the roads from school or during weekends. 
Women are the ones who have a lot of changes in their 
bodies, frustrating ones for that matter. The changes are 

When a man abandons a family, 
the poor woman will be blamed for 
not taking good care of him. The 

blame comes mostly from the women 
not the men, how unbearable this is.
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brought by growing up as well as childbirth. This thus 
affects us psychologically and we are unaware that we 
become cheeky at most times. The house chores are also 
too overwhelming for us and we try to keep it to ourselves 
as we suffer, this also leads to us being cheeky too.

The men tend to be usually taking long in doing or 
carrying out things that we both wish to accomplish, 
which is the reason why we are said to be nagging as we 
always want things to be accomplished. As it is said we 
are from Venus and men from Mars – our brain boxes 
are different. Our brain has a number of compartments 
where a lot or maybe everything that happens in our lives 
is stored to eternity. We are thus very forgiving but find it 
very difficult to forget. Our being cheeky, nagging and not 
forgetting anything keeps those around us on their toes 
fearing to be shouted at, nagged nonstop and reminded of 
what they may have done every time they do something 
else. This is how we get to make this a perfect world.

The so called “Pull her down” syndrome is very 
prominent among us women. We tend to find it 
fascinating when a woman suffers. We rarely find it in 
our hearts to get fellow women out of trouble, be it in 
any form. Maybe it’s the fact that in science like poles 
repel. It is possible that it is difficult for us to compliment 
one another. We find it easy to blame a woman for the 
wrong doings of others, more especially their husbands, 
partners or just men in general. When a woman is raped, 
the man is rarely blamed. The one who is supposed to 
be the victim is blamed for leading the rapist on through 
dress, being in the wrong place or through actions. It is 
funny how women and girls must always live their lives 
trying to duck calling rape to come to them.

When a man abandons a family, the poor woman 
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will be blamed for not taking good care of him. The 
blame comes mostly from the women not the men, how 
unbearable this is. How it pains me the way we tend to 
feel so bad when a man is treated badly by his wife but 
find it okay if it is a woman who is made to suffer. What 
a world! Women will without shame tear one another 
fighting for a man who will go boasting as he feels more 
of a man.

I always ask myself why on earth they always get away 
with murder. With all these flaws causing one another 
pain all the time we tend to learn from our mistakes 
though sometimes very late in life. We at the end of the 
day use the experience gained to teach others and thus 
make the world go around.

We as the women folk are self-made victims. How 
many a time have we allowed ourselves to be robbed: from 

For the mere fact that we come 
into this world holding in our hands 
strong characteristics of perseverance, 

thoughtfulness, understanding, 
persuasion, wisdom and above all 
love, we are able to conquer the 

victimisation we face on a daily basis.
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our virginity, roles of leadership, our surname, expression 
of feelings, our freedom, endless the list may be! It is only 
two out of ten girls who have lost their virginity without 
knowing it. Women will always shy away from being put 
in challenging positions which were going to empower 
them. If we look back into how we are lured out of our 
homes, giving up our identities. Some women can cut 
your throat for calling them on their names that you’ve 
known for your lifetime, let alone their maiden names.

We are even robbed of our freedom as we sign to be 
submissive to men for the rest of our lives. We tend to 
submit to suffering under the banner of God’s instruction, 
I really do not accept then that a loving God may submit 
us to suffering. We are bullied into doing things we do not 
like in the name of love. I just wonder if that is really love. 
Reported and not reported cheating may amount to 80% 
of the world’s relationships. The people cheating most are 
men. My God they still get away with it!

For the mere fact that we come into this world holding 
in our hands strong characteristics of perseverance, 
thoughtfulness, understanding, persuasion, wisdom and 
above all love, we are able to conquer the victimisation 
we face on a daily basis. We also struggle to solve the 
stereotypes imposed on our lives.

Trying to get away from bringing one another down, 
we are getting to understand that we are who we are 
due to uniqueness. We also understand that the nagging, 
being cheeky and not forgetting spices our lives too.

