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This is an extract from the book Nobody will ever kill me. It is a true, inspirational story written by Mbu Maloni, 
about his struggles growing up in poverty in a broken family and on the streets. Through his unfailing belief in 
education, he managed to write his matric, get off the streets and write this book. 

In this extract he talks about his experience of family and how he, and his friend, never really had a clue growing up 
what the word ‘love’ meant. 

Families, families, families. I really don’t know 
what a family is. Some people say it is a father, 

a mother and children. But I hardly know any 
families like that. I know adults who have split 
up with their partners and have half families 
here and half families there – and maybe a 
quarter family somewhere else. Usually, when a 
man meets a woman or a woman meets a man, 
they start with having sex with each other, and, 
sometimes, they call it love.

Some of them move in together for a while 
and pretend to be happy. You don’t have to wait 
long for the day they start arguing. The next 
step is: they shout. Then they fight. They throw 
things at each other. Sometimes the men beat the 
women. Sometimes the women cheat with other 
men. When men have sex with other women, 
it’s not called cheating. When men make babies 
with other women, they mostly don’t care. They 
don’t care about the babies or the women or 
themselves – not even about Aids. That’s why you 
see so many mothers with kids without fathers. 
Does any of this make sense?

The best family I ever met was one that you 
might call a ‘child-headed household’: Mrs 
Naki and her two siblings. The second best is 
a small Children’s Home with kind childcare 
workers, most of them young adults and all from 
Masiphumelele, who look after kids who don’t 
have anyone to take care of them …

At the time that I’m speaking about, Atie [my 
friend] and I honestly did not know what a family 
was. Neither of us wanted to marry and have kids, 
although, of course, there was the challenge that 
there were some quite attractive girls around. But 
how to be friends with them? No idea. Maybe sex, 

yes, when we were a bit older – soon.
But this thing called love, or even having our 

own family in the future? No idea …  ■ 

FAMILIES

Nobody will ever kill me
Mbu Maloni
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Love is 
the sound  

of children in the 
 park on a sunny day – 

laughing from their bellies 
as they play. 

 Love is 

listening to 

each other, 

even when 

we’re angry.

Love is saying sorry and 

meaning it.

Love is rem
embering 

I don’t like raisins.

What is love to you? Or what is family to you? 
Write a short poem about love or family.

Write a poem

Love is 
knowing that 

my life would suck 
without you in it. 

Love is taking turns 
waking up for the baby.

Love is the pain I feel when I see my brother cry.

Love is waking up and  getting to lookinto your eyes.

Love is you 

holding 

my hair back 

when I’m spilling 

my guts out.

Love is coming home 

and seeing you with an 

apron, busy preparing 

supper.

Dear Mom
Petronela Six Shisaku

Remember the day I was born?
When you counted my ten fingers 

and toes?

Remember the day I opened my 
eyes?

Remember the first words you said 
to me?

And the promises you promised?

You said, “Welcome, my baby girl”

I promise to love you
In good times
And in bad times
In sad times
And in happy times

No matter what happens
Between us, we will always be 

together
And deal with the problems together
Because it makes our love stronger

And if I know what love is
It is because of you.

 Love is w
hen 

you’re a
ngry at them but smile 

the moment they appear.

Love is seeing good in everyone.
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It’s None of Our Business
Lauri Kubuitsile

Chapter 1

“S o what did you think of that lesson? Mma 
Mogomotsi is my favourite teacher,” Monica 

said as they walked to the shade tree where they 
liked eating their lunch.

Tebogo walked with her. She’d been quiet 
all morning and Monica wondered what was 
bothering her friend. Monica walked slightly 
ahead, sat down on the bench and opened her 
lunch box. When she looked up she saw Tebogo 
standing, holding the tree, her eyes closed. She 
seemed to be swaying.

Monica put her lunch box down and jumped 
to her feet. “Are you okay? Tebby? Is something 
wrong?”

“I’m … I’m fine … I … just felt a bit dizzy for a 
minute,” Tebogo said.

Monica took her by the shoulders and guided 
her to the bench. “Sit down. Maybe it’s the heat.  
Let me go get you some water.”

Monica picked up her cup and ran to the tap 
and back. She gave Tebogo a drink. Then she 
thought it would be good to splash some water 
on Tebogo’s neck to help her cool down. It really 
was very hot and Tebogo had her school blouse 
buttoned all the way to the top button.

Monica pulled the collar away from Tebogo’s 
neck at the back and then she saw it. She gasped. 
Tebogo pulled the collar away from Monica and 
adjusted it back around her neck. “I’m okay now,” 
she said, pretending nothing had just happened. 
“The water helped, thanks. I’ll be fine.”

But Monica couldn’t ignore what she saw. “What 
was that? It looks like a bruise. What happened?”

“Nothing. It’s just stupid. I burnt myself … I 
… um … I ironed my shirt and put it on before it 
cooled off. It’s nothing. I’m fine.” Tebogo opened 
her lunch box carefully as she always did, so 
Monica couldn’t see inside. But Monica knew what 
was there, the same as always: two slices of plain 
bread. “Let’s eat. The bell will soon ring,” said 
Tebogo.

Monica knew she was lying about the burn. 
That was not a burn. It looked like a bruise – like 
someone had grabbed her hard or tried to strangle 
her. Monica always felt bad for Tebogo, but now 
she was really worried. What was going on? She 
watched Tebogo eat tiny bits of the bread. She 
ate like that as if to make the bread last as long as 
Monica’s lunch, which today was leftover chicken 
and rice from the night before.

Monica tried to share her food with Tebogo 
but Tebogo would always make excuses and give 
reasons why she couldn’t take it. Sometimes 
Monica won, sometimes she didn’t. Today she 
decided she would win.

“Eish! Chicken and rice again!” she said, looking 
down at her lunch box, disgusted. “When it’s my 
father’s night to cook that’s all he ever makes, 
and this entire week my mother’s on second 
shift. Chicken and rice, chicken and rice until it 
is coming out of my ears!” Monica pushed the 
container toward Tebogo. “Please, can we swap? 
I’ll be eating chicken and rice again tonight, I just 
know it.”

Tebogo handed Monica her bread and Monica 
tucked in. “What a relief!” she said, folding a slice 
of bread in half and taking a big bite.

Tebogo smiled and began eating the chicken 
and rice in her slow, methodical way.

What happened to Tebogo's neck? What  

should Monica do?

Chapter 2
Tebogo took out her English homework. She loved 
English. Tonight she needed to read a short story 
and answer the questions Mma Mogomotsi had 
given them. The story was about an old woman 
who lived in the desert, a woman who could see 
the future. Tebogo wished she knew a woman like 
that. She’d like to know her future. She was sure it 
was going to be good. She was sure it was going to 
be better than her life so far.
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She dug in her school bag for her lunch box. 
Inside was the rest of Monica’s chicken and rice. 
She’d saved some so she could eat it for supper too. 
Monica’s father was a good cook, no matter what 
Monica complained about.

Tebogo read as she ate, and didn’t hear the key 
in the lock of the door until it was too late.

“You’ve got every light on. This house is a 
Christmas tree!” Tebogo’s mother said when 
she walked in. She switched off the outside light 
Tebogo had left on so that her mother could see 
her way up the walkway, with its uneven concrete.

“Dumela, mme,” Tebogo tried, though she could 
see already that her mother was in a bad mood. It 
was probably better she kept as quiet and small as 
she could.

“What’s that smell?” Her mother had her nose 
in the air. “What is that? Have you been at the food 
again? Have you?”

Her mother was tall and big, and she grew even 
bigger when she was angry. She came up to the 
table where Tebogo was working and yanked her 
to her feet by her arm. “Didn’t I tell you that food is 
measured out for the month? You get your share, 
don’t you?”

She dragged Tebogo to the pantry at the back 
of the tiny house. Her mother switched on the light 
and they both looked down at the padlock on the 
food cupboard. It was still firmly locked. Her mother 

took a key from around her neck and unlocked the 
door. She moved around inside as Tebogo waited 
nervously outside. She knew she’d taken nothing but 
that didn’t mean she’d avoid punishment.

Her mother came out of the pantry with a packet 
of biscuits and the things she needed for tea. She 
pushed past Tebogo and went to the stove. Seeing 
that she was free for now, Tebogo silently went back 
to the table.

She struggled to concentrate on her work when 
her mother was around. The older woman turned on 
the radio to listen to the obituaries. Her mother loved 
hearing about who had died. She was happiest when 
there was a funeral she might attend for someone 
nearby. The programme finished and she packed all 
of the tea things and the remainder of the biscuits 
in the pantry and locked it up, putting the key back 
around her neck.

“I’m off to bed,” she said. She switched all of the 
lights off, even though Tebogo was not yet finished 
with her homework. “Can’t be wasting electricity. 
You always think you’re so special, wasting money 
like I don’t have to go down on my hands and knees 
scrubbing floors at the hospital every day. You’ll 
learn once you’re grown.”

She went into the only bedroom in the house 
and locked the door behind her. Tebogo slept on 
a mat in the sitting room. She waited until she 
heard her mother lightly snoring and then opened 
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the front door carefully and carried her book bag 
across the street, and along past two streetlights to 
the one that was still working. She sat down in the 
dust, opening her school books and the last of the 
chicken and rice. Now she forgot about everything 
– except for the woman in the desert who saw 
everyone’s futures.

What do you think about Tebogo's home life? 

What would you do if you were Tebogo?

Chapter 3
The whole night Monica could not think about 
anything except the bruising on Tebogo’s neck. 
They’d been friends since they were in Grade 
3. That was before Tebogo’s father died in a 
mine accident. After her father died, about three 
years ago, Tebogo stopped inviting Monica to 
her house. She never spoke about her house or 
her mother or about anything that happened at 
home. She only spoke about school and about 
how one day she’d go to university and she’d 
make something special of her life.

Still Monica felt she needed to tell someone 
about what she saw. She thought of telling her 
parents but she knew they’d blow everything out 
of proportion. They always did. She just wanted 
someone to check and make sure Tebogo was 
okay, that no one was hurting her. By morning, 
she decided the best thing to do was to go to Mma 
Mogomotsi. She trusted her. She knew she’d do 
the right thing.

She got to school early and was glad to find 
Mma Mogomotsi already in her class.

“Can I talk to you for a minute, Ma’am?”
“Sure, come in, Monica. What can I do for 

you?”
“I think Tebogo has a problem.” Monica 

explained about the mark on Tebogo’s neck and 
how she never seemed to get enough food. About 
how she, Monica, was scared something was 
going horribly wrong.

Mma Mogomotsi listened and then said, “I’ll 
speak to her today. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure she 
gets the help she needs.”

Monica left feeling better. She was sure Mma 
Mogomotsi would take care of everything.

That day when the English lesson was over, 
Mma Mogomotsi said, “Tebogo, can you remain a 
minute after class please?”

Monica turned to Tebogo. “I’ll see you later.” 
She left smiling.

Mma Mogomotsi waited until all of the other 
students had left and then closed the door and 
asked Tebogo to sit down at her desk. Mma 
Mogomotsi sat down at a desk next to her. 
“Tebogo, I’ve been noticing you seem a bit down. 
Is something wrong?”

Tebogo was afraid she’d not finished her 
homework properly. She had struggled to read 
under the yellow light of the streetlight. Maybe 
she’d missed something? “Did I do something 
wrong?”

“No.” Mma Mogomotsi brought her hand 
forward to stroke Tebogo’s arm to assure her, but 
Tebogo pulled away. “Is there something wrong 
at home? Something I can help you with?”

“No, everything’s fine at home. My mother 
works at the hospital now, as a cleaner. So 
everything’s fine.” Tebogo stood up. “Can I go? I’ll 
soon be late for science and Mr Mohammed gets 
very angry if we’re late.”

Mma Mogomotsi nodded her head. She 
watched Tebogo leave. She couldn’t just leave 
it at that, but she didn’t have the authority to do 
an investigation. Only the headmaster had the 
authority. She headed for his office.

Mr Sebina sat behind his desk, frowning at 
some papers. She knocked and he said, “Tsena!” 
without looking up.

“Mr Sebina, do you have a minute?”
He looked at her as if he was going to say no, 

but then said, “Okay … but only a minute. I have 
this form from the Ministry and they want it by 
the end of the day.”

Mma Mogomotsi quickly explained all she 
knew about Tebogo. “She’s so quiet and scared all 
of the time. I think something’s going on.”

“Did you see the bruising on the girl’s neck?”
“No, Monica Olebeng reported it.”
Mr Sebina smiled. “Oh yes, Monica – quite a 

dramatic girl if I recall.”
“Yes … maybe, but if you’re trying to say she’s 

making it up, I don’t think so.”
“I know you care a great deal about your 

students and this is a good thing. I know Tebogo 
– she’s just a quiet girl who likes to keep her 
business to herself. There’s nothing wrong with 
that. It’s none of our business. If there’s a problem 
I’m sure the social workers who are trained in 
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such things will uncover it.”
Mma Mogomotsi left the office. She felt like 

she’d let Tebogo down when she needed her most.

 Should Mr Sebina be saying, "It's none of  

our business"? Should it be his business?

Chapter 4
Monica waited to hear something. Tebogo said 
nothing about talking to Mma Mogomotsi. Mma 
Mogomotsi said nothing too. It seemed like Mma 
Mogomotsi was trying to avoid her. Monica was 
getting worried. What if nobody was going to help 
Tebogo?

It was Friday and Monica didn’t like the idea 
of Tebogo being all alone for two days. Friday was 
a big night at Monica’s house. Her father called it 
‘Family Night’. Her mother made fish and chips 
and a nice dessert for supper. And after supper 
they all played games together, like Monopoly or 
mmele or chess. Her father liked repeating his 
nerdy saying: “The family that plays together, stays 
together.” It was against the rules to invite people 
over on Fridays, but this time Monica felt she had 
no option. “Tebogo, can you come home with me 
for dinner? My mother asked me to invite a friend 
over for games night and I forgot all about it until 
now.”

Tebogo thought about it. Friday night she knew 
her mother often stayed out late, often not coming 
home at all. She’d never know Tebogo wasn’t there. 
“Okay, sure.”

They walked to Monica’s house, which was not 
far from the school. “What kind of games do you 
play?” Tebogo asked.

“Any. What do you want to play?”
“I like Scrabble. Do you have it?” Tebogo asked, 

her eyes brighter than normal.
“Sure we can play Scrabble.” Monica was happy 

she had decided to invite Tebogo over. She hadn’t 
been over to her house for months. Whenever 
she had tried to invite her, Tebogo always had an 
excuse for why she couldn’t come. Monica only 
ever got her there by tricking her in some way.

Monica’s family lived in a modest house. It had 
a patch of green grass at the front, with a border 
of flowers and a big vegetable garden at the back. 
Monica opened the front door, calling, “I’m home!”

Her mother came from the kitchen wiping 
her hands on a dish towel. At first she looked at 
Monica, confused, but then she realised the girl 
with her daughter was Tebogo. “Why –Tebogo! I 
never would have recognised you! You’ve grown so 
tall and thin. Too thin. How about I give you a big 
slice of cake and some milk? The cake is just out of 
the oven and I need a taster.”

Tebogo and Monica sat down at the dining-room 
table with their cake and milk just as Monica’s little 
sister, Maipelo, came in. She sat down and looked 
at Tebogo for a minute before talking. “How come 
you’re here?”

“Don’t be rude, Maipelo,” Monica said. “Mama 
told me to invite her.”

Maipelo went to the kitchen complaining that 
“if Monica gets a friend I want one too”.  Monica 
knew that Tebogo could hear everything in the 
kitchen. “Ignore her. She’s just a brat,” Monica said.

Monica’s father came home and they sat down 
to dinner. Tebogo ate in her slow way but Monica’s 
mother didn’t mind. She kept putting more food 
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on Tebogo’s plate. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, if you 
don’t finish it all I’ll just pack it up and you can take 
it home with you.”

Tebogo smiled at her.
After dinner they played Scrabble until Tebogo 

had beaten them all three times in a row. Tebogo 
wasn’t keeping track of time, but eventually she 
looked at the clock and saw it was already past ten. 
“Oh! I need to go.”

Monica got up to walk Tebogo home, but her 
mother put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll give you a 
lift,” she said.

They drove quietly, the bag of food sitting 
between them. Monica’s mother broke the silence 
when they pulled up to Tebogo’s house. “If you 
need anything, anything at all, you come to us. 
We’ll always have space for you in our house.”

When Tebogo got out of the car she thought she 
saw Monica’s mother crying.

Why did Tebogo lose track of time? What  

do you think of Monica's mother?

Chapter 5
Tebogo quickly slipped into the house and was 
relieved to see her mother had not yet returned. 
She got out of her clothes, put on her nightgown 
and lay down on her mat in the corner of the 
sitting room. She was happy. She loved being with 
Monica’s family. She fell asleep smiling.

A few hours later she heard her mother 
fumbling with the lock. Someone was with her, a 
man. Tebogo stayed very still, hoping they’d think 
she was sleeping.

“Hey, baby, get it open. I can’t wait much 
longer,” the man said.

Tebogo’s mother said, “Shhh … there’s a kid. We 
need to get in the bedroom first.”

Tebogo could hear that they were drunk. Her 
mother turned on the overhead light. Then Tebogo 
remembered the bag of food Monica’s mother gave 
her. It was on the table. She hoped so badly her 
mother wouldn’t see it. She had meant to hide it so 
she would have food for the rest of the weekend.

She opened her eyes a little and saw the man 
pushing her mother onto the sofa, his hands on her 
big breasts, kneading them like dough. But then her 
mother saw the bag. “What’s that?” she slurred.

She opened it and started eating Monica’s 
mother’s cake. Tebogo was not sure what came 

over her but suddenly she shouted: “Leave that. It’s 
mine!”

Her mother and the man looked at her, where 
she now sat up on her mat. Tebogo’s mother came 
toward her, knocking her leg on the table. “Who 
the hell do you think you are? This is my house! My 
house! Do you hear me? I own everything in this 
house – even you!”

