Bernie Peters (45 years)

“He hit me where nobody would see the marks”
I was 15 years old when I was raped. And then I was raped again when I was 24. I have a
daughter as a result of that second rape. She is 21 now. I am grateful that when I look at her she
never reminds me of the rape. She is my reflection.
I tried to commit suicide thrice. My first marriage was very abusive. I ended up in a psychiatric
clinic. I empowered myself there. I realise now that I got re-married too soon after my first
marriage. My second husband was a rape convict, I found out later. I never knew that when I
met him. But when I found out, I just waited for a reason to leave him. When he threw a cup of
coffee at me I left the house. He tried to murder me. He sexually abused my three-year old
daughter. Nothing came out of that because they said there was no penetration. He suffered
from schizophrenia, he has alcohol syndrome and suffers from epilepsy. All these things, I never
knew when we got married. I first tried to help him but then I found out about his previous
rapes and housebreaks.
I was single for three years after my second marriage. Then I met this guy. We lived together for
five years. I was in my forties and he still wanted a baby. He begged and pleaded with me. So I
said “okay” and I gave him a baby. Then he started to have an affair with a girl he worked with.
This year he left me. Apart from the child we have together, I’ve been raising his other daughter
for four years now. She’s ten years old now. She wants to live with me. Her mother is on drugs
and her father abuses alcohol. She calls me mommy. Even her mother asks her: “Why don’t you
go live with your mommy?”.

“I always have a mask on my face”
I was born in Steenberg. I lived with my father and mother and nine siblings. I am the youngest
child. I didn’t finish primary school. When I was in grade 7, I dropped out and I started working. I
was naughty as a child. I was always fighting with my older brothers. At school I was bullied
because I was smaller than the other children. One day the teacher locked me up in the
cupboard.
I was naughty because I felt I didn’t belong in my family. I always got the left-over clothing that
didn’t fit my older sisters anymore. My parents never told me they loved me. Today I understand
why my father did all that, because he is like me. Today he is the best father I could ever have.
But with my rapes my father is still in denial. He can’t believe such a thing happened to his child.

My father would normally come and pick me up at the station after I finished work. This time he
didn’t come so my best friend’s brother in law picked me up. He was driving towards the beach
and I asked him where we were going. He said he needed to pick someone up. Then he forced
me to have sex with him. After he raped me he dropped me at the school behind my parent’s
house. I was all dirty and bleeding. My father was already waiting with his belt and asked me
why I was late. Before I could answer anything he started hitting me. Then I was put in a cold
bath and I cried. I told nobody. I thought if I would tell my father he would beat me up again. So
I told him there was a robbery at the train station and that people got stabbed and that was
how the blood got on me. That has been my story for all these years. Until I got help.
The first time I told anybody about the rapes I was 27. On a Sunday I came walking home from
church and a man who is sick in the head started insulting me when I passed his house. When I
told my father how rude this person had been, he replied that I am always complaining about
other people but what did I do myself? He started hitting me. So I snapped and I smashed his
house up. Then they took me away, my brother and sister. My second youngest sister took me
to her house and then she took me to see a doctor. He diagnosed me with chronic depression. I
couldn’t stop crying. He wanted me to talk but I said he wouldn’t believe me. In the end, he got
through and I told him about the rapes. Although my brother and sister know about the rapes
now, I always have a mask on my face. Up till now, people won’t know when something has
happened to me.

“On my wedding night I was beaten up”
I got married when I was 29. We dated for 13 years. It was an abusive relationship. When I fell
pregnant I knew it wasn’t his child. Two months after I was raped they told me I was pregnant.
They wanted to abort it but I said no, nobody interferes with God’s work. When I was three
months pregnant I told my then boyfriend off. He couldn’t understand why. I didn’t want my
child to grow up in an abusive relationship. It was just my way of getting out. I was feeling guilty
about the child not being his. We didn’t see each other for three years.
When my daughter was four and a half years old we got back together and married. On my
wedding night I was beaten up. I had to go sleep in the lounge on the floor. He always hit me
where nobody would see the marks. I never told anybody, because I thought nobody would
believe me. There was no week without a hiding. He was on drugs by that time. Then we moved
out of my brother’s house, they didn’t want us to stay there anymore because of the drugs. At
my parents’ place, where we stayed for five months, he couldn’t abuse me, because they would
have heard it. Those five months were the happiest times in my marriage.
I stayed with him for six years. I was scared to leave him. He would harm me. He had an affair
and I just accepted it. He was my world. What supported me was his father. A fly could not sit on
my nose or he would throw a gasket. His father died in my arms. Three months after the funeral
I left my husband. I left in secret. I put a lot of clothes in a bag and came home from work early.
I told him I would go to my mother’s and do the washing. Instead I went to court to file for a