Acting positively in all these situations and also aiming 
to claim our birth right to “BE” is what moves us to being 
the most perfect beings on mother earth.
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Dikeledi’s story
by Thabile Makgobotloane

Dikeledi was a ten-year-old girl who grew up in a rural 
area of Kwa-Xhentsa in the Eastern Cape. At three years 
old her mother passed away and her father remarried. 
Her father and stepmother continued to have three more 
children. When she turned seven years old her father got a 
job in Johannesburg, Gauteng, and left Dikeledi with her 
stepmother and siblings.

Her stepmother started abusing her physically. She 
woke her up at 2:00 am to go fetch water from the river 
during the winter season. Before she went to school 
she had to cook, clean and bath her siblings. When she 
refused, her stepmother would beat her with a sjambok so 
she would not attend school until the bruises disappeared. 
One day Dikeledi came home late from school. She had 
a debate in class but when she got home her stepmother 
grabbed her with the neck and tried to strangle her 
although she managed to run away.

When her father returned for a visit she told him 
everything that had happened in his absence but he did 
not believe her. Instead he beat her, and told her not to 
sleep in the house. That night, poor Dikeledi slept outside 
in the freezing cold.
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The following morning she was found dead. Her 
parents were both arrested for child abuse and murder. 
Neighbours told police how the parents abused her and 
that the night before her death, they heard Dikeledi crying 
so loud asking for forgiveness.

Let us fight and stop woman and child abuse.
She will be sorely missed; her spirit will live on in 

stories like these. Let us not forget her and many others 
like her.
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All about choices 
by Malebo Maditla

Growing up I wanted to be so many things, an astronaut 
but then I realised that my maths is pathetic, then I wanted 
to be on TV, a writer, lecturer and so many other things 
... Now that I have grown up I am still to decide what my 
passion is ... My life is but a maze of ideas and unfinished 
projects and courses. My CV is my witness ...

I thought I wanted to be a wife to somebody but three 
months down the line I found myself at my unhappiest, 
not because there was anything wrong with him but 
because I, Malebo, did not know what I wanted out of 
life. So I broke off my traditional engagement to this man 
and continued to live in the single lane.

I laugh when I hear strangers and colleagues and 
friends saying they envy me, they envy my carefree 
existence ... I come and go as I please, I travel, I party, 
hell, I am that woman who is always happy and chirpy. 
Sounds perfect, right? 

I sometimes feel that I am under-living my life, that I 
should be a communications guru at my own company 
but I am not and you know what’s funny, I am loving 
every moment of it ... What I am actually trying to say is 
that as long as you are happy and content with the choices 
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you made in terms of your life then you have nothing to 
feel sorry about ... Do not live your life trying to please 
everybody – it is a futile exercise.

Life is all about choices ... choices that only you can 
make and if your choices make you happy the better; I 
may not be where any of you expected me to be at this 
point of my life but I am okay with it. My idea of perfect 
might not be the same as yours and that is also okay. 

Experience is a good teacher and it is wise to learn 
from it and also wise to learn from the mistakes of others 
because you can’t live long enough to make them yourself. 
I have learned earlier in my life to stop measuring my 
successes with those of my friends or peers; after all what 
is the true measure of success? Driving a BMW? Living in 
the suburbs? Getting married? Having kids go to schools 
you can’t afford? 

Well, like I said, life is about choices that make you 
and only you the happiest, same as a perfect existence ... I 
am perfectly happy with my imperfect existence.
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About the 
contributors

Zahra Abba Omar was born in May 1998 in 
Johannesburg, South Africa. She is a scholar, a feminist, 
and a lover of Motown and Rooibos tea. She is also a 
former Potterhead, hence the subject matter of her poem 
‘Hermione’. She writes poems and short stories when she 
is meant to be concentrating in class. This is her first time 
writing for POWA.

