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Any Shred of Beauty 
 

 

I stood on the side of a Cape Town highway, staring at a scrap metal city. I’d just stepped 

off the bus with the other students on the South Africa study abroad program, and we all 

exchanged glances of confusion and concern. Glen, our program leader, had said we were going 

to a mosque, but all I saw was an enormous shanty town.  

We were on an eighteen day cultural immersion trip, sent from Susquehanna University 

to experience new lifestyles and step outside our comfort zones. We all hoped to return to 

Pennsylvania with enough material to write travel essays, reflections of our time spent in South 

Africa. I’d spent the majority of the trip snapping pictures with the new camera I’d brought 

along, but now I zippered it back into my purse.  

A man emerged from the nearest building and began speaking to Glen, and I realized this 

must be the mosque we were supposed to be visiting. It was three times the size of the other 
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shacks. A woman inside was mopping the floor with dirty water. I hoped we wouldn’t need to go 

inside and take off our shoes. Though I’d spent the last week in a village, sitting on the floors of 

mud huts that had been constructed using cow poop, I didn’t want that water soaking into my last 

pair of clean socks.  

Cars kept whizzing by, and people across the street were starting to stare. I gripped my 

purse strap tightly, an American paranoia I’d become uncomfortably aware of over the past two 

weeks. The man next to Glen was talking on his cell phone now.  

“This is making me nervous,” I muttered to Meg, who was standing nearby.  

She nodded, eyeing the woman who had abandoned her mop and emerged from the 

mosque. “They aren’t ready for us.”  

“I feel weird just standing here.”  

Our time in Cape Town so far had been all about mosques. We’d been to two Islamic 

schools so far and were going to another mosque for midday prayers later today. On the bus ride 

over here, Glen had told us he wanted us to see the two extremes: a well-to-do mosque in the 

city, and a rural, poorer mosque. But I hadn’t imagined the latter would look like this.  

After about ten minutes of standing clustered together behind the bus, another man 

appeared and invited us inside. I figured he was one of the people in charge of the mosque. He 

was dark-skinned with thinning patches of gray-white hair and was nicely dressed, wearing a 

gray and white striped sweater. We gathered in the room that had been mopped—we were 

allowed to keep our shoes on, so I figured the mosque itself was the room attached to this one—

and listened to this man talk about how the mosque was established. My attention drifted and 

settled on several flyers taped to the wall above our heads. One in particular caught my eye. It 



Bartlett/Any Shred of Beauty/3 

 

had a faded picture of an African baby on it and the address of an orphanage. Underneath the 

address was a message in all capital letters:  

 

DO NOT KILL YOUR CHILDREN 

 

OUT OF FEAR OF BEING POOR 

 

WE WILL PROVIDE FOR THEM 

 

AND YOU KILLING THEM IS A 

 

TERRIBLE MISTAKE 

 

 

Beneath that message was the notation Quran S XVII 31 in parenthesis and a note, urging 

anyone who knows of an orphan that needs care and love to contact the Bibi Fatimah Tu Zahra 

Orphanage. Two strings of numbers were in the bottom left corner, the orphanage’s telephone 

numbers.  

I scanned the faces of my friends to see if any of them had noticed this flyer and were as 

disturbed by it as I was. I caught Bobby’s gaze, and his eyes were wide in that I-can’t-believe-

this-is-real way that is usually accompanied by a sinking feeling in the stomach. He mouthed, 

“Do you have a camera?”  
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I nodded and rummaged around in my purse, trying to make as little noise as possible. 

My camera made a trilling noise every time I turned it on, so I held my finger over the tiny 

speaker. Holding it as low as possible in an effort to be discrete, I zoomed in and snapped a shot 

of the flyer, then turned to nod at Bobby again. I slipped my camera back into my purse and 

wondered if I’d be able to bring myself to upload that picture to Facebook with the rest of my 

photos when I got home.  

 

 

In order to walk through the settlement—I was pretty sure Glen was the only person 

among us who actually wanted to—we had to be accompanied by a security team. Along with 

several men and women from the mosque, the security team walked us through a metal gate and 

into the settlement. They assured us we could take pictures, but none of us made moves to pull 

out our cameras. I already felt like we were tourists strolling through a zoo, and snapping 

pictures was something I couldn’t fathom doing. We were silent, and I could feel the discomfort 

rolling off of everyone.  

The “houses” that made up the settlement were huge sheets of metal painted a variety of 

colors. I tucked my elbows in close to my body, thinking of all the opportunities to slice my skin 

on the sharp siding of the houses or piles of scrap metal. I thought of tetanus, HIV, all the 

diseases I had been warned about before leaving the United States. Don’t walk around barefoot, 

be careful where you step, always wash your hands. I’d expected to worry about those things in 

the rural village, not the city. But the unexpected beauty I’d found in Tshani village—the 

deserted beach sandbars, the bonfire heat that warmed my skin, the pastel colored huts scattered 

like Easter eggs on flowing green hills—melted away as I stared at a different kind of village.  
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Clothes dangled from laundry lines outside of a bright blue house. Several Porta Potties 

were set up nearby. Glen said, “The government supplies a few of them. These are their only 

restroom facilities.” People were peering curiously at us from their doorways and around 

corners. I tried not to make eye contact—I didn’t want them to think I was gawking. Skeletal 

dogs barked at us from nearby, and I wedged myself further into the middle of our group.  