She pulled Tebogo from the mat and slapped 
her hard across the face. Tebogo fell to the floor 
and her mother lunged towards her. The man, 
much older than her mother Tebogo could see 
now, grabbed her. “Leave the kid alone. She didn’t 
mean anything,” he said.

Her mother struggled for a bit but then gave in. 
“Go and wait for me in the bedroom. I’ll clean the 
mess up and be there just now,” he said, smiling at 
Tebogo.

Tebogo was surprised her mother did as she 
was told. Once her mother was in her bedroom 
with the door closed, Tebogo grabbed up all of 
the food and pushed it back in the bag then hid it 
under her blankets. “Thanks mister,” she said.

“No problem. What’s your name?” he said, 
sitting on the mat next to her.

“Tebogo.”
He leaned towards her, and to her shock, 

pushed his hand under her nightgown. Tebogo 
stayed still, still as stone, and wished she could 
disappear. He reached his long fingers into her 
panties and she closed her eyes and tried to be 
anywhere else but where she was.

“When are you coming to bed, baby?” Tebogo’s 
mother shouted from the bedroom.

“Just now,” the man said. He got up, smiling at 
Tebogo. He put his finger in front of his lips and 
said to her: “Shhh! Our little secret, Tebby. Neh?”

What should Tebogo do?

Chapter 6
Tebogo waited in her blankets. She could hear the 
man and her mother but pretended she couldn’t. 
She tried to think about Monica’s house and her 
family but they seemed far, far away. Nothing as 
nice and good as the night she spent with them 
could exist in this terrible house.

She hid under her blankets and waited. After 
some time she heard them moving around. “I need 
to get to work,” the man said.
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“I’ll see you later then,” Tebogo’s mother 
replied.

They walked to the door and after Tebogo 
heard him leave, she got up.

“Go back to sleep,” her mother ordered, 
heading for the bedroom.

“I need to tell you something.”
“Now? It’ll wait until morning.”
“No, it won’t. Your boyfriend touched me.”
“Touched you? What are you on about?”
Tebogo stood up now. She stood tall and 

straight. She would tell. “He reached under my 
nightgown and in my panties and touched me. He 
told me I mustn’t tell. But I’m telling.”

Tebogo wasn’t prepared for the hard slap. First 
one, and then another. “You’re a filthy child! A 
filthy liar!”

“I’m telling the truth.” Tebogo didn’t care any 
more. Her mother could beat her, she could kill 
her if she wanted, it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter 
what happened to her any more.

“No! Jocks is a good man, he would never 
do that. You must have told him to do it to you. 
I won’t have it! Jocks is moving in and I won’t 
have a filthy girl like you living here with us and 
messing up everything. Get out! Get out now!”

Tebogo grabbed what she could of her clothes, 
her school uniform, her books, and wrapped 
them in her blankets. Her mother grabbed a 
kitchen knife and was pacing back and forth like a 
mad person. “Get out! Get out of my house! Filthy, 
filthy girl!”

Tebogo wouldn’t wait for her to use the knife. 
She walked out of the door into the cool night. 
She heard the lock click behind her and the chain 
slide into place.

What will happen to Tebogo now? What  

would you do?

Chapter 7
Tebogo wandered the dark city streets with her 
blankets. She found an open storeroom at the 
edge of the park near the centre of the city. She 
went inside and closed the door behind her. 
She didn’t know what she was going to do. She 
decided to wait in the storeroom until the sun 
came up.

She fell into a restless sleep, but was woken up 
when she heard the door open. “Hey! What are 

you doing in here? You can’t sleep in here. This is 
city property.”

Tebogo looked up at the tall man standing over 
her. He wore overalls with ‘City Council’ printed 
on them. She stood up, gathering her blankets 
together. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know where to go.”

“You better clear out of here quick or I’ll call 
the police.”

Tebogo walked into the icy cold morning. The 
sun was barely up, just a thin strip of light in the 
east. She walked, carrying her blankets, up the 
road towards a hotel. She found a broken suitcase, 
with some wheels, in the rubbish tip behind it. 
She put her blankets in the case and tied it shut 
with a piece of long plastic. It was easier to move 
around with the suitcase.

Tebogo spent Saturday and Sunday roaming 
the streets of the city, pulling her suitcase behind 
her. She ate the rest of the food Monica’s mother 
had given her. At night she tried to sleep in 
corners where she thought no one would find her, 
but they always did. Two older boys who tried to 
steal her suitcase. A policewoman who told her if 
she kept idling about she’d put her in a cell. An old 
man who said he had a nice warm bed she could 
sleep in at his house. But he spoke in a voice just 
like her mother’s boyfriend so she got up and ran. 
She spent most of the two days running away 
from people.

But there was one thing she knew – come 
Monday she would be in school. School was what 
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would save her, what would make her future 
something to be happy about. It was the only 
thought she clung too.

Monday morning early she pulled her suitcase 
into the filling-station bathroom. She washed herself 
with the soap from the dispenser and put on her 
school uniform. She wasn’t sure what she would 
do with the suitcase while she was at school, but 
she thought she might hide it somewhere nearby. 
She couldn’t bear to let Monica know what had 
happened.

She came out of the bathroom and thought she 
heard her name: “Tebogo!”

She looked in that direction and saw Mma 
Mogomotsi filling up her car with petrol. “Tebogo! 
Let me give you a lift to school.”

She climbed into Mma Mogomotsi’s car with 
her suitcase. She was embarrassed about it but 
said nothing. Mma Mogomotsi said nothing either 
and Tebogo was thankful for that. They drove in 
silence. At the school, Mma Mogomotsi parked her 
car. Tebogo started getting out and Mma Mogomotsi 
stopped her.

“I need to help you,” she said.
“I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. You need to let people help you, 

Tebogo. I spoke to Monica’s mother. She was worried 
about you. We went to your house and your mother 
said she wouldn’t have you there. My God, Tebogo 
what have you been going through?”

Tebogo saw tears in Mma Mogomotsi’s eyes. 
“Don’t cry; it’s not so bad,” Tebogo said. “I’ve 
managed.”

“Will you go and live with Monica’s family?” Mma 
Mogomotsi asked the question as if she would die if 
Tebogo said no. “If you do that, I’ll at least feel better. 
Feel that I helped you in some way.”

Tebogo nodded. She knew she would be safe 
at Monica’s. She knew that it really was going to 
be better. And that it was safe to dream about a 
future again.  ■ 

Why was Tebogo reluctant to take help from 

people?

She is safe when…
Zimkhitha Mlanzeli

She is safe because I am her keeper
I will not watch her turn black and blue from his 

fists and boots
I will not stand by like it’s not my business

She is safe because I am her sister
She is safe because we are her village
We will not entertain comments about how she 

asked for it
We will not question what she wore, said or drank

She is safe because we are her community
She is safe because he is her equal 
He will not whistle at her, call her names or 

shame her
He will respect her words, her body and her life
He is safe because we blessed raised him right

Am I next? 
Ernia Khumalo

We live in the fear of ‘Am I next?’
We no longer feel safe.
The people we admired and genuinely trusted
turned into the scariest animals we ought to fear.

No human ever in the world deserves to be treated 
like a piece of trash.

But here we are, experiencing the pain and sorrow 
we tried to counteract.

Our fragile hearts and minds are easily tempted by 
the world.

Let’s not let these ludicrous savages dictate our future.
We all have the power to shout a tremendous: NO!
We all have the power to freely enjoy our right to 

embrace our vanity.
To all women out there.
You are loved, treasured, precious and generous.

Talk about it
"It's none of our business." What is 
the danger of this kind of attitude?
What are ways that young girls like 
Tebogo can be helped?
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If I could  
have known
Thabo Ramahlo

If I could have known,
I would have said No,
You asked to marry me,
I said Yes, I Do,
But I didn’t know
I was marrying a lion,
Because I can’t breathe 

around you,
I don’t feel safe around you,
I feel like I am prey,
You can attack me anytime.
You are supposed
To make me feel happy,
But yet I am sad,
You turned me into
Your punching bag,
When your kids see you,
They hide under the bed,
They are afraid of the lion 

that you are at home,
Last time I saw your smile,
It was at our wedding.
Now all you do is roar
Like a hungry beast in the 

jungle.
I thought you were a human,
But you’re a hyena
In a sheep’s skin,
How do you feel?
Seeing me crying like a babe,
How do you feel?
When your own kids are 

afraid of you?
But if I could have known,
I would have said No.

Dear Father
Hector Bululu

I’m Hector.
Your first child
I’m the son you were desperate for
The child you used to beg for
Every day when you were with mom
But she used to change the subject
She was just 16 and scared
Not ready to be a mom

I’m Hector
The son you abandoned
After mom told you:
Sithandwa, I’m 3 months pregnant
I want to tell you that I’m still alive
And a grown man now

Just so sad that (tears falling)
Hurt that (crying)
The woman you impregnated and left 

alone
Not knowing what to do – died  
(May her soul rest in peace)
After 27 years depressed,
With no one by her side
Only the helpless son she gave birth to

You got her disowned, remember?
Chased away with me in her tummy
Like a dog with no one to go to

Remember the money you gave her
To have an abortion?
She used it for something else.
It would have made you crazy
If you had heard it back then.
With that money she bought me 

clothes, food and nappies

Dear Father
I wish to know wherever you are
What kind of a father are you?
If you had found me a sister or brother

Were you not planning to run away 
from their mother?

I feel like asking but I’d rather not
Nc! Nc! Nc!
I’m just imagining calling you father
I’m not so sure if you deserve to be 

called a father
But for the sake of this letter this will 

have to do,
So …

Dear Father
Today I want to know
I want to know the whole truth
The whole truth that made you 

abandon me and mom.
What had I done wrong to you?
To make you hate us and forsake me 

this much?
I so wish one day you’d come to me
And I could talk about the 27 years 

without you
Talk about everything you put me and 

my mom through.
Talk about life without you
Talk about how good we were,
Me and mom without you.
Let you know how I wish
You were the one dead, not her
Dear Sir
For now this letter ends here.
Yours sincerely
The Son you Abandoned,
H.M.BULULU.
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Buzz! Buzz! Her phone kept buzzing. It was him. 
He’d been trying to call her. She would not answer.
Buzz! Buzz! Buzz!
“Geez!” she yelled, picking up the phone.
She read his messages. It was nothing new. Just 

the “Baby, I’m sorry, I won’t do it again, I’ll make it up 
to you tomorrow” tone she was used to.

“Stop lying!” she typed. She didn’t have the 
courage to confront him. She erased the typing, only 
to hit send on an “it’s okay” message. She lied to him 
and herself: it wasn’t okay.  She definitely wasn’t okay.

“Great, I knew you’d be okay. I’ll pick you up 
tomorrow,” he texted, and was gone.

He’d made her feel alive, giving her that adrenalin 
feeling of being someone she’s not, doing things 
no good girl should be found doing. Yet, with all the 
excitement, emptiness came too. Emptiness knew 
her name and became her unwanted friend. She 
hoped he would ease the emptiness she felt inside, 
the emptiness she could not explain.

He was good-looking, she felt attracted to the 
bad boy look, one earring in the ear, baggy jeans 
and oversized jerseys. A rapper. A musician. The 
town’s player – and he wanted her. She was a young 
19-year-old, inexperienced and naïve, the shy girl 
who preferred reading books indoors to partying in 
the clubs. Never even been kissed. He knew she was 
a good girl and she knew who he was.

Everyone warned her against him but those 
warnings fell on deaf ears. She didn’t listen when 
they told her, “Be careful.” Instead she’d say, “You 
don’t know him like I do.” In her prayer time she’d 
feel a whisper warn, “You’re playing with fire.”

She didn’t see the harm in a little attention from an 
older boy. Never in her wildest dreams did she think 
the horror stories of what happened to other women 
would happen to her. And by someone she knew.

The day it happened, the day a part of her was 
stolen, she remembers all too well. In the middle 
of December, a week before Christmas and a few 
days before his birthday, a birthday gift he took for 
himself instead of her giving it to him.

She woke up early that Tuesday morning, washed 
her hair, made sure she looked and smelled good. She 
had cute tight shorts on with a tight top that showed 
her cleavage. He had already changed the way she 
saw herself – she needed to look and be sexy for him, 
or else he might get bored. She prepared herself to 
see him, only him, to spend time with him, nothing 
more than a kiss wrapped in his cuddles.

He opened his car door for her and she couldn’t 
help but smile; everything that made her feel hurt 
about him vanished when he held her and smiled.

“Hello, beautiful,” was all it took and her heart 
smiled again.

Driving with him made her happy; it seemed like 
the sun smiled on his face, radiating on him, turning 
his hazel eyes to green. She loved his eyes; when he 
looked at her it was as if an angel looked at her.

He drove recklessly; she felt a sense of danger 
and alarm as they sped through the streets. “Not so 
fast!” she said, grabbing hold of his arm.

“Relax, babe, you’re safe with me,” he winked.
She decided to believe and trust him. Although 

his small, ugly, light grey Uno felt so unsafe, he was 
with her, so she didn’t feel the need to worry.

Those green eyes became dark. No longer an 
angel, but a monster ... much stronger than her.

He took her to his room and he became a stranger. 
Little did she know he had always been a stranger. A 
27-year-old stranger who pretended to care about 
her, but only wanted her body, her innocence and her 
perfectly whole heart. He was strong and she was so 
tiny. She thought she loved him, she thought he cared. 
It was then that the light that was so bright within him 
revealed itself as nothing but darkness, darkness that 
had been there all along. She begged him to stop.

She was helpless, alone, broken. Let down by the 
very one she trusted.

Three years had passed by …
The girl she knew then had changed in so many 

different ways. She was tiny then, she’s stronger now.
Although she had kept silent then, she’s brave to 

speak now.  ■ 

He was Stronger, She was Tiny
Tamica Mopp
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Consent is defined as permission for something 
to happen or agreement to do something. 

Consent is crucial when we are dealing with 
the bodies of other people. Before you perform 
any act on another person’s body you need to 
seek and then get permission. Permission and 
agreement that is unequivocal and not coerced. 

We live in a country with insane rape 
statistics. On average, one out of three women in 
this country is sexually assaulted. Men mainly, 
who are strangers or known to the women, 
corner women and then forcibly have sex with 
them. This crime sometimes results in murder 
where a man hell bent on getting his own way 
kills a woman in order to silence her from 
exposing his crime. 

Men need to understand that any sexual 
engagement must be as a result of agreement 
between the two parties. Men cannot seek 
a woman’s agreement with a gun or a knife. 
Consent will be null and void if the woman is 
giving it because she is afraid of receiving bodily 
injuries from the man. 

Consent has to be verbal and not coerced. If 
a man is driving and offers a woman a lift, her 
taking the lift is not consent to engage sexually. 
Her accepting the lift only means she is taking 
you up on your offer to transport her to her 
destination. When in the car the woman deserves 
the same safety conditions she would get if you 
were sitting with her in a crowded bus filled 
with the church congregation. This applies even 
to women walking at night wearing revealing 
clothes. She has a right to wear what she likes. 

When you’re out, consent is not her taking 
you up on your offer to buy her a drink. The 
alcohol and the penis are not an automatic “take 
one and get one free” offer. There have been 
plenty of cases where men have raped women 
claiming they were owed because the women 
took them up on a drinks offer. Such a mentality 
is illegal and immoral. Men who doubt the 
wrongness of my statement can prove me wrong 

and check the veracity of my words by going to 
a club, approaching women strangers to offer 
their penises. In doing this they will see that no 
woman will take them up on their offer. Not even 
if they throw in a bottle of champagne to sweeten 
the deal. 

The fact is women on the whole go to clubs to 
socialise, unwind and listen to music. Any man 
who claims that the acceptance of a drink offer 
is code for accepting sex needs to explain if this 
rule also applies to him getting drinks from his 
friends. 

Even on a date with a woman who has agreed 
to date you, consent is not automatic. Just 
because she has agreed to go out with a man does 
not automatically mean she is agreeing to sex. 
As a man you have to listen for the granting of 
uncoerced permission. A woman who is fighting 
you off, screaming at you to stop and physically 
attempting to get away from you is being sexually 
assaulted. It becomes your duty as a man to keep 
her safe by leaving her alone. ■ 

On consent
Michelle Myeko

Fancy a cup 
of tea?  
In Britain, an advertising company presented the 
following scenario: consent is like tea. You ask 
someone if they feel like tea, and they say yes – 
or no. That doesn’t mean that you can force them 
to drink the tea if they say yes, then you make it 
– but then they don’t feel like it any more … And 
it also means that if someone says they want tea, 
but then they fall asleep, you don’t force them to 
drink the tea while unconscious. It’s as simple 
as that! You are never in doubt if someone wants 
tea, and you never force them to have it if they 
change their minds and choose not to. The same 
goes for sex.
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i remember that night because it turned out to be one 
of the biggest mistakes that I’ve ever made.

I remember the heavenly aroma of freshly charred 
meat on the grill, and the rowdy roars of laughter 
around us. Merriment, pure and utter merriment.

The first time I laid eyes on him, he walked 
across the room, seemingly uninterested in the 
night’s events. I had made up my mind about him 
– he was cold and unwelcoming. I didn’t expect 
anything from this stranger, a simple hello would 
have sufficed; it was a braai amongst friends.

Silento’s ‘Watch Me’ played on the stereo and a 
few of us danced our hearts away, all except him.

“Okay, you’re really being a stiff now,” I thought 
to myself. I was always taught to be friendly and 
welcoming.

I didn’t pay him much attention until he butted 
into a conversation that did not involve him, but 
didn’t stay to defend his frivolous statements. When 
he walked past again I told him that I wanted to 
speak to him concerning what he had said. A naïve 
18-year-old, I knew not a thing about how diabolical 
one man could be. I had unknowingly welcomed the 
devil into my life of innocence.

After my sister and I had told him that he seemed 
full of it, he laughed and defended himself. I should 
have just stuck to my original judgement but I didn’t. 
I was fascinated by his conspicuous indifference to 
the party and I was attracted to him.

