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LINDI remembers the day she
knew there was no turning
back and, tucked away among
her belongings, she keeps the
photograph. 

Her 15-year-old self, flanked
by her older sister, smiles back
at her. It was Christmas Day,
and their mother, a domestic
worker, had been saving up for
the girls to have their hair
braided for the occasion. For
Lindi: a yellow and white frilly
dress, and shiny black shoes
decked in bows and ribbons.
For her sister, the same, but
instead of sunshine yellow, a
letterbox red.

At 2pm, after posing for the
family portraits, Lindi disap-
peared into the bedroom. She
felt as if she couldn’t breathe.
She drove a pair of scissors
through the braids, letting
them fall to the floor alongside
the dress. She put on her
shorts, T-shirt and takkies, and
ran her fingers along her
shortly cropped hair.

She knew her mother was
going to be angry. But the out-
fit felt like a disguise. 

“I feel good when I look at
those beautiful pictures of me
and my sister. We were raised
like twins,” she says, sitting on
the bed she shares in a one-
roomed tin structure with her
girlfriend, “but I’ll never forget
how I really felt on that day.
Before I thought I would grow
into something else, but from
that day I knew I couldn’t be
anything else.”

On the map of Lindi’s life,
Christmas Day in 1996 is not
the only landmark that speaks
of an identity struggle. From a
much earlier age, she had
befriended the boys in her
street in Site B, Khayelitsha,
and spent hours each day play-
ing makeshift “board games”
with tiny stones outside. She
remembers how she’d return
home after dark, and her
mother would deny her supper,
begging her to be friends with
other girls instead.

“I grew up as a boy. I always
asked myself, ‘What is happen-
ing to me?’ I said to myself, ‘I’ll
see what happens when I grow
up,’ but from that day, I knew I
wouldn’t change,” she says. 

In her late teens, Lindi fell
in love with a young woman
and they started a relationship.

Not long after, a neighbour
visited her mother and said “I
think Lindi has got a snake” –
referring to the myth of les-

bians keeping a snake in the
bed for lovemaking.

“I got home from school and
was eating my lunch. I didn’t
know that my mom’s friend
from the neighbourhood had
come by and said, ‘I hear your
daughter’s in love with another
girl. I hear your daughter is
having a snake.’ I told my mom
I was not sleeping with another
girl. I didn’t feel comfortable to
say that.”

It was around that time that
a male neighbour, who lived in
the same street in Site B, began
taunting Lindi.

“In the beginning I hardly
noticed him and I wasn’t
afraid,” she says.

And then came the warning.
“You’re not a man. One day

I’m going to teach you a les-
son,” he said.

One summer Wednesday
afternoon in 1997, when Lindi
was just 16, she was on her way
home from basketball practice
when a car drove up alongside
her. The window rolled down to
reveal the same man who had
been taunting her. This time, he
wasn’t alone.

The four men forced her
into the car and drove away, but
later the other three got out.

“As soon as I was alone with
him, he said, ‘I did tell you that
one day I would catch you and
now I have caught you.’ 

“He took me into a single
room that had no window, and
locked the door.” 

Over the next four days,
Lindi – who had never had pen-
etrative sex before – was held in
captivity and repeatedly raped.
Her assailant offered her no
food. When he offered her
water, she refused. She wanted
nothing from him. 

“It was difficult to scream
for help when I was inside that
house. I would have heard if
there were people outside, but
nobody was there. There was
nobody to scream to,” she says.

The day after her abduction,
Lindi’s mom went to school to
ask if her friends knew where
she was. She waited another
two days, and went to the police
stations and the hospitals, but
there was no trace of Lindi. 

Meanwhile, Lindi sat in the
room each day, knowing what
was about to happen every time
her assailant came back. 

On the fifth day, he left his
phone behind and Lindi
quickly called her mom.

“I don’t know where I am,”

she said, telling her mother
what had happened to her. “On
that same day, they found me.”

The police called an ambu-
lance and Lindi was taken to
hospital. For a week, she lay
there. Both her body and her
soul felt broken, she says.

And then her mother came
into the hospital room and
broke the news to her: she was
pregnant.

Lindi wanted to terminate
the pregnancy, but this upset
her parents.

Thus began a phase of total
seclusion. Lindi was ashamed
to face the world.

She stayed out of school and
only ever left the house to visit
the hospital for check-ups.

After nine months, she was
rushed to the Day Clinic in Site
B where an agonising birth
followed.

Over the next few weeks she
breast-fed her baby boy, but she
found it difficult to touch him
and love him. After just two
weeks, determined to carry on
with Grade 9, Lindi returned to
school, leaving her baby in her

mother’s care. 
But, with no counselling to

help her work through what
had happened, her body gave
up. One day, six months later,
while cleaning the floors of the
family house, she blacked out. 

She was checked into a
clinic for severe depression.

On her return to school a
few weeks later, she enrolled for
life skills training and youth
camps where, for the first time,
she found herself able to speak
about her sexuality and her
ordeal.