Melanie Jayne Carstens married in 2008 but divorced her 
husband in 2013. She started taking art classes in 2012 
and still enjoys the weekly class, and has met a wonderful 
group of women. At home her hobbies/interest are less 
structured; however, her constant activities range from 
reading to knitting and crocheting. She will dabble in just 
about anything and her latest activity is that of upholstery. 
She even revisited the childhood-taught craft of paper 
mache, and she is now the proud owner of a 100% piggy 
bank made from recyclable material. There are projects in 
various stages of completion, as she tends to move on to 
something else quickly before finishing.
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She grew up mostly in a quiet town in the Cape 
Peninsula, and has a very close family. At present, she 
is living with her boyfriend, a pug and two cats. The 
couples’ animals are their fur kids, as neither of them 
have children.
She has only ever dabbled in writing. It was at her 
mother’s urging that she submitted to POWA. Her mother 
was insistent that she writes her story as she could see the 
therapeutic benefits more than Melanie could.

Yvette Hess (née Adams) was born in Cape Town in 
1986 but moved to the Free State in 1993. She completed 
her schooling in Gauteng and pursued various types of 
careers and study options. After falling pregnant with her 
first son, she moved back to her place of birth where she 
explored her love for poetry further. As a single parent, 
she often faced harsh criticisms endured by young women 
and used it as a way to instil strength within herself. 
She initiated a society for parents at university, chaired 
a student organisation and served as a transformation 
officer in her student council. She did this while pursuing 
her studies full time and raising her son. Two years later, 
she is now a mother of two, wife and (still) young woman 
as a consultant in Cape Town. She releases her poetry and 
other ramblings on her blog – www.yvecorner.wordpress.
com – when she has free time. For Yvette, poetry is a 
way of facing reality, mirroring the trials and joys of the 
reality she faces daily.

Gladys Katane is a 42-year-old, stay-at-home mother of 
six wonderful children. She loves books, and reading and 
writing is her passion. She doesn’t talk much but she writes 
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much. When she puts pen to paper, she becomes a whole 
new person. She just glows and words just pour out. She 
is passionate about women’s issues and wishes she could 
do more. She is grateful for the platform and wishes that 
more women could reach the services of POWA.

She is happy with the changes made to her work 
as they will help her learn more about how to write 
properly. It is a learning journey and she loves learning 
because it empowers one to strive for excellence. She 
says: “To me POWA represents a lifeline, a sanctuary 
for abused women, a place of hope and restoration. It 
is a pity that women in our rural areas can’t reach your 
services especially in their time of need. I was touched 
by the incident of public humiliation of women by taxi 
drivers a while ago, and I said my God, when will all of 
this end? Thanks to your organisation, there is hope for 
the hopeless.”

Malebo Maditla is a 41-year-old woman, born and bred 
in Mabopane (a township north of Pretoria). Single and 
not planning on getting married any time soon, she is a 
mother to two kids, Mbuso 11 and Onthatile 16.

She writes in her spare time whether sad or happy .She 
loves travelling, movies and reading as well as socialising 
with her friends. She is very smart, witty, funny and easy 
to get along with and she enjoys her own company too.
She is between relationships at the moment (that means 
I have no boyfriend, or girlfriend for that matter). She is 
currently employed in a facilities management company. 

Thabile Makgobotloane is a 55-year-old lady who has 
lived in Dobsonville, Soweto for over 25 years, now with 
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her 32-year-old daughter and 24-year-old son, as well as 
her loving 9-year-old granddaughter. She was married 
for a period of 28 years in an abusive relationship which 
ended after she filed for a divorce in November 2013.
She is currently working for SABC in Auckland Park 
Johannesburg as a team assistant for the drama unit, 
where she assists the team with administrative duties. She 
has been there since January 2007.
Her passion is to work with the community in which 
she lives. In previous years she was one of the committee 
members of the Dobsonville Extension Three Residents 
Association (DETRA) where they were mandated to 
raise funds in order to build a community hall and a 
crèche. The Association also worked hand-in-hand with 
the councillor to facilitate training to those community 
members who showed an interest in becoming teachers at 
the crèche. Part of the training included early childhood 
development as a short course. She worked in the 
Association as the only women among 10 men since most 
women were reluctant to be committee members. 
Her other role in the community is to work as a ‘street 
committee member’, where she ensures contributions 
towards bereaved families. She is also a coordinator of 
the community crime stop patroller’s forum within the 
neighbourhood. 
She is involved in her church committee where she helps 
to plan and arrange women’s conferences. As part of her 
responsibilities she helps to identify and invite speakers 
to the conference. This becomes an opportunity for the 
women to discuss challenges which they encounter and 
how to deal with them.
She enjoys listening to gospel music in her spare time, and 
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she believes in making time to pray as well as going out 
with her daughter. 