We managed to break away from everyone. It 
was just him and me now, beneath the starry winter 
sky. Suddenly he was full of words. We spoke about 
all sorts of things, from interests and hobbies to 
future plans. I remember his eyes lighting up when 
he spoke of wanting a daughter some day, that was 
sweeter than a lullaby.

I felt the strength of his biceps. His words dripped 
out of his mouth like golden honey. He was beautiful.

People’s eyes pierced our bodies, cries and 
calls shot through the air like bullets; however, we 
remained unfazed, our souls locked to one another.

Even though he was older than me, I didn’t see a 
problem. I had never experienced a connection like 
that. Before that night nothing had come close. I had 

never been so attracted to someone … It was deeper 
than his rugged handsome look or the contour of his 
muscles; it was in the way he spoke. Little did I know 
that it would become poison to my soul.

He offered me a lift home and, of course, I agreed. 
His reckless driving would become synonymous 
with the way he handled my heart.

When we pulled up at my house, he asked a 
question any girl would love to hear from their 
crush. “Can I get your phone number?” I gave it to 
him without hesitation because I really wanted to 
see him again.

Before we parted ways, he hugged me. I felt this 
warm embrace for a few moments before he pulled 
away. I had unknowingly welcomed the devil into 
my life.

His smile was the most serene and gorgeous 
thing I had ever laid eyes on.

Motioning to my head, he asked, “And now, what 
is this?”

“It’s a bun,” I responded.
He went on to let me know how much he 

disapproved of my hairstyle.
“It was loose earlier, but then I became hot and 

tied it up,” I explained.
And there it was, the first sign of control. ■ 

SISTAHOOD
MY BODY,

MY RULES
I BELONG

2 ME!

Talk about it
• What are three statements 
that you think would be helpful 
for boys. 
• What are three statements 
that you think would be helpful for girls. 
Imagine you are addressing your younger 
brother or sister.

The Devil Beneath the Heavenly Sky
Adryan Ogle
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It’s not funny
T Thorne

SCENE1

Nosi and Jordan are sitting in Nosi’s room. They are 
browsing through Nosi’s phone and Nosi is distraught.

JORDAN: I’m sure nobody cares, Nosi. He’s stupid, 
just forget it.

NOSI: (crying) You can see the comments. They 
all saw the photo and read what he said. Look 
how many shared it. I can’t, I can’t ever go 
back, Jordan.

JORDAN: Where? To school? What do you mean? 
Don’t be stupid. Because of a silly Instagram 
post?

NOSI: Jordan, if Davis posted this, what will he do 
at school?

Nosi grabs the phone and paces the room, reading the 
post out loud. 

NOSI: “Dis girl think she has a chance with me, 
look at this ugly kind. Yesterday I can see her 
eyeing me so I ask her to come to meet me 
after school. She comes and she’s acting like 
she’s gonna get some action from me so I ask 
if I can take her pic and so the idiot poses. 
Look at this picture. Now tell me who would 
want a hyena like that? Does she think I’m a 
park ranger? Hahahahah”

Jordan buries her face in her hands. Nosi is crying, 
pacing up and down. But she can’t stop. She reads some 
of the comments on the post. 

NOSI: Carmen commented, “Haha Davis don’t be 
so cold. She probably doesn’t have a mirror at 
home. Give the girl a break.”

JORDAN: Stop, Nosi. Please.
NOSI: Mbu wrote: “I’ll take this girl off your hands. 

I like the ugly ones, they easy.”
JORDAN: Just give me the phone. You’re killing 

yourself.
NOSI: (whispering) Maybe I should.
JORDAN: Please. Just give me the phone.

Nosi sinks onto a chair, lets her arms dangle at her sides. 

NOSI: Maybe I should, Jordan. I don’t know how to 
live after this.

Jordan stands up and then bends down to put her arms 
around her friend. She takes the phone gently from her. 

NOSI: Why would he do that, J? I didn’t care if he 
didn’t like me; I didn’t even expect him to. But 
just tell me why he would want to do that to 
me? To make me look like that – so desperate. 
Do you think I’m desperate?

JORDAN: He’s evil, Nosi.
NOSI: He’s not evil. And look at all the comments. 

Is everyone evil then?

Jordan steps back and sits down again on the bed. She 
reads through more comments on the phone. 

JORDAN: Not everything everyone is saying is bad. 
Look at what Neo said. Neo said ...

NOSI: I read it.
JORDAN: Neo said, “This girl doesn’t deserve this 

Davis. #wannabeplayer #loser”

Nosi touches the scars on her face. 

CHARACTERS
NOSI: Schoolgirl, with visible scars on her face
JORDAN: Schoolgirl, Nosi’s friend 
SIPHO: Nosi’s brother
TEACHER: English teacher at school
KAY: Schoolgirl
DAVIS: Schoolboy bully
FRANK: Schoolboy
MBU: Schoolboy

The Devil Beneath the Heavenly Sky
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NOSI: I thought – just for a moment – that he 
could like me, you know? Even though I have 
all this. I shouldn’t have thought a guy like him 
would like me. What was I thinking? Why did I 
go meet him?

JORDAN: How could you know? Why shouldn’t 
he like you? How can you sit here and blame 
yourself when it’s him doing this? Do you 
think you’re the only one he’ll do this to? 

Nosi groans, burying her face in her hands. 

NOSI: I should have known. Of course I should 
have guessed it was a joke. He would never 
like me. I even wondered, just for a second, if 
it was.

JORDAN: But nobody would expect that. I’m telling 
you, he’s evil. Him and that whole group of his.

NOSI: Did you see how many people viewed the 
post? The whole school must have seen 
it. People outside of the school. Everyone, 
Jordan. Everyone saw it.

Nosi takes the phone from Jordan and reads through 
the comments again, groaning occasionally as each one 
stings. There is a knock at the door and then a head 
appears. It is Sipho, Nosi’s older brother. 

SIPHO: I know what you’re crying about.
NOSI: (to Jordan) You see? Even my brother knows 

about it.
SIPHO: Who’s this boy Davis? I am going to find 

him. Where does he live?
NOSI: Sipho, don’t. Don’t make it worse.
SIPHO: How does it make it worse? I’m going to 

make him pay for what he says about my 
sister. He can’t get away with this. 

JORDAN: Maybe you could just speak to him?
SIPHO: Speak to him? Are you crazy? I’m going to 

let my fists do the talking.
JORDAN: But then you will get into trouble.
SIPHO: I don’t care. No one can talk about you like 

that. He needs a lesson. 
NOSI: Wait, Sipho. Let me think about it, OK? 

Don’t do anything yet until I tell you it’s OK. 
Promise?

SIPHO: Ooh sisi, it’s hard to make this promise, 
but yes, for you I promise.

JORDAN: You have a good brother. I think my 
brother would just laugh.

NOSI: (looking at her phone again) Oh, now there 
are even more comments. Even Phillip said 
something. 

JORDAN: Just don’t go on the phone for a few days. 
Leave it now.

NOSI: But I’m going to see them all tomorrow at 
school. And I can’t undo my face. I’m done. I 
knew they hated me, but I didn’t know how 
much. I can’t face it. Maybe I should just get 
Sipho to beat him up.

JORDAN: I know how tempting that is. But it 
wouldn’t solve anything. You know.

NOSI: I don’t know how I’m going to manage. I 
don’t want anyone to look at me. And we’ve 
even got English orals. I can’t face it. I can’t.

What would you do if you were Nosi?

SCENE 2

It is at school the next day. Students are milling about in 
the school foyer. Nosi arrives and everyone hushes. One 
girl sniggers. One boy makes a barking sound and many 
students laugh. Some have sympathy for Nosi but are too 
afraid to speak up. Nosi keeps her head down and walks 
past. Everyone goes to their classrooms. 

TEACHER: I know it’s Monday but keep your 
energy for break. Now quieten down.

KAY: Yes, Davis, calm down, we don’t want you 
exciting some of the girls here.

Nosi looks straight ahead not showing any emotion. Not 
all students are joining in the laughter. Davis’s group 
start joking and play-fighting. 

TEACHER: Davis! Calm down. I need five minutes 
to prepare for your oral presentations, so sit 
quietly.

Davis laughs more quietly, but he and his friends are still 
joking and looking pointedly at Nosi. One of them pulls 
out his phone and takes a photograph of her. The teacher 
is called out suddenly from the classroom by a student 
from another class.

TEACHER: Sit quietly, class, and keep quiet. I have 
to go to the office quick. No phones! Do you 
want me to confiscate them? I’ll be back in 
five minutes.
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The teacher leaves and within seconds the class is rowdy 
again. Nosi’s phone beeps. 

JORDAN: Nosi, don’t look. Ignore them.

Nosi just shakes her head and looks at her phone. A few 
other students look at their phones and giggle. Some 
look but roll their eyes and turn away. 

KAY: Hey, Nosi, I’m saying something nice. I 
said everyone deserves love, even donkeys. 
There’s always another donkey out there for 
you. Maybe Mbu here.

MBU: Haai, shut up, I don’t mess with animals.
KAY: That’s not what you said, you said you like the 

ugly girls, you —
DAVIS: Nosi, you know I was just joking. Some 

girls can’t take a joke. Hey, Sindi! You can take 
a joke, can’t you? You and me, we’re good, 
aren’t we?

Frank, a boy in the class, gets up and starts rubbing 
his hands on his back (as if someone is holding him) 
and making kissing and moaning noises. He speaks, 
pretending to be Sindi. 

FRANK: Oh, Davis! I love you, Davis! I’m saving 
myself for you, Davis!

Everyone is now laughing at Sindi, who has her head 
down. Nosi looks away, still silent. 

DAVIS: OK, Nosi, I’ll make it up to you, I’ll take you out 
this weekend. Maybe we can take Sindi with? 
Hey, Sindi, how about you, me and Nosi?

NOSI: (to Jordan) I’ve got a plan, Jordan. This can’t go 
on.

JORDAN: Please tell me it doesn’t involve Sipho.
NOSI: Wait and see.

The teacher returns, looking at Nosi, and then at Davis. 

TEACHER: Davis, come see me after class please. 

The class, in unison, says “Ooh”. Davis laughs and his friends 
pat him on the back. 

TEACHER: OK, we’re all set. What did I say about 
phones in the classroom? Away! Put them away! 
What’s so exciting that you all need to have your 
noses in them all the time? Can’t you ignore them 
for just one class? 

The teacher looks around the room.

TEACHER: Mbu! I think you can start today.
KAY: Hey, Miss, ask Davis, he can tell us about that 

time he went on safari with the animals, Miss.

The class erupts with guffaws once again. Nosi stands up. 

NOSI: No! Please, Miss. Can I go first?

The class is silent. Shocked. Nosi walks to the front of the 
class. 

What do you think Nosi is going to do?

SCENE 3

The students sit, stunned by Nosi’s boldness. She stands in 
front of them, scanning the room, lingering slightly longer on 
Davis’s face. They fall silent. 

NOSI: We were asked to talk about a big event in our 
lives. I was going to talk about the  accident that 
gave me these scars, but I’m going to talk instead 
about something that happened yesterday. You 
all know about it. It’s all you’ve been talking about 
in this whole lesson. I suppose it wasn’t really a 
big event, not like the accident. But yesterday it 
felt so much bigger. It almost destroyed me.
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She scans the room. One of Davis’s group of friends is 
filming her, sniggering. Nosi bows her head slightly. 
There is silence. And then she looks up at the class 
angrily. 

NOSI: When I was small I had an accident that 
burned part of my face. I survived. And now 
an Instagram post almost destroys me! That 
is just crazy. And that is just wrong.

She pauses, quieter now, more serious. 

NOSI: You know, they say, everyone keeps 
saying I should just ignore them. But I can’t 
ignore them. Not when they choose to make 
themselves seen and heard and felt. Where 
can I go? Must I hide? In my room, ignoring 
them? Must I hide my scars? That’s the only 
way, isn’t it? To make myself invisible, to 
make less of myself. OK, I’m their joke. I’m 
there ...

She holds up her phone. 

NOSI: … on the internet for everyone to laugh at. 
I felt so sorry, you know. For myself, when 
I thought I was so disgusting because I was 
nothing more than a joke, a quick joke that 
you could forget when you swiped to the next 
photo. But me, of course, you know I can’t just 
swipe all that pain away. 

She chuckles without humour. 

NOSI: But then. You made me remember, Sindi. 
Someone sent those Snaps out. They were 
there and then they disappeared. Just 
temporary. Oh, wasn’t it funny? I remember 
when I got it. I think I even laughed too, but 
because I was so glad it wasn’t me. And I 
thought: It’s not permanent, she’ll forget it 
tomorrow. Just ignore it. She must just ignore 
it.

She sighs. But as she talks she becomes more powerful, 
in the end her voice booming across the room. 

NOSI: And now you start going for Sindi again. It’s 
Sindi and me in the firing line. Well, now I’m 
telling you I won’t ignore it. And I’m standing 

here so you can’t ignore me. In the flesh, 
not online. No filter. You must look at me, at 
my face, at my scars, at my pride and you 
can laugh but now I’m looking around and I 
see all the stuff you want to hide and I think 
you’re just like me. Glad it’s not you. 

Nosi points at Kay who is smirking and laughing a little 
at her. 

NOSI: You. I see the way you cover your hair and 
pat it down when you think nobody’s looking. 
You are ashamed, and you don’t need to be. 
It’s beautiful, and when it’s wild you look so 
strong. But you laugh the loudest because 
you are scared you could be next. Online, 
everything’s always just right. You can hide 
all the things you feel ashamed about. But not 
me. I can’t ignore it. 

She points at Mbu. 

NOSI: You just do this to get closer to Davis. I don’t 
think you even like hurting girls because I see 
the way you are when you talk to Jordan. But 
you’re quick, you’re clever, and it comes easy 
to you to make him laugh. And he just swipes 
on to the next thing, forgets you, looks for 
something better to entertain him. 

She looks at the class. 

NOSI: Those of you who watched it all and said 
nothing, I see you and I understand you. 
This is your protection, this silence. Some of 
you wanted to say something. But you were 
scared of ending up like me. You think, “She 
can just ignore it. It will be gone tomorrow.” 
But it isn’t. It sticks on my skin and it burns. 
But ...

She runs a hand across the thick scars on her face. 

NOSI: But I can’t ignore it. It’s still stuck there. But 
I can see it for what it is. Something that scars 
me, yes, but it makes my skin a little thicker, 
a little stronger there. Because I am proud of 
this skin that fights for me and protects me. 
I’m proud of the things that make me so good 
at the things I love. Hell, have you heard me 
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sing? Have you seen me play hockey? Have 
you seen how my friends show their love for 
me because I’m worthy? I may not be worthy 
of him …

She points at Davis and his friends laugh and try to pat 
him on the back but he brushes their hands away. 

NOSI: Because right now I’m worth more. I mean, 
obviously. I deserve better than someone 
who enjoys making cruel jokes about other 
people. Who gets kicks out of being mean. 
What does that show about them? You know, 
I almost let someone else decide for that I’m 
worthless. I almost FORGOT, because of an 
Instagram post that stung me hard, who I 
actually was! So I can’t ignore it, but I won’t let 
it tell me any more who I am. I’ll take the pain 
but I’ll heal. So you can post all you want, post 
this if you want, I don’t care. I will heal, and so 
will you when it’s your turn.

The boy who has been filming Nosi’s speech on his 
phone swivels it to point it at Davis, who is looking 
uncomfortable and shocked at being singled out. 

FRANK: I’m posting this on Insta.
DAVIS: Don’t, you can see I’ll look stupid. Just 

leave it.

The boy swivels his phone back to Nosi. Davis tries to 
grab it from him unsuccessfully and the boy posts it, 
laughing. 

Kay laughs and pulls out her phone. Everybody pulls 
their phones out to see the post Frank has put up. 

TEACHER: Enough. I told you to put your phones 
away! Put them away now. 

Some of the students are laughing, trying to watch the 
video while reluctantly putting their phones away. Davis 
punches his friend on the arm and Nosi walks back to 
her seat. 

TEACHER: Davis! I think you can go next.

A number of students snigger and Davis tries to play 
it cool as he struts up to the front of the class, but he is 
nervous and unsteady. His friend with the camera takes 
it out again and starts filming. Davis opens his mouth to 
speak. 

FRANK: It’s going on Instagram, Davis!
TEACHER: Phones away!

Davis laughs, but he is clearly uneasy. He looks over at 
Nosi who is surrounded by learners giving her high fives. 
He stammers and clears his throat, opening his mouth 
to speak.  ■ 

Talk about it
Why do you think young men like 
Davis feel the need to bully others 
in this way?
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Boys Don’t Cry
Michelle Myeko

M y four-year-old son was invited to a party. I 
went along and it was chaotic. There were 

jumping castles, toddlers, pre-schoolers and 
endless supplies of sugary snacks. The two 
dozen children were all on sugar highs, acting 
like monkeys on crack cocaine. It was exhausting 
to watch. I sat with other mothers watching our 
children play.

There was a mother who had the most adorable 
twins of about three years old: a boy and a girl. 
During the festivities the little boy came to the 
mother crying. He had fallen and grazed his knee. 
He limped over to her and there was blood oozing 
out. She kneeled down to inspect his knee and told 
him in a no-nonsense tone that it was just a little 
scrape and therefore nothing to cry about. She 
dabbed the knee with tissue paper while telling 
him that he was her big man and that he should 
not cry like a girl. She then patted him on his back 
and instructed him to go play with other children. 
He limped back to the chaos of the jumping castle 
and I caught him looking back wistfully at his 
mommy.

An hour later the twin sister came screaming 
that an older girl had pushed her. She declared 
that she was hurt. The mother knelt before her, 
inspecting her for injuries, and there were none. 
When asked to show where it hurt, she vaguely 
pointed to her right shoulder. Her mother then 
scooped the little girl up onto her lap and cuddled 
her, kissing her repeatedly, assuring her that 
the bully girl would be punished. The little girl 
presented her shoulder for kisses to make it better. 
The mother kissed her shoulder, gingerly dabbed 
hand cream on the “hurt” shoulder and cradled 
her until she fell asleep.