We stopped outside a home that wasn’t painted a pretty color, just rusted metal. Skinny 

wooden boards had been hammered into the wall by the door, maybe to make the walls sturdier, 

I wasn’t sure. A sheet of metal hanging over the doorway had H189 spray-painted onto it. I 

wondered if that was the house number. Did the residents receive mail? I couldn’t imagine a 

postal worker meandering through the shanty town, searching for a shack address to match the 

one on an envelope. One of the men walking us through the settlement poked his head into the 

house for a moment, but I didn’t realize what was happening until he came back and spoke to 

Glen, who announced, “This is Nellie. She’s going to allow us into her house.”  

Her home was so small, only two people could go in at a time. I hung back and let other 

people go in front of me. Across from Nellie’s little shack was a large tan building, easily five or 

six times the size of the average house in the settlement. Painted over a set of doors were vertical 

stripes in bright colors—sky blue, orange, hot pink, purple—and curling black symbols. I 

wondered if they were from the Quran; they looked a little like the Arabic symbols we’d seen at 

the Islamic schools. But all the lines twisted together, and I wondered if it was even possible to 

discern any words from it at all.  

When I turned back around, Meg was heading into Nellie’s house. The security guard 

said, “You can take pictures—she says it’s okay.” 
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I looked around at my friends, the people who’d already gone into the shack. No one was 

saying anything. More people who lived in the settlement were emerging from their houses. 

Children paused their games of catch. A little boy with a green shirt and no pants stood in the 

middle of the dirt path, watching us.  

Meg came out soon after she’d gone in, and I saw she was trying hard not to cry. She 

muttered, “She’s lived here for twenty-four years,” and held up the screen of her camera.  

She’d captured the entire shack in one picture. A mattress on the floor, some twisted up 

blankets, a few chipped dishes. Nellie stood barefoot in the corner, at the edge of the frame. I 

didn’t look closer at the shot, didn’t want to soak in the details. I’d spent the entire trip trying to 

memorize each experience, but part of me wanted to forget this one.  

Meg was saying something that Nellie told her about extreme temperatures in winter and 

summer, but I focused on not crying. I knew I couldn’t go into that house. I could barely look at 

Nellie when she came out and stood in her doorway, watching us calmly, like this was normal 

for her. I kept staring at the black swirls on the rainbow door of that building.  

Wow, that’s pretty. That’s really pretty. The words repeated over and over in my mind, 

like I was clinging to any shred of beauty I could find in this place.  

Glen and Bobby were talking to one of the security men, who told them the painted 

building had been constructed as a community center of sorts, but it didn’t look very active to 

me. I wondered if people ever broke in through the rainbow doors and slept there at night.  

 

 

Our next stop was a long green trailer surrounded by a locked chain-link fence. One of 

the women walking with us said it was a daycare. Then she shouted something towards the 
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trailer I didn’t catch. A woman poked her head out and started walking towards the gate. I 

immediately took a step back. I knew what was waiting for us in that trailer. Starving children 

with big sad eyes that would make me feel awful about the muffins I’d eaten for breakfast.  

But people started following the daycare woman towards the trailer door, so I did too. I 

was one of the first to enter the trailer. At least thirty children were sitting on the floor, and they 

stopped playing with their toys to stare at us curiously. They looked between the ages of two and 

six. Elementary school-style posters decorated the wall, the pictures teaching things like the 

alphabet and the four seasons. A poster encouraging AIDS awareness explained how HIV was 

spread and prevented through the same cartoonish pictures that the alphabet poster used. There 

were some toys I recognized on the shelves, like a rainbow-colored xylophone and some Little 

Tykes people.  

A few of the kids waved, and when we waved back, more joined in. Glen, who entered 

the trailer shortly after I did, exclaimed, “Molweni!” which prompted us to do the same. The 

children got a kick out of us saying hello in their language, and they giggled back, “Molweni!”  

They all warmed up to us pretty fast and started running around, brushing our legs with 

their hands as they walked, like the way someone would drag a stick over bars of an iron fence. I 

started to relax. They were just kids.  

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a group of them swarm Dalton, one of the guys in our 

group. He’d apparently given one of the kids a hug, and the others wanted hugs too. He was 

halfway on the ground, surrounded by kids. I nudged Meg and told her to snap a picture. Once 

the kids realized they were being photographed, they flocked to Meg.  
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“Want to see your picture?” she asked with a smile, showing them her camera screen. 

“Look, that’s you!” The kids started wiggling around each other in an effort to get closer and see 

themselves on the camera.  

At this point, Dalton began picking kids up and swinging them around, like they were 

flying. I’d always felt that was more of a thing guys did with kids—my dad used to make me fly 

like that until I got too big for him to lift—so I hung back, gazing at my surroundings. One of the 

daycare supervisors tore a page from the phonebook on her lap and handed it to a little girl. I 

figured she was going to draw a picture on it until Glen came over a moment later and said, “The 

telephone book is their toilet roll.”  