Refilwe Makgolo is 34 years old and she is a native of 
Katlehong on the East Rand. Due to the political unrests 
and instabilities in the area, she was taken to the former 
homeland of Bophuthatswana, in Mahikeng. She was 
raised by her mother’s aunt, who was a strong widowed 
woman who raised her and her sister with love. She was 
very strict though. 

In 1995 they moved back to Katlehong to live with 
their mother. That’s when all the tough lessons of life 
began. In 2001 she moved back to Mahikeng to her gran, 
to finish her Matric. In 2003 she enrolled at FUBA School 
of the Arts, but due to financial constraints she couldn’t 
finish her diploma. After that she embarked on a journey 
of trying to better her life. She did a computer literacy 
course, after which she worked in the retail industry but 
it wasn’t fulfilling because it wasn’t the arts. 

She left retail and worked as an office administrator 
for the computer college where she studied. She also 
studied part time at the Market Theatre Laboratory. She 
is currently living with her mother, older sister and her 
twin nieces. 

She loves reading, writing and she has the ability to 
observe and analyse situations and she is a good listener, 
which makes it easier for her to write. 

Moloko Matsena was born 41 years ago in Pretoria. She 
has two older sisters and two younger brothers. She grew 
up in a home full of love and support. God trusted her with 
two beautiful souls; a daughter Leatile and son Lehutso.
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She believes she was born to care, nurture and teach. 
It’s only natural that she is a nursing sister by profession. 
She is also involved in a professional body that aims to 
restore and maintain the dignity of this humble profession.

Another interest that is close to her heart is uplifting 
the wellbeing of women. She gets invited to events to 
talk to women on topics ranging from self esteem and 
sisterhood to self-love.

In her spare time she watches documentaries, reads 
and enjoys spending time with family and friends. Her 
favourite poem, ‘Desiderate’, was written in 1927 by 
American writer Max Ehrmann. It has shaped her life and 
she shares lessons from it with those she interacts with.
Her grandmother used to tell her lots of stories while 
she was young, and ever since she has taken pleasure in 
telling stories herself. Most of the short stories she writes 
she then shares with her family and friends only. She was 
asked to write articles for the newsletter at her place of 
work.

The poem she wrote for POWA came as an urge 
from her mother Sefularo who believes in her daughter’s 
writing. Her exact words were: “I know you will touch 
someone with your words.” She enjoyed writing the poem 
‘I am woman’ and hopes those who read it will also find 
pleasure in reading it.

Mandlakazi Nduli was born on 22 December 1975 in 
Malungeni location, a small village in Ngqeleni about 30 
kilometres from Umtata. She is the fourth of six children 
of the late Mr Tollie and Veronica Ndulela Ncoyini. She 
grew up in a very loving extended family because her 
parents worked far away from home. Her father was a 
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prison warder and her mother was a teacher. 
Growing up under the strict but loving supervision of 

her late grandmother, she did her primary education at a 
local school called Langalakhe Junior Secondary School. 
Since it is every parent’s dream for his or her child to 
get the best education, she was sent to a Roman Catholic 
school, St Patricks J.S.S. She then proceeded to Zingisa 
Comprehensive High School where she matriculated in 
1992. From there she went on to do her Bachelor of Arts 
in Communication and she graduated in 1996. 

In 1997 she worked for a community newspaper 
Pondo News as a journalist and advertising sales 
consultant. After a short stint she moved on to a more 
corporate environment at Caxton Magazines (BONA 
magazine). This is where she developed her love for the 
Xhosa language as she was working as a translator. She 
left the magazine in early 2002 with the dream of starting 
her own business. After doing a couple of odd jobs she is 
currently running a corporate gifts business.

In 2012 she started a reading club (an NGO) called 
Ikamva Lethu Reading Club to encourage pupils to read 
for enjoyment and to enhance their reading skills, and 
most of all to develop the indigenous languages. The aim 
of the reading club is to encourage pupils to know their 
mother tongue. Currently she is based in Alberton and 
married to a wonderful man and they are blessed with 
three children. During her spare time she likes to read and 
jog around her neighbourhood. 