So different from how the little boy was treated.
This disparity happens in most homes. There 

are different rules for girls and boys. Women, who 
are the nurturers, treat their children differently 
based solely on gender. Girl children are expected 
to be weak. In fact, I would even venture to say that 
fragility in female children is celebrated. Think 

of all the fairy tales we read to our children. All 
the female protagonists need saving. Cinderella 
is ill-treated in her own home and has to be 
saved by a prince, as does Rapunzel and Sleeping 
Beauty. All these women are fragile and these are 
the stories we put our daughters to sleep with. 
Female fragility is celebrated. All these women 
are rescued by males. Girls are discouraged from 
being assertive and displaying self-efficacy. They 
are often discouraged from getting into physical 
altercations, and they are not encouraged to learn 
the skills of physically protecting themselves. 
Female assertiveness is labelled as aggression.

However, for boys the ability to protect oneself 
physically is expected. Males who opt for dialogue 
instead of violence to resolve conflicts with other 
males are seen as weak. There is also a repression 
of male tears in most homes. Boys in pain are 
discouraged from crying. This has disastrous 
consequences in many ways. Crying is good for 
pain. It helps calm you down by releasing oxytocin, 
which counters stress hormones. It shows other 
people how you are feeling. But little boys are 
taught to have stiff upper lips and to bear pain 
without flinching. This is inhumane. And if boys 
don’t know how to express pain and vulnerability, 
they will only have anger and violence as their 
outlets later on.

In most homes little girls are taught how to sit. 
They are encouraged to take up as little physical 
space as possible. I cannot count how many times 
I was told to put my legs together when sitting as 
a child. In contrast, boys get to splay themselves 
and are allowed to take up as much space as 
possible. Girl children are also raised to cover up 
even in their own homes. A boy child may walk 
around topless in his house; for a girl child to 
do the same would be seen as immodest and as 
inviting male sexual touch. Such instructions can 
have undesired effects. It teaches young boys that 
women in short clothes are inviting the male gaze. 
Girls in shorter clothes are labelled and shamed. 
In worst cases they are sexually violated. Female 
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Talk about it
How do you think things would 
change if boys were given more 
nurturing and comforting when 
they were young?

nakedness is sexualised in homes, whereas the 
same is not done for male nakedness. For the most 
part girls have earlier curfews. They are expected 
to wake up earlier to do chores and are not allowed 
to be in the streets past sundown. In contrast, 
boys get to roam at all hours and do fewer chores. 
So boys conclude that they deserve privileges of 
deciding what to wear, how to sit and how long to 
stay up late for, just because they are male. Such 
upbringing leads to chauvinism. Patriarchy is 
pervasive in how mothers raise their children.

There are so many other examples of how 
the world is an unequal place. A woman’s title is 
always determined by her relation to a man. She 
is Miss if not married and Mrs when wed. The 
same does not apply to men. A boy child is a Mr 

from birth to death, regardless of the relationship 
he has with women. This is because society has 
determined that there is social currency in women 
being married.

We as society need to change the way we raise 
our kids. There should not be different rules for 
boys and girls in the home. This would go a long 
way in erasing gender inequalities, and would be 
healthier for all of us. ■ 

I’m from a place where girls that are seen in 
mini-skirts, chests exposed, are said

to be craving attention from the crowd – men 
especially!

I’m from a place where a decent girl waking up 
after 9 am is an abomination as she’s

the machine to keep the house in order, while 
her brothers sit and laze

I’m from a place where body piercings and 
tattoos are sinful.

I’m from a place where my body is raised and 
treated carefully so I bring wealth back 
home for every penny I ever used.

I’m from a place where man is always right and I 
have no right to my views.

I’m from Durban, Manor Gardens.

Manor Gardens
Denise Mbonigaba
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Chapter 1

“M y name is Phumeza Nana Sitha, or simply 
Nana. And I have many questions,” I tell 

the tall man standing in front of me. His face is in 
the shadows. I look down at his big shoes.

“Ask, Nana.”
“I want to know why I feel different from the 

other girls.”
“I can’t answer that.”
“Is it decided before we are born? That this is 

how our lives are going to be?”
“All I can tell you is that your happiness comes 

first.”
“But how? If I am so small, against a world so 

big?” I wait for an answer but the man vanishes 
before my eyes.

I am flying.
Then falling.
Trying to get back home.
“Kuruku … kugu … u … u …!” Our rooster wakes 

me up from my dream with his loud crowing.
“Nana!” I hear my granny calling me. “Wake up! 

Remember you will be married one day. No man 
wants to pay lobola for a woman who sleeps late.” 
There we go again, me being reminded of why I am 
alive.

“Makhulu, I am getting up now,” I tell her as 
wriggle out from under the blankets.

Behind egoqweni I clean my teeth and wash. 
On the fire stands a three-legged black pot. The 
mealiemeal porridge boils furiously and the lid 
dances up and down.

“Hurry up. You need to catch the bus,” my 
grandmother tells me.

Today I am leaving this place where the rooster 
wakes me up; where I walk down the footpath to 
fetch water from the river; where girls are born to 
marry men. Where I belong, but don’t belong.

“Where about in Cape Town are you going?” the 
woman at the door of the bus asks.

“1783 Sisulu Road, Masiphumelele,” I reply.

“Oh, eMasi. Is that not in Fish Hoek?”
“I believe so.”
She laughs: “You can bring me some fish when 

you come back.”
I just nod then I enter the bus. Just as I sit down 

two men come stumbling down the aisle. The one 
trips and falls flat on his face.

“Oh look, Marvellous. You are hopeless, maaan,” 
his friend complains as he helps him up.

“Join us,” Marvellous says holding up a sealed 
glass container. I can smell forty-seven per cent 
alcohol. He is standing swaying next to me. I know 
that smell from my father.

“No thanks, I am fine,” I tell him.
“No, you are not, you think you are kreva you …” 

He jabs a finger at me as he slurs drunken words. 
Then he stumbles to the back seat.

My dad uses the same remedy: forty per cent 
proof. He takes it on Fridays till Sundays. He has 
no set dosage for it. He just goes until he has no 
notes left to exchange for it. He dances like an idiot 
and sometimes wets himself – only to wake up and 
demand respect.

I close my eyes and hear my sister’s voice: 
“Where about are you now?”

“Sise Dikeni, seyizohamba ngoku. We are 
leaving Alice now,” I reply, although I know she 
can’t hear me.

“Hurry up! Cape Town is waiting for you,” she 
tells me.

Do you think Nana likes the city better  

than her village?

Chapter 2
In the early hours of the morning we arrive in Cape 
Town. I give the driver the piece of paper with my 
address. When I get off the bus I am confused. 
I don’t know how I feel to be here. Far from 
everything I know.

When I stop outside the number on the paper I 

In Search of Happiness
Sonwabiso Ngcowa
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stare and hope it is the wrong address. The shack 
is not even straight. The bus drove past many 
proper houses, but this is where I will be living? 
I wonder if my dad still drinks. And if life will be 
different with him now.

When my mother left me with my granny she 
said she would be back in three weeks. That was 
four years ago. I have questions for both of them. 
The only person I am really looking forward to 
seeing is my sister.

But my family are not the first people to talk to 
me in Masi.

“Good morning. My name is Chinouyazue,” a 
young man greets me, standing in the yard next 
door.

“I am Nana. Pleased to meet you.”
He leans over the fence to shake my hand. He 

has a pair of white shoes on and a spirit level for 
building in his hand. I am amazed by his good 
manners. He speaks to me like a friend.

“Bye, shimwara. I will see you much later, if I am 
lucky today,” he says, leaving for work.

“Bye-bye, Chinouyazue.”
“Please call me Chino. I think it will be easier for 

you.”

Then my mother opens the door. She is already 
dressed.

“Aah, intomb’zana kamama.” She is happy to 
see me. “Sizoncokola ukubuya kwam ntombi. We 
will talk when I come back.” My mother is going to 
char today in Fish Hoek, but she will be back this 

afternoon, she tells me.
My dad kisses me on the cheek, hands me a R10 

note, and then runs off to work too. I hardly have 
time to look at him properly.

“Uphi Asanda?” I ask my mother.
“She worked late shift and should be home any 

minute now,” she tells me as she picks up her bag 
to go.

I have the shack to myself. I must learn to call it 
a house, I tell myself.

My mother has been gone two hours and my 
sister is not back yet when I hear the sound outside. 
I run out as five police vans pull up along the street. 
I see our neighbour, Chino, is in the back of one of 
the vans. He looks through the wire-mesh windows. 
A police officer pokes him in the face with a baton. 
Then the officer turns around and greets me.

“Hello, missy. Do you know this man?”
I hesitate.

What is Nana going to tell the police officer? 

Why do you think Chino has been arrested?

Chapter 3
“We picked these boys up by the four-way stop. 
They are here illegally,” the police officer tells me.

“Are you sure?” I want to stop him from poking 
Chino with his baton. Chino treated me like a friend 
this morning.

But he ignores me as another police officer 
comes over, dragging a frightened young man 
by his collar. “This one claims he has the correct 
papers, so we brought him back. If this is not the 
case …”

“Come, hurry up!” the other police officer 
shouts. “You say you have papers. So where are 
they?”

“Yes. My name is Chenzira. I … I … I came here in 
2000,” the young man stammers.

“I don’t care. If you don’t have correct papers 
you must go.”

I feel like shooting this police officer with a 
million rubber bullets. If this is the way things are 
in Cape Town, I don’t know if I want to be here.

Chenzira runs inside and gets a piece of paper. 
The police officer takes it and grunts.

“But this one – he is coming with us.” He pokes 
the baton in the window at Chino.

“But I have papers. If you let me out I will call my 
sister. She has them …” Chino tells the officer. But 



24

he is already getting back into the driver’s seat of 
the van.

“Just wait! Just a minute …” Chenzira runs to 
the spaza and comes back with a loaf of bread. He 
hands it to Chino with a few green notes. Chino 
stares out at me. He is saying a lot with his eyes, but 
some of the things I can’t make out. And then  
I watch as tears come.

I go inside my house and stay there for a long 
time. I hate this. That’s what I know in my heart.

I am lying on the bed when I hear my sister’s 
voice. I run out to see her kissing a man at the gate. 
He pulls her up close. His mouth is against hers. 
Kissing. I can see his tongue.

“Sis!” I think. How can they suck the inside of 
each other’s mouths like that?

“Sisi, what were you doing with that man at the 
gate?” I ask her as she comes in. It’s the first thing  
I say before we even greet. I can’t help it.

“You must learn to close your eyes, wena,” she 
replies and then hugs me tight. It is good to see her. 
I tell myself that I will close my eyes next time.

“You want to get pretty?” she asks me as she 
gets a basin from outside. “I’ll do my hair then I’ll 
do yours. I am going out later.”

“With that guy?”
She just laughs. “You have to learn lots of new 

things here in the city.”
I watch as she puts stuff on her face that makes 

her look powdery. Like a picture in an old book. She 
sprays her hair with hairspray that smells strong, 
like the cleaning stuff Granny uses. The heat gun is 
brought terribly close to her hair and scalp as she 
starts to straighten hair. She sprays again.

The bottle says “Keep below 25 ºC” I think 
to myself, and wonder what happens if the 
temperature goes up to thirty-one degrees. Now 
she’s looking at me in that certain way, like I need to 
say something about her hair.

“You look pretty, my sister.” I force the words out 
of my mouth.

“Oh, thank you,” she says. “I will do your hair 
just the same.”

No thank you, I think. I don’t want to look like 
her. I don’t want some guy’s tongue in my mouth.

Will Nana change now that she is in the big city? 

Do you think she should let her sister change  

how she looks?

Chapter 4
Down Sisulu Road the drain overflows onto the road. 
Dogs bark and give a man rushing to work trouble. On 
Ntantala Road people are queuing, some still in their 
morning gowns, for amagwinya.

I am on my way to my new school.
“What is your name again?” a girl asks me, like I 

have told her before. She looks me up and down.
“Nana. Nana is my name,” I tell her.
She leans on the gate of Masiphumelele High 

School.
“No earrings. Is there a problem?” she asks. 

“You’re new here.”
“You don’t know me.”
“Oh, okay. About the earrings. Is it by choice that 

you don’t wear earrings? You know, you don’t make 
those kind of choices here. These boys won’t look at 
you.”

“I don’t care if boys don’t look at me,” I tell her. I 
think of the man in my dream.

“You want a boyfriend, don’t you?” She looks at me 
like I am crazy.

“Vuyiseka, Vuyiseka!” her friends call her.
“Please come meet my friends.” She has a smile 

on her face when she says this. I walk into the school 
grounds with her, and over to a group of girls.

“Guys, meet Nana. She does not believe in 
earrings.”

“Hi guys.”
“Hi Nana – get yourself a pair of earrings,” the one 

called Yandiswa says.
“I will consider that advice, thank you Yandiswa.”
We go into the school’s main hall for our first 

assembly. This year is said to be the busiest, jam-
packed with activities, the principal tells us. A 
week from now the school will have a modelling 
competition.

“Guess what, Nana. We are going to watch you 
strut your stuff on stage very soon,” Vuyiseka says.

“I don’t think so. Modelling is not my thing, you 
know.”

“That is where you are wrong, Nana. Modelling 
is so a girl thing, you know,” she says, snapping her 
fingers. “Why do you think us girls have to make sure 
that we grow up with no stomachs and very slender.”

“Guys, please, I am not entering the modelling 
competition.”

“Shut up, wena. What is the matter with you? That 
body is not to be hidden under baggy pants and big 
jerseys.”
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“It is my body.”
“You have to show it to the men and let them 

chase!” They all laugh.
This conversation is making me feel sick. I don’t 

want to be part of the modelling competition but it 
looks like I don’t have a choice.

After break Miss Ngele calls out my name as one 
of the girls who will be taking part in the modelling 
competition. Oh, my word. How did this happen?

“You are all to meet at the main hall today after 
school at three o’clock. Do not be late.” Her voice and 
words are painful to me.

“What is your name?” Miss Ngele asks me.
“My name is Nana.”
“You need to do something with your hair. And 

how on earth can you enter a modelling competition 
without earrings?”

If only she knew that I didn’t enter the 
competition. Someone must have entered my name 
for me.

“Mam, I actually did not enter this competition …” 
I try to tell her. But she is not hearing me.

“I do not have time for jokes, wena,” is all she says.
High heels and flirty fashion are just not my 

style. I am not sure what I want, but I know that 
I don’t want to be up there on the stage.

All the girls are laughing and giggling as they 
prance down the stage, but I feel wobbly on the high-
heeled shoes Miss Ngele makes me wear. The others 
can’t wait for the boys to see them with their flirty 
moves. Sometimes I wonder why I am not interested 
in what boys think. Sometimes I ask myself the 
question: Why do you feel so different? But I am 
afraid of the answer.

I run home in tears after the modelling practice 
run. I ask and ask myself who would have entered 
my name into this stupid modelling contest. It must 
be one of my new friends but no one will own up and 
tell me. Already I do not like what my new school 
friends are doing to me.

Why is Nana frightened of asking herself about why 

she feels different?

Chapter 5
Early in the morning I go outside. I look over the 
fence into Chino’s yard. There is a girl doing her 
washing outside the toilet. She is wearing a short 
nighty that reveals her thighs and long black legs. 
She has black pantihose wrapped around her head 

holding her hair. I can’t make out the exact words 
of the song she is singing but I catch the words  
“… like a natural woman”.

“Hi, my name is Nana.” She stops singing and 
looks up at me.

“I am Agnes. Did you say Nana?” She dries her 
hands on a cloth.

“Yes,” I say looking at her as she walks towards 
the fence.

“I spoke to a man called Chino here the other 
day. Do you know him?”

“Yes, he is my brother,” she smiles. “He is at 
work.”

“So they let him go?” I ask.
“Yes, for now. I had his papers.” She comes 

closer. “Nana. I haven’t heard that name before. It’s 
pretty. Where are you from, Nana?”

At once I know she is not like the other girls, 
asking me why I am not wearing earrings. This girl 
really wants to know about me.

“And how do you like it here in Masi?” she asks.
“I don’t know.” I tell her about the girls at school 

and the modelling competition. “I have to be a 
certain way, act and look ladylike. They want me to 
pierce my ears. The teacher says, ‘How can you not 
want pierced ears? Every girl wants pierced ears.’”

Agnes laughs. “Then she’s a stupid teacher,” 
and she looks at me in a different way, like she can 
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see what I am thinking and feeling.
“I also feel different from the other girls at 

school.”
“You do?”
She nods.
“It’s just that I am not into those things,” I tell 

her. “All the girls seem to do everything to get boys’ 
attention. I’m not like that. I just don’t see myself 
doing those things.”

“What do you see yourself doing?” She looks at 
me, but I can’t answer her.

And then she is laughing.
“Come on, I have something for you to help you 

in that modelling competition. I have a plan,” she 
says, running to her shack. She comes back with a 
set of earrings.

“You see these? We can clip them to your ears 
instead of piercing. Just for the day.”

“What happens if they fall off?”
“Then you tell those girls you are not ready to 

pierce your ears.”
“I like you Agnes.”
“I won’t let you down,” she says. “I know what it 

is like to feel like you don’t belong. You can count 
on me for anything.”

And I know she is telling the truth.

How does your community treat people that 

they feel are dif ferent from them?

Chapter 6
The day of the modelling competition has 
arrived and there is no turning back. My sister, 
Asanda, is not home to do my nails and make-
up as she promised. Again she slept at her 
boyfriend’s place.

Agnes does my hair. She weaves black artificial 
hair onto my natural hair. This will last only for a 
day. Agnes agrees that after the modelling we will 
rip it off. I want my own look. I think to myself that 
I may come back to this weave look, but right now 
this is not what I feel like wearing.

“Hey girls, I am so sorry I am late.” Asanda 
comes in, drops her bag, and starts on my nails. 
When she works with my face one of my clip-on 
earrings falls off. She is furious.