I barely had time to react to this. Kids had started grabbing my legs and hugging them, so 

I knelt down—I was easily twice their size—and gave two girls a hug. Then a boy held up his 

arms, and I knew he wanted to fly. Without thinking twice, I seized him under the arms and 

lifted him up, then set him back down. No more than four seconds, but his face lit up.  

All the other kids had the same idea, and soon I was lifting one after another. I only spun 

about a quarter of a turn with each kid, but the way they shrieked with glee, you’d think they 

were on a carousel. They giggled and smiled; it was beautiful.  

I’d made nine or ten kids fly by the time we had to leave. They all waved to us as we 

called, “Habani kakutle! Goodbye!” I wanted to stay all morning, helping those kids zoom 

around the room and hearing them laugh. Helping them to fly.  
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Once we were outside the trailer, the chatter of the children died away, and we were left 

in silence again. I felt dazed, and everyone else had the what-just-happened look on their faces. 

Going from laughing children back to the rows of shacks was a stark contrast.  

“Glen,” Meg, who was standing next to me, said to our professor, “how many people 

here would you say have HIV?”  

Glen barely paused before answering, “About thirty-three percent. So one out of every 

three kids in that daycare are HIV positive.”  

We walked in silence back to the mosque.  

I didn’t want to take my sneakers off to go inside the actual mosque. I really didn’t. But if 

those kids at the daycare could live in this settlement every day of their lives, I could stand in my 

socks for ten minutes. The floor had mostly dried from being mopped earlier, but I stepped 

quickly from the tile floor into the carpeted room of the mosque, trying to have as little contact 

with the damp floor as possible. The room was tiny, one-tenth the size of the mosque we’d 

visited the day before. The carpet pattern was similar, though, rectangles with triangles inside, 

pointing towards Mecca so people know what way to face when they pray.  

The man who had spoken to us about the mosque earlier began talking again, this time 

about the goals of the mosque. This kept my attention more than his first speech had, because he 

spoke about establishing programs to feed the families that lived in the settlement.  

“When parents are poor,” he said, “they sometimes forget to show love towards their 

children. Some children never get hugs at home. So I was happy to see you picking them up and 

hugging them.”  
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I felt my stomach sink. My parents told me and my brother that they loved us so often, it 

could be considered nauseating. I had that eye-roll, yeah-yeah-I-know reaction to it. But to never 

hear those words at all?  

“They think white people don’t care,” he continued, “so hugging them was nice of you.”  

Nice of us? I wasn’t sure what to think. I felt like we’d done absolutely nothing to help 

these people, while at the same time made a huge difference.  

Bobby broke the silence we’d fallen into. “I have to ask,” he said, and I knew he was 

going to mention that flyer. “There’s a paper on the wall in the other room that says to not kill 

your children because you’re poor and can’t feed them—is that a common thing here?”  

The man nodded. “The parents, they think, ‘I cannot take care of them, the kids.’ They 

forget God will take care of them.”  

I tried not to cry. I just wanted to get back on the bus. But the man started talking about 

donations and how they were used to help the mosque and the shanty town families, and 

everyone began rustling in their pockets and purses for brightly colored rand bills. Glen made a 

donation on the group’s behalf, but a few other students handed over their own money. Thank 

yous were exchanged—the man thanked us for the donation, we insisted he deserved the thanks 

for sharing this stark reality with us, he thanked us again for caring about the children and 

families—and we were finally free to put our shoes back on. I stuffed my feet into my sneakers, 

the tongue bunching up around my toes, and hobbled out of the mosque. I’d fix my shoes when I 

sat back down on the bus.  

Once everyone was outside, another round of thank yous circulated, and we swore to our 

guides and each other that we would never forget this morning. And I wouldn’t. Something 

about the shanty town’s desperation mixed with the pure joy of the schoolchildren made my skin 
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crawl with discomfort. I climbed the steps onto the bus and sat down in my seat at the back, my 

body exhausted like I was fighting off the flu.  

“Does anyone have hand sanitizer?” Meg asked, sinking into the seat next to me. No one 

did, so we placed our hands on the bus seat armrests, making a conscious effort not to itch our 

noses or rub our eyes.  

“My god,” I kept saying, because what else was there to say? The words trod a well-worn 

path in my mouth. “Oh my god.” I had to stop myself from speaking; otherwise I might have 

kept going on and on.  

The silence was heavy and thick as we drove back up the Cape Town highway. I stared 

out the window at Table Mountain. A thin layer of clouds hung over the mountain, blurring the 

top. The bus driver who’d picked us up from the airport when we first arrived told us, “We call 

the clouds tablecloths when they settle on the mountain.” He said you could see Table Mountain 

from anywhere in the city. “That’s how you know you’re in Cape Town.”  

I hadn’t looked to see if it was visible from the shanty down, but I liked to think it was. 

Something beautiful for the children to look at when they walked home from daycare every day, 

stepping around the shards of metal scattered on the dirt roads. 