As mentioned before she has witnessed how women in 
the villages sacrifice everything to send their children to 
the best schools with the aim of attaining best education 
but along the way kids forget their language and culture.
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Sibusiwe Nkomo wrote this poem when she was a Grade 
6 pupil at Basa Primary School in Protea Boulevard, 
Johannesburg.

Dimakatso Sebolai is 35-year-old Noetic queen raised 
in the dusty streets of Meadowlands “Ndofaya”. She 
was raised by the late Elizabeth Sebolai single-handily 
alongside her two sisters. Apart from inspiring and 
healing woman with her poetry she also studies CIMA 
(Chartered Institute of Management Accounting). She 
worked for five years at Multichoice in which her last 
two years was as an accountant. She realised that she was 
born to be an entrepreneur and recently opened her own 
business, which she partners with her fiancé. She is also 
a mother of three beautiful children, two boys and a girl. 
She has recited and performed her poems all around 
South Africa using her art to inspire and encourage 
abused women. She faced and overcame the demon of 
abuse herself through her poetry. 

She is a dreamer and believes that anything is possible 
for those who believe in the God within them. She is an 
idealists who stops at nothing to make her dreams come 
true. 

Her leisure time is not complete without a road trip, 
outdoor adventure, anything from bungee jumping, quad 
bike ride, mountain climbing and many more. She has a 
larger than life character which continues to shine in her 
life and the lives of others.

Giulia Simolo is a 34-year-old woman living in 
Johannesburg. She is of an Italian descent but was 
born and raised in South Africa. From a young age she 
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has loved the written word. She currently works as a 
freelance journalist for online and print media. She has 
been published in magazines such as Cosmopolitan, Elle, 
Woman’s Health and others. Novels and short stories 
have always been a comfort and inspiration for her. She 
writes to reach others, perhaps make people think of a 
topic in a new way, or just entertain them. 

Her great passion is creative writing and she recently 
completed the Curtis Brown Creative Six-Month Online 
Novel-Writing Course which was led by author Nikita 
Lalwani. It is a privilege to be included in this anthology 
for POWA, an organisation she greatly respects for its 
ability to help and empower women, and therefore 
empowers the world. Words are the most powerful 
vehicle we possess! 

Born in Cape Town, Mavis Smallberg was an English 
teacher for a number of years. As Congress of South 
African Writers (COSAW) founder member, she facilitated 
countless writing workshops for youth, workers and 
women’s organisations and performed both individually 
and as part of a group, for and with various community-
based organisations in and around Cape Town during the 
1980s. She is published in American, Dutch and German 
publications, as well as South African anthologies. These 
include: Breaking the Silence, A Century of South African 
Poetry, Essential Things: An Anthology of New South 
African Poetry and Siren Songs: An Anthology Written 
by South African Women among others. Her work has 
featured in A Poetic’s Resistance: Women Writing in El 
Salvador, South Africa and The United States, Women 
on War: An International Anthology of Writing from 
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Antiquity to the Present, Women Writing Africa, and 
Imagination in a Troubled Space: A SA Poetry Reader. 
She is currently a freelance heritage practitioner, educator 
and writer.
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New Dawn is POWA’s tenth anthology in the series Breaking the 

Silence. It contains entries from Perfectly Imperfect (2015) that we 

didn’t have space for. POWA celebrates a decade of women’s writing 

by having produced ten anthologies of different themes, namely:  

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

2010 – Love &  

Revolution

2011 – Sisterhood

2013 – Breaking the Silence: 

Special Edition

2015 – Perfectly Imperfect

VISION

‘A safe and equal society intolerant of all forms of violence against 

women and girls in all their diversity, where they are treated with 

respect and dignity and their rights are promoted.’

MISSION

‘To be a feminist organisation that provides professional services that 

comprise advocacy, training, psycho-social support, legal support and 

sheltering to survivors of violence. POWA is committed to enhancing 

the quality of life of all women and girls.’

Contact POWA on 011 642 4345 or  

visit our website www.powa.co.za 
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