“Nana, how could you cheat like that?”
“Sisi, I am the one being cheated here. I do 

not want to model. I do not want this look that is 
supposed to be beautiful. I just want to be me.”

“I always felt you were a bit crazy, wena. Now 
that has just been confirmed.”

On stage, Yandiswa walks in front of me. She 
looks like a robot. People cheer her on even with 
that fake smile. It is my turn and my heart is 
racing. When do I stop pretending and just be 
me? Today I have to do it in front of hundreds of 
people.

I walk on, trying my best. Down the ramp I go, 
at speed. Agnes is there in the front row, watching 
me. Then I slip, the heel buckles under me and 
I am falling. She is there catching me. There is a 
gasp from the audience, followed by the giggling 

of hundreds of girls. I hold onto her and don’t 
want to let go. She is the only safe person in the 
hall.

Our principal takes me home in his car once 
they have established that my arm is not broken. 
Agnes brings me painkillers from her house and 
remains with me for a long time.

“Please take these things off my ears,” I ask 
her.

“We need to learn to do things that make us 
happy, Nana,” she says. Then she comes over and 
kisses me on the lips. Hers are soft. They aren’t 
demanding like the lips of Asanda’s boyfriend. I 
kiss her back.
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She closes the door as she walks out. I don’t 
want her to go. I feel a whole mixture of confusing 
things inside.

That night as I lie in bed I think about my 
grandmother’s stories and how wonderful they 
are. She told me about the lady who worked on 
a Sunday and was stolen by the moon. To this 
day we can still see the lady in the moon leaning 
forward to get water into a metal bucket at a river.

I think about Agnes. Is it wrong to feel what I 
feel for Agnes? Have these feelings always been in 
me? Have I known in some deep place, all along, 
why I felt different from the girls around me?

You might be shocked by Nana's feelings.  

Does that make Nana a bad person?

Chapter 7
The next morning I go over to Agnes’ house. 
Standing at Agnes’s door I see her working at the 
table against the wall. Slowly I walk up to her. Just 
before I can touch her on the shoulder she turns 
around.

“Hey, look at you! You must be feeling much 
better.” She has a smile on her face.

“I do, Agnes, thanks to you,” I say to her.
Then she comes close and hugs me. We kiss.
And then everything goes wrong.
I hear a crash.
The door opens.
There is Chino.
But he is not the sweet, gentle Chino I met. He 

walks straight to Agnes and pulls her by her hair.
“You are not supposed to be kissing her, damn 

it!” he shouts angrily. He is yanking her hair now.
“Please stop! You are hurting her,” I scream for 

him to let her go. How could he? I was on his side. 
How can he not be on ours?

“You are supposed to be kissing me!” He is 
furious as he turns to me.

“No ways, that is not what I want.”
“You don’t know what you are talking about.”
“So you know what it is she wants?” Agnes 

is shouting at him. I am frightened for her. She 
shouldn’t have said that.

Agnes’ legs are shaking with fear. Chino is so 
angry. He is shouting and throwing things.

“Just you wait here!” He storms out.
We are left not knowing what to do. Where can 

we hide?

“Let’s climb onto the roof of the shack. He might 
come back even more crazy,” Agnes says.

She helps me up onto the roof from the back 
yard. We look down between the zinc sheets. We see 
Chino barge into the room with Chenzira and some 
other boys.

He looks around.
“They were here a second ago. They were 

doing …”
“What? What were they doing?” Chenzira asks, 

trying to calm him down.
“They were kissing. It isn’t normal. It was 

disgusting!”
“Who, Chino? Tell us who? Who was kissing?” 

Chenzira asks.
“My sister, Agnes, and this new girl from next 

door,” Chino replies. His voice is breaking with anger 
and something else, I think. Something like hurt.

“What are we doing here, Chino? Why did you  
call us?”

“Guys, don’t tell me we can’t fix this.”
“Who are we? That time is long gone brother!” 

Chenzira is angry now: “If you think of doing 
anything wrong to these girls I am not with you on 
that one.” Chenzira turns.

“You are a chicken, Chenzira.”
“If being a chicken means not raping girls, 

because they don’t like boys, then call me a chicken.”
“If anyone is with Chenzira, please walk out with 

him,” says Chino, unsure suddenly.
“You can’t fix how people feel,” Chenzira says, as 

he walks out.
One other boy follows him. And then the last two 

walk out.
Chino remains alone.
We stay together on the roof of the shack. Who 

is to tell us this is wrong? What is important is that I 
have Agnes by my side.  ■ 

What is important is to find happiness  

and hold on to it.

Talk about it
Do you think there is much hope 
for Nana and Agnes staying happy 
in their community?
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Almost a man
Nandipha Tshabane

Nongayindoda (almost a man), Ntombikayise 
(daddy’s girl), Bhuti-Sisi (Male Female), etc. those 

were some of my childhood names. Names were just 
a small part of growing up lesbian in the township. 
The beliefs though took this to another level as I was 
always asked to show my second private part.

Growing up and playing house, I would play the 
role of a father: that seemed natural to me. Come 
soccer time, my name changed to Ace. Ace used to 
be one of the greatest football stars in South Africa, 
so of course I was proud. That gave me a sense of 
belonging with the boys.

However, my poor mother tried to bring me 
closer to girls by buying me dolls. Boy, did I break 
their legs! Then she gave in and bought me cars, 
which I cherished with my heart.

The name-calling only started to hurt when two 
humps started growing from my chest, then it hit 
me that I belonged with the girls. At the time that  
I was trying to come to terms with the fact that I was 
a girl, the humps turned into big melons or ‘breasts’ 
as my mother referred to them. Menstruation put a 
nail in the coffin, I was indeed a girl.

My family did not make coming out any easier. 
My mom and sister referred to being gay/lesbian as 
“fashion, like a pair of jeans” and I would “soon get 
over it”. Then my dad sealed it by asking me “So tell 
me, why are you sleeping with your friends?”

After that the questions continued. Here are 
three questions that I despise the most:

1. So, who is the man in your relationship?
2. So tell me, how do you do it as two ladies?
3. Did you always know you were lesbian?
Being gay means that you not only have to 

find a way to accept yourself, but to also confront 
those who find it hard to accept you as you are. 
The community gets involved. Some people look 
to culture and use the “ancestors are cross” myth. 
Once you think there is no more that can be said 
about that, then religious people start going on 
about it being a sin to be gay or lesbian.

But if God dislikes who I am, why did He make 
me this way, when I did not choose to become 
lesbian? The most amazing part about that is that I 
love God with all my heart and have complete faith 
in Him. I truly believe He will never forsake me.

On being gay
Judy Norton

Gay love is still under threat, a taboo in many 
communities, despite being legal and people 

like media star Somizi and track star Caster 
Semenya being famous positive role models.

You may belong to a religion that says: “Same 
sex love is evil and unnatural!” It’s difficult to 
challenge ideas you’ve been brought up with. But 
societies and religions are always changing as 
the world moves on, and we all need to open our 
minds and adapt.

Here are some facts about being gay. It’s 
always existed, back in ancient Greece, for 
example. Places like Thailand, India, the 
Philippines and Nepal have always accepted 
intersex, trans and gay people as a normal part 
of a population. In Africa and elsewhere, it was 
colonial governments that first made some 
sexual preferences actual crimes.

Modern democracies worldwide protect the 
rights of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 
Intersex and Queer (LGBTIQ) people.

Scientists and rights activists know that 
people are biologically, naturally sexually 
diverse. They are born that way. For the religious: 
God made them that way. It’s human-imposed 
religion and culture that force many people to 
fearfully hide their true sexuality.

It can be hard to accept and act on your 
natural desires as a gay person, especially in 
a traditional community. Everyone assumes 
you are heterosexual (‘normal’) and that it 
is the only right way to be. But gay people 
don’t ‘choose’ to be different. How unfair that 
heterosexuals are able to celebrate their love, 
yet society makes gay people feel guilty!

But, of course, there are gay people 
everywhere! The government’s Human Sciences 
Research Council survey in 2016 found that 
530 000, or 1,4%, of our adult population is gay. 
In most countries it’s around 2%.

We can be proud that our Constitution 
protects everyone. But the law and what actually 
happens in our communities are not yet riding 
together. We still need to work towards true 
fairness and equality for gay people.
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I earned my special ‘Sissy Boy’ stripes
Siyabonga Mahomba

This may sound awfully clichéd, but I will never 
ever forget my first time. It happened on a warm, 

summer, Friday evening, which will forever go down 
as one of the most special moments of my life. I 
had been waiting for that moment for a long time, 
carefully preserving myself for the perfect time with 
the perfect partner. When it happened, it felt like a 
natural progression to a new level of my existence.

I still remember every little detail. In the 
beginning the anxiety of not knowing what to expect 
was crippling and my legs shook uncontrollably. 
Eventually, I started to relax and the discomfort 
subsided; overwhelming pleasure took its place 
inside me.

That night I did not lose my virginity – that is a 
vague memory. That night I finally grew balls, and 
for the very first time I wore an item of clothing 
traditionally designed for women. That night I took 
the first step to a journey of self-actualisation. It began 
with a special pair of vintage, off-white, ‘Sissy Boy’ 
pants, with a high waist and black pinstripes.

Thanks to my accepting and unconditionally 
loving family, I’ve never had to keep my sexuality 
under wraps – which would have been an impossible 
mission considering my painfully effeminate nature. I 
am a proud cis gay man. I love being a man – so much 
so, that I love other men too. However, I have always 
struggled with gender roles and norms. Growing up I 
dreaded going to school because that is where gender 
roles were clearly defined. Boys this side and girls that 
side, pink for the girls and blue for the boys, soccer for 
the boys and netball for the girls. The entire system 
made me so uncomfortable; I withdrew from society 
and found comfort in my own company.

Overtime I became a happy recluse because I 

learnt how to 
escape the dull man-
made principles of society 
by retreating to my imagination. 
I spent my days daydreaming about 
a world that would allow me to be myself 
– a man dressed in women’s clothing. Not a 
transvestite, not a drag queen, and not a transgender 
woman, or any of the labels that society sticks on 
people for its own convenience. I am simply a man, 
and I am most comfortable in women’s clothing.

For years, I suppressed the burning desire to 
walk into the ladies’ side of the shop and pick the 
most beautiful floral blouse. I continued dressing 
up in men’s clothing until I laid eyes on my 
special ‘Sissy Boy’ pants one Friday afternoon. 
They graced a window of a women’s clothing 
boutique, worn by a tall beautiful mannequin who 
looked so sure of herself. I wanted to be like her – 
to look so self-assured and bold, yet so feminine 
and striking. As I walked out of the shop I knew 
that night would be a life-defining moment. A 
moment I get to relive every day. ■ 

The older generation also contributes at this 
stage. This comes in the form of my granny, who 
suffers from memory loss, asking where my 
children are, yet I have never had any encounter 
with a man whatsoever.

The list is long and endless. It has been a tough 
journey but I have finally found and embraced who 
I am. Hopefully one day I can share more on this 
through a book.

The question I’ve often asked myself is, “Do I 
regret everything I went through?”

Well, my answer would be I chose the route to 
happiness, I eventually found it, so that means it was 
all worth it in the end. Never be afraid to fight for 
happiness – inner happiness – for it is the one thing 
that no one can ever take away from you. You don’t 
choose to be gay, but you do get to choose the route 
to happiness, always. ■ 

Write a paragraph (that you don’t need to show 
anyone) about something or someone who has 
helped you on your journey of self-discovery (it can 
be related to sexuality, or how you’ve worked out 
what’s important to you, and what you want to do 
with your life, or even just someone you love and 
admire).

Write your story
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Girls are not iiweyi, objects, or the same!
Sonwabiso Ngcowa

Am I happy to live in a world where girls are 
called ‘things’? No, I am not. I wish for this to 

change, and to change now. I spend a lot of time 
with amajita, men, and, listening, and participating 
in our conversations. I get very concerned about 
how men talk about women. 

I remember the first time I heard a girl being 
referred to as iweyi. Before then, I knew iweyi 
then to be a Xhosa slang word for a thing. I didn’t 
believe this was okay. This word we used for ii-
takkie, a sound system, a bicycle. Things that don’t 
breathe, or have a life they decide on on their own.   

Calling girls iiweyi will make us believe that 
we are humans, and they, objects. Things that feel 
no pain. Things that get life only when given by 
us majita. Thinking this way, I began to see how 
everyday language subtly makes its way to our 
minds. And then, our actions. I believe that there is 
a lot linked to how we talk about other people. And 
there are many, many more of these words.  

And, as boys growing up we were made to hate 
being called anything close to what was thought to 
be ‘girl-like’. One day in the village I come from in 
the Eastern Cape, I was tackled by an older guy and 
fell on hard soil. As soon as tears rolled down my 
face I was called inkwenkwe eyileweyi (a boy that 
is this thing – as in girl). I was also called i-moffie.

Reflecting about this more, I found myself 
thinking that calling girls iiweyi may make us 
believe that we can own them, that they are lesser 
than boys. But how can that be? I own myself only. 
Not any other girl, or boy. 

You must have seen the news. Or have seen 
in your community what I saw in mine. The time 
to be asking questions has long passed. Girls are 
being raped and killed. How we talk about people 
affects how we treat them. When will this stop?

Some of the guys I have spoken to have said 
that as long as it is not the one they will marry, they 
will carry on calling girls iiweyi. So, it looks like any 
girl who is not ‘marriage worthy’ is seen as iweyi. 
I would also ask, what about amajita who will not 
marry girls, as not all amajita will marry girls? 
Then I would get the look! And what about those 
who will accept that marriage is not an option they 

will choose? I have heard the most rude responses 
when I probe like this.

Calling girls iiweyi makes us believe that they 
are all the same. Yes, there are differences between 
girls, just as there are differences between boys. 

Calling girls eziweyi has long started. The thing 
that makes me sad is that it is continuing. And so 
is not accepting people who are different to us. We 
call them things. Yet we are all human.

And there is another thing. Just as in us boys, 
some girls will marry other girls. Who are we to 
stop that? 

I am a writer. One day I sat and allowed myself 
to be free, free in that moment. A character 
came to mind. She would be the main character 
of my short story. As I went on a journey with 
her, I saw that she is a lesbian. She had a strong 
attraction towards another girl, a girl ‘foreigner’ 
from Zimbabwe. But, of course, she is more than 
just a lesbian. She is a person, unique in her own 
way. And I wrote about her, and the challenges 
she faced, in my story, which I called ‘In search 
of happiness’. I dedicated it to all young girls – 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered or intersex, 
amajita included.

Shortly after my short story was published, 
a young girl, a lesbian, was shot in front of her 
grandmother and niece in the township of Nyanga 
here in Cape Town. My body became numb when I 
heard the news. Why? But why?

It is on that day that I decided to work on a full 
novel with the same character from my short story. 

On the publication of the short story and the 
novel, many around me felt this was not my fight. 
Some said it is not in the African culture for girls to 
date each other. Others said they doubt who I am, 
saying maybe I am gay myself. A lady I know well 
said she is not comfortable with me being friends 
with her boyfriend if I am writing this stuff!

There were also positive responses. Some men 
and women felt this was an important topic to talk 
about as things are happening in front of our eyes. 
Are we going to just stand and watch?

It breaks my heart to live in a country where 
masculinity is associated with the bitterness of 
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brutality towards girls. We should not box people 
according to their sex.  

Majita, let us rise, and keep each other in check. 
Let us think about the words we use every day that 
take away from the dignity of people who are not 
the same as us. 

A long time ago I also used to think that if I 

proposed to a girl and she agreed to date me, that 
was proof that I can control her mind. How stupid! 
I know now that a girl should get into a relationship 
with me by her free choice, and choose to stay in a 
relationship with me by her free choice.

 A girl is not iweyi, an object, she is human! Like 
me. Like us all.  ■ 

What I would say to my child
Sicelo Kula

Can I tell you something that worries me? I want 
you to know that if you’re a girl, I don’t think 

you’re safe in this country. 
I think this land we call South Africa is stalked by 

many predators, but men stand out as the biggest 
predators. They are the ones you should worry 
about a lot. You only need to look at the news to see 
what I mean. They hunt little girls. They hunt grown 
women. No women is truly safe.

The stories are sickening. A part of me wants to tell 
you everything, to show you pictures and videos, and 
let you see for yourself how dangerous South Africa is. 
A part of me thinks that showing you these pictures 
and videos will help protect you, if you’re a girl, and 
that if you’re a boy, it’ll help you grow into a good man. 
So, imagine for a moment, a scene that’s played out 
across South Africa many times. A group of boys are 
sitting at a park. A girl around their age (or older) walks 
by. They feel they can’t stop themselves, that they 
have to say something to her. So they whistle and call 
after her, catcalling her. Realising that she’s not paying 
attention to them, one of the boys runs after her and 
takes her by the hand. She angrily yanks her hand 
away, clearly feeling like he’s invaded her space. His 
friends all laugh at him. He becomes very angry and 
smacks her on the side of the head, making sure to 
remind her that’s there’s nothing special about her.

Now imagine if he’d assaulted her, stabbed her 
even. Imagine if he’d shot her. And that’s exactly 
what pains me. The boys disrespected the girl by 
acting like hungry dogs excitedly barking at her as  
if she’s a piece of meat they craved. 

I know you’re probably asking one of two 
questions (or both): 

• Am I saying that boys can also be dangerous or 
problematic?

• And are all men dangerous or problematic? 
Because, if so, then that means that I’m also part of 
the problem since I’m a man. 

The answer to the first question is a simple 
Yes. I grew up with boys like the ones in the story 
above. I was one of those boys, actually. I could’ve 
easily grown into a man who doesn’t take no for an 
answer, a man who rapes and kills. If boys treat girls 
disrespectfully, they could very easily grow into men 
who harm women. 

In answering the second question, it’s important 
that you understand this: All men have played a role 
in the dangers and difficulties that women face. It’s 
probably a shocking thing to hear from me, I know, 
but I really believe it. Even as I write this, I remember 
all the different times I could’ve been better.