divorce. I knew I needed to be away the next Monday, when they would call him to sign the
papers. I had an appointment to check into Kenilworth clinic on Monday. So I went to my
mother on Saturday and started baking a cake. She asked me if I didn’t want to do the washing.
I said no, we could do it later. I just baked and baked and baked. We were supposed to sell them
cakes at the market but I let all the cake fall out of my hands on purpose when we got there. I
dropped it all on purpose. So we had to start baking again. I stayed with them on Sunday as well
and baked again. My mother could sense something wasn’t right. She was very supportive. I told
my mother I was getting a divorce and that I was going to the clinic on Monday. She told me I
had to tell my father. His reply was that my divorce was my business only. Once I had been
admitted into the clinic, nobody could see me for three weeks. After that, I went to live with my
parents. He got me on the road one day though, and tried to stab me but the police was too
quick for him. I never laid charges against him.

“Your children will grow up believing that it’s normal”
I did a women’s empowerment course in the clinic. They showed a video about abuse and how
your children will grow up believing that it’s normal. A boy will grow up believing that it’s
normal to hit your wife and a girl will think it’s normal to be beaten up. They also showed me
around in the shelter for abused women.
My second husband also abused me mentally, emotionally and physically. But I learned my
lesson and the first time he threw coffee at me I went to court. If only people would believe me
that all of that happened. I could sense that there was something not right with my baby who
was only 3 years old at the time. I found scratch marks on her vagina. They didn’t even take her
to the district surgeon. They said maybe someone dried her harshly. But I know he sometimes
used to hold her with her legs across his waist and rock her up and down. I asked him: “Excuse
me! What are you doing?” I once saw he had an erection while doing that.
Up till today, my second husband doesn’t know I am a rape victim. My first husband used to
throw it in my face all the time so it became a secret again. I don’t want to be pitied. My last expartner is a real role model. We were together for five years. His problem is that he is a party
freak. Why did I fall in love with him? I was alone. But now we argue. We argue on the phone
and on Mix-it. Sometimes he deletes me. The happiest period in my life was when he was in my
life (cries). I still love him so much. But he is younger than me. And he is a party freak. I am
serious. I don’t drink. I don’t do drugs. His new girlfriend messed up his life. She buys him what I
can’t. She entertains him. It broke my heart when I saw her name in his phone as “future wife”.

“That husband, he can fend for himself”
I know how to talk to the people. I did a course on community development with the UCT in
Capricorn. But I am a hard parent. Just like my father. I explain to my daughters that mommy
doesn’t hit because she wants to but so that they’ll be a lady. I will also reward them if they do
good. It’s a two-way story.

I am known now as a person that can keep a secret. Confidentiality is my priority. I never had
somebody to confide in. I can always sense another rape victim. I met this girl in the community
and she is always so sour and grumpy. One day someone made a joke and she just snapped. I
told her she can trust me and that she can talk to me if she wants to. She said I am not going to
understand. I told her that she must remember the most important thing is to love oneself. If
you don’t love yourself nobody will love you. “Do you know I am a rape survivor?”, I asked her.
She just smiled and gave me a hug. She still hasn’t opened up to anyone. But she gives me a
hug every time I see her.
I used to live for other people. I put my husband first, then my children and myself last. Now I
come first and then my children. That husband, he can fend for himself. All women that have
been abused always put themselves last. They hob when their husband snaps. Not because they
fear but because they want to be good wives. I will never be like that again.
I have half the money compared to when I lived with my ex-partner but I can do double the
things I used to do. Cause I no longer have to cater for his alcohol expenses and clothing. I take
my daughters to McDonalds every month now. They still can’t believe it.
I think many women who get raped stay silent because they fear being shunned by the
community. Nowadays women go to the police but how many perpetrators get convicted? I feel
the police are doing their work but the courts are not. The magistrates give perpetrators free
bail. When someone gets five years they give him three months community service instead.
Who’s to blame? It’s the fat cats.
Due to poverty and unemployment men end up abusing drugs and get vulnerable. They might
not always go out with the intention to rape someone, but when they rob you they might think:
“Ag, I mos somaar have a lekker time with you”. If people like me, survivors, would one day
acknowledge our status and invite other women to come forward for help, we might break the
silence.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Bernie Peters did not want to become a victim of poverty after she and her partner broke up. That’s
why she contacted the Village Care Centre. Since six months, she has a vegetable garden in the Village
Care Centre. Part of the food she grows, she gets to use for herself and the kids. The rest of the food is
being sold or given out in the community. The profits are used to buy new seeds.