“Before I joined the groups,
I didn’t even want to touch the
baby. My mom had been very
supportive, but it was then that
I realised this is my child and
nothing is going to change that.
I have to take care of him.”

It took Lindi four years to
pick up the pieces of her life. 

She had bonded with her
son, and was finally doing
matric.

Then it happened again.
This time, too, it was at the
hands of a man she knew from
Site B. He abducted her after a

sports tournament. First he
raped her in a car, then he took
her to a house where the ordeal
continued.

He said he had to do it to her
because she was a lesbian. He
was going to teach her a lesson.

Then Lindi discovered she
was pregnant again. After her
second son was born, she felt
suicide was the only way out.

“I wanted to kill myself,”
she says. “But eventually I told
myself, ‘I am not going to
change. I am going to be a
lesbian. It is the person I am
and my life will carry on.’”

Lindi managed to pass
matric that year and later vol-
unteered for organisations
such as LoveLife and Hope
Worldwide. 

She also came into contact
with the Triangle Project,
which offers support services
to survivors of hate crimes.

But the memories of being
raped creep into her mind
every day. 

Today, unemployed and
living in a small township near
Somerset West, Lindi still has

nightmares. Her girlfriend,
terrified that the same thing
might happen to her, asked
Lindi to move in with her. They
have been together for seven
months, and though Lindi does
confide in her partner, it is
through her own words that
she seeks comfort.

She keeps a note pad in the
room and writes down shards
of memories.

“That way I can get it out of
my heart. I think about it so
much. It is my story.”

She sometimes talks to her-
self in the mirror and cries and
cries. And, when she wakes up
from her feverish nightmares,
she is “in a bad mood and has
to stay alone for a bit”.

“I did try to report this at
the police station,” she says,
“but you know the process of
lesbians in police stations. You
stand on your own there. 

“I decided to say to my
mother, ‘Let’s leave this
because there is no help. Let’s
cut this story out.’”

Her children – now 12 and
eight – live in Site B with

Lindi’s mom, who has drawn a
veil over the rapes. She pre-
tends her grandsons were born
in normal circumstances.

“I am close to them, I love
them,” says Lindi. “They are
my children and they are here.
I buy them something when I
can, but because I have no job,
it’s not easy. When I do, I make
the journey to Site B.”

The place is knitted into her
destiny – her past, her present
and her future. 

When she goes there, she
often sees the perpetrator of
the second rape. He owns a big
tavern not far from her
mother’s home. The other one –
her childhood acquaintance
who lived down the road – now
stays near Port Elizabeth.

He too is a free man.
l Watch out for Part 2, Por-

trait of a Perpetrator, in the
Cape Times tomorrow.
Research for this series was
made possible by the Anthony
Sampson Foundation Award
for Narrative Journalism of
which Farber was the 2010
recipient.
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DEBATES have flared up
around the potential for
legislation to combat
“corrective rape” ahead of a
deadline that has been set for a
meeting between justice
officials and lobby groups.

“Corrective” rape – a hate
crime in which lesbian women
are raped to “correct” their
sexuality – will come to the
table again in early May after a
meeting earlier this month
where lobby groups presented a
petition to Parliament and
raised their main concerns.

These include the possibility
of having corrective rape
classified as a hate crime
through legislation, the reasons
why such cases take long to
finalise in court, why those
responsible get released on bail,
and why cases of this nature do
not attract hefty penalties.

“When parties reconvene in
May, it will become clearer if
the idea of a commission or
working group will win favour
or if a different vehicle will be
used to attend to the issues
raised,” said Justice Ministry
spokesman Tlali Tlali.

Cherith Sanger, who works
at the Women’s Legal Centre,
says systemic failures in the
justice system lie at the root of
the problem because, in the
ambit of criminal law, the
“hate” element is present only
in discussions of motive. She
says criminal law, and not only
civil law, should provide for a
focus on hate crimes.

This lack of a legal frame-
work means accurate statistics
are difficult to come by.

“Hate crimes are not
recorded as hate crimes,” she
says, “but if it’s 10 women, it’s
10 women too many. When a
lesbian woman approaches the
police she is already in a diffi-
cult position as a woman and as
a rape survivor. Corrective rape
illuminates these intersecting
grounds of discrimination.”

She did add, however, that
the Women’s Legal Centre had
“certainly seen an increase” in
cases of corrective rape.

The Triangle Project, an
NGO that focuses on the rights
of lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender and intersex
(LGBTI) people has expressed
reserve about formulating
legislation.

“We at Triangle are
concerned that putting
legislation in place sometimes
acts as a smokescreen for what
really needs to happen,” says
Jill Henderson. “We are
concerned this will produce
another piece of legislation
that is not resourced and is not
properly implemented. That is
what happened with the Sexual
Offences legislation.”

Ndumie Funda, the driving
force behind the petition who
started Luleki Sizwe – a non-
profit organisation working
against corrective rape – feels
confident after the meeting this
month and is confident that it is
a positive step.
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