I listen to rap songs that call women bitches 
(b-word) and try to justify it by saying women also 
listen to these songs and don’t seem to mind. I’ve 
listened and smiled when Lil Wayne, the American 
rapper, said his male friends and his money are 
more important than the women he dates. I didn’t 
stop to think about how calling women the b-word is 
basically calling them female dogs (since that’s what 
a b-word actually is). I didn’t think about how calling 
women b-words, sluts, and hoes (and many others) 
relegates women to second-class citizens. It makes 
us think that women are less important than men. 

I’ve been part of conversations where we talked 
about sleeping with women and never calling them 
again. I’ve complained about how hard it is to find a 
good woman who likes me, and then proceeded to 
lie to the decent women who I did find. I’ve cheated 
(and bragged about it). I’ve convinced myself that 
I deserve more than just one woman at a time and 
was prepared to lie to get what I wanted. I didn’t 
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think about how the way we talk about people tends 
to show how much we respect them, and that if one 
guy hears how disrespectfully I talk about a woman, 
he’ll likely have less respect for her.

I’ve seen taxi drivers catcalling women walking 
past. When the women ignored the taxi drivers 
or said something back to show that they didn’t 
like the catcalling, the taxi drivers got aggressive. 
Even as recently as two days ago I saw a taxi driver 
behaving like a hooligan. I watched him grab and 
feel a woman’s dreadlocks as she was walking past 
him into his friend’s taxi. And when she protested, 
he told her she’s sexy so he can’t help himself. 
His nearby taxi-driver friends laughed. He didn’t 
care that she didn’t want to be touched like that, 
especially by a man. He was basically letting her 
know that she has no say in what he does or says 
to her. 

It scares me that he didn’t think there was 
anything wrong with what he did. What if he was 
alone with that woman and grabbed more than 
just her hair? What if he sexually assaulted her?

I didn’t do anything to stop any of these men. In 
fact, there’ve been times when I’ve laughed along 
with them and also helped with the catcalling. 

But I’m learning. I’m trying to be better. I know I 
won’t be able to make a difference each and every 
time I meet a man who does and says these things. 
But I’m challenging myself to think about what it is 
that I can do as man to make life better for women. 

And that’s the secret I want to share with you. 
It’s possible for men to be better. If you can, don’t 
accept anything you don’t approve of. Walk away if 
you can. Speak up if you can.

If you’re a boy, I hope you’ll grow into a man 
who respects women. I hope you’ll grow into a 
man who doesn’t hold women’s hands without 
permission or touch women in other ways that 
would make them uncomfortable. I hope you won’t 
keep quiet and let the men around you mistreat 
women. I hope you’ll use whatever power you have 
to make a difference. 

I hope you’ll listen to me when I tell you don’t 
hang out with boys who think a girl’s consent isn’t 
always important. I know what it’s like to hang out 
with those boys. 

This letter comes from a real place, and I want 
you to read it. I’m worried. This country’s not great 
for women, and it’ll take each and every one of us 
to change things.   ■ 
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i came home to find my 13-year-old cousin in 
a state. This was out of character for her – she 

is a happy child, a joker of sorts, and she almost 
never wears her feelings on her face. Obviously 
concerned, I asked what the matter was. She 
told me, “The boys were laughing at me because 
there was blood in my white running shorts.’’ For 
context, she is an athlete and this had occurred 
during running practice; her period came 
unexpectedly. She was shattered and refused to  
go to school the following day.

Women know how an unexpected period goes 
and how it makes us feel. I’ve had many of such 
experiences myself, but this event had me thinking 
a lot about periods and how they are overtly 
demonised. Growing up, I didn’t really have much 
knowledge about menstruation, only the stigma 
attached to it.

And the stigma affects all those who experience 
it. And in black communities, periods are a badge 
of shame – they are an indication of something 
negative that you had no business being part of. It’s 
as though you have a choice in participating in it, 
or you can just decide to avoid it altogether.

I think I was around 11 years old when I started 
menstruating, and I had no idea what it was and 
what it meant, but I was sure as hell not going 
to tell my aunt or my mother lest I be accused of 
having slept with a boy.

No one had ever actively told me periods mean 
that a girl has slept with a boy but it always felt 
clearly implied – periods were dirty, and linked to 
sex in some way. The lack of dialogue around this 
topic in my home, or even in Life Orientation class, 
left me under-informed or completely ill-informed.

Sadly, it doesn’t seem that things have changed 
much since. Black teens do not get any kind of ‘the 
talk’ to prepare them for the next stage of their 
lives. There’s no opportunity for teens to explore 
and ask questions relating to periods or anything 

relating to reproduction without sounding like 
they’re searching for sex.

Recent studies have exposed the phenomenon 
of ‘adultification’ of black girls. This simply 
means society treats black children as adults. 
We automatically assume that black girls have 
more knowledge about topics such as periods, 
sex, pornography, and pregnancy than white girls 
of the same age. They are thought to be needing 
less protection, nurturing and educating on such 
topics. But periods are a part of life and girls (and 
women) shouldn’t be punished for things their 
bodies do without their consent.

I personally experienced this and still see it 
with my younger siblings and their peers. We have, 
as a community, normalised this adultification 
behaviour that negatively affects the health of 
young girls. I find that extremely problematic. 
We are also a community that doesn’t like taking 
any accountability for our actions. I’ve come to 
the conclusion that black parents are allergic 
to admitting their wrongs and even more to 
apologising for those wrongs.

This breeds a generation of misinformed, 
uninformed and hurt women who have a lot of 
insecurities. It works negatively on their psyche, 
how they see themselves and how they show up 
in a world that is already against them. I know this 
because I’ve had first-hand experience and a lot 
of my body insecurities are rooted in not knowing 
how to deal with the changes in my body.

As an adult in my late twenties, I know how 
positive and open guidance would have changed 
the course of my adolescent life. It would have 
birthed a narrative that explains that I am only 
human, that I am seen and that my experiences 
are completely normal. It would have made the 
transition to womanhood a lot smoother.

Another important point: if girls do not 
understand something that they go through at least 

It’s time we re-teach black  
girls about periods
Simamkele Matuntuta
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five days each month, how much information do 
we imagine boys have? And what is the probability 
that the information they possess is incorrect? 
So, how then can we blame them for using that 
information to torment girls? We can’t even lay 
much blame on our own parents because they also 
grew up having endured the same treatment from 
their parents, and so the cycle continues.

Their trauma becomes our trauma and ours 
becomes the younger generation’s. “We made it 
out just fine” is a lie because we are adults plagued 
with suppressed pain.

There’s no quick solution to overturning this 
behaviour, but it has to be stopped. As parents 
and guardians, we can do better in guiding 
younger girls and boys. We can’t allow them to sit 
comfortably in this tradition of having unhealthy 
relationships with their bodies.

We should condemn this and focus on well-

rounded educative programmes. We need to 
arrive at a point where conversations around this 
topic are not in hushed tones and uttered through 
misconceptions. An example of this would be 
the statement by the then Johannesburg mayor, 
Herman Mashaba, who seemed to think that 
sanitary pads were in some way linked to sex.

I took the time to sit my siblings down, did what 
my mother couldn’t, and explained what periods 
are and answered all their burning questions. They 
have expressed how grateful they are for what I did 
because now they know who to go to when they 
have questions.

This is why it is imperative that we re-teach black 
girls about periods. We ought to stop demonising 
periods and making it seem like it is criminal to 
experience them. We need to create safe spaces for 
black girls to learn about such topics, and so support 
the development of their wellbeing. ■ 

We need to find another way of disciplining children
Malaika Wa Azania

i was physically abused by my mother until my 
late teens. When we were locked in heated 

confrontation, she would hit me if I responded to 
anything she said, arguing that I was disrespecting 
her. But when I would take the route of keeping 
quiet while she shouted at me, she would also 
hit me, arguing that I was treating her like a fool. 
I learned very quickly that whether I responded 
or not did not make any difference – I would be 
beaten up regardless. And so I learned to expect to 
be hit whenever I did wrong, and to not attempt to 
explain anything she misunderstood because that 
also invited more slaps across my face.

My mom stopped hitting me when I was in 
matric. The day is as vivid in my memory as 
though it was just yesterday. On that particular 
day, she had taken a wooden broom to hit me for 
something insignificant. I had grown tired of her 
violence. I could no longer take it. And so on that 
day, I grabbed the broom to move it away from 
her with the aim of confronting her. It hit the roof 
and broke the chandelier. Glass particles fell to the 
floor. In that moment I realised that if I fell down, I 
would be cut by the glass and be beaten as I bled. 

So I grabbed my mother by the hand while she 
was disoriented, looked her in the eye and said 
something I never thought I ever would: “I am tired 
of you treating me like a punching bag. You are not 
going to ever hit me again. It stops today. Today 
one of us is going to leave this house in a coffin 
and it is not going to be me. Hit me, Dipuo, and I’m 
going to kill you with my bare hands.” Stunned, she 
walked out of my room, shouting. That was the last 
day my mother ever laid a hand on me.

I love my mother with every fibre of my being. 
She was my best friend. Anyone who knows us 
knows how close we were, right until the day she 
passed away in 2017 after losing her battle with 
gastrointestinal cancer. We were very close. But 
that closeness didn’t happen out of nowhere. It 
took years for us to build our relationship. And 
it wasn’t easy. It wasn’t easy for me to reconcile 
how the woman who could be such an amazing 
mother could also be so violent. But I realised as I 
grew older that my mother was disciplining me the 
only way she knew how: through violence. It was 
what she had been taught growing up. Her own 
mother used that as a way of instilling discipline, 



35

and so to her, it was a normal way of dealing with 
conflict with her own child. But it was wrong. It 
was damaging. It was painful. And no child should 
ever have to be spoken to through a belt, a shoe or 
a wooden broom.

The reason why so many people in our country 
are angry with the Constitutional Court judgement 
that prohibits the spanking of children in the home 
is because they are tortured by what it means. 
Deep down, people don’t want to admit that hitting 
kids is abuse because it forces them to confront 
the fact that the parents they love and respect 
so much were in fact abusive. Many people are 
battling to reconcile that their parents hurt them, 
deliberately, because that completely disrupts the 
image they have of what love looks like. They are 
struggling to define parental love outside abuse, 
because it is what they know.

You can justify how “a little spanking” is 
harmless, how it is about “discipline”. But what 
you are in fact saying is that there are instances 
in which violence is justified, and that discipline 
can take the form of abuse. You are in no way 
different to a man who hits his wife to “discipline” 
her, because like you he believes that it is just. The 
man who grows to beat up his wife whom he feels 
disrespects him is the child who was beaten up by 
parents claiming they are disciplining him. The 
woman who stays in an abusive relationship with a 
man who, after beating her to within an inch of her 
life tells her how much he loves her, is the little girl 
who was hit by her parents and told that this was 
being done in the name of love.

As South Africans, we cannot bemoan the 
devastation of violence in our country but fail to 
link that with the ways we were raised and the 
ways we raise our children. There is a connection, 
and for as long as we normalise hitting children, 
vulnerable human beings, we are going to continue 
being part of a society where women, vulnerable 
human beings, are statistics of domestic violence, 
and where men are afflicted with toxic masculinity. 
We cannot raise children through violence and 
expect them to be non-violent adults. And we 
cannot continue to rationalise violence in our 
homes and in the same breath condemn it on our 
streets. Violence must stop, because regardless 
of what you think, we didn’t turn out well because 
we were beaten up, we turned out well IN SPITE 
of it. And many of us in fact are adults battling to 

recover from those childhood traumas.
Being beaten up is painful and is an experience 

to which no child should ever be condemned. We 
must learn a new language of disciplining children. 
Violence is not it. ■

Malaika Wa Azania is the bestselling author of Memoirs 
of a Born Free: Reflections on the Rainbow 
Nation and a Masters candidate in the Department of 
Geography at Rhodes University.   

Dearly Departed Father
Johannes Mehlape

If you were around,
Growing up would have been easier,
I would have gotten the wisdom your father 

gave you
Dearly departed father I miss you
As Luther Vandross says he wishes to dance 

with his father
I wish to sit in your lap one more time,
I want to hear your wise words one more time
Dearly departed father I need you in my life
Dearly departed father, I wish you were here to 

advise me,
I see women 
I don’t know how to approach them,
Dearly departed father I wish you were here,
So that you could give me those pickup lines 

you told my mother.
Dearly departed father,
I wish you were here to name my children,
I wish you were here to hold my hand,
Dearly departed father I wish your presence 

was more in my life.
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Second Wish
Tiah Beautement

Chapter 1

“Tell me a story, Moanegi,” I hear you say. People 
utter these words every time I visit their village. 

So here I am, with all of you, pulling out my bowl, and 
giving it a jingle before setting it upon my carpet that—

Yes, child, the very carpet that once flew with 
more agility and grace than Aladdin’s, until the magic 
was stolen by a tricky hare—

Hares are not as cute and friendly as many 
believe. Take your eye off one, and they’ll have stolen 
everything you value most, and the moment you try 
to catch it—

Ah, now, children, coin for a tale, I accept. Ke a 
leboha, enkosi.

Now to begin, where many storytellers do: Once 
upon a time in a land created in a rough draft –

Well, yes, child, our world is only but one of the 
many in existence. You did not imagine that the 
planet we live on, with all its mathematical perfection, 
was created on the first attempt, did you? 

The world our story dwells in was made in a time 
before precision and logic were pounded into the 
foundation of nature. Thus, in that world, Inkalimeva 
and Tokoloshe are as common as zebras. This earth 
of the story was made before precision and logic 
ruled human hearts and minds. Even though, in our 
lands today, dreams continue to inspire, to motivate, 
to teach us lessons. In the worlds created after ours, 
dreaming is unnecessary and foolish, for logic and 
reason are the only motivation those good people 
require. Understand?

Good. Now, let us begin again. 
Once upon a time, in a world created before our 

own, there was a girl named Nqobi, taller than a 
warthog, but shorter than the shoulder of an eland. 
She lived at the edge of her village with her mother, 
Zinikele, who cleaned homes during the day and 
at night served drinks at the local shebeen. The 
mother was so overworked and tired, she barely saw 
her daughter while the child was awake. 

Thus, Nqobi was often in the care of Sompisi, her 
wicked stepfather, who owned most of the village. 
This made him very wealthy. He did not help his 
wife financially, however, telling her, “We are not 
true partners in marriage if you must rely on me for 
money.” 

He did, however, agree to watch her child, “for 
marriage is about give and take, and I work from my 
home, you see”.

And take he did, from drink, to drugs, to women. 
And all this while squeezing as much coin as he 
could from those who occupied any of his properties 
– unless they agreed to do a favour, of course. 
“Just one, small, little thing,” he would say, to the 
desperate unfortunates who crossed his threshold. 
“That’s all I’m asking. How can you refuse such a 
small thing when you ask so much of me?” 

Nqobi witnessed it all, peering above the pages 
of her home-schooling books. “You have no idea the 
pain I’ve spared you from,” Sompisi told her, day 
after day. “Children at school are cruel. They’d taunt 
you about everything from the size of your thighs, to 
the fact your mother hasn’t the faintest idea of who 
fathered you.” 

Do you think people like Sompisi exist in real life?

Chapter 2
Now, no one person is ever purely good or purely 
evil. This was true of Sompisi, too. This man, for 
instance, had great compassion and affection for 
creatures of the feline persuasion. He owned six 
cats, himself, who enjoyed roaming the complex 
maze that he’d designed for their pleasure. The 

CHARACTERS 
(alphabetical order): 

Gwentshe, Mr – shopkeeper
Moanegi – storyteller (Sotho)
Nqobi – ‘She has conquered’ (Nguni)
Sompisi – ‘Of the hyena’ (Nguni)
Zinikele – ‘You must sacrifice yourself’ 
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structure skirted along the underside of the crown 
moulding, acting as his pets’ personal hide-and-go-
seek, jungle gym of a playground. 

He was also the founder of the cat sanctuary, a 
no-kill shelter that sat on the opposite edge of the 
village. It was run by one of the few women he had 
never slept with, while he quietly covered the entire 
operation’s expenses. A most unusual endeavour, I 
think you will agree.

But, sadly, the man’s compassion and affection 
rarely extended to anyone of the human race, 
and this included his wife and her daughter. His 
marriage was, after all, a favour to Zinikele, who was 
desperate, because she had been unemployed for 
years. What she did not know is that he’d forbidden 
anyone in the village from employing her until she 
agreed to be his wife. Zinikele was, after all, the 
daughter of a deceased police officer – who had died 
trying to investigate Sompisi’s business dealings. 
Such a slight could not be pardoned, after all, and 
revenge had to be obtained.

Not that Sompisi found married life a hardship. 
His wife’s eyes and ears allowed him to know much 
of the village’s secrets. Zinikele was also easy on 
the eye, with the best legs and the clearest skin 
of any woman he’d ever seen – not that he would 
ever pay his wife such a compliment. Nqobi was 
equally beautiful, aside from her frown, which drew 

her eyebrows so close together that they created a 
crease above the bridge of her nose. “A shame,” he’d 
tell people. “She’s creating a deep river down the 
middle of her face.” 

Sompisi found Nqobi a very useful person to 
have under his command. She did his errands better 
than any runner he’d ever hired, and this one he did 
not even need to pay. Thus, off Nqobi went, day after 
day, and in between she would stick her nose deep 
into her books. “Don’t forget to do as I told you,” he 
would tell her, over and over again.

“I won’t,” she would reply. “I will do as you asked 
me to.”

Then he’d smile, flashing his teeth. “Good, 
because I will hear if you don’t. It would make your 
mother so very sad if I had to punish you.”

She never disobeyed. But sometimes Sompisi 
punished her anyway. Fear was a power he 
cultivated and used with precision, and it worked, 
with the young, the old, and everyone inbetween.

The storyteller claims, "No one person is ever 

purely good or purely evil" Do you believe this is 

true? Why or why not?

Chapter 3
Nqobi usually found her errands simple to complete: 
drop off letters at the post office, perhaps pass 
some sealed messages to a few neighbours. And – 
usually the biggest part of her errands – fetching 
tiny brown envelopes, which bulged at the seams, 
from businesses and families that occupied her 
stepfather’s properties. 

This was how Nqobi came to be at Second 
Wish, which sold items that once had belonged to 
someone else, but no longer did. 

“Good morning, child,” said Mr Gwentshe, the 
owner.

“Good morning, Mr Gwentshe,” Nqobi replied. 
She approached the counter where he sat, but 

before she reached it, something caught her eye. 
It was a violin, an instrument she had only seen 
on her stepfather’s television. It was battered and 
scarred, yet to her it was a thing of beauty. “Wow,” 
she breathed. 

Her heart yearned for it in a way she had never 
experienced before. Such things were not for her, 
however. Her mother had so little money as 
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it was, and had to pay for food, clothing, and 
home-schooling supplies. It would be selfish to 
ask for more. 

Nor would her stepfather ever pay for such 
a thing. She had made the mistake of asking 
him for shoelaces once, when her mother did 
not have the money to buy them. The man had 
been very angry. “I give you and your mother 
my valuable time!” he had exploded. “A roof 
over your heads, and a place to sleep. What 
more could any child ask of a man who is not 
her father? You insult my generosity.”

No, it would not do to want such a thing. So 
Nqobi tore her eyes from the instrument, and 
turned her attention to the owner of Second 
Wish.

Mr Gwentshe put his hand in his pocket to 
remove a small brown envelope and handed it 
over to the child. 

“Enkosi,” she said. 
As she turned away, her eyes strayed back to 

the violin. 
Mr Gwentshe sighed. Now understand, 

he was a hardworking man, and the amount 
of money and favours the child’s stepfather 
demanded of him grew every month. First 
it was the rent. Then it was for information 
on customers. There was the ‘protection 
fee’, which was constantly rising and if one 
did not pay, then the shop owner would find 
themselves robbed, or worse. 

But Mr Gwentshe knew this child had 
done him no wrong. He had also known her 
poor mother since she was a child, and had 
seen how she’d suffered due to Sompisi. Now 
the child was hurting too, all because of that 
wicked man. 

A gentle breeze blew into Mr Gwentshe’s ear. 
“Give it to her,” it said. 

“Wait, child,” he said, standing up. “You have 
forgotten something.”

Nqobi turned.  
“Your gift,” he said. He took down the violin 

and its bow, placed it in a case, and put it into 
her arms. “I hope you enjoy.”

Do you think this gift will be a good thing, or bring 

trouble, and why?

Chapter 4
Nqobi looked at her gift with awe. But she knew if 
she took it home it would only become ‘accidently’ 
broken by her stepfather, who had ruined what few 
special things she had ever owned. 

She looked around the village. Her stepfather’s 
eyes and ears lurked everywhere. But past the 
village kraals, there was the graveyard. Few would go 
there during the week when there was no funeral to 
attend. So there she went, scanning the grounds for 
a place to hide her new, treasured possession. 

“That tree is very nice,” a tiny voice said into her 
ear. 

Nqobi turned to look, but saw only a dragonfly 
hovering in the air.

The dragonfly darted near her ear. The tiny voice 
said, “The tree has a hole in its trunk which you 
might find useful.” 

Dragonflies can’t talk, she thought. But she went 
over to the tree, and indeed there was a hole which 
could perfectly conceal her violin, and nothing was 
living inside it, not even a mouse. She carefully 
tucked the instrument inside, and stood, ready to 
leave this land of the dead.

“Are you not going to play it?” the tiny voice 
asked. 

“I don’t know how,” she whispered. 
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The dragonfly darted in front of her face. 
Hovering between her eyes, it said, “You could 
wish to learn.” 

“I don’t know who could teach me,” she said, 
deciding to ignore the fact she was indeed talking 
to a dragonfly. “I have no money to pay anyone, 
and I think my stepfather takes most of what my 
mother makes.”

“But you wish to learn?” the dragonfly asked. 
“Yes, I wish to learn, but—”
“Granted!” The dragonfly said. 
Before she knew what to think, a praying 

mantis dropped down off a branch, landing on 
the ridge of the hole that hid her violin. It had 
only six segments, identifying the insect as a girl. 
She bowed to Nqobi, introducing herself only as 
“Mantis,” before saying, “Locust, we need you over 
here, if you please.”

A flutter came from the long grasses on the 
right, and then a blur shot towards the tree. Mantis 
did not seem alarmed, and, neatly as you please, 
the blur settled beside her. It was, indeed, a locust, 
revealing himself to be a boy by the smooth and 
rounded shape of his abdomen. 

The insect bowed. “Locust, at your service.”
“Um, hello,” Nqobi said. “A pleasure to meet 

you.”
“My child,” Mantis said. “If you want to learn 

to play the violin, you must actually hold the 
instrument.” 

“Oh,” she said. 
This can’t really be happening, she thought, 

and yet she did as Mantis requested. 

This story is told in the style of a fairy tale. Do 

you have a favourite fairy tale, myth or legend? 

What is it about that story that makes it your 

favourite?

Chapter 5
Years went by, and Nqobi’s skill at the violin bloomed 
under the patient guidance of Mantis and Locust. 
Mantis would sit on the scroll, situated at the end of 
the violin’s neck, positioned after the tuning pegs. 
There she would conduct, while keeping watchful 
eyes on the girl’s fingering. 

“Again,” Mantis would insist. “No, no, don’t saw at 
the strings; play them. Be in harmony with them. This 
isn’t a fight, but a dance.” 

Locust would join in, as a duet, helping Nqobi keep 
her notes true and in tune. “Listen,” he would say. 
“Listen and match.”

Time worked itself into Nqobi’s body. The pads of 
her fingers grew tough while her upper arms became 
toned from wielding the bow and balancing the 
instrument. There were days her neck ached. Yet the 
music that flowed from her bow made the discomfort 
worthwhile. 

She told not a single living human being what she 
did with her time, in between the errands she ran for 
her stepfather. The man, however, was not completely 
oblivious to the fact Nqobi now took twice as long to 
finish her tasks. 

“Whoever he is, I hope he is worth it,” he would 
tsk. 

“There is no boyfriend,” Nqobi would insist.
“You can tell me or not tell me. But hear me now: if 

you become pregnant, you will be out of my house.”
Nqobi would only nod in reply. She dared not say 

more. 
The music from the violin became her one true joy 

in days filled with hardship. Her stepfather’s drinking 
and womanising was getting worse. At night, when 
her mama would stumble in from the shebeen, worn 
out and exhausted from working two jobs, the man 
would fly into a rage, sometimes hitting her.

Nqobi felt powerless to do anything to help her 
mama. 

“Maybe someday I can play in an orchestra, and 
make enough money so my mama can leave,” Nqobi 
told Mantis. 

Mantis would bow, but never reply to Nqobi’s 
daydreams about her future.  

Nqobi would take this as a cue to tuck the 
instrument under her chin and play. The music would 
drift around the graveyard. The sound moved all who 
could hear it. The grasses would begin to sway, as 
would the trees. Insects, worms, reptiles, and birds 
would begin to undulate and dance. Meanwhile, deep 
in the earth, the residents in their graves sighed with 
contentment in their endless sleep.

All was good in the land where the dead rested. 
Until the day Sompisi appeared at the graveyard.

Do you play a musical instrument? If so, what, and 

do you enjoy it? If not, would you like to learn an 

instrument? If so, what kind?
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Chapter 6
“What are you doing?!” Sompisi raged. “I trust you 
with my important business and I find you wasting 
time in a graveyard?”

Nqobi cleared her throat, as she lowered the violin 
and bow, tucking them behind her back. “I … I was 
just—”

“You ungrateful child. Your mother is worthless, 
and, it seems, so are you.”

“But, I—”
Locust was fluttering around Sompisi’s face, as 

Mantis ran up Nqobi’s neck, tucking herself behind 
the girl’s ear. At the feel of her tiny friend, the girl lifted 
her chin. “I have been practising the violin. I wanted it 
to be a surprise for you and Mama.”

“Oh, it is a surprise,” Sompisi spat. “Never did I 
think you would steal from me.”

“What? No, you don’t understand, it was a gift—”
“Oh, I do understand. I understand that you just 

helped yourself to my money; a little here from one 
envelope, a little there, hoping I would not notice, eh?”

“That’s not true!”
“What is true is that you are never wasting time 

on this foolishness ever again.” With that, Sompisi 
reached around Nqobi and wrenched the violin and 
bow from her hands. 

She cried out, but before she could try to get them 
back, Sompisi had broken both over his knee, tossing 
their remains at the tree. Both bounced off the trunk, 
landing on the ground like birds that had flown into a 
window. 

“You are so mean!” Nqobi yelled. 
Sompisi replied with his hands, striking the girl so 

hard across the face that she fell, landing hard on the 
ground, which pressed against her now bloody nose. 

Sompisi crouched down, hissing in her face. 
“Don’t come home until you are ready to apologise.” 

Nqobi could hardly see, let alone reply. But as 
she blinked, she spotted a dragonfly hovering above 
Sompisi’s head. The sight made her brave. She 
struggled to a sitting position, the blood from her nose 
now running down her face and throat. Nonetheless, 
she looked at her stepfather and said, “Someday I will 
make you regret all the evil you have done.”

Sompisi drew back his fist, as if intending to strike, 
when a small voice said, “Done. Your second wish is 
granted.” 

Sompisi whirled around. 
The sky above him boomed. 
Crack! 

Forks of lightning shot down, nearly striking him, 
but hitting the violin and bow instead. 

The man ran, as the sky boomed again. 
Yet, not a single drop of rain fell. As the smoke 

cleared, there on the ground were the violin and 
bow. But they were changed. Whole, and shiny, as 
if they’d been transformed into something else 
entirely. 

Locust flew down from his perch on the tree. 
Mantis came to inspect the instrument, too. Using 
one of her hooked front legs, Mantis plucked at a 
string. 

A note rang out, but unlike anything the 
instrument had ever played before. 

“Electric,” Locust said in awe.
“Yes, it does appear to be so,” said Mantis.
Nqobi limped over and picked up the renewed 

violin and bow. She tucked the instrument under 
her chin and drew out a note, strong and loud. The 
sound reverberated along her arms, up her neck, 
until it reached her face. The bleeding in her nose 
ceased. 

“Epic,” Locust said. 
“Indeed,” said Mantis.

What do you think will happen next?

Chapter 7
Nqobi played on. The grasses in the graveyard 
went as green as if the rains had come, and wild 
flowers began to bloom. 

Mantis whispered in her ear. “Play your way 
home.”

A mad, crazy idea. But nothing about this day 
had been normal and Nqobi had righteous rage. 
So she played, the electric music ringing out 
louder than a rock n’ roll star’s guitar. She leaped 
into the air, and it seemed to catch her, as she 
soared, before landing lightly on her feet. 

She was dancing, swaying as she made her 
way through the village. As her electric music 
worked its way into homes and businesses, 
colicky babies stopped crying. The old people’s 
gout and arthritis ceased to ache. Dough that 
was sitting heavy began to rise. Pots that were 
refusing to be scrubbed clean became as spotless 
and shiny as the day they were obtained. A feeling 
like hope threaded into people’s hearts and 
souls as they began to dance and sing along with 
Nqobi’s melody.
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Her mother, working hard on her hands and 
knees, found the apron she was wearing untie 
itself from her waist, and hang itself on a peg. 
Music drifted in and she stood up and stepped 
outside to see what was happening. To her 
surprise, everyone seemed to be on the streets, 
laughing and cheering.

“Bless you, child,” people called out. “Bless 
you.” 

But Nqobi hardly heard them, as all her focus 
was on reaching her home. Her mother ran after. 
She could hear her daughter’s music getting 
louder, edgier, cutting through the air, as if it was a 
sword ready to fight. 

“I’m home,” Nqobi cried out, when she reached 
the edge of her stepfather’s property. 

“You no longer live here,” came the reply, 
through the locked door. 

Nqobi drew her bow across the strings, hard 
and low. The sound was so mighty and large it 
burst open the door. 

Nqobi strode in, playing her fury across the 
strings. 

“Get away from me!” her stepfather bellowed. 
But Nqobi advanced, her music shoving him 

further and further back until he was plastered 
against the wall. 

As she played on, growing fiercer with each 
note, she growled, “You will leave this place, never 
to return.” 

“But—”
Nqobi replied with her magical strings, which 

sent the man howling from the house. He kept 
running, straight out of the village.

Nqobi’s mother began to clap and sing with the 
rest of the village. 

“He’s gone, he’s gone, at last, he is gone,” 
people cried. “We shall celebrate!”

Not a person in the village has seen Sompisi 
since. They do say, however, that sometimes 
at night, when the hyenas are prowling about, 
yipping into the air, there is one whose bark is 
more of a whine, pleading, “Please, I am so sorry.”

But nobody really believes that. After all, 
whoever heard of a hyena that apologised?

And now, my children and, oh yes, I see some 
adults have joined us too—

Yes, yes, all are welcome at Moanegi’s carpet, 
from the smallest babes to the oldest soul. For my 
tales are for one and all. But now I am tired, and 
must rest my parched throat. So long, my new 
friends, and I wish you all pleasant dreams as you 
sleep. 

Goodnight. ■ 

Imagine that you were granted three wishes. 
What would you wish for:
• yourself?
• your family?
• your community?

My wishes
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Life story of a young woman
Thulile Seleka

i have been raped twice. I believed I deserved it, 
and so did my boyfriend who slapped my face and 

locked me out when I came crying to him after the 
second rape. I was drunk at the time. On one hand, 
the rapes distressed me. On the other, I expected 
to be treated like dirt by men and seemed to be 
attracted to those who were most abusive to me. 
Actually, I turned my back on those men who treated 
me with dignity and respect. For some reason, I felt 
that I needed to feed a self-hate part of me.

I was born in Baragwanath Hospital in 
Soweto and grew up in the Northern Suburbs 
of Johannesburg with my mother and three 
brothers. When I was four, my father left us and 
never returned. As a domestic worker, my mother 
struggled financially but we were fortunate that she 
had employers who took an interest in the family in 
a special way and sent us to good schools, amongst 
many other efforts. There, I became convinced 
that some day I would be part of something big 
and be able to make a difference in the lives of 
others. Yet even then, I had this strong sense of 
worthlessness. I had always gone to church with 
my mother, but never thought I was worthy to get 
to know God personally. I don’t know why I felt this 
way, but it seemed to have something to do with my 
experiences as a child. When I was introduced to 
sex education at high school it made me feel guilty 
as it felt like it had happened to me before. I looked 
at people in my class and a lot of it seemed new to 
them but for me it felt strangely familiar, but I did not 
know why and still do not.

In my matric year I had sex for the first time. I 
was terrified and concluded that God would never 
forgive me, so I might as well go all the way. By the 
time I was 23, I had had 19 sexual relationships. 
Alcohol and smoking completed the lifestyle 
package. They made me feel cool and in control until 
I realised that I had become dependent on drinking 
to get me through the week.

I fell pregnant for the first time when I was 20 
and had an abortion without telling anybody. The 
next day I was out clubbing again. That same day my 
boyfriend asked me to leave as his other girlfriend 
was due back. Three years later, I was pregnant 

again by a man 13 years older than me. He promised 
me a good life. This time, at his request, I had an 
abortion at 16 weeks. Afterwards I waited outside 
for him to fetch me as promised, but he didn’t arrive. 
He phoned two days later just to confirm that I had 
gone through with it, and I didn’t see him again for 
months.

That experience was the turning point for me. I 
got angry with myself, then depressed and tried to 
kill myself several times. I was no longer trapped in 
abusive relationships but felt guilty and could not 
forgive myself.

My life changed when I became part of an 
organisation called loveLife. They did not seek to 
comfort me but had huge job expectations of me. 
They saw potential in me that I did not know. I told 
myself that if others had such high expectations of 
me, I would just have to push myself to achieve. I 
started facing up to the real me. I did not like what 
I saw but knew that I was a puzzle of broken pieces 
that could be patched up together again. I felt 
propelled along a new course of life.

I ended up managing the loveLife Games national 
project, affirming the sporting potential of hundreds 
of thousands of young people across South Africa. 
Since then I have continued to work and grow as 
a development practitioner at various levels of 
management in the past 15 few years. In 2012 until 

Thulile Seleka
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recently (2018) – as Programme Manager and later 
National Head of Programmes, I helped develop 
Nal’ibali from conceptualisation to a campaign in 
which hundreds of thousands of parents and children 
are engaged. I am currently a Director at LightON 
social change and working as a consultant.

In 2002 I met Moses Seleka. He taught me to love 
and to be loved. In the past I would have rejected 
him because he was so caring. I told him about my 
past and he was hurt that I could have experienced 
such harshness. Eight months later we were married 
– and we have been married for 15 years. Before our 
wedding day, I was a wreck as I knew I needed to 
get an HIV test. The day I got my results I sobbed for 
hours as I now have a second chance at living. A year 
later I gave birth to a wonderful baby boy whom I 
love with all my heart. I have since given birth to two 

other children and the three continue to remind me 
of the love of God in an authentic way – something 
I believe modern religion has perverted and could 
never teach properly.

My vision includes a need to assist young women 
to share their stories, heal their broken hearts, 
forgive themselves and live liberated purpose-
driven lives in God.

Your past will always be there, but it’s what you 
do with it that defines you. First step is to learn to 
love and believe in yourself. I continue to grow on 
this journey and invite young women to join me on 
this path of self-realisation and succeeding beyond 
the pain.

(The original version of this article was compiled 
by Dr David Harrison for a Star newspaper article for 
loveLife.)  ■ 

A place called home 
Oluthando Makalima

I am from a place 

I am from a place where you sometimes go to 
sleep without food.

A place where you are compared to the 
neighbours’ child

And expected to go to church every Sunday.

I am from a place where your family turns into 
your enemy.

A place where your aunt doesn’t want you to be 
better than her children.

I am from a place where you become an adult at 
an early age.

A place where love becomes hatred because of 
money.

A place where you support people but they can’t 
return the favour.

I am from a place where we become jealous about 
each other but we are from the same blood.

I am from a place where siblings kill each other 
over their father’s will.

A place where you are never taught about sexual 
intercourse because they say you are young.

I am from a place where you are expected to be 
parents all the time.

A place where parents choose careers for you.

I am from a place where you are expected  
to be married

And have a promising career with a house and 
a car.

That place is called HOME.
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“i am sorry, but we do not have sizes for 
you here.” I remember this day like it was 

yesterday. I was a teenager and, like all other 
children my age, I was in the habit of walking 
around malls window-shopping. This day was one 
of the few rare occasions in my childhood that I 
had money to spend, and so I bounced happily into 
one of the biggest retail stores at Westgate Mall 
and enquired about jeans that were fashionable 
at the time. Frustrated that I could find nothing 
in my size, I called the sales assistance over to 
ask for help. She glanced over at me with a look 
of bewilderment – and something resembling 
contempt – as though stunned by my request, and 
without pausing to contemplate what the impact of 
what she would say next could be to a teenage girl, 
posited: “I am sorry, but we do not have sizes for 
you here.”

I have never been slim by any stretch of the 
imagination. I was always the chubby one in class 
and certainly the biggest among my friends. But it 
was not something I paid great attention to – until 
that afternoon when I was made acutely aware that 
I was fat, and that certain spaces in our country did 
not accommodate people like me. “We do not have 
sizes for you here” meant that there was a space in 
South Africa where I did not belong and where my 
presence was a source of discomfort for those who 
could lay legitimate claims to an existence I had no 
rights to claim. 

Shortly after this experience, another occurred 
that impacted greatly on my already battered 
self-image. I had just moved from my school in 
the township of Soweto to a multiracial school 
in the northern suburbs of Johannesburg. I had 
dreadlocks. I loved them deeply and took care of 
them well. One day I was called into the principal’s 
office and told that I needed to cut my dreadlocks 
because they did not look “neat”. I did cut them, 
because we went to these schools at a time when 

few Black children were standing up to authority 
and demanding their rightful place in schools 
that refuse to recognise their humanity. But that 
experience impacted greatly not only on my 
politics, but on the way I saw myself as a young 
person who was already self-conscious about 
her weight following the incident at Westgate 
Mall. Throughout my teenage years, comments 
would often be made about my skin tone, often 
that I would be more beautiful if I was lighter. It 
became very clear to me that to be a dark-skinned 
fat young woman with dreadlocks was a criminal 
offence. 

The media and other agencies of socialisation 
re-enforced this belief. I grew up reading 
magazines that were constantly telling me that 
there is something not quite right about the size of 
my body – something that necessitated alteration. 
To this day, you cannot open a magazine without 
reading an article or two about the latest diet fad 
and the ways in which you can alter your body to 
become slimmer and to look lighter. It is not an 
accident of history that skin-lightening creams 
have become a multibillion-rand industry on the 
African continent and in the developing world 
where people of colour have been conditioned to 
believe that there is something deplorable about 
being dark-skinned, and that the solution to this 
is to apply harmful chemicals in order to attain 
a lighter complexion and, therefore, be deemed 
beautiful and acceptable. Young women across 
the world are putting their lives on the line in the 
quest to lose weight. Conditions like anorexia and 
bulimia nervosa are on the rise because teenagers 
are in pursuit of the body that magazines have 
told them is better. They are in the pursuit of being 
deemed acceptable, of belonging. 

I am now a 28-year-old woman who has 
learned to love the body and the skin that she is in. 
While the fashion industry has evolved to reflect 

When being a dark-skinned fat 
woman with dreadlocks is criminal 
Malaika Wa Azania
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the diversity of women’s bodies, there are still 
moments when I walk into a store and do not find 
clothes for someone my size. But now it does not 
hurt or offend me because I know that the real 
problem is not my weight, but a store that does not 
believe that women my size matter – that we too 
want to look sexy.

I am not advocating for women to not pursue 
healthy bodies. Rather, I am contending that being 
slim does not translate to being healthy, and 
conversely, being chubby does not translate to being 
unhealthy. Women need to learn to love the bodies 
and the skins that they are in, and this is something 
that should be inculcated from a young age. Little 
girls need to know that dark skin is beautiful skin, 
that afros and dreadlocks are beautiful hairstyles 
and that carrying extra kilos does not make them 
unattractive. The “perfect body” exists only on 
Photoshop and other such applications. In the real 
world, women have uneven skin tones, cellulite and 
stretchmarks. In the real world, women’s hair is not 
straightened, their bodies are not perfectly toned, 
and they have some fat around their stomachs. 
And you know what? They are beautiful and 
phenomenally, phenomenal women! ■

Malaika is the bestselling author of Memoirs of a Born 
Free: Reflections on the Rainbow Nation and a 
Masters candidate in the Department of Geography at 
Rhodes University.

“i feel like hiding out, underneath my hoody. 
Some days I just don’t feel pretty, I bet you 

didn’t know I get like that.” – ‘V Rose, No better U’
I love how honest V Rose’s lyrics are. Most 

of us are afraid to admit when we feel unpretty, 
but she does and I think she speaks for so 
many of us. Definitely me! 

I’ve been complimented a lot about how 
pretty I look, but I never believed a word of it. 
When  I was ten a guy looked at me and told me 
I was ugly and that I needed plastic surgery. He 
asked me where my boobs were. At that stage I 
had none. Maybe he was the only one daring to 
be honest, I thought. 

Growing up, guys who came into my life told 
me I was beautiful. I didn’t believe them or take 
their compliments to heart. I was insecure and 
shy. I couldn’t leave home without make-up or 
styled hair. I was told I was anorexic – which 
wasn’t true –  I loved food. Words of other 
people broke me down. 

I love when V Rose sings, “But then I finally 
tell myself STOP, no one can be me better and 
I can’t be a better you.” She’s telling herself to 
stop comparing herself to others because it’s 
not healthy and it won’t make her happy.  

I began to see myself the way my Creator sees 
me. I appreciated the little things about me that 
make me unique. The curls I was ashamed of 
and straightened, I now find fun! My huge brown 
eyes, my freckles on my nose, my skin colour. 
I don’t feel insecure any longer when I’m not 
wearing make-up or about my body shape. I’m 
short and tiny but growing now. The darkness 
under my eyes tell a story that very few know. I 
embraced it. Accepted it. Loved it. 

Be careful what you say to others – your 
words could have tremendous effects later. Use 
your words to uplift someone, not bring them 
down. Remember, no one can be a better you. 
You’re absolutely,100% imperfectly beautiful. 
Dark skinned, light skinned, skinny or large. 
Accept yourself. It really does start with you.

I feel unpretty
Tamica Mopp
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Letter to my younger self
Phoebe Sibomana

Dear younger self 

This is a letter to my younger self. It’s about all the 
things that I know now but wishes my younger 

self had known back then. 

Self-love
You are beautiful; your skin colour and your hair 
are beautiful. Stop looking at the mirror with dislike 
because the world around you tells you that you 
should look a certain way. One day you will wake up 
and find that what the world values is not necessarily 
what counts. Your beauty lies within; it doesn’t matter 
what your body size is at the moment because that 
can change if you so wish. Don’t even bother with skin 
colour because that too can be changed, even your 
hair can be tamed, but your true self, your values, 
personality, the things that make you who you are, 
will always remain the same regardless of what you 
change physically. So start loving and appreciating 
the inner you because that is what counts the most.

Career goals
I know you see the world as having so many 
possibilities and it truly does, so keep on dreaming 
and don’t stop believing you can do and be anything 
you want in life. Write those dreams and goals down 
because if one day you find yourself confused and 
not so sure of which career path to take (it happens 
sometimes) you can look back on what you wrote and 
be motivated to try some of them. Remember there 
is no one end goal, only the beginning of something 
new and interesting, so continue to search and 
continue to reinvent yourself in whatever field you 
choose because that is what makes life interesting, 
and it will keep you on your toes.

Relationships
Not every boy you meet will be the one you settle 
down with, but that doesn’t mean you can’t still be 
happy in a relationship and grow from it. Dr Myles 
Munroe once said in one of his videos (The purpose 
and power of a woman) “Imagine the kind of person 
you would like your daughter/son to marry, and then 

look at the person 
you’re dating and if 
you wouldn’t approve 
then it’s time to move 
on.” But don’t worry 
too much about this in 
the short-term – remember you’re young and there’s 
time to learn and understand what makes for a good 
relationship for you.

Everything will be OK
Time really does change and heal a lot of things, so if 
you’re worried or facing some difficulties right now, 
don’t overstress yourself too much because the fact 
you are alive and are aware of your problems means 
there is still time to fix it or work through it. Always 
remember that you have a destiny and purpose to 
fulfil and, until that has been reached, you should 
worry less. As Tom Fletcher once said, “Everything 
will be OK in the end; if it’s not OK it’s not the end.”

Education
Education is very important and will continue to be 
one of the things you fall back on because it helps 
you learn and grow mentally. Getting education 
doesn’t end when you finish school or university, it 
is something that you will continue because you will 
realise its importance in your life. I know you don’t 
like waking up for school every morning especially 
in winter, and I know how exams and tests can feel 
like a headache, but always remember that these 
are the things you will one day look back on and be 
glad you did, because as the world is round, so is 
life, and you never know when you might need that 
English writing or comprehension test – who knows, 
someday you might grow up to be a writer.

Friends
Friends come and go but the ones who truly value 
your friendship will stick around. Choose your friends 
wisely and remember that a friendship works both 
ways: you need to put in the effort and support your 
friends just as much as you would like them to love 
and support you.
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Money
Money comes and goes so learn to value it, and 
also learn to save. It will not fulfil your every 
need, but it can help you enjoy the times you 
have with it if spent wisely. Don’t use money to 
keep people around because the moment it is 
gone, so are they.

Spend time with yourself
Spend time learning about yourself and what 
makes you happy as this builds character and will 

help you understand yourself better and how you 
relate to others around you. You are special and 
you are worth it. Always try to be positive and 
keep your chin up. Love yourself more.

I hope you have liked my letter to my 
younger self. I broke it down into points that 
I learnt were valuable to me then and are 
still valuable now. You can write a proper 
letter or you can also break it down as I did.  
#BringOutTheWriterWithin.  ■ 

Turning the tide
Dorothy Dyer and Zilungile Zimela

 Hurt small boys,
Given no softness
Harden.
Qin’umqolo kwedini subalifoko-foko
(Stiffen your back little boy don’t be a softie) 

Girls with dreams
Given no space
Wither.
Isitya esihle ngokwenene asidleli
(Indeed, no one ever eats from the most beautiful 

of plates)

How can we turn the tide?
Zingajika kanjani izinto’ ntozobawo?
(How can we turn the tide and turn things around)
 
Can we let boys cry
Be friends with girls
And find their feelings?
 
Can we let girls learn
Servant only to their selves
And see them run free?
 
Kungani singenokhulula umlisela 

nomthinjana abe yinkosi ukuzazi, 
Akhululeke, 
Aqhathule

(What would possibly go wrong if we allowed 
the male and female genders to self-govern 
themselves based on what is right, freely? To 
set them free to do what is right) 

Can we learn to grow, love and give,
And turn the tide
Together?
Kungani singeno bambisana, 
Sakhane 
Siyimbumba yamanyama.
Kungani singenokhathalelana
Omcinci nomdala
Owasetyhini nowasebuhlanti
Ngemvisiswano, uxolo nothando?

(Why can we not join hands, care for each other 
– the older to the younger, the male to the 
female, in complete harmony, peace and 
love? Together?)
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Using The Funzine in Your Reading Clubs: 
Session Outlines

Session 1 – Family
• Read Mbu’s description of families in Nobody 

will ever kill me on p2, and the poems about 
love on p3.

• Then get participants to do the poem-writing 
activity about what love or family is to them. For 
this session ask them to focus on people they 
love, who make them feel safe.

Session 2 – it’s none of our business
• Read the first chapter of It’s none of our 

business on p4 out loud. Ask learners to answer 
the discussion question in pairs, and then get 
some ideas from the group. 

• Continue reading either in the bigger group or 
one smaller group.

• Discuss the questions at the end of the chapters, 
and at the end of the story. 

• Read the poems She is safe when and #Am I 
next? on p10.

• Ask participants what we can learn from the 
story, and from the poems? Again, let them talk 
to a partner and then get some ideas from the 
group.

• Read Dear Father and If I could have known 
on p11 at the end of the session, if you have 
time. Otherwise come back to them later at the 
end of another session.

Session 3 – Date rape
• Read He was stronger, she was tiny on p12. 

This describes a ‘date rape’. 
• Read the texts about consent on p13: On 

consent and Fancy a cup of tea? Ask if 
participants have any questions.

• Then read The devil beneath the heavenly sky 
on p14.

• Follow the activity in ‘Talk about it’. You can 
separate the boys and girls into two groups, so 
that girls write advice for boys and boys write 
advice for girls. However, make sure it doesn’t 
get silly or destructive, an excuse for boys and 
girls to criticise each other. If that seems to start 
happening, then stop the activity immediately. 

Session 4 – Cyber bullying
• Ask participants whether they know of any 

stories where young people have been ‘cyber-
bullied’ – bullied via social media? They can 
discuss this in groups if they are shy to share.

• Ask some confident readers to read the play It’s 
not funny on p15.

• Ask participants if they found the play 
interesting, and to give reasons.

• Let them discuss the question at the end of 
the play.

Session 5 – Bringing up boys
• Ask participants to read the article Boys don’t 

cry on p20. 
• Ask participants to discuss the question after 

the article – encourage them to recognise 
that treating boys so differently can help to 
perpetuate (continue) the culture of women 
abuse in SA today.

• Read the poem Manor Gardens on p21.
• Then get them to discuss the following: 
• In this article, the author says:

 - Girls are expected to be submissive, and to 
listen rather than speak.

 - Boy children are expected to be strong, and 
take control over others.

• Do you agree that girls and boys are brought 
up in these different ways  (e.g. what are boys 
expected to do at home, what are girls expected 
to do?)

• What are the results of this, according to the 
writer?

• We need to explore ways of changing this: 
 - What can parents do? 
 - What can teachers do? 
 - What can we do?

Session 6 – in search of happiness
• Read the story In search of happiness on 

p22. This story explores prejudice against 
lesbians and foreigners. If you think it is going 
to bring out prejudices in your participants, 
then make sure you keep your discussions to 
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the characters in the story. Use the discussion 
question to explore community attitudes 
(you can ask if Nana and Agnes would feel 
comfortable in THEIR community, perhaps). 
But it would be destructive for this story to lead 
to any sort of ‘debate’ – human rights are not 
debatable. Nobody is asking participants to 
become gay, or marry foreigners. But it is crucial 
that they respect the rights of others.

Session 7 – Coming out
• Read the text about Being gay on p28. (If any 

participants suggest that being gay has come 
from the West, you can explain that all cultures 
have gay people – and all cultures, including the 
West, have oppressed gay people. Then read 
Almost a man on p28 and I earned my ‘Sissy 
Boy’ stripes on p29. 

• Get participants to do the writing activity. It does 
not have to be about sexuality. The ideal would 
be if you could create a safe-enough space that 
participants feel confident about reading these 
out, or even just reading to a partner.

Session 8 – Boys talk
• Read Sonwabiso’s article Girls are not iiweyi, 

objects, or the same! on p30. Ask participants 
to talk about language. How powerful are words 
to harm? 

• Read What I would say to my child on p31. 
Discuss with participants – do they see this kind 
of behaviour? Why do they think men behave 
this way?

• Tell participants: In France it is now illegal to 
whistle and call to women in the streets – it 
is categorised as sexual harassment and is 
a crime. Ask participants why they think 
this law was introduced, and whether they 
think it would be useful to implement this in 
South Africa (please stick to these questions – 
nowhere can it be argued that it’s acceptable to 
be rude and call out to women – the question is 
whether laws would stop this behaviour …)

Session 9 – Parenting
• Before you read It’s time we re-teach black 

girls about periods on p33, make sure that if 
you have boys in your group that by now they 
are able to listen to these kinds of articles in 
a mature way. If not, then you may want to 

read this with your girls only. However, this 
would be a pity, as it is good that boys and girls 
understand each other’s bodies in a healthy 
way. In fact, that can be one of the discussion 
points for the article as follows: 
Ask participants: do you agree with the writer, 
that it is important to talk about these issues?

• Then read Malaika’s article We need to find 
another way of disciplining children on 
p34. Discuss with your participants – what is 
Malaika’s argument against beating children? 

•  What are other, healthier ways to ensure 
children act in a disciplined way? (Often there 
are no quick fixes, but depend on a trusting 
relationship over time …)

Session 10 – Second wish
• Read the story Second wish on p36, and 

discuss the questions at the end of each chapter. 
• Then get participants to do the Wish activity at 

the end, and share their wishes with a partner. 
Then ask any brave participants to read out 
theirs to the group.

Session 11 – Our bodies, ourselves
• Read Life story of a young woman on p42. 

Then read the article When being a dark-
skinned fat woman with dreadlocks is a 
crime on p44, and also I feel unpretty on 
p45. Ask participants to discuss these stories 
with each partner: What did they find most 
interesting about each one, and why?

Session 12 – Turning the tide
• Read Letter to my younger self on p46. Which 

piece of advice do participants find most useful? 
Ask participants to choose two out of her 
sections that they liked the best out of: Self-love, 
Career goals, Relationships, Everything will 
be OK, Education, Friends. Ask participants 
to write a few sentences about each of the two 
they chose, explaining why they chose them. 
These are personal pieces, so it may not be that 
anyone will want to read theirs aloud. 

• Finish off the session – and the funzine – by 
reading the poem Turning the tide on p47.

• Ask learners now to go back and read any 
poems or pieces they might have missed out 
on, and get them to discuss their feelings about 
what they have read in this publication.
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